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  CHAPTER 1


  Shaw


  “So the goal here, people,” Wade Price, CEO of Striker Sports Entertainment, said as he wrapped up—I hoped—his very long-winded pep talk, “is to wine and dine Rockford. Give him any and everything he wants. Romance him until he signs with this agency. Matthews, I’m counting on you and Whalen. And, since you’re the best of the best, I’m sending both of you to meet with him. The decision I make regarding the partnership hinges on who is able to succeed. Simply put, whichever one of you gets me Rockford gets the position.”


  It figured.


  Every agent employed by Striker Sports Entertainment was present at the weekly staff meeting to give witness to what was, undoubtedly, the biggest showdown between the most competitive agents in the city. And they just happened to be employed by the same agency. I was one of those agents, Shaw Matthews. The bane of my existence, Cassidy Whalen, was the other.


  After Wade’s partner, Monty Prather, retired, the vacant spot came up for grabs. Cassidy and I had been competing for the job since it had been announced, three months ago. I think Wade loved to watch us go at each other. I know the rest of the office did. We were both ruthless in our antics, unforgiving in our quest to secure the most coveted prizes, which were usually the same clients every other agent in the nation wanted. More often than not, we won. Combined, our haul was impressive, but it was small potatoes compared to what was in store. Cassidy and I had never gone head-to-head for the same client.


  Until now.


  It wasn’t often that one of the most sought after athletes ditched their agent and publicly advertised that they were on the lookout for someone who could make them even more money than they were already making, which was an insane amount. Wade Price wanted a taste of that insanity, so he was unleashing his favorite pets and pitting us against each other. I had to hand it to him; it was a smart move. Tapping into our insatiable need to one-up each other guaranteed that Striker would bring home the win.


  Our target was Denver “Rocket Man” Rockford, San Diego’s star quarterback. Apparently, his former agent hadn’t had the same vision as Denver for his future, so he got sacked (no pun intended), and Denver was on the hunt for new representation. And it just so happened his contract was up for renewal, with him coming off a more than stellar performance for the season and little time left before he needed to get back to training for the next. Fast decisions needed to be made, which meant fast talking and fast walking. Naturally, Wade felt Striker was the agency that could best negotiate the deal. And even though the payday was a nice bit of incentive, it was the notoriety of being Denver’s agent that I craved most.


  Cassidy stood in the way of that. I meant to plow her down, but she wasn’t going to make it easy.


  She was a real man-eater, the sort whose career meant more to her than enjoying the fruits of all that labor. She never missed a day of work, and she knew things about her clients they didn’t even know about themselves. Cassidy Whalen was as worthy an opponent as I had ever come up against. In fact, her client list was every bit as impressive as mine. Not bad for a chick. She was good. She was also a bore. And a bitch.


  She didn’t like me very much, which was unusual, because most women did. Maybe she just needed to get laid. I doubted very seriously that anything like that was happening. I didn’t really care, but I’d made it my business to know my enemy, so I’d paid attention to details. No ring on her finger meant she wasn’t married or engaged. And around here, no gossip at the water cooler meant she also wasn’t involved in any interoffice romances. Not that gossip equaled fact. There were plenty of stories circulating about me, but those were all wishful thinking without an ounce of truth.


  My adversary’s aversion to me, seemingly without a man to whom she was simply loyal, forced me to formulate my own theories in an attempt to reason it all out. The one at the top of my list was pretty clever, in my opinion. I was betting she was secretly a black widow, sucking the life out of men who dared get near her. Even if I’d hit the mark with that one, I wasn’t the least bit intimidated. I could handle her. Admittedly, I was sort of curious to know if she was as much of a hellcat in the sack as she was in the boardroom. Lord knows she’d given me more than one hard-on while strutting her stuff like her shit didn’t stink, mostly while taking shots at me.


  “Sir, do we have anything on him?” Cassidy’s glasses were perched on the end of her nose, and her long legs were crossed, with her hand poised to jot down any information he could provide on her next target. Somehow she even managed to make suck-up look sort of sexy. Not that she’d intended to.


  She and I were alike in a lot of ways, but this wasn’t one of them. I preferred the casual approach, leaning back in my chair and propping an elbow on the table to take it all in. For one thing, I was bored. For another, this meeting had already gone on far longer than necessary, and I had shit to do. I didn’t bother with a pen or a pad of paper; I wasn’t interested in taking notes. I didn’t need to. I had the memory of an elephant and could recall details others missed even if they’d recorded the whole damn thing.


  I chuckled under my breath, amused by Cassidy’s eagerness. She must have heard me, because the spike of her heel found its way onto the top of my foot. And it felt none too pleasant. I shot up straight but covered my growl with a cough when Wade’s eyes pinned me to my seat. Cassidy sat prim and proper beside me, like nothing had happened. Innocent, she was not.


  I took the look of disapproval from Wade and kept my trap shut so he could answer her and this meeting could be over with already.


  “I expect you to do your own digging for his personal details. Makes it more authentic. And you could use a challenge, Whalen.”


  Cassidy nodded. “Yes, sir. I look forward to it.”


  Suck. Up.


  “I want a report from each of you first thing after your meeting. Now get your butts out of here. It’s a madhouse out there, and I want to head home.” Finally. He turned away, mumbling under his breath, “I hate rush-hour traffic.”


  As eager as I was for the meeting to adjourn, I was even more eager to mess with my nemesis. Maybe shake her foundation a bit. Any chance I had to do it, I pounced. So I took my time hauling myself out of the leather seat, which had nearly become glued to my ass, while the room cleared and Cassidy studiously gathered her things. No one needed that much crap for a staff meeting.


  Once the room was empty, I leaned in. “Ever worry your nose will get stuck in his ass and you’ll have to have it surgically removed?”


  Without so much as a pause in her actions or a look in my direction, she came back with “Ever worry you’ll get lockjaw from sucking his cock?”


  There she was. Cassidy Whalen had everyone else in the office fooled, but not me. I’d been on the receiving end of her mouth since the day I’d arrived, almost a year before. She was jealous, and she’d formulated her opinion of me before I’d even stepped foot back on American soil after my long tenure abroad.


  “Nice, Whalen. Really nice. Do you kiss your mother with that mouth?”


  “Who I kiss and with what is none of your concern.”


  “How about you pucker up and kiss my ass?”


  Cassidy dropped her messenger bag and turned on me. “I am so sick of your crap, Matthews. Since the day you got here, you’ve acted like everything should be handed to you. And now you think you deserve the position I’ve been busting my butt for?”


  “Oh, so you’re the only person who’s been busting their ass around here? I’m sure the rest of the staff would appreciate knowing that.”


  “Don’t put words into my mouth. You knew what I meant.”


  “I’m sorry, but I’m not fluent in bitch.”


  Her laugh was sarcastic, but the ire behind those green eyes was completely authentic. She was so cute when she was perturbed.


  “Listen up, golden boy.” She leaned in, encroaching upon my personal space. “You might have been Monty Prather’s pride and joy, but he’s not here to pamper you anymore. Which means you might actually have to do some real work, because if you think for one second that I’m going to roll over and play dead to appease your sense of entitlement, you’re even dumber than you look. You want that partnership? You better get your act together, since I will not hesitate for one second to do whatever I need to in order to rip it out of your precious, perfectly manicured clutches.”


  Pfft … I did not get manicures. And she obviously didn’t know a thing about me, other than how to piss me off. My chair shot back when I stood—not that I’d meant for it to happen, but the effect was cool. “I was going to take it easy on you, but just for that, now I’m going to bury you!”


  No, it wasn’t a zinger of a comeback, and I was disappointed in myself. It was like lying in bed with an exotic beauty and having nothing to offer but a limp cock. And no, that had never happened to me, either—the limp cock, not the exotic beauty. I knew Cassidy was quick on the draw, though, so I didn’t stick around for her witty retort. Instead, I bolted out of the boardroom and slammed the door behind myself.


  The woman infuriated me no end. I had never let anyone else get under my skin, and I was perplexed as to why she was able to do it so easily. Normally, I was pretty laid-back, cool as a cucumber, comfortable in any element, without a care in the world. But when Cassidy Whalen walked into the room, something inside me went haywire. She was the Achilles’ heel to my composure, kryptonite to my self-confidence. I kept it together for the most part when she was around, not wanting to show my hand lest she use it to her advantage. I knew she would because I would do the same thing. But she wasn’t going to win. I’d never concede victory to a woman. I just wasn’t made up of the stuff that would allow me to utter those blasphemous words from my mouth.


  My feet landed heavily on the trek back to my office to pull my shit together so I could get the hell out of there and find a tall cold one. I even blew past the gaggle of assistants and receptionists who liked to bat their lashes and show way too much cleavage; I wasn’t in the mood to flirt. Okay, I could’ve used the boost to my ego, so I probably should’ve made that stop, but I didn’t.


  When I reached my suite, my assistant snapped his head up from his desk and stared after me. “I take it the meeting went well?”


  “Can it, Ben!” I barked. “Shit! Shit! Shit!”


  “What happened?”


  “I’ll give you three guesses.”


  “And I only need one,” he said in a tone that was much too jovial. That was Ben Durand. He believed the glass was always half full and that no matter how stormy the day or how late the hour, the sun would shine again. If he’d had curly red hair and freckles instead of blond hair and blue eyes, he would’ve made an excellent Little Orphan Annie. “How is the ice queen today?”


  I couldn’t help myself from sniggering at the nickname someone had bestowed upon her long before my first day at Striker.


  “Her Highness is just peachy—warm and fuzzy as usual,” I said from my office. “In fact, she and I have to share a meeting with Denver Rockford. No doubt, she’ll try to make me look like an imbecile in front of him. Let’s make sure we don’t give her any ammunition. Find me anything you can on him. I want to know every little detail, down to what time of day the man takes a piss.”


  “Aye, aye, Captain.” Ben was used to my abruptness after a run-in with Cassidy, so he never took it personally. The man was quite possibly a saint.


  Inside the relative sanctuary of my office, I paced more than I accomplished anything. Cassidy Whalen and her high-and-mighty attitude. Cassidy Whalen and her insinuations that she deserved the position more than I just because she’s been here longer. Cassidy Whalen and her smart-ass mouth and frigid disposition. Cassidy fucking Whalen!


  I needed a plan. Some way to bring her down once and for all. Maybe if I turned on the old Matthews charm, it would make the ice queen melt. Maybe bringing her to her knees meant literally getting her down on her knees. Sure, I could do that. She’d be unable to resist me. She’d fall all over herself to get into my bed, and I’d fuck her so senseless she wouldn’t be able to think clearly by the time I was done. Thus, mistakes would be made, and I’d be there to swoop in and snatch her coveted title right out of her teeny, tiny hands.


  One problem: I hated her. How was I going to stick my dick inside someone I despised? Besides, doing something like that went against my own rule of no hanky-panky in the workplace. But wooing those damn panties off her frigid ass was probably the best shot I had at sweeping her off her feet and then under the rug. Nothing else had worked up until now, and winning the Striker partnership would mean I could finally settle down in one place. I could do it for the greater good.


  It wasn’t like Cassidy was ugly. As much as I hated to admit it, she wasn’t half bad to look at. I mean, she had a few things working for her. Like the legs of a runner and an ass any man would give his left nut to see bouncing up and down on his lap. There might have been more to her physically, but she kept it hidden with the whole librarian thing she had going on. The tailor-made suits, brown Wayfarer glasses, and rusty-colored hair, which she kept in a bun at the nape of her neck, were typical of someone who wanted to downplay her looks. I couldn’t decide if that was her true intention, if she really was that reserved, or if she secretly knew how many men had sexy-librarian fantasies swimming around in their heads and she was trying to use it to take over the world.


  A sexy librarian with a soft New England accent and those damn peep-toe pumps. Okay, so maybe she was hot.


  But that accent could be annoying when she put some snark behind it, which she did more often than not when speaking to me. And those peep-toes grated on my last nerve when she gave them an incessant tap each time I stole the spotlight away from her.


  It wasn’t until I pictured those spiky heels that I noticed I’d been clenching my teeth as well as my fists. I could just see the smug look on her face when she presented Wade with a contract signed by Denver Rockford. The woman would make my life a living hell as my boss, and I simply couldn’t let that happen. In fact, I’d stoop to an all-time low to ensure that it didn’t. My mind was made up. I was going to seduce my mortal enemy.


  “You’re going down, Whalen.”


  Cassidy


  Ally was hot on my heels the second I stomped into my office, catching the door I attempted to slam shut and closing it softly behind herself instead. Even when I didn’t have the presence of mind to keep my cool, she did. My assistant had become an expert at detecting my moods, though it wouldn’t take the dynamic duo of Holmes and Watson to solve the mystery today. It was always the same after I’d been anywhere within the vicinity of Shaw Matthews. I did my best not to let it show, since I had a reputation to uphold, but it took a lot of work. And grinding of teeth. I’d even bitten into my tongue a time or two.


  I growled in frustration, feeling the familiar Irish temper surge through my veins to warm my skin. No doubt, my face was red. “That arrogant—”


  “—son of a bitch,” Ally finished, which, I admit, coaxed another growl from me. I didn’t know if I was irked more by her insubordination or by my predictability. “You hate him…. He’s just so … Arrrgh!”


  Arrrgh? Am I a pirate now?


  I spun around to face her, the messenger bag on my shoulder continuing with the momentum and nearly taking me with it. “No one likes a smart-ass, Coop.”


  My assistant’s name was Ally Cooper, to be exact. Even though the surname hadn’t been her parents’, they’d been Alice Cooper roadies and fanatics, and thought giving the name to their daughter, legally, would be an appropriate homage. Ally suspected that her mother had been more than just a groupie—something her mother had never confirmed or denied. I was with Ally. She had the Father of Shock Rock’s lean physique and raven hair, and she was even rocking the nose, though Ally wore it better. If his tour dates matched up with the timing of her birth, no way would it have been a coincidence.


  Ally exaggerated a pout. “Sorry.”


  I didn’t think she was sincere. Mostly because I knew she wasn’t. Like I said, she was insubordinate. I’d fire her if she weren’t so good at keeping up with me. Apparently, there was something in the water. That or everyone was in on some scheme to drive me bat-shit crazy. Including Wade Price. Naturally, it made me growly.


  At twenty-eight, I was the youngest woman to make a name for myself in the business, but Shaw was a minor league big shot who had only joined the U.S. office less than a year before. And already he was a contender for partnership. Talk about it being a man’s world. His wealth and unconscionable flirting had gotten him far. So had all the influential people he had in his pocket, the name-dropper. It was his charisma that romanced his clients, though. I hated to admit it, but he was a mastermind, a real smooth talker who made big promises and always delivered. Even if he had to take the money out of his own pocket to do it. Cheater, cheater, pumpkin eater.


  “Can you believe I have to share a car with him?”


  “Seriously? They expect two people to ride in the back of a limousine? What were they thinking?” She wasn’t even trying to cover her sarcasm. No Christmas bonus for her.


  “Exactly my point. I really don’t think the both of us can fit in there, what with his big, stupid, egotistical head and all.” I sounded more like a child throwing a tantrum than a grown woman with a client list talented enough to form their own major league every sports team. Thank God no one else could hear me. Especially Shaw.


  “Just ignore him.” As if that were even a possibility.


  Shaw Matthews was one of those people. That person others naturally gravitated toward in order to bask in his presence and maybe siphon off even the tiniest bit of his energy. You’d think he was the sun or something. And because the universe had some sort of vendetta against me, he just had to be good-looking on top of all that: six foot two with the body of a cover model, a strong jawline set with confidence, and eyes so blue, so hypnotic, you dared not gaze directly into them. And that bedhead of October brown hair always made him look like he’d just stolen a minute or two in the supply closet with a random woman. If the rumors around the office were true, he probably had. Money, looks, savoir faire; he had it all. And now he wanted my job, too.


  “Ignoring Shaw Matthews is a little easier said than done.” I went to my desk and grabbed my purse from the bottom drawer, stuffing it into my bag. “He and I have a meeting scheduled with Denver Rockford tomorrow afternoon, so I’ll have to endure the suffering. I know you’ve already been putting that talented little search engine of yours to work to find out any and everything you can about him.” I stopped short. “Oh, yeah. That’s how you manage to keep your job.” Ally was the best of the best, my most accomplished protégée. Okay, so she was my only protégée.


  “What?”


  I shook my head to get back on track. “Nothing.”


  A knock sounded on my door, and I sighed in frustration. I just wanted this day to be over with already. But when the door opened without invitation and my boss walked in like he owned the place—in fact, he did—I put on my best smile.


  “I know you’re probably ready to leave, but I’d like a moment of your time,” he said.


  “Of course, Wade,” I answered, nodding to Ally to excuse herself, which she did on cue. “Have a seat.”


  He waved my offer off. “It’s not really necessary.” His hands slipped into his pockets, and he rocked back on his heels as if trying to come up with his next words. “Cassidy, it’s no secret that you’ve always been my favorite, preferential treatment be damned.”


  It was true, though he’d never handed me anything I hadn’t earned.


  “Just as it’s no secret that Shaw was Monty’s,” he continued. “What no one else knows is that Monty had been grooming Matthews to take his place when he retired.”


  Oh. That was certainly news to me. It suddenly felt like the world had tilted on its axis, forcing me to inconspicuously grab the corner of my desk to balance myself. Talk about a punch to the gut.


  “In fact, Monty had been ready to name him partner, until I convinced him otherwise.”


  “What do you mean, sir?” I was surprised that the tremble I felt in my bones hadn’t made its way into my voice.


  “Monty and I founded Striker together, and I insisted that we make the decision jointly. I wanted you, and he wanted Matthews. We were at an impasse. We also knew we only had one shot at getting Rockford. Normally we wouldn’t pit agent against agent, but we realized that by doing so, we’d broaden our chances from one shot to two. So, together, we came up with the idea of the competition.


  “The way I saw it, at least then you’d have a chance at the partnership. Every single staff member knows you deserve it. Monty knows as well, so don’t be upset with him, kiddo. But,” he said with a finger in the air. “I want you to make sure you win.”


  “That’s not going to be a problem, sir,” I assured him, though I was confused as to why he needed assurance after all the major deals I’d secured for SSE.


  Wade nodded and eased his hand back into his pocket. “It’s not that I don’t have faith in you, Whalen. It’s quite the opposite, in fact. I know what you’re capable of, so I’ve put my best against Monty’s best. And I don’t think I need to tell you that I hate to lose.”


  “No, sir, you do not.”


  “Good. That’s why I’m going to stress this.” He leveled a look at me that commanded attention. “Bring home that win. By any means necessary. Do you understand?”


  I nodded, but that didn’t seem to be good enough for my boss.


  “Say it.”


  “I will bring home the win by any means necessary.”


  “Any means,” he reiterated.


  I wasn’t dim. He meant even if I had to fight dirty.


  Setting a determined chin, I nodded again. “Failure is never an option for me, sir.”


  He smiled, the tension in his frame easing. “I’m glad we had this talk, but I wouldn’t want anyone else to know about it.”


  “Understood.”


  “Now get out of here, kid. I want you well rested for your meeting tomorrow.” His wink was conspiratorial, every bit as inappropriate as if it had been flirtatious, but I didn’t take offense.


  Wade exited then, leaving the door open for me to follow, which I did after gathering my things again. Ally was still at her desk, and I felt bad about keeping her later than usual, but I knew she’d never go home before I did. Maybe she was a little sassy-mouth, but no other assistant could fill her shoes.


  “Is everything okay?” she asked.


  “Perfect.” Even if she didn’t believe me, she’d never press. “Email me everything you’ve got on Rockford, and I’ll go over it during the car ride tomorrow afternoon. Maybe if I look busy, Matthews won’t try to talk to me.”


  Ally snorted. Actually snorted. “Who are you kidding, Cass? The second the news broke that the marriage between Denver and his agent was on shaky ground, you knew everything there was to know about him. And you’ll be poring over every single detail of it tonight, probably not getting a wink of sleep.” She knew me well. “You work too hard.”


  “There’s no such thing. Da and Ma worked their fingers to the bone to give me this opportunity. I’ll not be squandering it.”


  The picture that sat on the corner of the desk caught my eye, and a familiar longing punched at my chest. My parents weren’t the only ones who had been left behind. I hadn’t had a lot of friends while growing up, but Casey was my absolute best. Not a day went by that I didn’t think about him or wish he were there to tell me one of his lame jokes. No one understood me like he did, though I had some pretty terrific friends who came pretty close, and they were waiting for me at our spot.


  “I need a drink. Have a good night, and I’ll see you in the morning.” With any luck, I’d survive the rest of the evening without having to look at Shaw’s stupid face.
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  Lady Luck was a fickle bitch, and Irony was her sadistic sidekick.


  Monkey Business was a neighborhood pub that had an old-world Irish feel, with the traditional emerald-green and gold trim, dark wood everything, and a menu that boasted a selection of ale even the most snooty of beer snobs could appreciate. It could’ve been on any street corner, but as it happened, it was halfway between the place where I made a living and the place where I laid my head at night. And it was more like a second home to me than my own apartment. Which was exactly the reason it irked me when I cracked the door only to hear his voice. Of all the taverns, pubs, and bars in San Diego, Shaw Matthews had to hang out in mine. I was convinced he did it on purpose, but I refused to let him run me off. After all, I had been there first.


  “Hey, Cass! The usual?” Chaz, my bartender friend, asked as I made my way through the happy hour crowd to get to our table. A nod was all the answer he needed. And the follow-up eye roll when I spotted his buddy Shaw occupying the bar stool in front of him reaffirmed the fact that I still didn’t approve of his choice of besties, to which he only smiled and shook his head.


  Chaz was a chiseled mountain of a man with a perfectly rounded bald head, soft baby blues, and a pristine smile. For someone who didn’t know him, the body ink and piercings might have been intimidating, but Chaz was an all-around good guy. Like a lot of bartenders, he had a worldly sort of wisdom about him, so I couldn’t quite figure out why he kept the company of someone as superficial as Shaw. I could only assume that Shaw had said something similar yet different about me, because every now and then Chaz liked to remind me that he was Switzerland in this war that wasn’t really a war.


  On the far side of the room and near the left corner of the bar was a table of rich, dark wood with a glossy top. Four unmatched chairs sat in an arch so that none of their backs were to the crowd but, instead, each seat had a perfect view of the entire room. My friends and I liked to people-watch. We also liked to keep an eye on anyone who might be eavesdropping on our own conversations. The proximity to Chaz and the bar was another perk. At the beginning of his shift, our bartender friend always did us a solid by placing the Reserved sign on the table in the alcove to ensure that we would never have to kick anyone out of it. Well, Demi would probably be the one doing the physical work.


  Demi Renée was as sweet as sweet could be, as long as she called you friend. Not that she was a royal bitch to strangers, but if someone rubbed her the wrong way, they’d soon wish they hadn’t. Demi led self-defense classes for women, and she could take on just about any man who dared challenge her. You wouldn’t know it by looking at her, though. She was a tall, leggy broad with platinum-blond hair that was cut short and spiked on top, Barbie’s perfect figure, and lashes you’d swear were fake, but weren’t. And she wasn’t afraid to get her hands dirty. Unlike her best friend and ex–college roommate, Sasha.


  Sasha Hale was spoiled rotten, a real girly girl. She had a heart of gold and would give strangers the shirt off her back, which of course meant she was left with far more heartache than any one person should have to endure. She was Demi’s exact opposite, so they balanced each other. Not that Sasha was ugly, by any means. Her mixed ethnicity gave her all the best traits from her mother and her father. She was short and curvy, with a tiny waist framed by a bodacious chest and a voluptuous ass. Her caramel-colored skin was softer than any I’d ever felt. It was unnatural, but she swore she didn’t have any sort of special skin-care regiment. I was convinced she was lying and had told her she would burn in hell for doing so. Her figure and angelic skin weren’t the only parts of my friend I coveted. She also had these round doe eyes the color of dark honey, with thick lashes and perfectly arched eyebrows, and the natural pink tint on her lips was sickening. I hated her. No, I didn’t. I loved her. Okay, so I loved to hate her.


  Pushing through the last of the crowd, I finally plopped down into my chair. The ice-cold tall draft Chaz had poured and slid to the corner of the bar was just out of reach, so I waved my hand for whoever was closest to pass it over.


  “Uh-uh! Girl, who do you think you are? Coming in here all late and then waving for somebody to do your bidding. They might call you the ice queen where you just came from, but you are not royalty here. You better get off your ass and fetch it yourself.”


  That would be Quinn, my nearest and dearest, though I couldn’t feel the love at the moment. So I did the only thing I could do: I pouted.


  Quinn’s skin looked porcelain in contrast to his jet hair. He was well kempt, perfectly groomed, and dressed to impress no matter what the occasion. With his toned physique, he could’ve been a professional model for any twentysomething boutique, but he was just our Quinn. Though he had no problem calling us out when we weren’t at our best. “Stop that. You do not look attractive,” he said, grabbing my beer and sliding it over to me. The pout worked every time. “You need it for this toast, anyway.”


  I sighed, more mentally exhausted than physically. I was also breaking in a new pair of heels, so there was that. “What are we toasting?”


  He sat tall and straight in his chair, with a smile so bright it could’ve been seen from Mars. Sasha and Demi were exhibiting the same smile and looked like they were about to burst into a cheerleading routine, complete with pom-poms and herkie jumps.


  “Look what Daddy bought me!” He held his wrist out, and I was nearly blinded by the bling that adorned it. A Breitling Bentley watch in yellow gold, leather, and—if I had to guess—fifteen or so carats of diamonds. It had to have cost a fortune.


  Clearly he expected me to be every bit as excited as he was. And I was. Mostly. Sasha and Demi leaned back and out of his eyesight and started throwing out hand gestures that I was sure were meant to get me to not say what I really thought, because that was how we played the whole “Daddy” situation. Quinn could become quite defensive otherwise, and that was never a pretty thing.


  Daddy was Quinn’s sugar daddy. Quinn’s gay-yet-not-out-of-the-closet sugar daddy. We were Quinn’s best friends, and even we didn’t know what the man’s real name was. All we knew was that Daddy was an account holder at the bank where Quinn worked. A married account holder with lots and lots of money and influence who didn’t believe it was in his best interest to let his wife, his constituents, or the general public become aware of his sexual preference. I thought it was stupid. Especially considering the leaps and bounds the world had been making in that regard. But it was his life, and Quinn accepted the hidden role he played in it. I loved my best friend, I really did, but I was quite sure the posh lifestyle Daddy was providing helped in keeping Quinn’s mouth shut about their secret affair.


  “What did you have to do for that, and did he at least let you wear kneepads?” I asked, deciding to keep it light and maybe even a little funny.


  “Oh, hush. Jealous,” he said, waving me off. I wasn’t so sure it was a wave-off as much as an attempt to blind someone with the reflection of the lights off the diamonds.


  Demi rolled her eyes. “You’re going to get robbed the second you walk out of here if you keep flashing that thing around.”


  “Damn, Q,” Chaz said from the bar. “You might want to get your bodyguard to walk you home. Huh, Demi?”


  Demi giggled, the flirt. The chemistry between those two was off-the-charts hot, but Chaz had never made a move on her. The chemistry between me and Chaz’s bestie, on the other hand … left a lot to be desired.


  “Very nice,” Shaw said, getting up to examine the piece for himself. He probably thought it was fake, that no one in our circle could afford such a thing. A circle in which he was forcibly included, which put quite the strain on the elasticity of the band that held it together.


  Sasha elbowed me and cut a sharp glance toward my still frosty glass. I hadn’t realized I’d been white-knuckling it. Not only that, but I’d also been biting the inside of my cheek. A barely perceptible chuckle from Shaw let me know he’d noticed. Damn it! I didn’t want him to know how much he got to me. Though that ship had sailed the day we’d met, I was sure.


  “Still slumming it, Matthews? All your posh friends have plans for the night?” I never could figure out why someone like Shaw Matthews, a.k.a. Richie Rich, chose to hang out in a pub rather than a La Petite Frou-Frou something or another.


  “You really think you have me pegged, don’t you?” When I smirked up at him, he shook his head and turned to slither back under the rock from which he’d come. Okay, so the rock was a bar stool.


  Fighting to maintain what little bit of composure I had left, I decided I really needed that drink. So I lifted the glass to my lips and completely forgot I was a lady in a public place. It never failed; when that first taste of hops hit my tongue, I closed my eyes and was instantly transported back to the only hole-in-the-wall tavern in Stonington, Maine. My da and his crew would always stop by for a few nice cold ones after a long fishing trip to exchange their sea legs for a pair of drunken ones, which really wasn’t much of a transformation. When he wasn’t looking, I’d sneak a sip or two, mostly because I wanted to emulate everything that was my da.


  I hadn’t realized I’d chugged the entire glass until I opened my eyes and found my friends gaping at me. “What?”


  “Jeez, Cass. Would you like a trough next time?” Sasha looked around, clearly embarrassed. Thankfully, Shaw was nowhere to be found.


  “I swear to God, if you burp, I’m going to reach across this table and smack you.” Quinn wouldn’t really hit me, but I also wouldn’t be that rude, and he knew it.


  Demi beamed with pride and offered me a high five, which I accepted with a playful wink. I was a lady most of the time, but every now and then, it felt good to live wild and free. If Casey were there, he’d insist on it.


  “Where did the superjerk go?” I asked, hoping he hadn’t seen me.


  Sasha gave me the look. That one people give the runner-up to some grand prize. “I take it the announcement was made today?”


  Quinn threw his hands into the air. “I knew it. He got the partnership, didn’t he? They didn’t even give you a chance, the chauvinistic bastards.”


  “What? No!” My friends could be a little dramatic at times. I still didn’t understand how they could possibly underestimate me so much. “We have to compete for it. Whoever gets Denver to sign will also get the partnership.” I reached across the table and grabbed Demi’s bottle of beer for a quick swig


  “Well, that should be easy,” she said.


  I started to laugh, but then I saw that her brows were lifted like she expected me to understand words that hadn’t and didn’t need to be said out loud. She was serious about whatever point she was trying to make, but I obviously wasn’t on the same page. Having all gone to college together, Demi, Sasha, and Quinn had been friends for far longer than I’d been in the picture. They could practically read one another’s minds, and did a lot of the time. I was nearly there, but not quite. Whole conversations sometimes took place around me that left me oblivious, and this was shaping up to be one of those times.


  I sat her beer bottle down. “What are you talking about?”


  Sasha sighed. “Seduce him, dummy.”


  “What? I am not going to seduce the most sought after player in the National Football League. Not that it could be done even if I tried.” Even if I wanted to sink so low, the man could, and did, have any woman he wanted.


  Sasha merely pointed at my roommate. “Gaydar says?”


  Quinn made a buzzer sound. “Not gay, but I’d sure like to try to change his mind about that.”


  “See? Not gay means it can be done, if done right. Totally seductable.”


  Demi snorted. “I don’t think ‘seductable’ is a word.”


  “I said it, therefore it is.” Sasha crossed her arms with a pretentious yet playful set of her chin.


  Quinn was still in plotting mode; otherwise, he would’ve been all over her spoiled behavior. “You know, she could always skip the jock and go straight for the ball cutter. That way, if neither one of them lands the tight end—”


  “Quarterback,” Demi corrected.


  “Hold on. Ball cutter?” Things were getting out of hand.


  Sasha patted my arm. “Wait a minute, honey. The grown-ups are talking.”


  “Right. Quarterback. Whatever. They’re all tight ends as far as I’m concerned. But like I was saying, rudeness … If neither of them lands the pigskin lover, she’ll still have his balls in her purse.”


  I was being ignored. I didn’t like being ignored. “Whose balls? What are you talking about?”


  “Oh, yeah. Good idea! Why didn’t we think of that before?” Sasha sat back, pleased with the result.


  Demi followed suit. “Brilliant idea! Two birds. One stone.”


  Sasha nodded in agreement. “Yeah, she definitely needs to get laid.”


  “Of course it’s brilliant. Hello? Queen of the balls, here.” Quinn preened, proud of himself.


  “Can I be part of this conversation, please? What just happened?”


  Demi reached for her beer. “We just solved your problem.”


  I snatched the bottle away before it made it to her lips. “You did? Care to let me in on the secret?” It was still cold, so I decided on another sip for myself.


  “Oh, sure thing. You’re going to seduce Shaw.”


  I choked on the gulp I’d just taken, my eyes watering and the liquid going down what I was sure was the passageway to my lungs rather than to my stomach. Sasha started pounding on my back—as if that was going to help—while Demi lunged for the bottle, because clearly that was the culprit of my near-death experience.


  Though I was still coughing incessantly, I couldn’t let them go one more second thinking that was even a remote possibility. “Oh, no, I’m not!”


  Sasha huffed. “Why not? He’s good-looking.”


  Quinn guffawed as if insulted by her statement. I was glad someone was on my side until he clarified himself with words: “Honey, that man is a piece of scrumptious wrapped up in good gawd!”


  Demi laughed. “Right? So freakin’ beautiful.”


  “And he knows it,” I reminded them. “Besides, they say the Antichrist will be beautiful, too.” Demi started to object but I cut her off before she could get a word out. “And I’m not going to screw Denver, either. I’m talented enough to get the partnership without having to stoop so low, but thank you for having so much faith in me.”


  I was disappointed in my friends. They knew I wasn’t made up of the stuff that would allow me to do something like that. Maybe it was all in jest, but after the “by any means necessary” talk with Wade only minutes before, I wasn’t feeling all that confident in my own words. I needed some distance. Picking up my bag, I stood up and made my way toward the door without saying goodbye.


  My friends and I would meet in the same bar, at the same table, tomorrow. They knew it. I knew it. And Shaw Matthews would most likely be there, too. As if he could read my thoughts, he turned to look at me, the intensity in his gaze catching me off guard and nearly causing me to plow into a table full of frat brothers. I recovered well enough, but I could still feel him staring at me all the way to the door, the scorching heat of it dissipating only after I’d put brick and mortar between us. I was sure he wore a cocky grin at my expense, but I wouldn’t lose any sleep over it. If all went well at the meeting with Denver, I’d wipe it off his face tomorrow.


  CHAPTER 2


  Cassidy


  I threw my messenger bag over my shoulder and left the office, hoping to beat Shaw to the limousine so I could get situated before he got there. After all, being first had its advantages, the best of which was knowing it would piss him off.


  I was sorely disappointed when I stepped out onto the sidewalk in front of Striker’s big glass doors. The limousine was there, all right, but the impeccably dressed man with it wasn’t the driver.


  Shaw stood before the open door, basking in his small victory. “After you.” He gestured toward the car with a gallant smile.


  My feet felt heavy as they carried me forward, but I went anyway, though I didn’t take him up on his offer. “You can stop with the whole chivalry routine, Matthews. I’m not one of your dumb bimbos who get all swoony just because you use good manners. And I’m not particularly keen on the thought of you ogling my ass, so manners aside, you can get in first.”


  The fake smile disappeared, as did Shaw when he climbed into the limousine. I slid in after him, situating myself as far away as I could get, which wasn’t any farther than the bench behind the driver on the opposite side. Shaw huffed when I left the door for him to close, which might have pleased the little devil on my shoulder. He shut it harder than necessary, then tapped on the dividing window, signaling the chauffeur that we were ready to go.


  When we finally pulled away from the curb, I decided to stick with my original plan of busying myself with my work in hopes of creating as little opportunity to interact with Shaw as I could. Plus, some last-minute brushing up on my Denver Rockford facts probably wouldn’t hurt my cause. But wouldn’t you just know it? Shaw wasn’t the “suffer in silence” type.


  “So, I was thinking about the reasoning behind Wade sending both of us to meet with Rockford at the same time instead of individually.”


  Shaw Matthews had had a thought. This could be comical. “Is that right? And what did your simple mind come up with?” I asked as I pulled my laptop out of my messenger bag.


  “Simple.” Shaw chuckled in that smart-ass sort of way. “You’re so funny. Seriously, I think he wants us to double-team the guy. You know, to make sure he signs with SSE.”


  With the correct password entered, I was up and running and pulling up my next heavyweight client’s folder. “Wade is aware that I work alone. And everyone in the universe knows you’re a selfish prick, so I doubt very much he intended for us to work together. Teamwork does not a superstar athlete land.”


  “Oh, yeah? Well then, why do you think he sent us both?” As he relaxed into the plush leather, his body language reminded me of an informal visit with a friend rather than a competitive debate between two rivals.


  Friends, we were not. And he was wrong.


  “The answer is as obvious as the shit on the tip of your nose, Matthews. We’ve been playing this ‘whose dick is bigger than whose’ game for quite a while now. Today, we’re going to find out.”


  Shaw feigned offense, and not well. “Well, I’ve never …”


  “That’s not what I heard,” I said with an artificial smile.


  “Ha ha! You know, if I wanted to play dirty, I could take you to HR for sexual harassment. You’d be fired, and that partnership would be mine for the taking.”


  “Ha!” My guffaw was loud enough to startle him. “You actually said that with a straight face. Like you wouldn’t be joining me in the unemployment line. Just how many women in the office have you slept with?”


  His bottom lip curled outward. “Aww, you’re jealous.”


  “You disgust me.”


  “Yet you want to see my cock.”


  “I do not want to see your cock!”


  “Come on. Just admit you’re a little bit curious to know if all the rumors are true, and I’ll show you.”


  I narrowed my eyes at him. “You’re bluffing.”


  Shaw tilted his head with a quirk of his brow, as if to say, “Am I?” and that was when things started to go south really quickly. Or, rather, his hands went south.


  I could feel his eyes on me even as mine stayed glued to the massive hands that were easing down the abdomen of his slumping body to slowly work his belt. Nimble fingers popped the leather loose of the buckle, and then an effortless tug did the same for the button of his pants, but I would never forget the amplified sound of the zipper as it lowered. With the separation of each metal tooth, my heart rate jumped another ten points higher.


  Though every instinct screamed at me to turn away, to do anything other than let him continue, my brain simply wasn’t getting with the program. This was wrong on so many levels; yet putting a stop to it wasn’t going to happen. Shaw expected me to cry uncle, but I wanted him to keep going. He was right. I was curious, and I simply had to see what was going to happen next. Maybe my brain had taken a temporary leave of absence.


  Shaw’s brain, however, was present and fully functioning. There were no hiccups in his movements, no stifled sounds of protest, no indication at all that he wasn’t in complete control of the situation. To him, this was no big deal. When his hand disappeared beneath the black cotton underwear and then reappeared, full of thick flesh, I swallowed the hard lump that had formed in the back of my throat. And then the stroking began. His long fingers delicately fondled the protrusion that had erected from his pants, an act I found particularly distracting, to make matters worse.


  “Oh my God!” Those words finally breaking free felt like the top being blown off a pressure cooker; eventually, they had to find the way out.


  “What’s the matter? Never seen one before? Or do you have a little thing called penis envy going on, as I’ve suspected all along?” Shaw was obviously feeling particularly victorious that he’d been able to make me blush. And that would never do. It was just a penis, for Christ’s sake.


  It might have been a second later, or maybe an hour, but Shaw finally broke the awkward standoff with a reminder of the challenge I, myself, had issued. “You wanted to see whose cock was bigger than whose. Here’s mine. Let’s see yours.”


  My reservations were forgotten at the sound of the proverbial gauntlet hitting the floor. I snapped my head toward his, prepared to go the distance. “Are you seriously challenging me?”


  He was. It was a contest I had no chance of winning. But I’d be damned if I’d ever back down from any he presented. Shaw knew that as well. What I found amusing was that he clearly thought I was a threat or he wouldn’t have felt the need to take the small victory to make himself feel better. Well, we’d see about that.


  With a smirk on his face and a wicked glint in his eye, he shrugged. “If you’re scared, say you’re scared.”


  I straightened up, put my laptop away, and secured the messenger bag under the seat, and then I pushed back my shoulders and set my chin in determination. “You don’t claw your way up the ladder to get to where I am in this male-dominated industry by being scared.” The material of my skirt slid up my thighs with finesse. “You might know something about that if you’d actually had to work a hard day in your life instead of having everything handed to you.”


  I was sure he thought I was bluffing. No way was the “ice queen” going to show all her goodies to the likes of him. Yes, I knew what the gossip brigade called me around the office, and I was fairly certain I knew its source. Shaw Matthews was about to find out just how steamy I could make things.


  The lift of my skirt revealed the tops of my silky black thigh-highs, and he swallowed hard. The amateur hadn’t been prepared for the possibility that I’d actually call his bluff, and it showed all over his face. His jaw dropped, his eyes widened, and his hand froze on his cock. And he couldn’t look away.


  “What’s the matter, Matthews? Worried you’re going to lose?” I asked with an air of smugness to match his.


  “I swear to God, Whalen, if you’re hiding a dick under that skirt …” His thought was cut short when I lifted my ass and revealed a dainty black thong to match my stockings.


  “If I were a cross-dresser, I’m pretty sure these panties wouldn’t be able to hide it.” My fingers ghosted over the soft material between my legs.


  Shaw cleared his throat and collected himself, still unwilling to back down. “That doesn’t prove anything other than the fact that my dick really is bigger than yours.”


  True. “Oh, but mine’s so much prettier.”


  “That remains to be seen, now, doesn’t it?” He wasn’t going to back down, either. “Show me.”


  I didn’t hesitate. Shaw had upped the stakes in our competition, and I had no intention of letting him win. Showing the goods wasn’t something I was ashamed to do. It was just flesh, nothing he’d never seen before. Not mine, of course, but still. Besides, I really was finding our little standoff to be quite erotic—of that I was ashamed. I’d deal with the consequences later.


  Slipping two fingers beneath the fabric at the inside of my thigh, I slowly pulled back my panties. My eyes were trained on Shaw’s face. His were trained on my semi-naked crotch. When his tongue flicked out to lick his lips, I knew I had him right where I wanted.


  “And it tastes as delicious as it looks,” I said, hoping to seduce him to his knees. The fingers of my other hand slipped between the folds and then pulled back the skin at the apex of my pussy, giving him a fantastic look at the hidden treasure that resided there. “Here’s mine,” I said, rubbing my fingertip over my clit. “Like I said, not as big, but a whole hell of a lot prettier.”


  I heard the words coming out of my mouth, but it was like I was having an out-of-body experience and wasn’t in control of them. Any of them. Not even when I said, “Suck my dick, Matthews.”


  Shaw didn’t seem surprised in the least. In fact, he nodded toward his lap and his insanely engorged cock. “Ladies first. Unless you don’t know how to …”


  It was another challenge. Challenges and I did not make a good combination. I was obsessed with rising above and winning any that were laid at my feet. It was a serious problem, and an unhealthy side effect was that I forgot who I was in the process.


  I laughed. “Oh, baby, I’d have you whimpering like a scared little boy.”


  “I seriously doubt that.”


  My frown turned into a scowl. “Do you always have to be so stubborn?” I asked even as I knelt to the floor. “I’m just going to make you look stupid again.”


  “How about if you shut up and put your money where your mouth is?”


  I sighed. “Have it your way. I do enjoy the look of defeat on your smug face.”


  I crawled across the small space between us until I was between his legs, and Shaw jumped when I yanked his cock out of his hand.


  “You’re a real bitch, do you know that?”


  “We’ll see who’s the bitch.” I wrapped my tongue around the head of his cock before engulfing it with my hot, wet mouth. He smelled good, freshly showered with a manly fragrance, and his soft skin was stretched smooth over the rigid muscle beneath. The veins in his cock were taut and pulsing with his blood. And I’d have ventured a guess that it was pumping pretty hard right about then.


  Shaw sucked in a breath through his teeth as his head fell back, and I couldn’t help but notice the way his fists clenched on the seat at his sides with each bit of suction I applied on the upstroke of my mouth. Needless to say, I felt quite vindicated. He could’ve just sat back and enjoyed what was probably the best blow job of his life, but that wasn’t good enough for Shaw Matthews. Nope. Apparently, he wanted to enjoy the show, because he somehow managed to lift his head so he could watch.


  “Jesus … I like your mouth so much better with my dick stuck in it.”


  I let my teeth scrape along his flesh in retaliation for the comment, but he groaned in pleasure instead of pain. The guttural sound went straight to my naughty parts, and I could feel the wetness against my thighs, which really kind of pissed me off. I didn’t want to be attracted to the man I openly loathed, but my body apparently had a mind of its own.


  “Take your skirt off, but leave the shoes on.” Shaw pulled the pins out of my hair and let it tumble free of its confines.


  “Fuck you,” I said when I released his dick from my mouth, all while unzipping my skirt and letting it slide down my thighs. Dammit, since when did I like him telling me what to do?


  “If you’re lucky, I just might let you.” He smirked while shoving his pants down his legs as well. “Come here and finish sucking me off.” He grabbed me by the back of the head and forced it toward his lap. I went willingly, giving him the death glare all the way, but I wanted it every bit as much as he did.


  “Mmm … You like to suck cock, don’t you? And all this time I thought you were either a virgin or a lesbian,” he said, fisting my hair as I bobbed up and down in his lap. “Turns out, you’re a bad little girl who likes to suck cock in the back of a limousine.”


  I hummed in answer. He’d found my weakness: I loved the dirty talk. All that prim and proper I had to live through all day, every day, had no place whatsoever in my sex life. I liked it rough. I liked it hard. And I liked it dirty. And even though I hated the man I was blowing, I loved his thick cock in my mouth.


  “You know what bad little girls get, don’t you?” Shaw gripped the hair on the back of my head to hold me in place and leaned forward. “They get spanked.” His hand sliced through the air and landed hard on the cheek of my ass.


  I moaned at the contact, and he pulled my head up and pushed it back down again. I grabbed his legs, giving him complete control—something I’d never do in any other setting—and he moved me as fast and as deep as he liked.


  “God, yes … Suck my cock.” He moaned and then spanked me again and again, because each time he did, I took him a little bit deeper. He was aggressive with his actions, but I was just as aggressive with my nails digging into his calf muscles and the death grip my mouth had on his dick.


  The wet suction sounds and moans of pleasure from both of us were testament to how greedy we’d both suddenly become for each other. Finally, we were working together toward a common goal. The underlying competition was still there—we were both trying to make the other submit faster—but the journey was being taken together, each reaping the reward.


  When I grabbed his hips and buried my head in his lap, taking in as much of him as I possibly could, he stilled. His jaw went slack and he breathed through his mouth, watching me work him. I could feel him all the way at the back of my throat and even a little bit farther. I stopped to look up at him, smirking around the cock lodged between my lips. And then I swallowed, the back of my throat giving the head a tight squeeze.


  Shaw whimpered at the sensation, and I winked. Like a scared little boy. To my credit, I’d earned the right to gloat.


  Shaw’s ego must have been bruised, because he growled, “Fuck that” and pushed me back so that I was forced to release his dick.


  I fell back onto the floor of the limousine, a triumphant giggle bubbling up and into the air. “Oh my God! The look on your face was priceless.” I laughed hard. “I tried to warn you, but you were the one who chose not to take me seriously.”


  “If I were you, I wouldn’t laugh, Whalen.” Shaw loosened his tie and positioned himself on the floor at my raised knees. With a swift, hard yank, my panties were ripped from my body. “My turn.” He smirked down at me and then grabbed both of my knees, spreading them before lifting the lower half of my body to hook my legs over his shoulders.


  Holding on to my thighs, he quickly buried his face in my center, licking and sucking at my pussy like a fat man lapping the remnants of grease from his fingers after gobbling down a bucket of fried chicken.


  I gasped, caught off guard. “Oh … God!”


  Shaw lifted his head to look down at me, a smirk crossing his face after he licked his lips languidly. “Mmm, you were right. It does taste as delicious as it looks.”


  He buried his face again, his tongue sweeping maddeningly fast over every inch of my drenched flesh. Words that not even I could’ve deciphered spilled from my lips, joining the wet sounds of Shaw’s greedy mouth devouring me. The feelings he evoked in the pit of my stomach were unmatched by anything I’d ever felt before. My heart leapt from my chest, as if taking the plunge from the climax of a roller coaster. He grunted, he growled, he fed from me. It was the single sexiest thing I’d ever seen, felt, or heard.


  And I hated him even more for it.


  I bucked my hips toward Shaw’s mouth, but he wanted to torture me for making him whimper. So he lifted his face, allowing his lips to barely ghost over my center, hovering and refusing what I wanted most.


  “I don’t believe I hear you laughing now, Miss Whalen. The landing strip is a nice touch, by the way. I pegged you for full-on bush.” His warm breath cast a wave of heated sensation over my pleasure spot. “I could make you come, you know. But what would be in it for me?”


  My chest rose and fell frantically as I searched my thoughts to find a desirable solution. Desperation to have my release threw my normally analytical side out of balance, and the need to satiate my primal urges took control. It was blatant mutiny, but I didn’t care. I wanted him.


  “Fuck me,” I whispered.


  “I’m sorry, what?” Shaw was an asshole to the most extreme degree. Either that, or he was an idiot.


  “I want you to fuck me,” I said, as if I were talking to someone who didn’t understand the English language. You know, just in case the idiot part was the true story. “Stick your dick inside my pussy and fuck the shit out of me. Or can’t you handle that? Surely all those rumors the girls at the office spread about you hold at least a fraction of truth.”


  Shaw released my legs and hovered over my body until we were face-to-face. His cock slid against my wetness, doing unspeakable things to my self-control.


  “If we do this …” he started, but he had to stop when I lifted my hips to gain more friction. “If we do this, we do not speak a word about it to anyone else. I know it will be hard for you not to brag about it, but I don’t want everyone to know I’ve had my dick inside the biggest bitch in the office.”


  “You are so full of yourself.”


  He bit down on his bottom lip, a cocky grin managing to peek through nevertheless. And then he undulated over me. “Wouldn’t you like to be full of me?”


  God, yes.


  I rolled my eyes even though I was already locking my legs around his hips, but I wouldn’t acknowledge his last question. The first statement was easy enough, though. “Believe me, the feeling is quite mutual. And I trust that, even though you’re a whoremonger, your self-adoration means you’ve made sure you’re not carrying any diseases?” We must be very clear on that, mustn’t we?


  “I’m clean. What about you? Are you on birth control?” he asked as he rolled his hips again.


  Much more of that and all coherencies would be out the door. Who was I kidding? I’d already lost my mind, hence the whorishness. “As if I’d want to give birth to your spawn and be single-handedly responsible for bringing life to the Antichrist.”


  Shaw chuckled facetiously. “That’s … that’s really funny. And here I thought you didn’t have a sense of humor.”


  “Whatever, dickhead.” My fingers traveled under the collar of his shirt. “I’m on the pill, and this has to go.”


  I quickly unbuttoned the first four buttons of his shirt, revealing a magnificently sculpted pair of pecs and an abdomen you could do your laundry on. My hands swept over his heated skin, feeling the contours of muscle and smooth flesh, until I spread my fingers over his back and pulled him to me. I lifted my head and sucked on the skin at the place where his neck met his shoulder. He smelled so delicious—a mixture of soap, a light cologne, and just plain man.


  “Trying to mark me, Whalen? I don’t do hickeys,” he warned before he sat up and began to work the buttons on my blouse loose. He stopped when he’d uncovered enough to divulge the secrets that lay beneath. Hooking his fingers into the cups of my bra, he pulled them down and then pushed up so that my breasts spilled from their confines.


  “Fucking great tits,” he murmured, and then he dipped his head and captured the peak of one breast with his mouth while his hand kneaded the other. His tongue flicked back and forth, and I arched my back and threaded my fingers through his thick hair to bring him closer still. Shaw worshipped my chest before moving to the inside of the swell of my cleavage, where he proceeded to suck. Hard.


  “Cheater.” My distaste for his double standard wasn’t at all convincing. That might have been because I was moaning even as I pushed and pulled at his head, not really trying to make him stop. As my punishment, the suction grew stronger and stronger, until he finally let my skin go with a wet pop. And then the smug bastard sat back to admire his work.


  A self-satisfied grin spread across his face. It was irritating and gorgeous at the same time. “If you’re going to give a hickey, put it where it won’t be seen.”


  “How do you know it won’t be seen there?” I asked with a grin of my own.


  “Are you telling me you’re a slut?”


  “No more than you.”


  Shaw quirked an eyebrow at me. “Is that so? Well, then by all means, let me give you what you really want.”


  He lined himself up with my entrance, his fingers working my clit while he teased my opening with the head of his dick. His lips parted as he watched with rapt fascination. In and out he pushed into me, never giving me more than the tip. “Jesus, you’re fucking tight.”


  I couldn’t resist the opening he’d handed me. “Wow, that’s it? You looked so much bigger than that. I’ve gotta say, I’m a bit disappointed.”


  Shaw stopped his motions and looked up at me. He was not amused. I thought he was about to retort with a smart comment of his own, but he merely winked at me and thrust his hips forward. Hard. My back arched off the floor and I sucked in a deep breath.


  “I’m sorry, what was that?” he asked with a grin.


  I smacked his chest. “Christ, Matthews! A little warning would have been nice before you attempted to gut me!”


  “Yeah, I am pretty ginormous, aren’t I? Maybe if you’d learn to keep that fuckable little mouth of yours closed …”


  “Shut up and fuck me.” I had no problem whatsoever using his body for my own guilty pleasure, but I could do without his arrogance.


  Shaw pulled almost all the way out and then slowly pushed back in again, both of us moaning at the sensation. And then he rolled his hips into me, the expression on his face a dead giveaway to the fact that he was savoring the hot wetness that encompassed his cock. When I closed my eyes and bit down on my bottom lip, Shaw did the unthinkable. He leaned forward and captured my lips with his own, actually kissing the woman he’d considered a pariah, his enemy, a coldhearted bitch who’d just as soon spit on his grave as look his direction.


  And I kissed him back. Jesus, that man had a talented mouth.


  After that, things really started to heat up. So much so that I had to grab the cheeks of his ass and dig my nails into his skin to hold on when his thrusts became faster and more urgent.


  I came alive beneath him, losing myself to the long, thick cock that filled me so completely. Never had I felt so hungry, so willing to be consumed by a man. And he knew, without experimentation, how to move his hips, rotating them so that he brushed against my clit with the perfect amount of pressure to drive me to the edge. But he wasn’t talking, and I’d loved the filth that had come out of his mouth while I was sucking on his massive cock.


  “I hate you,” I mumbled between heated kisses. “You’re a whoremonger, and I can’t believe I let you stick your dick in me, but God, it feels so good.”


  “Well, if I’m a whoremonger, that makes you a whore.” He groaned. “A whore with a tight pussy who likes to be fucked hard and fast.”


  With that, Shaw intensified his thrusts, his hips slapping against my thighs as he slammed his cock into me.


  “Oh, God. Yes,” I moaned. “Fuck me, Shaw. Fuck me harder.”


  Obviously, I liked to be talked to as roughly as I liked to be fucked, which seemed to be right up his alley. Shaw pulled at my legs, situating them so that the heels of my shoes were pressed into his shoulders. Then he grabbed my hips and gave me what I wanted.


  “You like that, huh? You like being fucked by the man that you despise?”


  “Yes … More.” As if what he was doing wasn’t enough, my hand traveled down my stomach until I was touching myself.


  “Son of a bitch.” Someone liked what they were seeing, and I wasn’t above letting him see more of it. Especially when he said dirty, dirty things to me. I worked my clit with two fingertips, frantically moving them back and forth before I stopped to press down hard and then slap at it.


  “That’s it. Work that sweet little pussy. Do what feels good, but you’re not allowed to make yourself come. Your orgasm belongs to me. Do you hear me? It’s mine.”


  I raised my hand, showing him the slickness that glistened on my fingertips. “God, I’m so wet.”


  A feral growl sounded from Shaw’s chest, and in a flash, he lunged forward, my legs forced to hook over his shoulders again as his hands slammed down on the floor beside my head and he lay on top of me so that he could capture my fingers with his mouth. He was so much deeper at that angle, and I wasn’t the least bit uncomfortable. Not that he cared. A hard fucking was what I wanted, and a hard fucking was exactly what he gave me.


  He hummed around my fingers, his tongue working to gather all the juices, the greedy bastard. Skin smacked against skin as he fucked me. I couldn’t tell if he was doing what felt good to him or if he actually gave a damn about what felt good to me. Though I was pretty sure we were both on the winning team. I tried not to make his fat head even fatter by my cries of pleasure, but trying to remain silent would have been expecting way too much from myself. All of my inhibitions were orbiting somewhere completely out of reach, and I might not ever be able to wrangle them back in. At the moment, I couldn’t care less.


  Shaw’s greed proved to be too much for him—he pulled out of me and pushed my knees up so that my hips were forced off the floor. Once again, he buried his face in my pussy, lapping up all my wetness. When he thrust his tongue inside me, I cried out, my orgasm catching me unaware. He didn’t stop there. Thank you, Jesus, for not letting him be a selfish prick. He kept licking and sucking at my skin until he’d captured every last drop I had to give. And then my body went limp.


  “Uh-uh. No fucking way,” he said sternly. “We’re not done yet. Sit up here and taste yourself on my cock.”


  There were no arguments from me. I wasn’t done yet, either. I wanted it—wanted him—more than I’d ever wanted a man. Clearly, he’d fucked my brains out, because not a single thought that made sense remained.


  Shaw pulled me up by my arms and shoved my head toward his groin until his cock was fully lodged in my mouth. I could feel the sting of my hair being pulled by the roots, but it only fueled my inner fire more. I took control then, greedily sucking him, tasting myself while he pushed and pulled at my head. I moaned and hummed at the offering while Shaw’s head fell back and he allowed himself to take pleasure in the sin we’d both indulged in.


  “Christ, you suck a mean cock, woman.” But he still wasn’t finished with me yet. “Get on your knees. I’m going to fuck you like you want to be fucked. Like the kinky little slut you are but pretend not to be.”


  I sat back and wiped the wetness from my mouth with the back of my hand. “Promises, promises,” I taunted him as I scrambled to get into position, wanting what he apparently thought was a threat but was exactly what I craved.


  “Lean over the seat,” he ordered me, and it felt good. “This is going to be hard. This is going to be quick. And this is going to be the best fucking you’ve ever had in your life. Try not to get too attached.”


  He impaled me with his cock, thrusting hard and without warning. My back concaved and my head was thrown back as I cried out. It was a sweet torture that I thoroughly enjoyed, and I knew that if I kept antagonizing him, there would be so much more where that came from.


  “Oh, God! You bastard!” I half-moaned, half-growled through clenched teeth.


  “You love it, and you know it.” Shaw pushed the side of my face into the seat and slammed into me again. “This is how women who pretend to be in control but secretly want to be controlled get fucked, Cassidy. From behind, pinned down so that you have no choice but to take it.”


  He hovered, his hot breath cascading over my ear with each sultry pant for air. His hips rolled against my backside, the muscles in his thighs flexing and relaxing with each thrust, the rest of him straining to maintain control and hold my squirming body in place.


  “Is this how you like it?” His husky voice growled into my ear between punishing thrusts. “You pretend to have it all together, to not need the help of any man. You are woman, hear you roar, right? But we both know you really want to be dominated—to let go of the façade, the carefully orchestrated control—and to be fucked into submission.”


  Shaw bit down on my shoulder as if he were claiming me with his last word. His fingertips dug into my hip when he pushed as far into me as he could go. Given the size of his cock, that was pretty damn deep from that angle. He angled his hips, forcing gurgled moans of pleasure from me, his grunted thrusts short and quick. I retaliated by doing the only thing I could do in my position: by squeezing my walls around him in a pulsating cycle.


  “Christ! Fuck! I’m going to …” His words were cut off by a gruff moan.


  “That’s right, asshole! Who’s in control now?” I didn’t want the control, but I wasn’t going to give it up without a fight, either. “Feels good, doesn’t it? You can’t hold on any longer. You want to come so hard. You want to let it go. Give into it, Shaw. Come inside my pussy.”


  Shaw’s grip tightened, and I knew he was right there. I pushed back into him, unwilling to let him stop himself from giving me what I’d worked so hard for.


  “God! No, not … yet.”


  I snapped out of his grip, the residual sting and burn a promise of a bruise by morning. I spun around before Shaw could register what I was doing and took his cock into my mouth. I sucked and licked, my teeth scraping as I cupped his balls and coaxed his release from its confines.


  “Swallow it! Don’t you dare spit it out!” Shaw thrust forward until the head of his cock was at the back of my throat, and then growled out his release. Hot, molten liquid shot out in spurts as his body stiffened and I stroked him with my mouth and hand, taking and accepting all he had to give.


  When he was done, I looked up at him with a satisfied smirk on my face and wiped the corners of my mouth. “Mmm, tasty.”


  A loud shrieking sound rang through my head, and I sat straight up to reach over and slap at the source of the annoyance, as had become my routine. My head was pounding. Not only that, but my vision was blurry and my thoughts wouldn’t quite come together. “Confusion” wasn’t even the word for it.


  Where was I? I looked around, the familiar surroundings of my bedroom coming into focus. I was alone.


  Something wet at the corner of my mouth got my attention, and a memory that didn’t seem quite so distant made me cringe. I wiped at the wetness with an “Oh, ew, ew, ew!”


  False alarm. It wasn’t Shaw’s death sperm. It was just drool.


  “What the …?” I fought to regain my bearings, and then I realized what my conscious mind was trying damn hard to suppress. “Nooooo!” I groaned to myself as I fell back down to my bed and covered my head with a pillow. “No, no, no, no, noooo!”


  I’d just had a very hot, very erotic dream about my mortal enemy. And it was the best sex of my life.


  Kill me now …


  CHAPTER 3


  Shaw


  It was six-thirty in the morning, Gilligan’s Island was blaring from the television set in my bedroom, and my dick was aching. I had no idea why. About my achy dick, not Gilligan’s Island. I’d fallen asleep with the TV on again, but rarely had sitcoms from the sixties caused the problem I was having down below.


  I was horny and hard. So hard I thought the skin barely containing my rigidity might split to give the fucker some relief. The real issue was how the hell I could possibly still be that horny and that hard after the night I’d spent with Yvonne. Or was it Yvette? Either way, it was apparent that my cock had found her just as forgettable as my brain had her name. Not that it mattered. She had been a means to an end, though not as favorable an end as I’d hoped to find when I’d left Monkey Business in the wake of yet another round with the she-devil.


  You’d think I’d be used to the assumptions Cassidy made about me. I shouldn’t care. I mean I really shouldn’t, but there was something parasitic about that woman that managed to wedge itself beneath my fingernails to get under my skin and slither its way up my arm to my brain and then to my friggin’ eyeballs to make me see red. I was sure it was the same parasite that made my eye twitch every now and then when she was in the same room. So it was a puzzle that her smart mouth was all I’d thought about since my little buddy had roused me from slumber to bid me a good morning.


  Ha, little buddy. I supposed my cock’s personality was a lot like Gilligan’s in that eager-to-please sort of way. But its size was all Skipper, just as robust and every bit as stout. Everybody knew that both of them had a thing for Ginger. So maybe the fact that Cassidy was a ginger had put some sort of TV Land–infused Freudian twist on my subconscious mind.


  Or maybe the parasite had taken a different route this time.


  With a squinted eye, I lifted the tented sheet, half-expecting to see something grotesque attempting an Alien-like escape from the head of my cock. I breathed a sigh of relief when I found nothing out of the ordinary. Well, besides the extraordinarily rigid fatty that was screaming for attention.


  Fine. Skippigan would win this round. I wasn’t about to risk getting coconut juice on my clean sheets, though, so I got my naked ass out of the bed to hit the shower to do his bidding. Not that I was pleased by the fact that Cassidy and her librarian glasses were calling the shots.


  That wasn’t the only way my mind had decided to fuck with me, it seemed. When I crossed my bedroom and opened the door to the bathroom, I was instantly struck with the memory of my first day at SSE, upon the return from my internship at the company’s U.K. branch. I remembered walking through the door to the conference room with the staff meeting already in full swing before I was introduced as the newest member of the team. I’d been confident, but new adventures always played a little mischievous ditty on my nerves. Nevertheless, when the door opened and Monty Prather beamed from the other side, I pushed my shoulders back and strode in like I held the world in the palm of my hand.


  Though it pained me to admit it now, I’d thought Cassidy Whalen’s beauty was one of the most understated I’d ever seen. Hers was natural, the kind other women caked on the makeup in order to achieve, and I’d very much looked forward to working closely with her. But then she had to go and open her mouth.


  Once all the attention had shifted from the shiny new bauble to the up-and-coming college recruits Striker was watching for possible procurement, Cassidy had only slightly angled her chair in my direction. From over the rim of her glasses, she’d looked me up and down and whispered, “Welcome aboard. I’m sure you’ll do very well with the female clients.” It had all been very matter-of-fact, and then she’d turned back around like that had been a normal type of greeting.


  “What’s that supposed to mean?” Shock from her insinuation had caused my voice to be louder than intended, so I’d had to wait until the rubberneckers returned their focus to the front of the room before repeating the question in a whisper: “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “Don’t be offended. We all have our part to play.”


  “Is that so? And what’s your part?”


  She’d set her pert nose a little higher in the air. “I bring in the moneymakers.”


  I’d almost laughed out loud, but I hadn’t wanted to draw further attention to myself for being disruptive during a staff meeting on the first day. “And you don’t think I can?”


  She’d shrugged. “If they’re wearing a skirt, sure.”


  Now I yanked my shower door open, a little pissed at myself. Not only because I’d let her get to me then, but also because it’d been nearly a year ago and I still hadn’t gotten over it.


  “God, her mouth!” I said out loud as I stepped into the shower.


  Rotating the faucet handle with a little more force than was necessary, I shoved up with my palm, not that it made me feel any better. A rush of hot water shot out of the showerhead and pelted my face and chest until I was forced to turn around. My apartment had great water pressure. Maybe even too great. Not so strong that I could use it in lieu of renting a power washer, but it certainly rivaled the intensity of Cassidy’s smart mouth. As well as my hard-on’s insistence.


  “Still slumming it, Matthews? All your posh friends have plans for the night?”


  I grabbed the bottle of shampoo and squeezed it too hard, making a mess. “Fuck her!” I said, slamming it back down on the shelf, which then took a tumble to the floor of the tub. With a frustrated growl, I slapped the shampoo into my hair and lathered it up.


  “Since the day you got here, you’ve acted like everything should be handed to you.”


  That wasn’t true. I’d worked damn hard. Harder than I had anywhere else. And all because she’d thrown the stupid gauntlet on the floor that first day with the insinuation that I could only bring in clients if they were female. Talk about reverse chauvinism. I’d more than proven myself, but that hadn’t shut her up, had it? Nope. She slammed me every single chance she got.


  “… rip it out of your precious, perfectly manicured clutches.”


  I scoffed to myself when I popped the top of the body wash. I didn’t give a rat’s ass about that kind of stuff—I was no girly man. Squirting a generous amount of soap into my hand, I rubbed my palms together and went to work on scrubbing my face, then my chest, pits, and arms.


  “… your sense of entitlement.”


  “Entitlement, my ass.” She was way off the mark on that one.


  My abs were next, and then lower, to that stupid hard-on.


  “Ever worry you’ll get lockjaw from sucking his cock?”


  If she would just … shut … up. I gripped my erection and squeezed, not hating the temporary relief I felt. I’d show her lockjaw. That was probably the only way to keep her from talking. She needed a nice, thick cock in her mouth.


  I closed my eyes and imagined fisting her hair and forcing her to crane her neck. The fat head of my cock was at her lips, pressing forward and demanding that she open up and let it in. The second she started to say something else, I capitalized and shoved my cock into her mouth to keep her from spouting off any further. It worked. I couldn’t hear her anymore, but I could damn sure feel and see her. She was on her knees, where she belonged, her mouth barely able to stretch around my cock. Her nails scraped at my abdomen, but not to push me away. She was drawing me closer, wanting more even as she looked up at me with eyes the color of grass trapped beneath a canopy of shade on a forest floor. Cassidy was pissed, yet craving the taste of my cock and loving that she was at my mercy. I had none to give.


  “Oh, that’s so much better,” I said, reveling in the quietness.


  I began a series of short quick thrusts into my hand, keeping my eyes closed and the vision of fucking Cassidy Whalen’s mouth forefront in my mind. The water pummeled my back, and I braced a foot on the edge of the bathtub to open myself up further to all the ways I could make my affliction put her trap to better use.


  I pulled my cock out of Cassidy’s mouth but only allowed her a quick breath before making her dip her head lower. With my free hand, I cupped my balls, stroking them the same way I imagined Cassidy doing with her tongue and lips. Next I angled her head, dropping one side into her mouth for her to gently suck, then the other.


  “Nice and easy …” I said, feeling some of the tension leave my shoulders. “Christ, that feels good.”


  Her hands were on the insides of my thighs and she was going to town, sucking and licking and trying to put them both in at the same time. She was enjoying it too much, so I used my imaginary grip on her hair to pull her back and then pushed my cock into her mouth again. The scraping of her teeth must have been her idea of punishment, but I liked it.


  I shouldn’t have.


  “Fuck!” I opened my eyes to see the strained muscles and tendons of my forearm and the bulging veins that carried the flow of blood, ushered by my erratic heartbeat. The death grip I had on my erection wasn’t normal. Neither was the angry red tip that appeared and then disappeared again with each punishing stroke of my cock.


  I didn’t want to think about her. I just wanted her to shut up, for Christ’s sake.


  When I closed my eyes again, she was still there, and I had no choice but to finish the deed. Cassidy’s luscious red lips moved back and forth over my cock, the thin skin over the rigid muscle tinged from the abuse of her scraping teeth. I bit down on my lip and threw my head back as I pumped even faster in and out of her mouth. I couldn’t hear her anymore. In fact, I couldn’t hear anything over the thunderous spray of water that was pounding at the top of my head.


  My balls drew up as that familiar feeling gathered in the pit of my abdomen, a rush of blood cells pushing and shoving their way to a central location. My head dropped forward and my mouth fell open with a groaning grunt when the momentum that had been building came to a climax and rocketed toward the nearest exit.


  I came. Damn hard. And I kept coming, each release easing the tension in my body just a little bit more, until I was completely spent. A couple more calming strokes to my cock was all I needed to make up for the torture I’d put us both through.


  And then I let my head hang. I could’ve fixed the morning-wood incident with a cold shower. I didn’t have to stoop as low as I had. I didn’t have to let her win. Again.


  What really pissed me off, though, was that I felt more satisfied after giving myself a hand job to thoughts of Cassidy Whalen then I had while fucking Yvonne three times mere hours before. Something was very wrong with this picture.


  As my shower grew cold, droplets of water fell from the tips of my hair, and I watched as they joined the larger streams flowing down my arm. Rivulets forked into opposing directions, like uncovered veins showing the secret to the manna that flowed within, only to merge again before continuing the journey. Funny how something as harsh as pressure created by man ultimately yielded to the delicate design of nature.


  I had no idea why I’d made that observation, but it somehow seemed important.


  Cassidy


  Something was horribly wrong with me. Yesterday, I’d been relatively normal, or so I’d thought, but today? Today, I was a masochistic pervert.


  This was all Shaw’s fault. Somehow, that sneaky bastard had found a way to drug me with some dream rape potion. Or he’d paid a voodoo priestess to put a hex on me that involved chicken bones, the hair of a bitch in heat, and spit from a cuckoo bird. Or maybe it was a mad scientist who’d broken into my apartment and Frankenstein-fried my brain while I slept. However it had been managed, I couldn’t stop thinking about Shaw in highly inappropriate ways.


  Showering this morning had been a terror. An enjoyable terror, but a terror nonetheless. What started out as my normal bathing routine ended with an unexpected orgasm. And an unsuccessful attempt to pump shampoo into my ear to scour the nasty from my brain. And it hadn’t stopped there.


  While I was waiting in line at the coffee shop where I stopped every morning on my way to work, I checked the apologetic texts from my incredibly rude friends. Those three were going to pay for this later. Through careful deduction, I’d come to the conclusion that their suggestion from the night before that I seduce Shaw was the seed that had called forth the incubus demon in the first place.


  That was when I heard the nightmare weaver’s voice. Naturally, my head snapped up, and sure enough, there he was. Shaw Matthews.


  What was his freaking deal? First it was my job, then my pub, my friends, and now my coffee shop? I was beginning to think maybe I should consider paying a visit to the local boys in blue, to press criminal stalker charges. I mean, dang! Were my sloppy leftovers really that hot a commodity?


  The way too young for him barista handed Shaw a cup with his name scrawled down the side, along with what I knew to be her name, Tiff (the i dotted with a heart), and a phone number. “Try it,” she said, with a flirtatious smile and a forward lean to show off her cleavage.


  Shaw took a careful sip, then licked the foam from his lips. “Mmm, you were right. It does taste as delicious as it looks.”


  Holy déjà vu, Batman! He’d said the same thing in my dream, right after he’d gone down on me. With my mission for coffee effectively aborted, I made a mad dash for the door, but not before accidentally bumping into a breast-feeding mother at the table behind me, inadvertently jarring the baby from her tit and interrupting his breakfast, which of course caused him to cry. I threw out the sincerest apology I could muster in my rush—without questioning why a breast-feeding mother was loading up on caffeine—and then got the hell out of there before Shaw could spot me.


  There was no rhyme or reason to my actions. In hindsight, I was aware that he had no way of knowing what I’d dreamed, but I was convinced he’d see it all over my face. As if a feisty little devil was going to appear on my shoulder and say, “Boyfrieeeeend, you should’ve seen the dream this woman had about you last night. Whew!”


  I saw no sense in risking it, so I opted for a coffeehouse that was a little out of the way but was guaranteed to be a Shaw-free zone. At least for that morning.


  My detour caused me to run behind, which frustrated me. Punctuality was a compulsion with me. I was always early for everything, because in my book, if I was on time, I was late. Any deviation from my regular schedule made the whole day seem off, and I couldn’t afford “off” with the all-too-important meeting I had after lunch. So when it was time for my midday break, I decided that a walk might help clear my head. Only, the muckery in my noggin became even more befuddled.


  I must have passed five limousines during my walk. A limousine in the heart of downtown San Diego wasn’t an uncommon thing. But five limousines in the span of fifteen minutes? Not likely. What didn’t seem so unlikely, but carried an air of WTF-ery nonetheless, was the couple I passed, both of them sporting matching hickeys. I heard his voice then, Shaw’s:


  If you’re going to give a hickey, put it where it won’t be seen.


  Shivers trickled down my spine, which was a textbook reaction to the effect his voice had always had on me, only this shiver wasn’t from disgust. This one was infused with something lusty, and that something lusty was causing my breasts to swell and my nipples to render useless the very expensive bra in which they were housed.


  When I was a young girl, Casey had bestowed upon me a handmade membership card inducting me into the Itty Bitty Tittie Committee. Once puberty had hit, I’d set it on fire. I wasn’t Debbie Does Dallas–endowed, but my breasts certainly fell under the “more than a handful” category. At the moment, I felt overexposed, and that was never a comfortable feeling. Even more uncomfortable was the sensation that surged through me when my walk was over and I rounded the corner to the busy sidewalk that lined the front of Striker Sports Entertainment.


  Crap!


  Shaw was leaning against the black stretch limousine that would take us to our destination, with his legs crossed at the ankles and a cellphone at his ear. His navy blue suit was perfectly fitted to his frame, as of course it would be. Shaw must have had the best tailor in San Diego on standby to make sure he always looked good. He hadn’t even noticed my approach. Whomever he was speaking with must have said something that tickled his funny bone, because his head fell back with a hearty laugh that revealed his pearly whites and the crinkles at the corners of his eyes. He looked more human than I’d ever given him credit for. For some reason, I pulled up the camera on my cellphone and captured the moment.


  Oh, my God! What was wrong with me? I was definitely going to have to delete that picture before my phone self-destructed, but now was not the time. Quickly setting the phone back to my home screen, I dropped it into my messenger bag before I could do something stupid like ask him to undo a couple of buttons on his shirt and give me the bedroom eyes.


  “Hello? Did you even hear what I said?”


  It wasn’t until then that I realized I’d stopped in front of him and had been staring directly into those bedroom eyes. And he smelled good. Like cologne mixed with Zest fully clean, and … and sex. The same aroma from my dream, in fact.


  I should have known then that this was only the beginning of what would become the big game changer, where it all would go wrong, the end of life as I knew it. But I was too busy trying to tamp down the sound of my groan when the object of what was apparently my kamikaze brain’s newest obsession licked the inside of his bottom lip and tilted his head to regard me with a curious glint in his eyes. Striking eyes the color of a twilight sky on the edge of a summer storm caged by an obsidian ring that hinted at both the ominous and the divine.


  Whoa! Something pulsed inside me, a single shock wave rushing toward and then deliberately slowing down to tease the naughtiest part of me before continuing down my thighs and then disappearing like a not so distant memory. When one corner of his mouth lifted in a devious grin, I thought for sure he’d done something on purpose. Maybe he did indeed possess some sort of sinister power that caused women’s panties to drop on the spot. That, or he’d been reading my mind and knew exactly what I’d been thinking.


  “Having issues?” Shaw nodded slightly toward my crotch. Holy cheese sauce, he did know what I was thinking!


  Only when I looked down, expecting to see that my panties were in fact on the ground, I found that my subconscious mind had decided to work after all and had forced my hands to grab the top of said panties through my skirt to keep them from obeying his unspoken command. I looked like an idiot. And Shaw Matthews was eating it up. I couldn’t very well let that continue, now, could I?


  “Just trying to make sure none of your STDs or creepy crawlies find their way past the defensive mechanisms I put into place this morning to keep them out.” I had to smile at that; it was a nice save on my part. Witty, too.


  Shaw failed to see the humor in it. I failed to care. And into the car I went. I almost laughed out loud when he got in behind me and slammed the door, but then he tapped on the divider to signal the driver—only for me, it signaled something completely different. Realization.


  I was alone in the back of a car with the man from my very wet dream.


  Jeez, it was crowded in the confined space. But it smelled good. Like Shaw. “Dammit!” I muttered with a shake of my head, hoping to clear it.


  “Did you say something?”


  “Nope.” I wondered if he was as well endowed in real life as he had been in my dream.


  Stop it, Cassidy Rose!


  “So, I was thinking about the reasoning behind Wade sending both of us to meet with Rockford at the same time instead of individually.”


  Thank God one of us was able to think straight, though I had to admit I was shocked to high heavens that it was the pretty boy instead of me. “Is that right? And what did your simple mind come up with?” I asked as I pulled my laptop out of my messenger bag.


  “Simple.” Shaw chuckled in that smart-ass sort of way. “You’re so funny. Seriously, I think he wants us to double-team the guy. You know, to make sure he signs with SSE.”


  Where had I heard that before? “Wade is aware that I work alone. And everyone in the universe knows you’re a selfish prick, so I doubt very much that he intended for us to work together. Teamwork does not a superstar athlete land.”


  “Oh, yeah? Well, then why do you think he sent us both?”


  “The answer is as obvious as the shit on the tip of your nose, Matthews.” I stopped. Not for dramatic pause or because I didn’t have the follow-up but because I was experiencing one of the most intense feelings of “been there, done that” ever. This entire conversation had happened before.


  “Well? What is it?”


  I looked at Shaw. Then down at his crotch. Then at his hands, one of which was attached to the arm he had draped over the back of the seat and the other appropriately placed on his own thigh and not stroking his cock. That was it. This was the conversation that had started it all in my dream. Was I a freaking psychic? Had a lightning bolt struck me while I slept? Because, hello? What were the odds?


  The way I figured it, I had two choices: I could either continue the natural progression of the conversation and see if magic really did exist, or I could take a detour and avoid making the worst mistake of my life.


  Shaw dipped his head so that I’d have to look at him and that stupid way his brows were lifted, like he was waiting for me to come up with an answer. And even though I wanted to whimper when his tongue made a completely normal sweep of his bottom lip to moisten it, I knew what had to be done. “Figure it out on your own.”


  Anticlimactic and disappointing, judging by his expression. He’d deploy countermeasures in three, two, one …


  “Pfft. Was that the best you could come up with?” Count on Shaw to gloat and try to make me feel stupid.


  Maybe he had a point. Maybe the asinine thoughts I’d been having, including the dream, were my brain’s way of telling me it needed a break, that it was dumbing down for the sake of self-preservation. Forty-three national league clients, including Olympic athletes, each wanting a bigger slice of the pie, one-on-one attention, and high-paying endorsements could take a toll on a person. I was overworked. That was all. But there was no rest for the clinically insane, and if I wanted that partnership, I had to give it my all.


  And just like that, I was over it. To think I’d been avoiding him all day, when I should’ve done the exact opposite. The real Shaw was nowhere near as dreamy as my mind had tried to trick me into believing. He was an egotistical jerk served up on a cold platter with a heaping helping of sarcasm on the side. He needed only to open his mouth for the remnants of the fire that had been smoldering in my nether regions to be completely doused. If all else failed, I could certainly depend on his grating personality to snap me back to reality.


  I ignored Shaw’s question and sat back with my laptop, refusing to engage him any further for the remainder of the ride. He pouted like a teenage girl, and I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding.


  Game face, on.


  CHAPTER 4


  Shaw


  Denver Rockford loved to be seen, and at six foot four and 235 pounds of come-get-you-some, he was hard to miss. Especially when he was center stage at a karaoke bar, belting an off-key rendition of U2’s “I Still Haven’t Found What I’m Looking For.” Now a small hole-in-the-wall establishment that probably never saw a full house was brimming with Denver’s family, friends, fans, and probably some groupies. But the handful of camera-carrying vultures looking for that perfect shot were forced to circle the building and steal glances through the tinted windows.


  Movie stars, rock stars, and star athletes might have glamorous lives, but that didn’t mean those lives were anywhere near normal. With fame came a lack of privacy, and everything they did in the public eye was subject to scrutiny. Some had mastered an understanding of the beast and used it to their advantage, while others rode it like a mechanical bull set to giddy-up-off-of-me.


  And then there were the paparazzi. The paparazzi were more than willing to make the famous even more famous. Exploitation: it didn’t matter if it was in a positive or a negative light as long as someone was cutting the check for the fish-bowl look into the private life of a fellow human being.


  What about the fans? How readily did they excuse bad behavior? When a star from music, television, or the big screen tumbled from on high, it affected their fans personally, and so the decline in their following was a guarantee. In sports, however, a stumble by one player could cost the whole team. Sports fans were some of the most dedicated and forgiving in the world, and most felt it was partly their responsibility to protect the team, much like a mother protects her children. The whole team shouldn’t be made to suffer just because one player “made a mistake.” And so it seemed that a suitable penance for a felony crime, in the fans’ eyes, required nothing more than a swift apology and another win. After all, winning wasn’t everything; it was the only thing.


  My job as an agent wasn’t limited to making the deals. A client’s image helped sell them, so I had a particular interest in their representation. It had nothing at all to do with the direct reflection their behavior had on me, or on my perceived ability to do the job. Anyone in the business knew there was only so much advice you could give to someone with enough money to pay attorneys to get them out of whatever unfavorable or illegal situation they’d found themselves in. And as sad as it was, oftentimes, the more hype around an athlete, the more the fans were going to pay to see them. It was nearly impossible to convince a client to dial it back when their raucous behavior was making them enough money to pay the penalty tab and then some.


  Denver “Rocket Man” Rockford wasn’t off the rails … yet. Though he did like to throw his money around and was obnoxiously loud while doing so. The man drew far too much attention, which meant everyone was always watching him. Case in point: the slightly drunken spectacle he was making of himself at the moment, literally throwing money into the crowd while camera flashes lit up the room like fireworks on the Fourth of July.


  Yep, he was a show-off, but he was also a fan favorite. And not only because of his generosity or the fact that he knew how to have a good time. Denver had earned the name “Rocket Man” during his sophomore year at Arizona, after launching a Hail Mary eighty-four yards down the field, hitting his targeted receiver dead center in the chest and winning the championship game. He hadn’t thrown that far since, but his stats were still off the charts. Having thrown for over five thousand yards and forty-eight touchdowns this past season alone, he was a superstar quarterback to rival the likes of Peyton Manning, Tom Brady, and Drew Brees. If he kept on the same trajectory, there’d be nothing to stop him from surpassing all of them. Plus, the Hall of Fame was a no-brainer at this point.


  He was worth millions, and I wanted him. Not in a dude-on-dude sort of way, but damn straight I wanted to add him to my client roster.


  The behemoth stopped in the middle of the lyrics he’d been butchering when he glanced toward the door. He pointed a meaty finger right at me. “Shaw Matthews in the flesh, people. Give that man some respect! Whoo!” He jumped down from the stage and came right at me.


  “Rocket! I had no idea crooner was part of your repertoire,” I said with my million-dollar smile and an offered hand, which he batted away.


  “Man, don’t give me that crap. You’re family to Nate, and Nate’s family to me, so bring it in.” He grabbed my shoulders and crushed them with a mammoth hug instead.


  He knew he was dead center on my radar and that I’d deploy any method necessary to sign him. Even if that method was frowned upon. That also proved I’d go to any length for him as well, so it was a win in my book. The fish-out-of-water stare I got from Cassidy meant she’d just caught on to what was happening.


  Nate Hutchins was one of my guys. My number one guy. He was also a world champion skateboarder and snowboarder who’d medaled gold in both the Summer and Winter X Games and the Olympic Winter Games. As it happened, he was a native of Aspen, Colorado. Same as my prospective client. And with the promise that I’d keep him my number one, he’d agreed to play the go-between and say a few nice things about me. There was no “I” in “team,” after all.


  With a hard clap on the back, Denver pushed me away, a playful expression lighting up his face. “Nate’s shown so much love for you, I’m beginning to think he’s got a schoolboy crush. You’re a pretty good-looking guy, though, so maybe he’s got reason.” He laughed. “You planning on stepping out on your main man with me?”


  I turned on the Shaw Matthews charm and went to work. Slipping into a character to match his own, I laughed. “Nah, it’s not like that. Just thought I’d see if you’d be interested in a slow dance or two, see where it goes from there.” And then I winked. It wasn’t a flirtatious wink. Okay, I suppose it sort of was. I was trying to woo him into bed with me; it was just a different sort of bed. I’d have him hook, line, and sinker in a matter of minutes.


  My very rude colleague wasn’t content to sit back and watch me reel him in, though. Stepping forward and angling her body in front of mine, she introduced herself; she knew damn well I wasn’t about to give her an opening. “Hi, Cassidy Whalen. I’m also with SSE. It’s nice to finally meet you.” She offered Denver a handshake, which he didn’t take, because his arm was still draped over my shoulders.


  “Cassidy Whalen. I’ve heard some pretty impressive things about you, little lady.”


  Little lady. Cassidy wouldn’t like that one bit. The slight set of her shoulders and tilt of her chin proved me right, though Denver wouldn’t have noticed. I was sure she’d bury herself if given the opportunity, but so far she was holding it together better than I’d thought she would.


  Cassidy flashed him a confident smile and softened. “So tell me. What is it that you’re looking for?” When he gave her a blank look, she nodded toward the stage.


  Furrowed brows melted into an expression I’d mastered all too well myself. He surveyed her from head to toe and said, “I think I just found it.”


  If I didn’t know Cassidy Whalen to be the ice queen she was, I would have been worried at that point. She could’ve done a little shimmy and pulled the pins from her hair to take home the win, though I would’ve put money on it that she had no clue what kind of power she held. That was a plus for me. I had some work to do if I was going to persuade Denver that my game was better than her gams.


  “Is that your family?” I asked, hoping to distract him.


  “Yep! I like to think of them as my blood, sweat, and tears,” he said, pointing to his parents, lackeys, and groupies, respectively. He laughed at his own joke. I had to admit it was pretty clever.


  “The girls are locals, but they know a winner when they see one. Especially if he’s a breadwinner. You know how it is.” He laughed again. “Now, I ain’t sayin’ she a gold digger,” he sang. “Am I right?” The elbow check he gave me might have cracked a couple of ribs, but I smiled right through the searing pain. “Mama Rocket doesn’t approve. Still thinks her baby boy is innocent.” He leaned toward Cassidy, conspiratorially. “I’m not,” he assured her with a wink.


  I laughed and clapped him on the back while turning him in the direction of his table, targets two and three acquired. No one had more influence over an unmarried man than the people who’d brought him into the world in the first place. It was my goal to get them aboard the Shaw Matthews Express, which would be easy enough to do.


  Parents really liked me. Probably because the richer I made their kids, the fatter they got to live. If I was lucky, Mama Rocket would have a little cougar in her that I could finesse. Just a little, though. During the course of my career, I’d found myself in more mama drama than I cared to recount, and I had no desire to go back there. Papa Rocket, on the other hand, would be a lot easier to deal with. A man’s ego was always his downfall. It didn’t matter how true the words you spoke, as long as the stroke was just right.


  Mama and Papa sat at the head of the table, and Denver shooed the occupants of three of the chairs next to them away before grabbing one for himself. I’d take my seat, but not before a proper introduction and warm invitation to do so was made. Mothers especially liked that kind of stuff. Denver’s mom noticed my good manners and smiled up at me.


  “It’s so very nice to meet you, Mrs. Rockford.” I bent to kiss her hand, but to my utter shock, she pulled it free. Not because she was offended. Nope. It was because her attention was elsewhere. Like over my shoulder. Standing, she reached between her son and me for the one person I’d been trying to block. Mental warfare, an attempt to make my rival feel excluded. Clearly, my attempt had failed.


  The short, bulbous woman gave a smile to my rival that was much larger and more genuine. “Well, it’s about time we get to meet face-to-face, Cassidy Whalen!” She pulled her in for the sort of hug a mother gives her child. “I want to thank you again for the interview and all the free advice you gave my followers. So generous of you!”


  “Oh, you’re very welcome, Mrs. Rockford. I was honored to have been included.”


  “Interview? What interview is that?” I asked.


  Mrs. Rockford ignored my question and sat, offering the seat beside her to Cassidy. Dammit. “What’s with all the formality? Call me Delilah. After all, we’re practically old friends now.”


  Old friends? I looked around for a film crew, thinking that surely I’d been cast unawares in an episode of The Twilight Zone. “Only if you call me Cassidy.”


  Who cared who called whom what? Obviously, there was fuckery afoot, and I wanted to get to the bottom of it. I played it cool, though, kept that Shaw Matthews smile in place even though I was about two seconds away from losing my composure from all the niceties being thrown around. “So do the rest of us get to know about this interview?”


  “Oh, it was nothing.”


  Well, then in that case … What was that supposed to mean? Nothing? It had to be something if it was important enough to be brought up now.


  Mama Rocket threw her hands into the air. “Nothing, she says. So modest, this one.”


  “She is, isn’t she?” I turned to glare at Cassidy, who had the gall to flash a not so innocent smile in my direction.


  “Mrs. Rockford …” Cassidy paused to cross her long legs—a move Denver didn’t miss—and gave Mama Rocket an apologetic smile. “Delilah writes a blog for sports moms. Sort of a ‘what to expect when your expected goes pro.’ A couple of years back, she interviewed me for a spotlight on agents.” She shrugged as if it was no big deal. “She’s quite talented at what she does. You should check it out, Shaw. Maybe you’ll learn a thing or two about your job.” She laughed. In my face. In front of Denver “Rocket Man” Rockford and his frickin’ father. And then they laughed.


  That did it for me. The gloves were off.


  The best way to remedy a situation where you’re the odd man out is to blend in, be on the level, and learn to laugh at yourself. So I did just that. “Oh, I have zero doubt she can school me. Though, lucky for her son, I know enough about my job to get him the best contract out there. I can also sweeten the pot by landing her baby boy more national ads than any other player on the field. Because instead of giving free advice, I’d be out there making him money. That’s the sort of game I play. Am I right, Mr. Rockford?”


  Denver’s father dropped the wing he’d been gnawing on to give me a “Hell yeah!” and a nod of approval. Bull’s-eye.


  Boulder Rockford was a blue-jeans-and-leather-vest sort of guy with a chain wallet and biker boots. He kept his head shaved, his solid white goatee in a rubber band, and a silver hoop in his earlobe. If he hadn’t been on vacation with his family, I was sure there would’ve been a chromed-out Harley with a skull headlight in the parking lot.


  Apart from the cliché, Boulder was a man of business. It was all about the bottom line for his boy, and he didn’t trust anybody, so he kept a keen eye on the numbers. A badass with a business plan wasn’t someone I was interested in jerking around. The last thing I needed or wanted was to have him go all Sons of Anarchy on me, so I was going to make damn sure we did things his way. Or at least make him think it was his way.


  “I like you. You sound like a man with a plan.” Boulder kicked back with his beer.


  His enthusiasm for my suggestion was just the invitation I’d been seeking from the head of the household. I grabbed the chair next to him—despite the overwhelming scent of Old Spice—and turned it around to straddle the seat and use the back for an armrest. “Damn straight. Now, Rocket, after last season, the sky’s the limit on whatever you want, man. The fans love you, the sponsors are foaming at the mouth to put your face on their products, and—”


  “Who could blame them? I’m freakin’ gorgeous!”


  “Hey, you’re beautiful, babe. But did you know that Detroit is my home city?”


  Denver shook his head, and I jumped right back in, not wanting to lose the momentum. “It is. You know what that means, don’t you? That means I have a special kind of relationship with everyone who’s anyone with that team. Most importantly, the deal makers. They trust me, and so should you. I’ve already talked to them on your behalf, in fact—hope that wasn’t too presumptuous of me—and I know they’re willing to pay big money to get you on their roster. And I’m going to make sure of it.”


  I was stiff-legging it into the end zone, ready to do my own touchdown dance. It was going to be damn sexy, too: a lip bite, some body rolls, and a couple of air spanks to a make-believe ass. I was getting a boner, because I got off on this stuff. Maybe it was a little kinky, but at least it wasn’t as masochistic as the whole shower debacle this morning. The subject of said debacle chose that moment to throw a flag on my play and put an instant deflate on the celebratory chub in my slacks.


  “That’s true, but then so would every other NFL team. We might even be able to get you back in Colorado. How’s that sound? You want your son back home, don’t you, Mrs. Rockford?” Cassidy was still playing the mama bear card. No way was she going to win with that, but it was a nice try.


  Mrs. Rockford laid her hands over her heart. “Do you really think that’s possible?”


  Boulder put a comforting arm around his wife, and a little piece of me died. “Of course it is, woman. Denver embodies all that is Colorado. That’s what we named him, and that’s where he belongs.”


  Dammit, she was good. Whalen had stolen the lead with that ambush. The Rockfords harbored an intense love for their home state. It was a genetic sort of loyalty—hence the names of all the male children in their family. Each was named after a city, and they all had the same middle name: Colorado.


  Right. So I was called back to the line of scrimmage. No big deal. I still had a lot of plays on my cuff.


  “You could absolutely do that. I thought you’d want to go with a team that you could take to the championship, but if you want to try to build up your home team, we can do that, too. Like I said, the sky’s the limit.”


  It got really quiet then, but the smirk on Cassidy’s face said a thousand words. “Aren’t you going to brag about all the deal makers you know with Colorado, Shaw?”


  Sometimes I really hated her.


  I shrugged; her attempt to make me look stupid was going to come up short. She and I both knew it. “I don’t have to. I know football.”


  Cassidy rolled her eyes. “For the span of his career, he was in Europe. He knows soccer.”


  “I know money.” No matter how often she slammed me for being a superficial jerk born with a silver spoon in my mouth, she couldn’t argue the point.


  “So do I. I also know that money might build a house, but it won’t build a home.”


  I glared at her. Mostly because she was a megabitch, but then I realized she’d just given me an opening. Turning to Denver, I said, “Would you rather make friends or money? The decision’s up to you.”


  “Finally, we agree on something.” Cassidy leaned forward. “The decision is completely up to you, Denver. You’re lucky that you have a great foundation to support you in making it. And there’s one more thing we agree on. Whether it’s my vision for your future or Shaw’s, ultimately, Striker Sports Entertainment is the agency for you.”


  Well, would you look at that? The little do-gooder was going for the “there is no ‘I’ in ‘team’ ” approach as well. Only she was using a different angle: the suck-up.


  Denver gave a thunderous clap as he kicked his chair back and stood. “That’s enough business for today, man. My public awaits.” Grabbing the longneck in front of him, he finished it off in three gulps and slammed it back down onto the table, earning a raucous roar from his personal cheerleading squad and a disapproving look from his mother. “Bartender, another round for all my friends!”


  Cassidy and I took our cue and stood to say our goodbyes. One never wanted to overstay one’s welcome when courting a major player in the game. Not only that, but spending too much time with one athlete made the others jealous. I had a lot of number ones, and each of them thought they were my most important, because that was what a good agent did. And it was true. Whoever I was negotiating for had my total focus until the deal was done and I needed to move on to the next client. But if the first guy ever needed me for anything, he’d have it back again. I liked my clients happy, so I gave them my all. I’d do the same for Denver Rockford, if he’d just give me the chance.


  Denver and I clasped hands, and he pulled me in for a bro hug. I took the opportunity to throw out one more pitch. Hopefully, one that Cassidy wouldn’t have a chance to shoot down. “Just pass me the ball, Rocket. I promise, you won’t regret it.”


  Denver laughed as he pulled back. “I hear ya, man. We’ll be in touch, okay?” He turned to my co-worker with a lascivious look in his eyes as he went in for a hug that was going to land his big paws on the cheeks of her ass.


  Cassidy slapped his hands away and gave him a stern glare. Christ, it was the same look his mother had given him. “When I want you to touch me, Denver Rockford, I’ll let you know.”


  She might as well have kicked the box out from under her own feet to dangle from a noose, because she’d just hung herself. I was a little disappointed, to tell the truth. I’d wanted that honor, but I’d settle for whipping up a quickie contract on a napkin to get the freshly scorned Rocket Man’s retaliatory commitment.


  Denver and his ginormous ego did not disappoint. “Do you know who I am?”


  Oh, this was great! I reached inside my pocket to pull out my pen while looking around for that napkin.


  Cassidy put her hands on her hips. “Yes, I do. You’re a potential client with idle hands in the off-season. But that’ll be easily fixed once we get you signed and into some OTA drills.”


  “Good God, woman! Sassy turns me on,” Denver said with a fake swoon.


  Mama Rocket might’ve had to hop up to do it, but she landed a swift smack to the back of his head. “I didn’t raise you to be disrespectful to women, son. Apologize.”


  “Ouch, Mom! Not in front of the paparazzi!” He rubbed the back of his head and sulked away to lick his wounds.


  So much for the quickie contract. I needed to do some serious regrouping after this disaster of a meeting.


  Cassidy giggled. Fucking giggled. Then she turned to Delilah and beamed. “He’s a cute one.”


  “He didn’t get those manners from me.”


  Denver hopped onto the stage and grabbed the microphone, back in superstar mode with his embarrassing moment forgotten. The DJ already had Elton John’s “Rocket Man” keyed up and waiting for him.


  Delilah shook her head at the beginnings of her son’s dramatic performance. “He’s an idiot, but he’s my idiot. I swear, he’s a good kid.”


  “I believe you,” Cassidy assured her. “And just so you know, he really can’t go wrong with SSE. We’ll take good care of him and always work toward what’s best for him, even when it might not be something he particularly likes.”


  “I appreciate that.” Delilah gave Cassidy a hug, and for the first time since we’d arrived, I got a Mama Rocket smile. “He’ll go with SSE. We’ll see to it. Which one of you he signs with will be up to him, though. Best of luck to the both of ya.”


  As she turned to walk away, Cassidy and I headed for the door. I supposed I should be happy we at least knew he would sign with the agency. Damn right Wade would be happy about that. But there was still the matter of the partnership. I felt a little worse for the wear, less confident than I had been when we’d first arrived.


  I still had an ace up my sleeve, though. A surefire way to make her weak in the knees and bring her down a peg or two.


  “Pass you the ball?” Cassidy said, interrupting my thoughts. Obviously, she’d heard my private comment to Denver. “For what? So you can drop it? You do know that fumbles are bad, don’t you, Matthews?”


  “Not if it’s the other team who’s doing the fumbling, Whalen.”


  “We’re on the same team.”


  “Are we? Because the last time I checked, teammates don’t face off against each other.”


  “They do if the coach is trying to get one player to up his game to the level of the first stringer’s. I hope you took notes.” She gave me that high-and-mighty smirk and then slipped into the back of the car.


  It seemed I’d underestimated my opponent.


  CHAPTER 5


  Cassidy


  I hit Monkey Business at exactly six minutes past the five o’clock hour, which wasn’t like me at all. Mostly because I was so anal retentive about my work that I checked and rechecked my notes, made new ones, and rechecked those before I went anywhere, every day. Not today. Today’s anal fixation leaned toward the expulsive side, and for the life of me, I couldn’t figure out why I was fixating on the anal thing to begin with. Oh, wait. Shaw Matthews was the reason. After all, he was a giant ass.


  The moment I crossed the threshold to the pub, Chaz slid a cold one down to the end of the bar, and it was waiting for me when I got to our table. I chugged the icy ale like a college frat boy doing a headstand on top of a keg at a toga party. That was five hours ago. I hadn’t stopped drinking since, though I had slowed down.


  For all intents and purposes, Quinn and Demi had believed me when I’d told them I was celebrating my mini victory over Shaw, but I knew that was a lie. The truth was, I’d tried everything else to get that damn dream out of my head and nothing had worked. Tying one on didn’t seem to be working, either.


  Shaw was perched atop his regular stool at the bar, of course, also drinking. I had a sneaking suspicion that his bun had nothing to do with a victory either, seeing as how I’d outmaneuvered what he’d thought would be a sure thing. Served him right. He knew that using one of his clients to get the upper hand with another was in fact underhanded, since it was a cheat. Plain and simple. I’d put the smackdown on what he’d thought was going to be a slam dunk.


  Ignoring Shaw’s presence had always been hard to do, though never impossible. Until now. For some reason, I couldn’t stop stealing glances in his direction, even consciously admonishing and correcting myself. He was leaning over the bar in such a way that the slight angle of his back showcased his ass perfectly. I’d never thought of myself as an ass chick, but I knew for a fact I was a Gerard Butler chick. Which qualified me to say that Shaw’s ass was very Gerard Butler–ish in that it was fleshy enough for a nice bite but still firm enough to be manly. The slope from his back rounded out to a nice double palm–sized cup and then dipped elegantly into his thighs. If I had to guess, I’d say it had the same golden tan the rest of him appeared to have. As he leaned farther across the bar to take a playful swat at Chaz for something he’d said, I unconsciously followed, hoping his tucked shirt would pull free to reveal whether or not he had back dimples to compliment the smile below.


  The forward lean was a bad idea. Mine was, anyway. The room had started to tilt on its axis a bit, which was good. That meant the booze was working. Though I supposed my keen observation of Shaw’s backside should’ve been clue number one that it was.


  I wasn’t quite drunk, but I definitely wasn’t as wound up as I had been all day. In my current state, I’d convinced myself that it was perfectly reasonable that the dream had messed with my head. It was, in fact, in my head, after all. But I couldn’t quite shake my curiosity about whether a romp with Shaw would be anywhere near the same outside of the dream. Or, better yet, whether his bedroom talk would be anywhere near as naughty. Yesterday he’d been nothing more than a self-important jackass in a suit who charmed the pants off anyone who could get him somewhere in the world. Today I saw him differently. He was still a self-important jackass in a suit, but damn, he looked good in it.


  “Uh-uh. Why is she crying?” Quinn asked. Thank God. I needed the distraction.


  I looked up to see that Sasha’s normally glamorous face was tearstained and that a tall, fair-skinned man with the body of a soldier and a haircut to match was escorting her to our table. Though her escort was no stranger to Monkey Business or us, Landon Mercer’s presence meant he’d ridden to the rescue once again, and that implied only one thing. Sasha had either been the dumper or the dumpee in her latest relationship. If you could call her dating fiascos relationships, that is.


  Though Landon now worked as a security consultant for a local government agency, he was a proud marine at heart—loyal, honorable, and strong. He was everyone’s hero, but for one woman, he was a superhero. And he was content to stay by her side, picking her up and dusting her off after every failed relationship, because that was the kind of man he was.


  “Ah, jeez, Sash.” Demi engulfed her roommate in a comforting hug the second Sasha took the seat next to her, with Landon still at her side. “What happened this time?”


  Sasha’s voice was thick with tears. “He said I’m selfish.”


  The woman’s heart was entirely too big, and she had a thing for fixer-uppers. This time, it had been an unemployed pothead with kids he couldn’t afford to take care of. But there was a long line of abusers, addicts, and cheaters in her past, all of whom had made her believe that she was to blame for her inability to fix them. Worst of all, she’d trusted them—she was so damn good-hearted she couldn’t understand that loving a person unconditionally was only a bandaged solution to the wound beneath, and wounds that deep needed stitches only years of therapy could sew. Sasha wasn’t a therapist. She was a beautiful woman with a pure soul who came from wealthy parents, and she would be better off once she learned to supplement her codependency with flipping houses instead of men. At least a house couldn’t break her damn heart.


  “How much, Sasha?” I simply asked what everyone else was already wondering.


  She bowed her head and fiddled with the tissue in her hands. “I don’t know. A little over eight grand, I guess.”


  Quinn threw his hands into the air. “You’ve gotta be freakin’ kidding me! Really? And you’ve been dating this one for how long now?”


  “Fifty-one days.” She shrugged. “Give or take.”


  “Fifty-one days, she says.” Quinn leaned across the table. “Eight thousand dollars in fifty-one days?”


  “Don’t start with me, Quinn. It’s not like you don’t take money from Daddy.”


  “Hold on a minute. Did you just compare—” Quinn began, but I shushed him. He growled a little but managed to rein in his outrage to say something semiproductive: “Sasha, honey, Daddy and I are in love, and we’ve been together for six years. Six years, not fifty-one days. He does things for me because he loves me, not because he wants me to love him. Do you understand the difference? You can’t buy someone’s affection.”


  “I know! I know!” Sasha slumped in her chair. “I screwed up. Again. There, I said it. Are you happy?”


  Demi pulled at some of the flattened curls in Sasha’s hair. “Sweetie, your broken heart could never make us happy. It makes us growly because we love you and you deserve so much better than these losers you’ve been dating. You need someone who will treasure you. Someone who could never fathom bringing mental, physical, or emotional harm to you. Someone who loves you because of who you are and not what you can do for him. Someone who rides a white stallion—”


  “And is hung like a stallion,” Quinn threw in.


  “—and has a superhero complex. Metaphorically speaking, of course.”


  “Someone like Landon,” I added. Instantly, panic jolted my insides. I heard the words; I swear I heard them. Unfortunately, it wasn’t before they blasted their way past my lips. Demi and Quinn snapped their heads toward me and froze like deer in headlights, with their eyes wide open and their mouths clamped shut. If it hadn’t been for the background noise, I would’ve sworn someone had pressed the pause button on the world. And then Landon cleared his throat and pulled at his collar while shifting in place. Oops. Yep, I was definitely tipsy.


  “Um, you know … because he’s a marine and he drives a white Bronco.”


  “So did O. J. Simpson,” Quinn pointed out.


  “Good point. Look, what I meant to say,” I backpedaled, “is if a guy’s not lifting you up, then he’s holding you down.” It was true, and therefore a magnificent save. “Maybe you should take some time to be good to yourself instead of feeling like you have to take care of someone else.”


  For some odd reason, I felt like we should’ve joined hands to sing a chorus of “Kumbaya” or some Disney movie’s theme song.


  “Yeah, I know you’re right. All of you are. I have the absolute best friends in the world. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”


  Demi sighed and then stood, pulling Sasha out of her chair as well. “Come on, sugar lumps. Let’s get you home with some Chunky Monkey.”


  Quinn clapped. “Oh, ice cream! I’m in,” he said, jumping out of his seat to link one arm through Sasha’s. “Are you coming?” he asked me.


  I might have glanced toward the bar on that one. When my eyes locked with Shaw’s right before he jerked away, something told me to stay. It was that stupid dream haunting me again, but I was damned if I could shut it down.


  “Go on without me. I’m going to have another beer, and then I’m heading home.”


  “Oh, uh-uh. You’re not walking home by yourself. Have you lost your mind?” The way Quinn was gaping at me, I’d not only lost my mind, I’d grown two heads as well.


  “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure she gets there safely.” Imagine my utter shock when Shaw pulled a Landon. He also pulled out the chair next to me and took a seat as if he’d been invited to do so.


  Quinn’s expression morphed into a devilish smirk. “That’ll work,” he said, aiming Sasha toward the door and leaving as if I had no say in the matter.


  I would’ve thrown out a formal protest, but then Landon laid a hand on Demi’s shoulder to keep her from leaving, and I was distracted again. “Do you know where he lives?”


  “I certainly do,” Demi said, already grabbing a pen from her purse. After scribbling an address on a paper napkin, she handed it to Landon. “You go make sure he loses her number, and I’ll get started on cleaning up his mess.”


  “Roger that,” he said, looking over the address.


  I’d never seen Landon upset. He was a good guy through and through, and no one would ever be able to change my mind about that. Though he was a marine, he never came off as a Billy Badass, never strutted his stuff like he was the toughest man in the room or carried a chip on his shoulder. He was just Landon, but I’d often wondered what he’d said to the men of Sasha’s past. All I knew was that they never came back around after one of his visits.


  I tilted my head to regard him, and, oddly, the room didn’t flip upside down. “You could put both of you out of your misery if you’d just tell her, you know.”


  “Tell her what?”


  “That you’re in love with her.”


  Landon smiled, and the sincerity of it would’ve brought me to my knees if I’d been standing. How could Sasha not be caught in his spell? “When she’s ready for me, she’ll see what she needs to know for herself.” And that was the truth of the matter, wasn’t it? He gave me a friendly wink, then nodded at Shaw. “Be careful going home.”


  “Will do, man,” Shaw said as Landon walked away. Then he sighed. “Well, I guess it’s just you and me now.” He draped his arm across the back of my chair and slouched, with his long legs sprawled out in front of him. When his other hand rested naturally on his thigh, I was once again distracted. Only this time, it wasn’t a saving grace. It was the forbidden appeal of the fruit on the tree. And a slithering trouser snake that wanted to be my new best friend.


  Crap. No good could come of this.


  Shaw


  If the pattern of my luck had been any indication at all, succeeding at seducing Cassidy Whalen was going to be a Hail Mary at best. Or so I’d thought until the universe finally decided to smile upon me, all the planets aligned, and some cosmic miracle landed me on my bar stool at Monkey Business, watching the target of my plan get all loosey-goosey and, hopefully, uninhibited.


  I would never take advantage of a drunken chick. Never. So I was glad to see that Cassidy knew how to handle her booze. She’d gotten to her buzz and then slowed to a pace that allowed her to keep it without crossing the line. Which meant I could feel good about knowing that if I were successful, I wouldn’t be crossing the line, either. All I needed was for her to be uninhibited enough to let down her guard so she was more receptive to my charms.


  When Quinn had asked her if she was leaving with the girls and him, I’d thought for sure my plan was in the shitter. But then she’d turned toward me, which was unexpected, and there was a bit of something sultry about the way she’d looked at me when she’d caught me staring. That was when I saw my opening and swooped in to take advantage of the situation, as was my specialty.


  Of course, Cassidy had to be Cassidy. And though I didn’t think it was anything I couldn’t handle, she sure as hell wasn’t going to make it easy. Nope. I was going to have to work for it.


  “I don’t need an escort home. I can take care of myself.” It was only the fourth time she’d said it since I’d settled up both our bills—because I was a nice guy and all—and we’d left Chaz to his lockup.


  “I have no doubt whatsoever that you possess the ability to rip the nuts off any man who dares to get near you, but I gave my word to Quinn, and I intend to keep it.”


  Cassidy pivoted with all the grace of a toddler to walk backward while still talking. In her slightly inebriated state, her coordination left a lot to be desired, but if I told her that, she’d only try to prove me wrong by performing a choreographed gymnastics floor routine on a sea of concrete. “Ha! You have no honor, Shaw Matthews. If you did, you wouldn’t have pulled that move with Denver earlier.”


  Tucking my hands into my pockets, I grinned at her. “I’m sure I have no clue what you’re talking about.”


  She scoffed. “You know exactly what I’m talking about. Don’t play dumb.” And then she turned her back to me again.


  Of course I knew what she was talking about. My plan had backfired on me, though. Nate had assured me that Denver Rockford was in the bag, that he’d talked me up and the contract was as good as mine. He was wrong. So the second I was out of the car and out of earshot of Cassidy, I’d called my number one and given him a healthy dose of “You suck!” Of course, that wasn’t the best idea I’d ever had. It just so happened that Nate was at the arena, about to take the plunge when I’d called. I deserved the “Dude, I’m about to dip into the megaramp! What the fuck?” as well as the hang-up that had followed before I’d had the chance to apologize. He’d had a point. What kind of agent called his client before he was about to compete to say some messed-up shit like that? I’d forgotten that he was qualifying for the Summer X Games, which was yet another epic fail on my part.


  A rumble of thunder rolled in from the bay, and I looked up to see the dark clouds that had swept in to block the light of the moon. The air was thick with moisture and the promise of rain. California never saw much by way of precipitation, but when it did, it was usually a quick burst that dumped buckets before passing. Stuck trying to figure out my next tactic already, the last thing I needed was for the rain to make the entire attempt a wash. We needed to get a move on.


  Cassidy was at least seven steps ahead; apparently, everything had to be a goddamn competition with her. I’d let her have her way this time, only because it afforded me an awesome view of her ass and those long legs—legs that were attached to wobbly ankles in, if I had to guess, four-inch heels.


  I had two choices. I could either let her keep going and bask in her inevitable fall, or I could rescue her from herself and get us somewhere dry before we got drenched. If luck stayed on my side, we’d make it to her place just as the rain hit, and propriety would force her to reciprocate my good deed by asking me to come inside until the rain passed. Perfect.


  “Hold up a minute.” Cassidy kept walking even though I knew she’d heard me, which didn’t exactly shock me. “Cassidy, stop!”


  She came to an abrupt halt and hoisted her messenger bag higher on her shoulder before turning on me with a huff. “What?”


  “You’re going to break your neck in those things.” I squatted when I reached her and lifted one of her feet, forcing her to grab my shoulders for support.


  “What are you doing? Get off of me, jackass!”


  The first heel slipped off without much of a hitch, only because I’d caught her by surprise. I had to wrestle the other one off. She had cute feet, with the nails painted a racy red that matched her attitude.


  “You expect me to walk barefoot? On a public sidewalk? Have you any idea how unsanitary that is?”


  “Don’t be such a chick. You can wash your feet when you get home. Come on.”


  She didn’t budge. “Give me back my shoes.”


  “No.”


  “I’m not moving from this spot.”


  Another rumble of thunder sounded overhead. The rain would be here soon, and she was standing still with her arms crossed over her chest like a petulant child. If she wanted to act like a child, I supposed I should treat her like one.


  With a frustrated growl, I turned my back toward her and stooped low. “Get on.”


  “What?”


  “I said get on. I’ll piggyback you.”


  “I am not getting on your back. Have you lost your mind?”


  “Apparently. I volunteered to see you home, didn’t I? No idea what possessed me to do that.” When she still didn’t move, I straightened and faced her. “Look, it’s about to pour down rain, you refuse to walk barefoot, and I refuse to let you injure yourself in these things you call shoes. So for once in your life, be a fucking girl and let a man help you.”


  “Didn’t you just tell me to stop being a chick?”


  The growl that accompanied my glare must have been intimidating, because she uncrossed her arms in an act of concession. Only it wasn’t concession at all. It was to point out what she thought to be obvious. “Maybe you didn’t notice I’m not dressed for a piggyback ride?”


  Oh, I’d noticed. I’d been noticing all day and all night. The constant donning of those damn high heels had done a sexy number on her calves and ass, but that was entirely beside the point at the moment, since she was being a huge pain in my ass.


  “Pull up your fucking skirt and get on my fucking back so I can get you home before I lose my patience and my temper.”


  “Okay, fine! You don’t have to be such a jerk about it.”


  For the sake of my own sanity, I ignored the last bit and instead gave her the shoes, which she yanked out of my hands. To my surprise, she was able to shut her trap long enough to use my shoulders to catapult herself up and onto my back.


  Holy shit, but the warmth of her core on my spine sent wicked signals to my cock.


  “You weigh a freakin’ ton,” I lied as I hoisted her into a more comfortable position, which didn’t in the least help the issue growing in my pants. Neither did the way she wrapped her legs around my waist so that those calves were rubbing my junk.


  She smacked the side of my head. “I do not, but thanks for not smelling like the douche you are.”


  “You’re welcome. Which way?”


  She pointed forward and then put her hand back on my chest. Maybe it was all in my mind, but I could’ve sworn she was feeling me up. There were piggyback rides, and then there were piggyback rides. And it was the piggybackee that determined the difference. For one thing, there was the way she draped her arms over my shoulders to press her fingertips into my pecs instead of leaving them around my neck. And speaking of my neck: most riders managed to keep their chin on a piggybacker’s shoulder so they could look forward, instead of burying their face in his neck and inhaling deeply.


  Christ, she was still smelling me, and those luscious lips were there—not puckered, but definitely touching skin. When she sighed, I groaned. My faux pas was covered when a fat drop of rain landed on the bridge of my nose, and then another fell on my cheek, and then the top of my head, and then on my shoulder.


  Cassidy started giggling. “Now what are you going to do, Shaw?” Her voice was sensual, a breathy dare at my ear. A shiver ran down my spine, but it was warm and nice, nothing like the chill she normally caused. Jesus, did she just nuzzle my neck?


  Of all the parts of my body, my neck and ears were the most sensitive. If a woman knew what she was doing, her manipulation of them could be every bit as effective as doing the same things to my cock. Well, maybe not every bit as effective, but damn close.


  Closing my eyes, I swallowed the lump forming in my throat and got myself under control. The part of my plan I’d been counting on was lost. I couldn’t even make a run for it, because what had started out as a few drops had quickly turned into the downpour I’d known would hit us. Before I could formulate a new plan, Cassidy shimmied down my back and bolted down the dark alley to our right.


  “Shit!” I ran after her, finally catching up as she ducked under a balcony that only barely shielded us from the rain, and I had to press up against her for even that much. “You wouldn’t walk down a public sidewalk with bare feet, but you’ll run into a dark alley?”


  Cassidy looked up at me, her loose hair wet and sticking to her face like slivers of peach peel. “Drastic situations call for drastic measures.” It hadn’t escaped my notice that her skirt was still pushed up her thighs.


  “Oh, yeah?” I leaned down to her ear. “So did you nuzzling my neck fall under drastic measures as well?”


  “I did not nuzzle your neck!” she said, shoving me out into the rain. I laughed and stepped back to her, holding my ground when she tried to do it again.


  Growling out her frustration, she turned to look toward the street. “This is all your fault!”


  “My fault? How the hell is this my fault?”


  “I could’ve been home by now if you hadn’t taken my shoes.”


  “You’re delusional.”


  “I’m delusional? Let me tell you what you are. You’re a pompous, superficial ass who thinks he’s smarter than everyone around him. So much so that you won’t even consider for one second that someone who’s been doing her job longer than you might actually be able to do that job better. You think you have all the answers, that you can’t possibly learn anything more about—”


  I grabbed her jaw in one hand and fisted her hair in the other, pulling back to force her face to tilt up. And then I kissed her.


  The second she registered what was happening, she clamped her mouth shut. Her lips were stiff and unresponsive, but she wasn’t pushing me away, and I’d come too far to back down without giving it my all. Dipping low at the knees, I pressed closer, the bulge in my pants finding her warm spot and doing a bit of nuzzling of its own. Cassidy jerked and gave a surprised sound, then settled back against me instead of protesting. With that small victory, my lips and tongue went to work, softly coaxing her into submission. When the fleshy fullness of her mouth became more pliant, I knew I’d succeeded.


  Slowly, I backed off, still holding her in place so I could look down at her. A bolt of lightning streaked across the sky, illuminating her face and those wild green eyes. “Shut up,” I said, and then I kissed her again before she could think to stop me.


  Kissing was an art form, and if done properly, it told a person so much more than “I sort of dig you.” My kisses were soft yet firm, with long, probing strokes from my tongue, gentle nips from my teeth, and lips that worshipped the flesh they were granted a taste of. A kiss like that told a person, “I want to devour you, and you’re really going to like it when I do.”


  Though I’d planned to seduce Cassidy, I was surprised by how much I was enjoying the kiss. More surprising was the way Cassidy was kissing me back. It seemed I’d sparked her competitive nature once again. The woman was so damn infuriating. I allowed her to push her fingers through the hair at the nape of my neck because I liked that kind of shit, but when she tried to break free of my hold to maneuver into one more favorable to her own agenda, I shut it down. There was a flurry of hands and arms the split second I released her to grab both her wrists to pin her to the wall behind her. Cassidy narrowed her eyes at me, but something told me she wasn’t really all that pissed. Maybe it was the way she looked up at me when she took her bottom lip between her teeth and slowly let it pull free. Or maybe it was the way the muscles in her body were coiled tight and ready to spring into action at the first slip of my hold. Or maybe it was the way she eyed my mouth, practically begging for another shot at it.


  Though it was cruel, I leaned in and hovered over her lips. When she tilted her head up for another taste, I eased out of reach. “I kiss like I eat pussy.”


  Cassidy closed her eyes and groaned, all that strain melting from her muscles. But I had no intention of letting up on her, so I kissed her again, knowing she wouldn’t be able to think of anything other than how that kiss would feel between her thighs.


  Another bolt of lightning lit up the sky, this one with a brightness I could register even behind closed eyes. And if I needed further proof that the storm was picking up intensity, the echoing clap of thunder overhead was it. Mother Nature was not happy. Perhaps I should’ve seen her fury as an ominous sign to stop what I was doing, but I found the darkness of the night, the ire of the storm, and the cozy recess in which we’d found ourselves to be seductive. For all intents and purposes, we were within public view, but the deluge of rain had emptied the streets and given us enough privacy to be discreet.


  And the way Cassidy was moving against me was all the permission I needed to keep going. And I wanted to see what she’d do, so I freed her hands.


  Pulling the neckline of her shirt to the side, my lips found the pulse of the artery there. I nipped at her because I couldn’t help myself, and she responded just the way I wanted. Her head tilted farther to the side and she wrapped her arms around my shoulders, pushing her fingers into my hair and urging me on.


  Oh, Cassidy was not going to be the soft and gentle sort; nor did she really want that from her lover. This pleased me as well. I didn’t get off on causing harm to women, but I did like for them to know who was in charge.


  “Yeah, you like that, don’t you?”


  “No.” The heaving of her chest and the way she was biting her lip told a different story.


  I reached up and pulled her lip free, my thumb sweeping over the fleshy peach morsel before my fingers trailed down her chin, her neck, and then her collarbones.


  “No? Hmm … that’s weird. Because I could’ve sworn you did. Let’s see if you like this.” With expert ease, I found her nipple and pinched it, rolling it between my thumb and forefinger. Then I dipped even farther, using my teeth to tug at the hardened peak through her wet shirt. She groaned and arched her back, pushing me closer still.


  Through her soaked shirt, I could see her green bra. Nice, but it was in the way. Creamy mounds of flesh dipped into a delicate valley on her chest. Something told me her breasts were going to be fucking beautiful. In my enthusiasm to see for myself, I ripped her blouse open, sending buttons flying through the air.


  Cassidy froze and looked down at what I’d done. “Really? You’re such an asshole!”


  “Want me to stop?” Without waiting for her answer, I took the weight of her breasts in my palms, kneading them through the silky softness of her bra.


  “Did I say I wanted you to stop?”


  The pad of my thumbs teased her hardened peaks. “I’m just asking to be polite.”


  “Oh, that’s rich. You took my shoes, got me soaking wet in the rain, half naked with bare feet in a dirty, dark alley, and now you want to be polite?”


  She had a point. So fuck it: I kept the momentum going by giving the cups of her bra a rough tug to get them out of my way. Damn, but my hunch was spot-on.


  Her breasts weren’t huge, but they were a handful and more than I could fit into my mouth, so I’d call that perfect. Her skin was pale, the sort of creamy pale that was common among redheads, and her nipples were the same color as her lips, pink with a hint of peach. I palmed one breast while I gave a soft kiss to the taut bud of its twin. Cassidy inhaled sharply when I followed that up with the scrape of my teeth. My tongue wanted in on the action, so I sucked her nipple fully into my mouth and teased its raised peak with a series of flicks and licks. Pulling back, I squeezed her breast and let the pert bud pop free.


  Cassidy arched again, her hand moving between us to yank at my shirt.


  “What are you doing?”


  “You’re taking liberties. Why shouldn’t I?”


  It was cute. It was also about to get both of us into some serious trouble. Trouble I’d been seeking, true enough, but the reality was that we could never come back from this, so it was a risk we both needed to be willing to take. My little buddy jerked in my pants, telling me to stop thinking too much and let the woman have what she wanted.


  “If you go below the belt, you’re giving me permission to do the same.” It was a fair warning.


  “I’m curious,” she said.


  “About?”


  “I want to see if you’re as big in person as—” She stopped abruptly.


  “As what?”


  “As all the women in the office say you are.”


  I drew my head back. “Really? How big do they say I am?”


  “Big.”


  “Hmm, I hate to disappoint you, but the truth is, none of them would actually know.” I never mixed business with pleasure, though it seemed I was hell-bent on breaking all the rules with Cassidy to make sure I won the partnership. But was it really just about the partnership? I shook the thought free because I couldn’t afford to think like that.


  Taking her hand, I maneuvered it between us until she was cupping the bulge in my pants that had grown to astronomical proportions. “That should give you a pretty good idea, but you won’t know for sure until you see it up close and personal.” With just the right amount of pressure, my hand moved back and forth over hers so that we were both stroking me through my pants while Cassidy watched. “And if you want to see it, you’re going to have to take it out yourself.”


  There was a hint of something devious in the way she looked up at me from beneath thick lashes. “You don’t think I will?”


  I rolled her nipple under my other palm, but kept her locked in my stare. “No, I don’t.”


  Cassidy slipped her hand out from under mine, and her fingers worked my belt loose. She was bluffing. No way did I believe she would follow through. That was, until she did. The button was the next to go, and then her cold hand dipped inside my pants to fondle my cock.


  “Christ!” I bent and nipped her neck again, earning another moan of approval as I undulated against her palm. In her excitement, she squeezed my cock, but it was the kind of squeeze I really liked.


  When I’d worked my way up her neck and to her ear, I whispered, “But you still can’t see it.”


  The woman was so predictable. Issue a little challenge and she would rise to meet it.


  Cassidy unzipped my wet pants before pushing them over my hips and halfway down my ass, which was plenty far enough to allow my cock to spring free. Oh, God. The release into the cold air was heavenly, and the only thing missing was the weight of her stare. I wanted her to see me.


  I was in fuck-the-rain mode then, and stepped back so she could get a good look. Rain soaked every stitch of clothing I was wearing, but I didn’t give a shit. It was worth it to relish the hungry look in her eyes when she took me in. The man-eater was starving for a taste, and I was going to offer up my cock as a willing sacrifice.


  “Well?”


  “Impressive,” she said, taking it in her hands and stroking me. If she’d had any idea how much I liked that, she probably would’ve stopped, so I kept my composure, to the best of my ability. “Nice and veiny … smooth and thick.”


  I laughed. “Oh, so now you’re a cock connoisseur?”


  “I gave you a compliment, Shaw. Take it. I don’t give them often.”


  She pulled me in closer, so that the head of my cock touched the exposed skin of her stomach with each down stroke of her hand. My bowed head gave me an excellent view of the expert way she worked me. Damn, I wanted her. And not even just to seduce her. I wanted to fuck her, because if she rode a cock anywhere close to the way she was jacking mine, I was in for quite the experience.


  Still stroking me, she used her other hand to pull me down to kiss her again. Only I couldn’t take credit for that kiss. It was all Cassidy, which made my balls ache and my cock even more rigid. Her tongue took over, stroking mine with the same intensity as her hand on my cock, until I thought I couldn’t take the sensation anymore. I’d heard she was a multitasker extraordinaire, and this bit was proof positive of that.


  And then my hand found its way under her skirt to her abdomen and inside her panties. The groan I gave when I felt how wet she was for me was unscripted, but my exploration of her tender flesh was not. I fucking loved the warm, wet glide of my fingers through the silky flesh of a woman’s most intimate parts. I loved even more the way Cassidy clung to me and moaned when I teased her clit and then dipped my fingers inside her.


  Damn, she was tight. So tight my cock nearly exploded. There would be no slow and gentle here. Nothing about the two of us would ever be slow and gentle. This was about exploitation, a means to an end—an opportunity for me to gain the upper hand and put Cassidy in her place. At least that was what I’d kept telling myself.


  Pulling my fingers free, I stroked her again, massaging her clit until she was on the brink and then thrusting them back inside her. Cassidy’s head fell back, her eyes and chin set in defiance even as her thighs parted wider. There still wasn’t enough room to do the job adequately. She was already pissed over the blouse, so fuck it; I ripped her goddamn panties off, too.


  Her mouth opened to say something, but I cut the bitching off when I stole her breath on the return to business. And I showed zero mercy on the fast and hard. The clench of her walls around my fingers and the choking squeeze of her hand around my cock were excruciating and glorious at the same time. Fuck, I’d known she’d like it rough.


  “Oh, yeah. That’s it right there, isn’t it?” I growled.


  She couldn’t answer. Hell, it didn’t even look like she was breathing. Maybe that was because she was on the verge of coming. I could feel her bearing down, practically smell her arousal in the air, and the charge arcing between us had nothing to do with the electricity from the storm.


  My cock was forgotten when Cassidy opted for the hard grip on my shoulders instead. I bit her lip because I knew she liked it, and I pushed my fingers in to the knuckles, stroking the rough patch I found deep inside with a beckoning. And then the pulsing began.


  Cassidy broke our kiss and buried her face against my neck, gifting me with the throaty sound of her orgasm. If she hadn’t been at my ear, I never would’ve heard it, and damn, I would’ve been missing out. Never had any woman sounded so innocent and wicked at the same time. How the fuck could I have possibly gotten harder? Her moan was like an aphrodisiac, and I wasn’t quite ready for it to stop. So, I switched back to the thrusting, harder and faster until I could feel the quake it sent through her body, and she kept coming. Over and over again.


  The folds of her pussy would be swollen and tinged red from the ferocity of my finger fuck. Good. I hoped any discomfort she felt in the morning would serve as a reminder of who’d given her the pleasure that had accompanied it.


  And then I stopped, allowing her to catch her breath. Normally, I’d want some reciprocation, but tonight, I was all about the giving. After all, if she got it good enough, she’d fall all over herself to get it again. Which meant she’d slip in other places as well.


  “Are you afraid of heights?” She barely managed a shake of her head. “Good,” I said and then squatted, taking her left leg and draping it over my shoulder. Looking up at her confused expression, I smirked. “Better hold on.”


  If she was confused before, I’d say she was stupefied when I braced for her weight and did the same with her right leg, forcing her skirt up and around her waist. She clutched my head when I stood, lifting her into the air for a reverse shoulder ride.


  When I settled her back against the building, she suddenly found her voice. “Are you freakin’ crazy? What are you doing? Put me—”


  I loved stunning her to silence, and I did it once again when my face found its way to that juicy little pussy of hers to lavish it with my mouth. I would’ve stopped to check that her silence wasn’t an indicator of distress if the way she fisted my hair at the roots and moved against my mouth hadn’t clued me in that she was better than fine. In fact, I’d say she was fucking excellent. And I wasn’t complaining, either. The taste of Cassidy was exquisite on my tongue. She was soft and wet, her clit eager for the attention I gave. And hell yeah, I gave it, coaxing the hardened pebble to another orgasm. When her thighs tightened around my head and her nails scraped my scalp as she straightened against the wall to push her lower half closer, I knew she was there.


  I lapped at the silky cream of her release, and my eyes drifted shut at the surprising sweetness that exploded onto my tongue. I’d pegged her for sour. Or, at the very least, stale. But everything about her, from her plump lips to her pert breasts, her voluptuous ass, and her juicy pussy, was fresh as the rain that kissed the parched streets of Southern California.


  It made my goddamn cock leak.


  Careful not to scratch her on the brick, I stepped back from the building and let her legs slide down until they were snug in the crooks of my arms. Slowly lowering her, I stopped when all that hot and juicy was level with my groin. With a bit of adjustment, my cock was nestled in her folds and I was moving against her.


  “Are you done?” I asked, teasing her clit and then her opening with pressure from the tip. “Or do you want more, Cassidy?”


  “More.” She used my shoulders and the wall behind her for leverage, angling her body to take the head inside herself. Jesus, even the heat of her on the tip of my cock was incredible, but dammit, she wasn’t calling the shots, so I pulled out.


  “That’s not how this works, woman.”


  “I took sex ed. I’m pretty sure it is.”


  “That’s not what I’m talking about.”


  “You don’t want to fuck me?”


  “Oh, I want to fuck you. I just want to hear you say you want to fuck me, first.”


  “Because that’s not clear to you right now?”


  God, there was that smart mouth again. I chuckled humorlessly and then spread my arms wider, forcing her legs to do the same. With an unapologetic thrust, I entered her.


  We both moaned at the sensation of the stretch and fill because, damn, she was tight and I was thick, so it felt fucking amazing. The instinctual need to feel all of her urged me to plow forward, but I was careful to go slow. I didn’t want to hurt her. Not just because I wasn’t the douche bag she thought me to be, but because then we’d have to stop and I really wanted to see if she could take all of me.


  Cassidy’s mouth fell open, that bottom lip of hers quivering, and I realized that she must be cold. Though it wasn’t freezing outside, the rain had had a cooling effect on the temperature and we were wet, so the wind from the storm was having its way with that. I felt it, too, but it was a fair trade-off for the warm and moist I was receiving. Especially when the warm and moist was wrapped tight around my cock.


  Body heat was all I had to offer, and though I hated Cassidy and shouldn’t care about her comfort, my cock was buried deep inside her and I wanted to keep it that way. Using my whole body, I covered her, even taking that quivering lip into my mouth with a slow suckle. Friction was another generator of heat, so I increased my pace. She should have been acclimated to my size and able to take it by then. Still, I paid attention to any sign that would indicate she wasn’t. When I found none, I fucked her.


  I fucked her like she needed to be fucked.


  I fucked her like she wanted to be fucked.


  Cassidy clung to my shoulders as I widened my stance and bent at the knees. Deep thrusts worked her G-spot while my groin kissed her clit with each roll of my hips. And then she bit me. Fucking hard. It would leave a mark, but then again, I’d marked her pussy with the finger bang. Still, just to be sure, and because her perceived tit for tat couldn’t go without answer, I spread her wider again and thrust into her with enough force to move her up the wall of the building. She’d be feeling that in the morning, too.


  “Oh, God,” she moaned. “You’re a fucking dick.”


  “Potty mouth,” I said, still thrusting hard. “Maybe I should take my cock out of your pussy and fuck your dirty mouth instead.”


  Cassidy moaned. Oh, hell yeah. Miss Prim and Proper liked the dirty talk.


  The sound of a sliding door being opened on the balcony above preceded the voices. “It’s really coming down. Come look at this, honey,” a female voice said.


  Cassidy went stiff, her eyes wide when she looked up and then back at me. I kept going, kept thrusting and rolling my hips until the fear in her eyes turned back to lust. My teeth were at her neck again, nipping with each thrust. This time, Cassidy’s moan was loud because she fucking loved it.


  “What was that sound?” the woman above us asked.


  “Shh,” I whispered in Cassidy’s ear. “They’ll hear you. Or is that what you want? Do you want them to see you getting fucked by the man you hate most in the world, Cassidy?”


  Her nails dug into my back and she bit my shoulder again, stifling her moan. Oh, I think she did. She wanted them to see her getting fucked in a dirty alley in the pouring rain like the naughty girl she was.


  “It’s just the thunder, Marie. Come back inside before you get struck by lightning with all that foil in your hair.”


  “Do you want Marie to go?” I asked Cassidy. “I could call her name so that she looks over the railing.”


  “Oh, God,” she whispered, and then the walls of her pussy gripped me, squeezing hard with a pressure that pulsated. Cassidy came hard on my cock, her face turning toward my neck once more to let out her cry.


  “Christ, woman,” I groaned, pounding into her and letting the milking sensation bring me to orgasm as well. My arms were shaking, and my balls were drawing tight. Damn, I needed my release. So I took it, but I was smart about it.


  I never came inside a woman. Not only because I didn’t want to be in “baby daddy” territory but also because the act was too damn intimate. So when I felt the rocket fuel gearing up for blastoff, I pulled back and turned my hips, grunting out my ejaculation on her thigh instead.


  Holy shit, but the creamy softness of that nook in her thigh was almost as pleasurable as her pussy. Almost. And I’d made a mess of it. Oh well. I’d given her multiple orgasms, even taking one into my mouth; the least she could do was clean up one of mine in return.


  “Put me down,” she ordered, back in full Cassidy form.


  “Are you sure you can walk after that?” I asked, having earned the right to be conceited. And she damn well knew it.


  “I think I can manage.”


  Once again, her mouth had to go and ruin a good thing. She didn’t deserve my kindness, but I set her down easy anyway—getting off always put me in a good mood. The rain still poured down.


  The first thing she did was tug her bra back into place, and then she took off her blouse to clean up my mess. Since I’d ruined her shirt, I took mine off and handed it to her; then I got busy putting myself back together again as well. I wasn’t really concerned with how I looked—there was no hope for that—but public indecency was a punishable crime I didn’t want to be charged with.


  “If you ever speak of this,” Cassidy said, pulling her skirt back into place, “I will deny it emphatically.”


  I bent over and picked up her shoes, handing them to her. “Darlin’, you’re going to have to do better than a fuck in an alley to get me to defame my character like that.”


  Her head snapped up, the insult to her ego making her pale skin blotch with anger and maybe even a little embarrassment.


  She was damn good. Probably the best fuck I’d had in years. But she was still the opposition, and I never gave the opposition the upper hand. Especially when the opposition was a bitch.


  Snatching the shoes from me, she slipped them on with a huff. “Oh, it will never happen again.” She took a step to leave, then braced her hand against the wall, finding her legs wobbly.


  Yes, it would.


  I smirked and simply said, “Okay.”


  Once she regained her balance, she walked out to the street and turned to the right. I followed her, lagging a bit behind. I wasn’t sure how far we had to go to get to her place, but I was for damn sure going to see her to her door after what we’d just done. When she walked up to the entrance of the building I’d just fucked her against, I was confused.


  “What are you doing?” I asked.


  “I’m going home. You weren’t expecting a good-night kiss, were you?”


  And then it was clear. Cassidy could have run inside her building when it had started to rain, but she hadn’t. Instead, she’d taken the soaking and run barefoot down a dirty alley. Why? Had she wanted what we’d done to happen?


  “Not in the least.”


  “Good. Because I’m pretty sure what you just got back there was more than sufficient.”


  She didn’t say anything else. She simply walked inside and left me half naked and soaking wet on the sidewalk, wondering who’d just played whom.


  CHAPTER 6


  Cassidy


  I lived for weekends. Saturday nights, in particular. And not for the hippest clubs offered up by one of the trendiest cities in the country. No, I was sort of anti … well, all of that. For me, Friday evenings were spent recuperating from the long week, and Sundays were spent preparing for the next, but Saturday was my day to do nothing whatsoever. And I had the perfect place to do it; an escape, and I didn’t even have to travel far to get it.


  Living on the top floor of a twenty-story apartment building in the heart of San Diego had its advantages. Best of all was the view from the rooftop balcony Quinn and I shared. That was where I kept a crappy little garden, where I’d botched every bit of gardening advice given to me by Ma and, instead, only managed to torture Mother Nature’s seedlings until they were wilted and in need of some serious herbal CPR. Within a couple of months of moving in, I’d switched to greenery that was nearly impossible to kill, and so far, the plants had been hanging in there, but the prognosis wasn’t good.


  My rooftop was also where I’d come to watch the sun play its magnificent tricks on the water of the bay. In the evenings, it morphed from a deep sea blue to liquid silver to hues of gold and chocolate or pinks and oranges at sunset, until finally the reflection of the sun was replaced by those of the city lights dancing across a canvas of pitch black. But neither the private garden nor the view of the bay was what made my rooftop a sanctuary.


  It was the sky. Always the sky for me. For as long as I could remember.


  Stonington, Maine, was a fishing village with a population of just over a thousand. If you lived there, it was because you were born there. You fished lobster or worked the docks, gave your neighbor the shirt off your back, and loved your country with a passion that ran soul-deep. It was small-town America, a place where everybody knew your name and you couldn’t get away with jack squat without someone running to tell your da and ma. So there were days when Casey and I would sneak away to our secret spot on the roof of my house. It was this cute little alcove between the pitches that gave us just enough room to hide out and still have a spectacular view of the harbor. Every time Casey and I disappeared, our parents would read us the riot act for wandering so far from home. We never told them we’d been right above them the whole time.


  Casey and I would sit for hours on that roof, just watching the clouds and making up stories to go with the shapes we found there. I was the best at that part. Most of my stories were funny and some of them were even pretty epic, but then there were also the romantic tales. Those were the ones when Casey would touch my hand and look at me like nothing else in the world mattered. Like there was only him and me and those clouds and nothing else. I suppose at the time, there wasn’t.


  That small stretch of time when the sun disappeared and twilight turned to dusk was when we sat quiet, like we were both holding our breath and waiting for the last sliver of sun to fade from the sky. Then dusk turned to night and the stars took center stage. That was where Casey had shined. I’d been in awe of his stories, and the reflection of the stars in Casey’s baby blues as he’d told me about the hero Perseus sitting atop his flying Pegasus as he rescued Andromeda from the sea monster was a sight that would forever be burned into my memory. He’d known everything there was to know about stars. Though he’d never admit to it if I’d asked, he’d been skipping his homework so he could learn about them just to impress me. Because he knew I’d loved them. I still did.


  The stars weren’t the same in San Diego. They weren’t as bright, and if they were twinkling, they lacked the luster and sparkle of the ones back home. The one constant, though, was the moon. I could always count on it to be there, to be the brightest thing anyone could see in the night sky, no matter where they were. The same moon I was seeing was the same moon Casey would be looking at as well. I’d talked to that moon like writing in a diary, pretending that somehow, Casey could hear me through it. Sometimes, all the comfort I’d needed was to believe that somewhere on the other side, 3,258 miles away, Casey might have been talking to me, too.


  Casey Michaels knew me better than anyone else ever could. The epitome of a lobster fisherman, he was six foot one, 180 pounds, usually wearing a T-shirt and flannel button-up, with sandy blond hair, blue eyes, a scruffy face, and a slight bow to his blue-jean-clad legs. His steel-toed boots carried a mighty man who worked every bit as hard as his father and his father before him. Casey was nothing if not traditional, a legacy, and he was my hero. He’d also been my best friend and my constant partner in crime from the first day either of us could cognitively recognize the other.


  Our mothers had been best friends before us. Those two had done everything together. They’d flirted with the boys down by the docks together, gotten married on the same day to the two lucky fellows that had fallen madly for them (also on the same day), and had even gotten pregnant at the same time. Their friendship had begun on the day they’d met and realized that both of their first names started with the same letter. So Abby had named her son Casey, and Anna had named her daughter Cassidy. They were like sisters in every way. And even though Casey and I had been raised like siblings, we’d never felt that way. Our connection was something else entirely, something foreign that no one else could touch. Which was a good thing, because that would’ve made things extremely awkward when we’d started dating, even more so when we’d lost our virginity to each other.


  Casey was all I’d ever known, and I’d loved him for my entire life. He knew my secrets and my fears, and I trusted him more than anyone else on the face of the planet. He was an extension of myself, and although we’d never defined what we were to each other, there had never seemed to be a need to. Whatever we’d had, we’d always have it. But then I’d left him all alone.


  Whether or not I’d go to college had never been a question in my mind. That was, until I’d started to receive acceptance letters from all over the country. I remembered the look on Casey’s face when I’d gotten the first one. We’d both been excited. In fact, he’d picked me up and swung me around until I’d thought the resulting dizziness might get the best of me. And that kiss he’d laid on me. The memory of it still made my lips tingle to this day. But then reality was like the Jaws of Life prying us apart the moment Ma said, “My little girl is leaving home,” and we realized … I was leaving home.


  Casey’s grades hadn’t been spectacular, even though I’d tried to tutor him. But none of that had mattered because he’d always known, we’d always known, that he would follow in his father’s footsteps. He’d be a fisherman, which meant he couldn’t come with me. And I couldn’t stay.


  Boston College had been my choice because it was close enough to Stonington to allow me to go home for every break. Still, it had been an expensive education, and Da and Ma had sunk every dime they’d had into it and then some. Lobster fishermen earned an honest living, but it was the sort of check that only just got our family by from year to year. The extra expense of my education, including law school, had cost Ma the savings she’d been setting aside to open a bed-and-breakfast. She’d sacrificed her dream so that I could have mine. So when it came time to look for a job, I took the position at SSE. It was a gazillion miles away from Casey, but it was the only offer at the time that afforded me the ability to give back to Ma what she and my da had sacrificed. Now Ma had her bed-and-breakfast, but Stonington, Maine, didn’t rank high on the tourism list, so she was spending more to keep the Whalen House running than she was bringing in. The regular checks I sent back home relieved the strain on Da’s wallet and let Ma continue to live her dream.


  When I’d left for college, I’d told Casey I’d be back, and he’d told me he’d always be waiting. We’d kept the promises we’d made, but after school, my trips home dwindled down to a week at Christmas and another during the summer. For the past couple of years, the summer trips had fallen off; I simply had too much work to do. I couldn’t afford a vacation when my clients needed me.


  But for those few days when I was home, Casey and I had picked right back up where we’d left off. Like the teenagers we’d once been, Casey would steal one of Abby’s hand-sewn quilts, lace his fingers through mine, and practically drag me down to the docks. In the dark of night, we’d sneak aboard Thomas Michaels’s boat and into the cabin for some quality naked time. Most of my trips home had been spent with Casey between my thighs, like we were trying to catch up on all the fucking we’d missed out on over the past year and squirrel away some for the next year to come. Inevitably, I had to say goodbye again.


  And each time I had, my heart had broken a little more. Eventually, we had to be the grown-ups we’d become and admit that things were no longer working the way they were. We’d officially ended the relationship, giving each other the freedom we both ultimately wanted, to see where life would take us. But we knew we’d always be lifelong friends, and if fate ever brought us back together, maybe we could try it again.


  Per his normal Saturday night routine, Quinn poked his head through the balcony door and paused the phone conversation he’d been having long enough to say, “Hey, Cass. I’m home,” before proceeding on. Or so I thought. Until he suddenly stopped dead in his tracks, backed up two steps and angled the phone away from his mouth again, and said, “Hold on. Who have you been f’ing?”


  “What?”


  Quinn put the phone back to his mouth. “Yes, girl, she has been F’ed.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  Tilting the phone down again, he turned back to me. “Demi wants to know who it was.”


  “Who was what?”


  “Don’t play with me, Cassidy Whalen. Whose dick have you had inside you?” he enunciated. “Did you understand that?”


  Yeah, not going to answer that one, I thought. I put on my best “you’re crazy” face and scoffed. “Me? Having sex? Pfft, I wish!”


  Quinn looked me over suspiciously, and then his expression eased. “False alarm,” he said, resuming his conversation. “Something must be wrong with my Spidey senses. I’m usually always right, but she’s looking just as constipated as always. She needs to get laid. When’s Christmas?”


  I should’ve been insulted, but I was too busy being relieved that I’d managed to pull off the fake-out. Quinn really was good at detecting that sort of thing, but I didn’t want anyone, even my best friends, to know what I’d done with Shaw. They could keep a secret, so that wasn’t the issue. The problem was that I knew they’d be able to tell how much I’d liked it. And I’d been trying to lie to myself about that part.


  Sex with Shaw wasn’t like sex with Casey. I don’t know that I’d say it was better, just that it was … different. Casey had always been loving and gentle, but Shaw was rough and dirty. He’d found my weakness with the savage way he’d scraped his teeth along my hypersensitive skin. And the things he’d said, that sound he’d made when he’d first felt how wet I was for him …


  His moan had been the sort of sound that was just on the edge of a growl, a tortured groan of wonder and approval. He’d been pleased by my body’s reaction, and the knowledge of that was quite satisfactory. The sudden warming of my skin now had nothing to do with the air around me. I squirmed in my chaise lounge from the memory that caressed my brain and sent pleasure signals down my spine, and was reminded of the soreness left in the wake of his sexual fury. Jesus, why had that turned me on?


  I’d like to say that I’d made a bad decision while under the influence, but I’d be lying. I’d known exactly what I was doing. Though I wished like hell that drunken disorderly conduct had been the case. At least then I would’ve had a viable excuse as to why I’d made out like a streetwalker in a cootie-infested alley in the middle of the pouring rain. The fact that it had actually been raining in Southern California should’ve been enough reason for me to take cover, but no … I’d fucked in it. And worse, I’d fucked Shaw Matthews in it.


  What was next on the seven plagues of the Apocalypse list? Locusts? Frogs? Blood on the moon?


  Maybe it had been the best sex of my life, but hell would freeze over, pigs would fly, and frogs would grow hair before I would ever admit that to Shaw Matthews.


  God, I hope none of those is a plague. I needed to find a church and a confessional. Fast.


  That was the good little Catholic schoolgirl in me speaking.


  The naughty little Catholic schoolgirl in me—oh, the irony—was still basking in her postcoital bliss while conspiring with my cooch on how we could make round two happen. I had a feeling liquid courage wouldn’t be needed the second time around, but it had sure helped last night. Holy Mary, Mother of God. I’d nuzzled his neck! I’d pulled his freakin’ cock out! The only bit of redemption I had was that at least I hadn’t put it in my mouth.


  But I’d wanted to. And I was pretty sure Shaw wouldn’t have stopped me, either.


  I might have instigated things, but he’d been right on board, issuing his dares and challenges. He must have thought I was stupid, that I didn’t understand that he was throwing down the gauntlet just because he knew I couldn’t resist picking it up. And the only reason he’d do that would be if he’d wanted me every bit as badly as I’d wanted him.


  But why now, all of a sudden? That was another puzzler, wasn’t it?


  I cocked my head to the side and stared up into the vastness of space. “What’s your angle, Matthews?” The neurons in my brain must have been putting on one heck of a light show as I scrambled to figure it out, but the answer to my question wasn’t written in the stars.


  “I’m out,” Quinn said from the doorway.


  I shook myself from my stupor and turned to him. “Where are you headed?”


  “Daddy’s back from his business trip, but his wifey thinks he won’t be back until Monday morning,” he said with a mischievous grin. “Demi and Sasha are already at Monkey Business. You going?”


  “Nah. I think I’ll just hang out here. I’ve got some work to do, anyway.”


  “On a Saturday night?” he asked, then rolled his eyes. “Typical. Okay, well you just stay here with your moon and stars and your laptop and your pie charts or your moonpie chart of the stars or whatever. But real life is happening down on Earth, Cass. Not up in space. It’s dark, lonely, and cold up there. I recommend you snuggle up to a nice hot body. That’s what I’m about to do.”


  “Stars are hot.”


  “They’re also full of gas.”


  “And Daddy isn’t?”


  “Well, yeah, but I can snuggle him. You can’t snuggle a star.”


  I could argue further on semantics alone, but I understood the point he was making. Nothing was keeping me from Monkey Business other than the fact that I wasn’t ready to face Shaw, and I knew he’d be there. The weekend would be my buffer. Surely by the end of it, the shock of what we’d done would have worn off.


  “Have fun with Daddy, and don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” I said, turning back around and relaxing in my chair.


  “If that’s not a contradictory statement, I don’t know what is,” he mumbled, and then I heard him walk away. The front door opened and closed with a click of the lock, and I was alone.


  Alone was good. No distractions meant I could get more done, think a little more clearly. Though if recent memory served me correctly, my stupid brain weaving its wicked thoughts in my subconscious and then conscious mind was exactly the distraction that had gotten me into the mess in which I currently found myself in the first place.


  I just needed the weekend. One full weekend of no Shaw and then I’d be ready to face him on Monday. I rested my head against the chair and closed my eyes to enjoy the solitude, but I quickly opened them again when a deluge of images depicting Shaw’s fuckface converged on my peaceful tranquillity.


  Dammit. What had I done?


  The past fifty-three hours had been torturous at best. Not that I was counting. And I’d been asleep for over half that time. The peaceful weekend I’d hoped for had been riddled with thoughts of Shaw, Shaw, and more Shaw. Oh, and Shaw’s cock. And mouth. And fingers, too.


  Quinn had spent the weekend in some luxurious location with Daddy, so I’d had nothing to take my mind off what I’d dubbed the worst mistake of my life. Left alone, I’d discovered that my crazy thoughts turned to crazy actions. So if all I’d been thinking about was frolicking naked in the rain with a man who liked to give reverse shoulder rides, some frustrations had been bound to build up. I’d felt forced to relieve some of those frustrations by any means necessary, and really, there’d only been one way. To my credit, I’d honestly thought masturbating would be like killing two birds with one stone. Not only would it get rid of the perpetual ache in my nether region but also, perhaps, I’d finally be able to stop the insanity and get off the Shaw Matthews loop-de-loop.


  That line of thinking had led to something like a dozen orgasms over two days. See? Crazy begets crazy, and I was begetting it all over the place. I’d even tried to swap the image of Shaw for one of Casey, but that devious bastard had kept creeping back into my fantasies like a demonic horror movie that refused to let me get any peace.


  If his haunting presence over the weekend had been any indication, he was going to be just as impossible to get rid of in the physical sense.


  Rosary beads, holy water, and salt along the perimeter of my office were probably the only things that would work. If only I’d thought of that an hour before, I would’ve had time for the pit stop. Well, I had time, but not if I was going to avoid an egocentric with cause to be arrogant. He’d be insufferable, and I couldn’t handle that so soon after. As it was, I’d already forgone my coveted morning coffee stop so I wouldn’t accidentally bump into him, the stalker. I mean, what would I say? Worse, what would he say?


  Stepping off the elevator and then into my office suite, I saw my hopes of avoiding him go straight out the window. Shaw was perched on the corner of Ally’s empty desk with a cup of coffee in each hand and an arrogant smile on his face. Really, I wanted to punch him in the throat. I’d made it a point to get there before everyone else, including Ally, and he’d still beat me. Again.


  Shaw Matthews was Beelzebub himself.


  “Good morning, Whalen. I’m glad to see you’re walking okay.” He smirked. “I can hardly tell you were royally fucked a mere three days ago. What’s your secret?”


  Dammit. My heart became animated, its arteries morphing into arms with hands that rattled its cage. Before, his presence had irked me and made me want to slam his face into the wall. Now it made me feel exposed. Not the kind of exposed that might make one feel naked in a roomful of strangers but the kind of exposed where a girl was glad to be rid of her clothes because that meant being one step closer to going at it like gorillas in the wild.


  It took a great deal of effort, but I managed to get it together, determined not to let him see me sweat. Or breathe hard. Or mount him like a Catholic schoolgirl on spring break.


  “It really is inhumane to be tortured so early in the morning” was my witty retort. And it had come in the nick of time, within the allotted space for such a remark without it looking suspiciously like I’d been affected by his presence. So, feeling the high from that small victory, I rolled with it. For all Shaw knew, the last time we’d seen each other was a very distant memory, one that had meant nothing at all to me. He’d been mediocre at best. I could pull that off, couldn’t I?


  “Tortured. Funny. Here,” he said, handing one of the cups in my direction.


  I scoffed. “Good idea. Poison should put me out of my misery.”


  “It’s a grande three-Splenda white chocolate mocha,” he said, as if I should know what that meant. I did. It was my normal drink order. Entirely too specific for him to have guessed it. Maybe I hadn’t been far off the mark on my original stalker theory.


  “When you took off like a bat out of hell from the coffee shop the other morning, Tiff said you were a regular. So I asked her what you normally ordered and decided to be a human and bring it to you.” He pushed it toward me again. I wasn’t going to accept it, but then I smelled the white chocolate and my pride was damned.


  “Thank you,” I said, taking the cup. “Have a good day.” That was all the nicety he was going to get from me.


  Opening my office door, I walked inside and set the cup and my messenger bag down, then started going through the mail left on my desk from Friday afternoon. Free coffee or not, I was in no mood for his bullshit.


  Undeterred by my intended rudeness, Shaw and his smart mouth followed me. “So did you happen to talk to Rockford over the weekend?”


  Right. Apparently, he felt like our little tryst qualified as something more. That definitely needed to be nipped in the bud. “First coffee, now small talk? I’m sorry, but did I miss the memo where we’re pals now? It was a one-night stand. Get over it.”


  “I’d rather you were under me.”


  Lame. I laughed at his failed attempt. “You’re such a guy.”


  Shaw sighed. “Must we always be at war?” His voice was fraudulently sincere, but then again, I’m sure he meant it to be.


  I didn’t want to play anymore, and he certainly wasn’t taking the hint, so I had to hit him where it hurt. “Yes, needle dick, we must.”


  Shaw chuckled. It sort of made me want to laugh at my own joke, too, but I didn’t. “Needle dick? I believe the word you used Friday night was impressive.”


  “I was drunk. Everything looks bigger through beer goggles.”


  He set his coffee cup down and stuck his hands in his pockets. “Oh, so that’s how you want to play this?”


  “Play what? I’m not playing anything.” I was acutely aware of the fact that I’d been cycling the same pieces of mail through my hands in an attempt to keep up the façade of boredom.


  “Right. You want to act like what we did only happened because you were drunk, but you and I both know that’s not true. You weren’t drunk. It happened because you wanted it to happen. I wanted it to happen. And no one but you and I will ever know about it, so you don’t have to pretend you didn’t like it.”


  “Whatever you need to tell yourself to feel good about your less than stellar performance,” I said without even looking at him. A move that was sure to piss him off. Good.


  “Wow. I certainly would’ve thought the massive orgasms I so generously bestowed upon you would have at least melted three inches off that glacier of an ass attached to your backside. Guess I was wrong. It happens. Not often, but still …”


  “Are you saying I have a big ass, Matthews?” I quipped back. “Because I’m pretty sure you weren’t complaining when you had two handfuls of it, trying to get your rocks off inside me.”


  “Not inside you. On you. There’s a difference.”


  From the corner of my eye, I saw him stand. I was relieved that he’d decided to leave, because I didn’t know how much faster my heart could beat without exploding in my chest or whatever. But that saying about what happens when you assume hadn’t come about for no reason. Shaw hadn’t stood to leave at all. Instead, he walked across the room to the door and shut it, locking it as well.


  “What do you think you’re doing?” The accelerated heart rate took a backseat to the blood boiling in my veins. He was taking liberties in my office, the jackass.


  Shaw didn’t say anything. He just stalked toward me with a shit-eating grin and a spark of something naughty in his eyes. Oh, bloody hell. I was so going to lose this game.


  “Did you think about me over the weekend?” He was still coming at me; I hadn’t even realized that for every step he took forward, I was taking one back in retreat.


  I did my best to keep my voice from shaking, though I was pretty sure I failed miserably. “Pfft! You wish. I hate to break it to you, Matthews, but you weren’t that good.” I was a liar, liar, pants on fire. Though in truth, my pants—or skirt, rather—only felt like it was on fire because of the blazing hot juices that were pooling in my panties.


  In the meantime, my archnemesis/best lay of my life was still advancing, and my back was to the floor-to-ceiling window with nowhere left to go. I liked it.


  Shaw cocked his head and looked me over, his eyes sweeping down the length of my body and then stopping to stare right at my crotch. God, could he sense it? When his tongue ran along the inside of his bottom lip and then his teeth scraped across the tender flesh, I started to think maybe he could.


  “Mm-hmm. See, I think I was. I think you thought about how my thick cock stretched and filled you, how I expertly worked your pussy with my mouth, and how good your orgasm felt as it pulsed around my cock.”


  His strong arms caged me, the window at my back cutting off any possible escape route, and then we were flush. The heat of his body was a delicious contrast to the chill of the glass, and God, he smelled good, but I was determined to stand my ground in hopes that his little play would backfire and force him to wave the white flag. Instead, I could feel the rigid lines of the muscles on his chest, and my traitorous nipples hardened at the sensation of the warm skin beneath his shirt and the smooth length of his neck, which begged for my tongue.


  He leaned in and spoke against my ear. “Are you wet for me now?”


  Holy Jesus …


  I set my chin indignantly, an attempt to fake him out. It might have worked if actual words of denial had accompanied the action.


  His hand drifted down to my hip, and he pulled me closer. “You want to do it again. You want to fuck me and be fucked by me. I know because I’ve seen the erotic woman you really are. You can’t fake that, Cassidy. I can smell it from a mile away. I can smell you.” And then he nipped at my lobe.


  Goose bumps broke out all over my body. Oh, my God … the things that man said and did. Bedroom talk aside, there was something carnal about the whole nipping and teeth-scraping thing. I wasn’t the sort that got off on pain, and I had no desire to be bitten so hard that the skin broke. No, for me, it was the act itself. A show of dominance, and though I was a woman who was well in control of her life and every aspect of it, for the first time, I wanted to let go. Not to be tied up and used strictly for his pleasure but to, for once, not have to be the one in control.


  I was sure he knew it. Which meant he was up to something.


  “You’re a cheating bastard.” I have no idea how I managed to eke out the words, but I did.


  Shaw chuckled. “Rule number one: Know your opponent’s weaknesses and never hesitate to exploit them to gain the upper hand.”


  He had me there. It was so textbook. “And what’s your weakness?”


  Another chuckle. His breath carried the aroma of creamy coffee mixed with a hint of mint. It was divine. “Getting lazy on me? I thought you had a thing for the intense research of your subject.”


  “You say that like I want to study you. I don’t.”


  “One of the many differences between you and me is that I can at least be honest with myself. And you, too, for that matter. For example, I can admit that I jacked my dick raw thinking about you this weekend. Want to know why?”


  My knees nearly buckled at the imagery, but I didn’t falter. “I couldn’t care less.”


  “I call that bullshit.” Shaw bent at the knees and then rubbed his length against me. He was hard. Dammit. “I couldn’t stop thinking about how unbelievably tight your pussy was. I squeezed my dick and squeezed it”—he rolled his hips with each “squeezed”—“and I still couldn’t simulate that same tightness.”


  My hands were now fists at my sides, straining with the effort not to let them unfurl. I wanted to grab his ass and help him get closer. Hell, I wanted to pull up my skirt, release his cock, and use his shoulders to hoist myself up and onto it. But that would’ve been a gross betrayal of my sensibilities. I was losing control, and that simply wasn’t acceptable.


  The picture frame on the corner of my desk caught my attention, and guilt sucker-punched me in the gut. Again. But something was different about it. I realized it wasn’t that I felt like I was betraying Casey. It was just that I didn’t want him to see the good girl he’d grown up with being so naughty with someone like Shaw.


  I mustered what little bit of restraint I had remaining and shoved Shaw away. Because I hated him. Because I hated that I wanted him. Because I could tell from the look in his eyes that he hated it, too. And that just turned me on even more.


  “Remember all those times you snickered behind my back and said I walked around with a stick up my ass?”


  Shaw grinned like a twelve-year-old boy. If we’d been on a playground, no doubt there would’ve been some nana-nana-boo-boos right along with someone sticking someone else’s head in doo-doo.


  He needed to be reminded that we were grown-ups at play, so I reversed the roles and leaned in close enough that he could feel my body heat without the pleasure of my touch. “You can’t hold the stick in place without some serious muscle contractions. Kegels don’t have shit on me. Hope the memory of it was enough to last you, because you’ll never feel it again.”


  “Is that so?” Shaw reached for me a second time, but I put my hand out to keep him at arm’s length.


  He looked down at my hand on his chest and then back up at me, the childish grin he’d been sporting replaced by something that looked a lot like carnal sexuality. That was probably the first time any woman had ever smacked Shaw’s hand away from the cookie jar.


  I hid my victorious smile as I pushed off and walked over to my desk, putting Casey’s photo facedown.


  Opening my messenger bag, I spotted the scrap of fabric I’d intentionally packed there. “You thought you were going to come in here and do what? Remind me of something that I couldn’t possibly forget happened?” I shrugged. “I haven’t forgotten. But what I’m really curious about is what you thought would happen after that. Did you think I’d fall to my knees and beg you to do it all over again? Because I won’t. I’ve been there, done that, and now I’m moving on. No big deal. But for the record, I did think about you this weekend. Only not the same way you thought about me. While you were playing spank the monkey and wishing you could be inside me again, I was retching over the toilet.” That wasn’t true, but I had my best game face on, so he bought it. “Now get out of my office, Shaw. I have work to do.”


  “This isn’t over,” he said, with a grin that was confident and devastating enough to make me nervous.


  “I just said it was, didn’t I?”


  “We’ll see.” Shaw turned to walk toward the door.


  And because I simply couldn’t resist, I followed. “Hey, Matthews!”


  He spun around, not expecting me to be right behind him. His eyes went wide when I held up my hand to reveal that the pair of panties he’d ripped off me were tucked in my fist. Before he had a chance to process my intent, I sent the undergarment sailing through the air and into his face. He caught it as it slid down his chest.


  “You owe me a new pair of panties.” With a satisfied smirk, I turned my back on him and began what I was sure was a very sexy saunter back toward my desk.


  I heard him chuckle, and then my office door closed. It wasn’t until then that I plopped down in my chair and breathed a sigh of relief. If I was going to keep up with Shaw, it was going to take some work. Hopefully, he’d bail before I needed to wave a white flag of my own.


  I really hated to lose.


  The rest of the day was business as usual. I did what I did best, while Ally continued her research on Denver Rockford and then passed the intel to me so I could burn up the phone lines, making promises I knew I could deliver on. Guess what? It got me a private meeting.


  Booyah! In your face, Matthews!


  CHAPTER 7


  Shaw


  It was Tuesday afternoon and Denver Rockford wasn’t answering my phone calls. And he wasn’t returning any of the messages I’d left for him, either. Boulder was sending me the crickets as well. Needless to say, I was feeling properly ignored.


  I loathed being ignored. It was a condition that stemmed from my childhood, but I didn’t need to pay a shrink gobs of money to tell me that. My parents were well skilled at forgetting about me, and that was fine, because I’d learned how to take care of myself at an early age. I was just glad I hadn’t had the baggage of a little brother or sister to take care of as well.


  Jerry and Clarice Matthews were self-absorbed pricks who didn’t care about anyone but themselves. Maybe I even inherited a little bit of that. Made sense. How a person evolved in life was part genetic makeup, part influence from their surroundings, part learned behavior, and part sheer force of will. Thankfully, the universe had been on my side and had given me the determination and balls to break the mold and fashion one that allowed me to become my own man. Though watching Jerry and Clarice still left a hideous aftertaste in my mouth for relationships. I might even have a phobia of commitment courtesy of those two dysfunctional dipshits. The only reason they’d beaten the statistics and remained married for close to three decades was that neither one of them wanted to put in the time, effort, or money to get a divorce. Seemed to me that dealing with each other on a daily basis was more like sucking the life out of their own lungs, but some habits were hard to break, I supposed.


  Maybe it had been the ugly image I’d been forced to endure as a kid that had led to my narcissistic tendencies, but I refused to play the victim.


  Nothing had been handed to me on a silver platter. Not even the internship abroad, courtesy of Monty Prather. I’d busted my ass and earned that, right along with my stripes. I wasn’t gifted a prime position at the San Diego office. I’d had to prove myself with the foreign leagues before he’d handed me the key to Striker. And under his guidance, I’d thrived at my chosen profession. Without a college education to boost my chances.


  People had me pegged all wrong. Cassidy had me pegged all wrong. But the misconception was still better than the truth, so I let them believe it. I’d given them the misconception with the mirage I’d constructed for their viewing pleasure, after all.


  Cassidy was right about one thing, though. Every move I made was calculated. And each calculated move benefited me in some shape or form. I was skilled at reading people and picking out the parts of them that I could manipulate to further my cause. And I did it seamlessly. Detecting a person’s most viable course of action was an art form, but finessing it to my advantage was a gift. Once I had someone in my sights, they didn’t stand a chance of denying me what I wanted. I made sure of it because I didn’t like to be told no.


  Cassidy had told me no. She was the first woman to ever have done so. To say it put a spike in my determination would be an understatement. But, stunned, I’d had to retreat and regroup. My frustration at being ignored by Denver had been fueled by my frustration at being denied by Cassidy. The balance was off. Way off. And I needed to buckle down and find my vantage point.


  Being forced to work late wasn’t helping matters. The weekly staff meeting had been rescheduled for today, earlier in the week than usual. Most likely because Wade was anxious to hear how close Striker was to nabbing Denver. You’d think the least he could’ve done was be on time for it, but apparently, the round of golf he’d decided to have with his old pal and my mentor, Monty Prather, after lunch had run longer than expected. It was a selfish move, but what choice did we have when the man calling the shots was also the man who signed our paychecks? More specifically, I wanted to sample a little bit of that puppeteer power, and the only way that was going to happen was by winning the partnership. Kissing Wade’s ass was part of it. So there we were in the conference room at seven o’clock, a little over a dozen agents doing their best to look sharp and happy to be there, when in reality, we were tired, hungry, and just wanted to go home.


  The wall of floor-to-ceiling windows only emphasized the fact that it was now dark outside, making the interior lighting seem harsher. But Cassidy looked fresh as the morning dew. In fact, there was a bit of pink on the bridge of her nose, like she’d spent the day lounging by the pool on vacation. How the hell the woman managed it was beyond me. I was going to have to find a way to up my A game and fuck her into exhaustion if I stood a chance of keeping up.


  “Status report on Rockford … Matthews, go.”


  God, why did he have to start with me? My going first meant Cassidy could do a one-up, but I didn’t have a choice. “It looks really good. I’ve actually been spending quite a bit of time with him lately,” I lied.


  Cassidy swiveled to face me, one brow lifted. “Really? Wow … What have the two of you been up to?”


  I shifted in my chair, caught off guard. I was never caught off guard. Though I’d rarely ever had to use it, I’d found a joke and a smile was always a good cover. “You know what they say: what happens in Vegas stays in Vegas.”


  “So you went to Vegas? Is that why you look so tired?”


  Bitch.


  She left me no choice; I had to make her look dumb. “Uh, no. It was just a figure of speech.” I glanced around at the rest of the room, laughing as I shook my head and pointed at her.


  I dropped the smile when she said, “Oh. I see. Then what did you do?”


  The ever-present challenge was there in her eyes. Jesus, I didn’t know if I wanted to throw her down on the table and choke the living daylights out of her or fuck her to death. Either way, I was seeing a tombstone with her name on it.


  Sitting forward, I got serious. “The last time I checked, we were in competition with each other. It would be stupid for me to show you my hand.”


  She slid her glasses to the tip of her nose and leaned over, making a huge show of examining my hands. “They look pretty empty to me.”


  “That’s because all of my tricks are up my sleeves.” I winked, and then the room erupted into laughter.


  Cassidy laughed as well, but I didn’t think her chuckle was sincere. “I’d think you’d want to brag if that were the case.”


  “Bragging wouldn’t be very sportsmanlike.”


  “Oh, don’t mind me. I insist.” She crossed her arms and leaned back in her chair. It was the most relaxed I’d seen her at a staff meeting.


  “So do I,” Wade said.


  Dammit. “Well, I can’t tell you everything, but I can say we had lunch today.”


  Cassidy perked up again. “Today today?”


  I nodded, suddenly wary of my answer, but having said it out loud, I couldn’t go back on it.


  “Huh. He must have really been hungry, seeing as how he had lunch with me today, too.” She sat forward and looked directly at me, her brow cocked in challenge. “The Hole, La Jolla. Denver had two lobsters and a steak cooked medium well. Hard to imagine he’d still be hungry after that. Unless he has a tapeworm, in which case we should seriously urge him to seek medical attention. What do you think, Shaw? Should we send an ambulance over to his house?”


  She picked up her cellphone from the table, prepared to do just that. Christ, talk about dramatic.


  Suddenly feeling the weight of every pair of eyes in the room, I pulled at my collar. “No. I misspoke. We didn’t actually eat. I guess it was more like drinks. I just didn’t want Wade to know I’d had a drink while on the clock.”


  Wade chuckled. “Don’t worry about me, Matthews. Whatever it takes to get the job done, son.”


  Bam! Points for me. I smirked at Cassidy.


  She smirked back and then reclined in the chair again, with a finger tapping her chin and her eyes on the ceiling. “Hmm … See, Denver and I spent a good part of the day together down by the beach, discussing a strategy for his future, and then we had a late lunch, so I’m confused about the timing.”


  Well, that explained the touch of sun on her nose. I tensed, wishing like hell I could take back everything I’d just said. But the problem with lies was that it took more lies to cover the first one. “Oh, yeah. He told me. It was after that.”


  “Ah. I see. Well, isn’t that convenient?”


  Our eyes locked and stayed that way, even while Wade congratulated both of us and insisted that we continue to push until we had the golden goose. After that, he said whatever it was he said and concluded the meeting. Everyone else must have been eager to leave, since they cleared out of the office like cockroaches scattering for cover when the lights were turned on, but Cassidy and I still had unfinished business, and we both knew it. The energy arcing between us was palpable, different from our encounter in her office yesterday morning and every bit the same as in that alley the other night. A pattern was emerging, muddy but becoming clearer. I’d never thought of competition as an aphrodisiac, but I couldn’t deny the raw, carnal urge to topple this woman and show her who the dominant being between us was.


  In more ways than one, she’d been a naughty girl. And I was about to make her be even more naughty.


  Standing, I walked over to the door to close and lock it. “You went behind my back and got a private meeting with Rockford.” The light switch was the next to go.


  If it hadn’t been for the city lights streaming in through the window behind her, I wouldn’t have been able to see her silhouette, half-shrouded in darkness, as she stood and set that damn chin of hers. “And you lied about having a private meeting with Rockford.”


  Funny that she made no comment about or questioned what I was doing, though I knew damn well she’d heard the lock click.


  “I didn’t want Wade to think we weren’t coming through for him.” I stalked toward her, keeping to the shadows and using the lack of light to my advantage.


  “No, you wanted him to think you were coming through for him.” Her voice was shaky, however much she tried to cover it. Not knowing where I was must have sucked for her. Cassidy Whalen operated best with information at her fingertips. She was flying blind now.


  “Maybe, but you didn’t have to call me out like that in front of the whole damn room.”


  Her head snapped in the direction of my voice, sound the only sense she could cling to. I watched as she swallowed, the lump slowly pushing up and then down her elegant throat. “Of course I did. You didn’t really expect me to play nice, did you? All those other women might roll over so you can mount and fuck them, but not me.”


  “Oh, yeah? I can’t fuck you?” I was close, and she knew it. Really close.


  “No.”


  Bullshit. She gasped when I lowered the zipper of her skirt and pushed it over her hips to pool at her feet. And then my arms were around her waist and her back was at my chest. She didn’t even try to fight; I knew she wouldn’t. Not even when I slipped my hand inside her panties.


  Christ, she was so wet for me. A sound that I wasn’t even conscious of making found its way out of my chest, like a predator’s warning to any others that might be lurking in the shadows. She was claimed. My prey. My meal.


  Cassidy purred in response, and my fingers were positively soaked.


  “Are you sure? Because it certainly feels like I can.”


  Her muscles tensed, prepared to spring into action if only to prove me wrong.


  “Don’t move.”


  She could’ve at any time. I wasn’t holding her prisoner, and I would never take a woman against her will.


  Hesitation caused her muscles to tense and relax. Even further still when my hand started a slow rocking motion inside her panties. My palm massaged her clit while my fingers teased her opening. Slowly. Oh, so slowly. Tense and relax.


  I understood Cassidy better than she thought. Logically, she knew she should stop me, but she wanted this. She needed it. It was a part of her natural instinct I ventured to guess she’d never explored.


  Instinct was a curious thing. A person could disguise it, but they could never really escape it. Everything always swung back around to instinct.


  And logic was overrated.


  Cassidy shifted, her stance widening and her hips moving to work in tandem with my manipulations. And then her hands were on mine. But they were eager. Too eager. Slow and steady was the pace I preferred at the moment, and she would have her release only when I was ready for her to. It seemed Miss Whalen needed a distraction.


  “Unbutton your blouse.”


  She hesitated, so I did as well. “Do it or I’ll stop.”


  The dim light of the world outside the windows allowed me to see her shaking hands as they rose to do as I said. There was that instinct again. Cassidy had to follow directions. It was ingrained in the very fiber of her being.


  And because she was being a good little girl, my stroking resumed. Only this time, the excruciatingly torturous hard-on in my pants got in on the action as I dipped at the knee and ground against her ass. God, that ridiculously sexy ass.


  Silence. There was nothing but silence as we both worked on our tasks. No, not silence. Our breaths were audible. The rustling of our clothes was audible. My grunt, her barely decipherable moan was audible. But the rest of the world stood still.


  Cassidy was done with her blouse. “Open it,” I said. She did, but then she attempted to lean forward to push it off her shoulders, making an assumption I hadn’t given her permission to make. Tightening my hold around her waist, I stopped her. “I didn’t say to take it off.”


  I could sense her frustration, but I didn’t give a damn. The lesson I was teaching was all about what it felt like when the tables were turned and her opponent wasn’t playing fair. She’d made me feel exposed at the meeting, and I was doing the same thing to her now. Cassidy needed to be broken, to flounder and know what it was like to be at the mercy of an adversary. Only I was lenient enough not to do it in front of a room full of her co-workers. So regardless of how much I wanted to cup her breasts or swing her around to take their hardened peaks into my mouth, I wouldn’t.


  Presented with no other choice, Cassidy leaned into me, her head lolling to the side on my shoulder and her arms falling to cling to my hips. Her neck was exposed, and I was granted a fantastic view of her silk-covered breasts, the creamy flesh beckoning me to sample. She was beautiful. Every inch of her body was pristine, as if her skin had been airbrushed to hide flaws that simply did not exist.


  Through the valley of her chest, I was given another view: my hand moving beneath the silky sheath of her dainty panties. Forward and back, synchronized to perfection with the rise and fall of her chest. She moved against my hand, giving up her quest to take control and simply riding it out. Her head rolled on my shoulder, her back arching to push her hips toward my hand on the down stroke and then toward my crotch on the up. Closer and closer she brought the tips of my fingers to her opening. She wanted them inside her, but she wasn’t calling the shots.


  The grip on my hips tightened and she became bolder, moving against me and positioning her neck at my lips, as if begging me to do what we both knew I wanted to do. Not yet.


  Cassidy threw caution aside, her mouth turning toward mine and one hand abandoning its post on my hip to find purchase at the nape of my neck. She pulled me to her, taking the kiss I had not offered, and I granted her that one reprieve. Her lips were plump and pliant, parting to accept my tongue, but I gave her only a brief taste before pulling back to suckle the meaty morsel on the bottom. Jesus, she had fantastic lips.


  I couldn’t allow myself to get carried away. I had a point to prove, after all. So I denied her further access and stayed just out of reach. Her breaths were hot but sweet on my lips as she struggled to climb the apex of the pleasure I was bringing her. Again and again she lifted her mouth to mine, disappointed when each attempt was met with failure. I couldn’t help my internal smirk at her plight, but again, at least it wasn’t in front of a room full of her co-workers.


  Finally, she gave up and turned her head to the side again, offering the graceful slope of her neck for my viewing pleasure. An agonizing groan trickled from her lips and the juicy little nugget beneath my palm became engorged even as her soft folds grew impossibly slicker. Oh, that was exactly what I’d been waiting for.


  Her rocking became short bursts that quickened and intensified the sensation she was receiving courtesy of my hand. The grip on my hip tightened as she struggled to find purchase, and a desperate whimper turned into a throaty moan that was building in passion.


  Right there.


  My mouth latched onto her skin, teeth scraping the sweet spot between her neck and shoulder. And then I pinched her nipple through her bra and plunged two fingers inside her at the same time.


  Cassidy went stiff, paralyzed by the orgasm rocketing through her body as I massaged the rough patch of flesh inside her and coaxed it further. Clamped lips muffled that throaty moan, and the arch of her back pushed her ass so close to my crotch that I thought my cock might actually punch through the zipper to enter her.


  She was lucky. My intention had been to bring her to the edge of the cliff and then to leave her dangling there without letting her come. But damned if I could help myself. Knowing I’d done that for her was like a surge of power shooting straight to my ego and my cock, and I couldn’t deny myself the resulting high.


  But there was still the issue of the kraken inside my pants, which was hyperanxious for release.


  Pulling my hand from her panties, I turned her to face me. A feat that wasn’t difficult in the least, thanks to the natural muscle relaxer I’d just bestowed upon her. “Let’s see if you can give as good as you get,” I said.


  Cassidy’s eyes widened in surprise when I pushed down on her shoulders and sent her to her knees. Working my belt loose and then my pants, I pulled my cock free and gave her a wink.


  “You don’t expect me to—” she started, but I cut off her blah, blah, blah when I brazenly put the head of my dick to her lips and pushed forward to effectively shut her up.


  God, it was just like my shower. The relief at the silence, the visual of her lips wrapped around my cock, the warm and wet suction—it was perfection. And towering over her like that with my cock shoved in her mouth was every bit as empowering as making her succumb to the pleasure she’d received only by my generosity.


  The corners of her mouth stretched to accommodate my presence, and damn right that was an added ego boost. It wasn’t that I was unusually long, but I knew my girth was impressive. Which is exactly why Cassidy slapped at my abdomen when I slowly pushed all the way in to test her limits. If she could have, I knew she would’ve bitten me. Luckily for me, my cock filled her mouth and then some, nixing any freedom of movement.


  She wasn’t happy about my forcefulness, or so I gathered from the digging of her nails into the backs of my thighs. And that was through my slacks. But then again, I hadn’t been happy about her smart mouth making me look stupid at the meeting either, so we were even.


  I did grant her some freedom of movement, though. Mostly because as much as I wanted to fuck her mouth, I wanted her to suck my cock even more. And boy, did she ever. To my surprise, Cassidy didn’t fight me there. If I had to venture a guess, I’d say she was even determined to do a good job. Like she thought she’d somehow have me eating out of the palm of her hand if she did. Maybe, but that remained to be seen. Judging by the wicked glint in her eyes when she assumed control, I’d say she’d found herself another challenge. I could see nothing but reward in my future, so I let her have at it.


  Only there was something I had to do first. The glasses were history. And then reaching behind her, I popped the contraption that had been holding her hair atop her head and watched as it spilled free. A now untamed mane of thick, ginger waves cascaded down her back and over her shoulders, and I was well pleased. Looking down at Cassidy on her knees before me with her suffocating blouse hanging open, her perfectly ironed pencil skirt crumpled on the floor, her every-strand-in-place hairdo now a mess, and my cock making a dirty girl of her prim and proper mouth, I felt like the king of the world.


  And the blow job was pretty awesome, too. It was hard to believe that someone who worked so damn hard at being a stuffy bitch could suddenly morph into a sultry vixen, but this was the second time I’d seen it from Cassidy Whalen. There was definitely more to her than met the eye; however, I wasn’t about to let myself fall into that trap.


  With my hand at the back of her head, I guided her until she found the pace and stroke of her mouth that felt damn good to me. And then she was on her own, needing no further guidance. Quick learner, that one, and I was happy about it. Just like every woman’s body had to be learned for personalized pleasure, so did a man’s. Cassidy was good to go, even under the pressure of impending lockjaw.


  Cupping my balls, she stroked them with the perfect amount of pressure, though I was acutely aware that if she wanted to be a bitch, nothing good could come of my current position. I let that thought go, though, because her hands were soft and her mouth was wet, and her tongue was doing this unbelievable thing to the head of my cock.


  My head fell back and I closed my eyes, fighting the urge to thrust and grind. When the pressure began to build, for a split second, I considered coming in her mouth. But I stopped myself; I wasn’t done teaching her a lesson yet. A lesson that wasn’t going to be taught if she kept sucking me like she was, so I pulled out of her mouth.


  Cassidy looked up at me, those big, green orbs confused and screaming her need for direction.


  “Stand up,” I told her.


  As she did so, I pulled out the chair she normally sat in during meetings and sat my naked ass in it. And then I angled it toward her.


  “Unless you want to lose another pair of panties, I suggest you get them off your body. Get rid of the rest of it, too. Except for the shoes. Leave those on.”


  It was another power play. If she wanted me, she’d have to prove it by undressing herself. And she did, quickly hooking her thumbs under the band at her hips and pushing them down her legs. The blouse and bra were the next to go, while I stroked my cock and watched. She stood there in those goddamn shoes, naked and self-aware, with her arms crossed over her abdomen, waiting for me to make my next move. I stalled, letting the weight of self-consciousness take its toll as I studied her. So fucking sexy.


  Cassidy’s figure wasn’t perfect, but it came damn close. She could’ve been a mermaid out of water and shed of fin. It was amazing what could be found when layers of ice and stone were chiseled away. Harsh city lights played across her flesh, the casts of shadows overcoming the peachy hues and making her skin look porcelain. Her breasts were full, her waist slender, her hips generous, and her legs long. And at the most southern point of her body, a thin strip of soft, orange curls parted the V and led my eyes to the hidden cove of promise.


  “Shaw—”


  “Shh,” I said, cutting her off. “Come here.”


  My plans had changed once again. I was going to have her against the window. I was going to have her bare and on display to the world as I fucked her from behind. But then I realized … I didn’t want anyone else to see her.


  Cassidy stopped in front of me, and I cupped a thigh with one hand, urging her closer still, until she was forced to use my shoulders as leverage to climb the chair and slip her legs inside the openings under the arms on either side. And then, finally, she was straddling my lap.


  Slowly, I eased her onto me, feeling the tight sheath of her insides as her walls stretched to accommodate my girth. Good God, I wanted to explode when she rocked her hips back and forth, sinking farther and farther with each stroke until she had taken all of me.


  Cassidy’s lips were parted, her breaths shaky as she clung to my shoulders and found a rhythm that was favorable. There was no hurried frenzy, and there was no bouncing up and down porno shit going on, but it had absolutely nothing to do with emotions, either. This was fucking. Slow, purposeful, feel-every-fucking-centimeter-of-it fucking. Whatever I thought of Cassidy’s attention to detail before didn’t matter now. They said the devil was in the details, and I believed it, because this was sin manifested into something tangible, something mere mortals were never meant to experience.


  She reached between our bodies, and I watched as she pulled back the hood of skin to reveal her clit and then rolled her hips forward again to put the friction where it was most beneficial. Have mercy, but a woman who knew what she wanted and how to get it was the one thing that would make me lose my goddamn mind.


  Fisting her hair in both hands, I pulled her down to me and ravaged her mouth. How the hell she tasted so sweet when she was so fucking mean, I’d never know. And I didn’t much care to figure it out, because she was rocking back and forth, rolling her hips and arching her back to brush her breasts against my clothed chest. Instantly, I regretted not getting rid of all of my clothes, too, just so I could get down with the skin-to-skin.


  Cassidy’s movements slowed, her strokes going deeper and becoming heavier as she ground against my pelvis with more purpose. The kiss was broken and her head fell forward, her eyes closed and lips parted. The rhythmic pulsing began, her walls contracting around my cock and pulling me under with her.


  The semi-silence was broken with the “Fuck!” that I could no longer hold back.


  Not wanting to lose the momentum of her orgasm, I filled my hands with the cheeks of her ass. Cassidy grasped the arms of the chair and used them to hold on as I picked her up and pushed her back down. Over and over and over again until my balls were tight and my cock was ramrod straight and prepared to …


  Jesus fucking Christ! I yanked her off me just in time to come all over both of us, though I’d intended something much neater. Semen shot out in spurt after spurt, my hand working to make up for the strokes I’d missed by pulling out. In truth, it had been a close call. I almost hadn’t made it in time.


  I never came inside a woman, and I nearly always used a condom. No idea why I hadn’t with Cassidy, but I wasn’t concerned about diseases. Someone as compulsive as she was would be sure to keep herself clear of STDs. And she was too damn moral not to tell a man if she wasn’t.


  It was the threat of impregnation that I was most worried about. A man with a background like mine had no business knocking up a woman. I sure as hell didn’t have the time for a kid, and I had no desire to play daddy.


  “Sorry about the mess,” I joked.


  Cassidy was already scrambling off my lap and grabbing her messenger bag. Rummaging through it, she finally pulled out some tissues and handed me a couple.


  “Thanks,” I said, taking them.


  “It’s not the first time I’ve cleaned up one of your messes, and I’m sure it won’t be the last,” she said, wiping at her own abdomen.


  There was that smart mouth again. How was it that I’d silenced her before? Oh, yeah, with my cock shoved down her throat.


  “Then the next time, I suggest you let me get off in your mouth,” I quipped back.


  Cassidy picked up her panties and stepped into them. “Coming in my mouth will never be an option, Matthews. So don’t get any bright ideas.” Her bra was next.


  I stood to tuck my dick and my shirt back into my pants. “You’re acknowledging the likelihood that there will be a next time?”


  “No,” she said, slipping the bra straps over her shoulders and looking around for the next piece of clothing.


  I was done—the advantage of not stripping down completely. So I picked up her blouse and walked it over to her. She made a move to snatch it out of my hand, but I yanked it back before she could while also pulling her against me with an arm around her waist. None too gently, I kissed her, only releasing her when she shoved against my chest and took the shirt anyway.


  Hot and cold. And that was fine by me. It gave me a chuckle.


  Fucking Cassidy was fun, but there was no cuddling afterward, and I had no desire to stick around while she lashed out at me because of her lack of self-control. So I was out, but not before issuing a warning.


  “For the record, telling me no only makes me want to prove you wrong.”


  CHAPTER 8


  Cassidy


  God, I’d done it again!


  Only this time, I hadn’t let Shaw fuck me. I’d fucked him. Or ridden him. Damn good, too.


  I was a slut.


  Not just any normal slut, either. I had turned into a pathological slut. Streetwalkers demanded more respect. At least they got paid for dishing up the goodies as easily as I had.


  Shaw would be at Monkey Business, of course. But he wasn’t the one I dreaded seeing. If Quinn’s f’dar had been ringing before, it was going to be screaming now.


  The second I crossed over the threshold, it began.


  “Cass! Oh my God!” Every eye in the place turned to stare at me when my roommate shouted my name across the pub with dramatic flair.


  Crap. It was just as I’d thought. I turned to make a run for it, but then I came face-to-face with Shaw striding through the door, so I screeched to a halt and swung around, only to stop halfway when I spotted Denver Rockford sitting at the bar. What the what?


  I did a quick scan of the scheduler in my head to see if we had an appointment I’d forgotten about, which was highly unlikely. Though Shaw had been fucking my brains out lately, so maybe something had been jarred loose up there. But then I realized that I would never invite a potential client to my personal hangout spot, so I was thoroughly confused.


  “He’s here for me.” Shaw’s warm breath at my neck gave me a start. I almost turned on him to ask what the hell he thought he was doing—we were in a public place, for Pete’s sake—but then I realized he was just edging past me. I was pretty sure he didn’t really need to cup my ass as he did so.


  Wait. Exactly when had it become okay with me for Shaw to get frisky as long as it wasn’t in a public place?


  “Will you get over here, please?” Sasha put her arm around my shoulders and guided me toward my judge and executioner, laughing all the way. Which was either really disturbing or meant she’d gotten over her heartbreak and was in better spirits. She’d probably even moved on to her next disaster.


  When we got to our table, I pulled out my regular chair and scooted it as far away as I could without raising suspicion. If by some miracle I managed to escape Quinn’s f’dar and the girls couldn’t see it written all over my face, I certainly didn’t want to take the chance of them smelling the sex on me. I’d stopped at the bathroom at the office and had taken a quick whore’s bath in the sink, but I’d swear I could still smell Shaw’s cologne.


  Demi rolled her eyes. “Quinn has good news—”


  “Outstanding news, jealous,” my roommate corrected her.


  “—but he wouldn’t tell us until you got here,” Demi finished, never once looking up from her nail filing.


  “Oh, yeah?” I asked, relieved. Quinn was practically jumping out of his skin with excitement. Whatever it was, it was big. It was also probably enough to squelch the f’dar. “So what’s up?”


  “Daddy bought a penthouse for us!”


  “What? But, Quinn, I like the apartment we have now. I don’t need or want a penthouse.”


  “Not us us,” he said, pointing between him and me. “Me and Daddy us. I’m moving out. Onward and upward.”


  I was stunned. It wasn’t that I’d thought Quinn and I would live together forever, but I certainly hadn’t thought Daddy would ever come out of the closet, either.


  “Oh. So he left his wife?”


  “Of course not.”


  “But you said he got a penthouse for the two of you.”


  “Right. Daddy thinks it’s too risky to keep staying in hotel suites, even under fake names. So he bought the penthouse so that I could live in a nice place.”


  “You already live in a nice place.” Sasha looked every bit as concerned as the rest of us, though we knew to tread lightly.


  “Nicer.”


  “And living in this nicer place also means you’re available to him whenever he has the time for you.” Demi was toeing the line that had been drawn in the sand. If she tripped over it, Quinn would do some tripping of his own.


  He tilted his head, eyes narrowed with a challenging stare. “Say what you really want to say, fuzzmouth?”


  Demi stopped filing her nails and sat forward. “Okay, fine, I will. This dude is using you, Quinn. And you’re letting him. Why? Because it’s better than being alone?”


  Quinn crossed his arms and legs and sat back, comfy as you please. “At least I’m not pussyfooting around with what I really want instead of reaching out and taking it.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  He nodded toward the bar, and Demi’s attention followed. I could see the pain in her eyes the second she spotted a voluptuous blonde who looked remarkably similar to her leaning over the bar and giving Chaz’s bald head a flirtatious polish. What was worse was that Chaz was flirting back, leaning into her hand like a purring kitten. The chick didn’t look very classy at all. In fact, the ample tits practically spilling out onto the glossy wood made her look easy. Not that being well endowed was a crime, but jeez, she was really putting it to work.


  “You’re going to mess around and someone is going to snatch that man up. And then you’ll be all alone.”


  “So? I’d rather be alone than made to feel second-best.” Demi peeled her eyes away from Chaz and found Quinn’s. “He’s never going to leave her, you know. You deserve better.”


  “Better than a posh penthouse, an unlimited spending account, and Jennifer Aniston’s personal decorator?”


  Demi thought about that for a moment. “Touché,” she said, sitting back and resuming her manicure.


  “You bet your sweet candied ass, touché.” Quinn looked down at his watch. “Now, if you’ll excuse me—and even if you won’t, I don’t care,” he said, standing to leave. “The very expensive timepiece my lover used to decorate my wrist says it’s time for me to scurry off to meet him. Don’t want to keep Daddy waiting.”


  “Oh, no. We wouldn’t want that,” Sasha mumbled.


  “Shush, woman.” Quinn leaned down and whispered conspiratorially into her ear: “Watch this.”


  He walked over to the bar where the Demi look-alike was still flirting it up with our bartender friend. Quinn was never overly effeminate, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t turn it on when he wanted to. It was very apparent that he wanted to right then. Before he even reached the bar, he called out Chaz’s name with a giggle and an exaggerated sway of his hips. Only he didn’t stop at the bar. Quinn put a knee on the stool to hoist himself higher, used his hips to nudge the girl out of the way, leaned over the bar, took Chaz’s face in his hands, and then kissed him on the mouth. Not a tongue-in-the-mouth kiss but not a quick peck, either.


  There was a collective gasp at our table, followed by a wicked giggle when the blonde reared back in shock.


  Most straight guys wouldn’t be okay with another man laying one on them like that. But Chaz wasn’t most guys. He loved Quinn every bit as much as we did and knew this had nothing at all to do with his homosexual friend wanting to get frisky with him. Plus, he was comfortable enough with his own heterosexuality not to think that a kiss from another man would suddenly turn him gay. So there were no fists swung or disgusted shove-aways. He took it. He took it because he knew why it was happening. And it wasn’t the first time. A first for the Quinn kiss, but not the first time one of us had cock-blocked him.


  Quinn pulled back and swept his thumb over Chaz’s lips as if he were removing lipstick, which wasn’t there, since he didn’t wear any. “Gotta go, babe. I’ll see you at home when you get off, and then I’ll get you off again.” Quinn turned to look at the blonde and gave her a wink. “Nice try, honey, but you’re wasting your time.”


  The blonde grabbed her purse with an insulted huff and made a beeline for the door.


  Chaz’s shoulders sagged in defeat. “Ah, man, why’d you have to do that?”


  “You know why” was the only explanation Quinn gave. He looked back at Demi, so that Chaz couldn’t see his face, and mouthed, “You’re welcome,” followed by an air kiss.


  Demi and Chaz had been doing this really weird mating dance for as long as I’d known them. Only neither of them had gone in for the lift or the dip. They were the real-life Baby and Johnny, sans the bump and grind. Chaz was from the wrong side of the tracks, and Demi didn’t care. He did, though. In his mind, he wasn’t good enough for her and probably never would be. Add to that the insult to his machismo because she made a lot more money than him, and the resulting stalemate looked less like a bump and grind and more like two uncoordinated and slightly inebriated barflies trying their best to learn the steps to a country line dance.


  A burst of raucous laughter caught my attention—and that of everyone else in the room—and I turned to see Denver and Shaw yukking it up, complete with fists pounding on the bar top.


  I could’ve gone over and inserted myself into the fun, but I decided to let Shaw have this one. The soreness between my thighs was a stark reminder that I’d been letting him have a lot of things lately that I shouldn’t, but qué será será, c’est la vie, and all that jazz.


  With an exhausted sigh that was every bit as much mental as it was physical, I stood and gathered my things. “I’m out, too. Do me a favor and keep an eye on those two?”


  “Why? Who is he?” Sasha was getting her ogle on while mentally calculating how to get Denver into her bed.


  That wasn’t the shocking part for me. I drew my head back and looked at her, genuinely bewildered by how clueless she’d just sounded. “Are you serious right now? That man’s face is plastered all over every magazine cover and billboard imaginable. He’s the most exciting thing to hit football in, like, forever, and he happens to be the target of my latest obsession, and you don’t know who he is?”


  I could practically hear the click of the lightbulb. “Ohhhh … that’s Denver?”


  It took everything in me not to smack her on the forehead. “Yes, that’s Denver.”


  “Can you introduce me?” She had that look in her eyes, and I could see the whole disastrous relationship playing out from beginning to end.


  “That’s so not going to happen.”


  Demi smirked. “Besides, he only has eyes for our dear Cass.” She gave a wave with her fingers while looking toward the bar. Denver was looking back. At me.


  “He’s so big and sexy and beefy.” Sasha actually licked her lips as if she were a cartoon character envisioning a nice juicy steak.


  “Beefy?”


  “Oh, yeah.”


  I tilted my head to regard him, and the appeal began to take shape. It wasn’t like I was incapable of recognizing a fine specimen when I saw one. Denver was definitely a manly man, tall and thick, with skin and hair made golden by time spent in the California sun. The crinkles at the corners of his Sinatra blues came to life with the lift of his cheeks, a smile that was infectious even if you didn’t feel like you had anything to smile about. Under different circumstances, I probably would’ve been attracted to him, but he was my client. Or at least I wanted him to be. And there were rules, ethics.


  As if I were a star in a sitcom, a little thought bubble formed in my mind with Wade Price’s face and prodding reminder. Bring home that win. By any means necessary. I think bubble Wade was trying to tell me that a slightly inappropriate friendship with Denver would fall under the “by any means necessary” category. It seemed I already had his attention; would it be so bad if I played it to my advantage? I mean, there was a partnership on the line. And Shaw was having drinks left and right with the man like they were best buds, so it wasn’t like he was exactly playing fair. I wasn’t sure my moral compass would allow me to follow through on it, but there was one thing I did know for sure: it was never going to happen if Sasha got there first.


  “Sasha, seriously. It’s creepy. And he’s got, like, two feet on you.” Hopefully, that would be enough of a deterrent.


  “Whatever. I’d climb him.”


  Or not.


  “A man like that can have any woman he wants and usually does. Pass.” At least Demi was sane. Or maybe her immunity was due to the expedition we all knew she wanted to make to the peak of Mount St. Chaz. And mount him she would, if given the chance.


  “Right. So, I’m going to go home and get some sleep. No mounting of my client while I’m away,” I told Sasha before kissing her on the cheek.


  As I made my way toward the door, I simply couldn’t resist giving Shaw a little perspective. Honestly, it was his own fault. He shouldn’t have been looking so smug when he glanced over Denver’s shoulder at me. So I made a little pit stop and gave Denver a playful hip check. “Are we still on for tomorrow?”


  Wow, it sure hadn’t taken me long to make the leap. I’d gone from “Hmm, that’s an angle I might be able to work” to “Yup, grabbing that bull by the horns and riding it all the way home” in less than five minutes. That had to have been a record.


  Denver gave me a wide, flirtatious grin and put his arm around my waist. “You know it, babe.”


  “Good. Don’t stay out too late. You’re going to need your rest.”


  I didn’t linger any longer, not even to rub the salt into Shaw’s newly inflicted wound. I’d done it. I’d crossed the line, and there would be no turning back from it now. I didn’t know how well I’d sleep that night after that, but I knew it would drive Shaw crazy trying to figure out what had just happened. Somehow, it made it all worth it. At least for now.


  My week just kept getting worse from there. On Wednesday morning, I avoided him well enough—face-to-face, that is—but there was still the pesky matter of my wandering thoughts and my body’s involuntary reaction to those thoughts. On more than one occasion I had to stop what I was doing and start all over again; I simply wasn’t processing the words I was reading.


  “Hello? Earth to Cass …”


  I’d zoned again and hadn’t even realized it. Shaking myself from the stupor, I looked at Ally. “Did you say something?”


  “Is everything okay with you? You seem a little off today.”


  “Oh, yeah, I’m fine. Just … you know, keeping late hours studying the Denver Rockford file. You know how anal I can be.”


  “Do I ever. I also know how anal you are about not being on time,” she said, tapping her watch.


  Checking the clock on the top right corner of my screen, I felt a jolt of giddy-up-and-go zip through me. I was late. Well, not late but not early, either. I might have closed my laptop a little harder than was necessary, and I was probably leaving something important behind as I shoved things into my messenger bag, but in less than ten minutes, I’d changed into attire that was appropriate for the outing with Denver and was out of my office and sprinting toward the elevator as the doors were closing.


  “Hold the door, please!” Hopefully, whoever was aboard wouldn’t be a jerk and pretend not to hear me.


  A masculine hand with a Rolex draped around the wrist reached out and stopped the door. I groaned to myself because I’d know that hand anywhere. More to the point, I’d know those long, thick fingers anywhere. Blindfolded and with a single touch from them. They were well skilled, and if the man attached to them ever decided to pick up playing guitar, I was sure he’d be a freak genius at it. But it was those delicious protruding veins that stole the show.


  Maybe it was weird, but I had a thing for veins. They showed virility, proof that the blood that pumped through them was strong and resilient. Since I’d come from an Irish family, it was in my DNA to search out those two traits in a man.


  The door pulled fully back to reveal Shaw standing there in all his arrogant glory, a wide grin plastered over his face. “This is a new look for you, Whalen. Is the world coming to an end?”


  He might have held the door, but he was still a jerk. It was a tank top and shorts, for Christ’s sake. No reason to be so dramatic.


  I gave him a sarcastic smile in lieu of words, since the only ones that sprang to mind were “bite” and “me,” and he might take them as an invitation. Not that he’d ever waited for one before. I should’ve walked away and opted for the next lift, but doing so would be like an admission of defeat. So I gave him a wide berth and moved to the farmost corner. Away from him. And then the doors closed, leaving us all alone. Great. Things always seemed to happen when we were left all alone.


  Closing my eyes to focus on what might be the most important task of my career, I managed to bring everything back into perspective. Denver Rockford was the only man I needed to have on my brain, and he wasn’t so much a man as the golden key to what had once been Monty Prather’s office suite. Eyes on the prize.


  “What are you and Denver doing today?” Shaw had his eyes on the prize, too.


  I knew the curiosity would kill him. But I wasn’t about to give.


  “I’ll share if you will,” I offered, only because I knew he wouldn’t. No doubt, he’d liquored up Denver at the pub last night in hopes of getting him to sign on the dotted line.


  Shaw’s smile was a nonverbal touché. He wasn’t stupid, and he knew I wasn’t, either. No matter how much he’d like for me to be.


  “You’re taking advantage of the man’s weaknesses. Low blow. I thought you were more of a goody-goody than that.”


  Well, that came out of left field. “Excuse me?”


  Shaw shrugged, his eyes doing a sweep of my body to take in my attire. “He thinks you have a banging body, and you’re capitalizing on it.”


  “He said that?” I realized a little late that I sounded hopeful and had to change it up. “Because if he did, I’ll have to set him straight and let him know that unlike you, I do not use my body to get ahead. I earned my position the old-fashioned way. Through hard work and perseverance.”


  Shaw stuffed his hands into his pockets and rolled his eyes. “Blah, blah, blah, blah, blah.”


  I was stunned silent by his rudeness.


  He cocked his head, his eyes lingering on the exposed flesh of my legs and warming it. “Though I found his words to be less than poetic, I knew the point he was making. Of course he finds you irresistible. Like a siren, so much about you calls to a man, seducing him closer to imminent danger. But there’s a problem, a contradiction that causes a push and pull in the attraction.”


  I shifted, hoping the movement would divert his attention away from my hips. It worked, though the crossing of my arms only drew him to my breasts. “Not that I care about your opinion in the slightest, but it’s always good for a laugh. So what’s the contradiction?”


  Finally, he found my eyes, and the corner of his mouth lifted into that cocky grin. “The seduction only works as long as your mouth stays shut. Though I can think of at least one way you can and have put it to better use. But then maybe you were just using me as practice for the big game?”


  Smacking him across his stupid face for that comment would only give him the upper hand. Literally and figuratively. Thankfully, I kept my head about myself and saw the goad for what it was. Shaw wanted me to be upset. He wanted me to rant and rave and scream like a lunatic. But I wasn’t going to let him strip me of control.


  “You’re absolutely right. If I’d sleep with you, that must mean I’d sleep with anyone for any reason.”


  He shrugged. “Hey, who am I to judge? But just so we’re clear, seducing Denver is a cheat.”


  “Is that what you think I’m doing?”


  “I’m beginning to think it’s your specialty. I’ve experienced it firsthand, so I know how potent your charms can be.”


  “Ha! I seduced you?”


  “Absolutely.”


  “And what purpose would that serve?”


  “To distract me.”


  “You’re distracted? That’s your excuse for falling short? Are you really that weak?”


  Before I could so much as blink, I found myself hoisted from the floor and pinned to the wall in an over-the-top show of strength.


  “I wasn’t talking about physical weakness, you brute.”


  Shaw grinned, proud of himself. His hands were like branding irons on the cheeks of my ass, the skin-to-skin contact made possible by the leg openings of my shorts. And then we both had a major realization at the same time. Only I was a little better about disguising mine, though probably not by much.


  Crap. I knew I’d forgotten something.


  Shaw’s jaw ticked with the grinding of his molars. “You aren’t wearing panties.” Another tick of his jaw. Did his nostrils just flare? “You’re going to meet Denver without panties on?”


  To be precise, I wasn’t wearing the bottoms to my bathing suit. In my hurry, I’d forgotten to put them on. But I was in a unique position to screw with Shaw’s head a little bit more, so I took it.


  I threw his grin back at him. “Jealous?”


  He set me back on my feet as if that one word had scorched him. “No.” But he’d taken too long to answer.


  The elevator came to a somewhat jerky stop with the ding of a bell that seemed entirely too loud in the awkward space we’d created. I may never know why at that exact moment I was suddenly glad I wasn’t wearing any panties, but I was. Maybe it was because there was a sense of freedom about going commando. Something that put a little sultry pep in my step and gave me cause to wave the upper hand I’d been given. And so with no more than a confident smile, I said, “You should be.”


  Shaw


  As soon as the doors parted, Cassidy swept past me as if I weren’t even there.


  I guffawed at her rudeness before I realized the race she’d set in motion. Everything was still a competition, of course, and sometimes it was the small victories that really helped put things into perspective. So, naturally, my pace quickened and the race to the front doors was on. Damn her and her ability to make me act like a lunatic.


  Cassidy must have heard me approaching because she picked up the pace, doing that thing where you’re not sure if the person is walking really fast or jogging really slow. The stupidest part was that I did it, too. When we hit the revolving door at the same time, we came to a standstill. I was on one side and Cassidy was on the other, both of us unwilling to give in our effort with the door. Her to push through, and me to obstruct its movement and keep her from beating me. Either way, neither of us cared that we were drawing attention from a lobby full of people.


  “Let. Go!” Cassidy growled between clenched teeth. She shoved her full weight against the plane of glass.


  I’d barely been pushing against the gliding door, but when I saw how much effort Cassidy was putting into beating me, a wicked idea sprang to mind. San Diego’s sidewalks were crawling with hundreds of people going about their merry way, and it was only human nature for one to stop and take in another person’s humiliation if it happened right in front of their face. I was what one might call an opportunist, so there was no chance in hell I was going to let that go without capitalizing on it.


  “Fine,” I conceded with a polite smile.


  Then I stepped back quickly to clear the door and let it swing forward, sending an unprepared Cassidy stumbling onto the sidewalk, tripping over her own feet. To my dismay, a passerby caught her before she was sent careening to the hard cement. Okay, so I hadn’t really been out to cause her physical harm, but her utter embarrassment had certainly made my day.


  “You okay, lady?” I heard her human safety net ask just as I strutted out. With a chuckle, I might add, because damn right it was funny.


  Cassidy stood straight and glared daggers at me as I walked by. “I’m okay, thank you very much,” she said, and then she stalked off in the opposite direction while adjusting her ruffled clothes.


  Turning to head down a side street, I stopped when I knew I’d be out of sight but still have a vantage point to watch her without being seen. As soon as she was in her awaiting cab, I made a dash for the one on the corner and slipped into the backseat.


  “Follow that taxi,” I said, pointing in her direction. Whatever Cassidy Whalen was doing to schmooze Rocket Man, I was going to find out. And then I was going to top her.


  CHAPTER 9


  Shaw


  Topping Cassidy was going to prove harder than I’d thought. How the hell was I supposed to compete with a romantic picnic for two at the beach? Talk about unethical. Miss I-Do-Not-Use-My-Body-to-Get-Ahead was a liar, liar, bikini bottoms on fire. At least she’d managed to get those on before her seductive striptease from her shorts and tank top, during which Denver had been drooling like a cartoon wolf with tongue wagging and eyes popping out. I half-expected him to make it rain on her as if she were a dancer onstage at a seedy little club east of I-5.


  Denver had somehow sequestered a cozy, less touristy spot in a little alcove somewhere north of La Jolla. I knew because I’d followed them. And then I’d hidden behind a vine-covered oak tree amid some purple-and-yellow flowers that smelled decent but were also ground zero for a swarm of honeybees. They were pesky, but I was willing to leave them to their business of gathering pollen as long as they left me to my business of gathering intel. If only I could hear what was being said. From this distance, it was like watching the television on mute: I got the gist of what was going on, but some volume would’ve been nice. There was nothing I could do about it, though, unless I wanted to get caught. Which would defeat the purpose of my spying.


  For a couple of hours, I just sat and watched as the lovebirds ate fruit and cheese and drank wine while cozying up on a blanket for two under an oversized umbrella. It was hot, but the breeze from the ocean and the shade from the tree made it somewhat bearable. I’d taken my jacket off and rolled up my sleeves half an hour in, getting as comfortable as I could for who knew how long. Somehow, I was going to have to find a way to woo Denver back over to the Shaw side. As long as Cassidy kept throwing those tits around, it wasn’t going to be easy.


  I excelled at observation. It was the primary skill that had gotten me as far as I’d come in my profession. All those days and nights when I’d slipped into locker rooms or onto the sidelines, seat-hopping in the stands, working my way into parties in the clubhouse and sometimes even in the luxury suites had been made possible only by my ability to not draw attention to myself. Ford Field, the Palace, Joe Louis Arena, and Comerica Park: I knew the layouts of all of them like the back of my hand. They were my first, second, third, and fourth homes. And each one of them was better than the hellhole that should’ve been first on that list.


  A punk kid from Detroit sitting in a forgotten corner of a crowded stadium VIP box could learn a whole lot if he simply kept his mouth shut and paid attention to the way the big players worked the room. Owners, investors, agents, elbow rubbers, celebrities, athletes, potential recruits, and coaches … they all liked to talk. Mostly because they liked to show off. Whether it was their knowledge, physical skills, or wealth, it didn’t matter. I picked up on everything that counted until I’d learned enough to outtalk any one of them. I was good, and it paid off big-time.


  I caught my first break when Denarius Williams, a Pro Bowl cornerback with a wild streak, had let the time run down to seconds on the clock right before his deadline to choose a new agent. Smothered by the overwhelming attention he was receiving, he’d been unable to make a decision. So, on a whim, he’d consulted the nineteen-year-old with nothing to gain.


  “If you were me, who would you go with, kid?” he’d asked.


  “I’m not a ballplayer, so I don’t think I can answer that, Mr. Williams,” I’d told him.


  “Okay, fair enough. If you were one of them,” he said, pointing to the crowd of suits, “what do you think would be the best plan of action for me?”


  It was the first time anyone had ever asked my opinion, and I’d known exactly what to say. So I’d hunkered down into my own skin, shrugged off the intimidation I should’ve felt, and laid it all out on the line. At first, he was amused by my enthusiasm—clearly, nothing about that conversation had ever been meant to be taken seriously—but when I gave him a rundown of all his stats, specified the gaps in Detroit’s roster where he would be most beneficial, and spelled out the leverage that would be his for the taking while he was negotiating his contract, he got quiet. So did everyone else in the room.


  Denarius’s smile was back in place, only this time, it was because he was impressed. “What’s your name, kid?”


  “Shaw Matthews.” And that was the first time my name had meant something. Better yet, all those big deal makers now knew it.


  “Well, you might not play ball, Shaw Matthews, but you certainly know how to play the game. It’s too bad you’re not with any of these agencies, because you’ve got real promise.”


  “Who says he’s not with any of us?” One of the suits stepped in next to me and put an arm around my shoulders, extending the other toward Denarius, who took it warily. “Monty Prather of Striker Sports Entertainment. Shaw here is my personal protégé, a real gem I recently stumbled upon and took under my wing. He’s quite the prodigy, isn’t he? Makes me damn proud.”


  Denarius’s attention was back on me, his well-groomed hairline practically peeling away to reveal the wheels turning in his head. “Is that right?”


  I looked at the self-assured man at my side, prepared to out him at the slightest hint that he was working an angle he had no intention of following through on. I don’t know what it was about the nod and wink he’d given me, but I understood that Monty Prather was the future, my foot in the door that would’ve never been opened to me otherwise. So I took it.


  In that moment, the scared boy who’d come from nothing had morphed into a man determined to have it all. “Yes, sir, it is,” I’d said, beaming with confidence. “And we’d be honored to play the game for you.”


  Denarius had given a small chuckle and nodded. “Okay, then. Let’s play.”


  Monty had squeezed my shoulder with pride, and two weeks later, the tagline “Striker Sports Entertainment … Let us play the game for you” had been scrawled across the sign on the front of the building that served as ground zero for SSE. The following day, I’d been sent to Europe to learn the contract negotiating game with the foreign leagues, and Monty had stayed in constant contact with me, taking a personal interest like the father I’d never really had.


  Cassidy’s piercing squeal ripped me from my memories, and I looked up to see her running toward the water, with Denver hot on her heels. Well now, wasn’t that a page ripped straight out of a romance novel? Too busy frolicking to pay attention, Cassidy was caught unaware by the surf and knocked to her giggling ass on the sand, where she was pummeled by a wave. Served her right. But Rocket Man—oh, he was such the hero, swooping in and lifting her out of the water bridal-style, to save her from what? Getting sand in the crack of her ass?


  Pfft! I didn’t need to see any more. And I especially didn’t need to see the way Denver was leaning in for the kiss that would thank him for his bravery. It was so clear what was going on. Those two were a thing or were about to become one. Cassidy had Denver in the bag, and probably in the sack as well.


  Grabbing my jacket, I stood and stalked back toward the open road where the cab had dropped me. I didn’t even care if they could see me. Besides, they were too busy with each other to pay attention anyway.


  It didn’t take long to wave down a cab, and then I was on my way back to sulk in a tall ale at Monkey Business. I needed to think. I wasn’t a quitter, and I’d worked too hard to get where I was to walk away without anything to show for it. There had to be something I could do, and I was sure it would come to me if I could just block the visual of Denver Rockford and Cassidy Whalen out of my stupid head. My imagination was getting the best of me and conjuring up all kinds of scenarios whereby Denver had her bent over in front of him while fucking her from behind. Shit.


  She wouldn’t actually do that, would she?


  The stunt Cassidy had pulled was unethical at best. And even though I’d wooed more than my fair share of women to land an athlete, I’d never slept with the athletes themselves. It made things too messy. Surely Cassidy was smarter than that. Maybe all she’d done was flirt a little. Maybe she hadn’t let him touch her like that at all.


  Why the fuck did I care?


  Cassidy


  I learned something new about myself yesterday. Apparently, there were gobs of “Do me!” seeping from my pores. That was the only explanation I could come up with for why my mortal enemy, Shaw Matthews, was fucking me like crazy while my potential client, Denver Rockford, was trying to woo the panties right off me. If only he’d opted to meet me at the office instead of the beach, he could’ve saved himself the time and the effort. Thanks in large part to my cluttered and now forgetful mind. Yes, I’d lost my mind and forgotten who I was. Obviously.


  I should have known better. I really should have. Denver had never made it a secret that he was crushing on me, and there I was, parading around in my bathing suit while he was indulging in an alternate universe where he and I were a couple. I knew it was wrong¸ but I didn’t stop the delusion. I had let him run with it, even partook in the fantasy. All the while¸ I’d talked myself out of acknowledging the very real fact that this was a date, not a routine luncheon with a client. I’d done the thing that had disgusted me most about Shaw: I’d taken advantage of a situation that I shouldn’t have.


  Bring home that win. By any means necessary. Wade’s voice had been the constant stage direction during my stellar performance. Shame on me.


  Most of the conversation Denver had, he had with my breasts. But did I attempt to cover them up in the least? Oh, no. I lathered the girls up with sunblock instead. How could I stoop so low? My real assets couldn’t be stuffed into a bikini top; they were in my head, for crying out loud.


  And now Denver had the wrong idea.


  But then so did Shaw. Okay, so that might have been a slight advantage, but how far was I willing to go to get the partnership? I’d thought sleeping with Shaw was the lowest of the low, but as it turned out, I could limbo my way on down to leading on a client. My da would be so disappointed. His little girl was nothing more than a common slut profiting from a case of quid pro quo.


  My office door burst open, and Shaw marched in without so much as a courtesy knock. “There she is. Little Miss By-the-Book.”


  Well, this conversation was off to a good start. It could only go downhill from here, so I saw no point in continuing it. “I am in no mood for your crap today, Matthews. Get out.”


  Naturally, he ignored me and kept right on rambling. “Though it looks like you’re reading from Fifty Shades of Grey instead of the employee code of ethics.”


  I looked up from my laptop and took my glasses off like that was going to help me better understand what he was going on about. “What?”


  “I thought we both agreed that doing the client was a no-no.”


  Sitting back in my chair, I sighed. “Yeah, well, I just couldn’t help myself. Something about cold cuts and cheese turns me into a wanton hussy,” I said with a far-off stare that was every bit as facetious as the words. “We just had lunch, idiot.”


  “Chains and whips, chips and dips …” Shaw shrugged and took a seat on the corner of my desk as if he owned the spot. “It’s all the same, right?”


  “Oh … my God. You’re ridiculous!” He was also loud and hadn’t bothered to close the door behind him, so I got up to do it myself. As I passed by him, I caught a whiff of his cologne and almost stopped to bury my face in his neck, but I didn’t. Luckily, his mouth and his outrageous accusation had kept my brain sharp and my inner slut at bay.


  “So am I right? Did you and Denver hit up a little red room of pain?”


  Wow. This was a side of Shaw I’d never seen before. He’d always been an ass, but something was different about his assiness at the moment.


  “Will you keep your voice down?” I hissed.


  “Why? Are you worried your assistant is going to find out just how kinky her boss really is, how unscrupulous her morals are, that she’d go to any length to get what she wants?”


  Ally knew better. I wasn’t like that. Maybe I was screwing Shaw, but he made me crazy enough to do stupid things. I could plead temporary insanity on that one and no court in the world would argue. But a client? No way. For a moment I considered the very real possibility that Shaw must have used the tactic often. It would explain why he was so quick to assume the same about Denver and me.


  Shaw took my arm as I passed again and prevented me from going back to my chair. “Did you do it? Him,” he corrected himself. “Denver, that is.”


  Yanking my wrist out of his grasp, I crossed my arms over my chest and glared at him. “I can’t even believe we’re having this conversation right now. Look at you. You’re not just being a jerk; you’re serious. And really pissed.”


  He stood then, towering like a sentinel in the face of a pressing threat. Shaw wasn’t overly muscular, but he was physically fit, and at the moment, all that toned mass was taut and at the ready. Slowly, he moved his hands to his hips, as if any sudden movement might spook me. He was probably right to do so. Admittedly, I was on edge, wary of the forehead vein that was zigzagging down from his hairline like a lightning bolt that might arc out and strike me down at any moment. Plus the ticking-jaw thing was back. But his eyes. His eyes were eerily calm, fixated on my every move.


  “Just answer the goddamn question, Cassidy. Did you or did you not fuck Denver Rockford?” At least he’d lowered his voice, but I wasn’t sure I liked the unnatural quiet of it. It was like talking to a criminal who might or might not be a serial killer.


  “Did you?” I knew the answer before I even asked the question, but I was trying to prove how silly the whole topic was. I’d no sooner screw Denver than Shaw would, and he knew it. Or at least he should have.


  “No. But then I wasn’t half naked on a beach, frolicking in the ocean until I was so exhausted I couldn’t help but fall into his arms.”


  I gasped, which was such a chick thing to do, but it couldn’t be helped. I was shocked. “You were spying on us?”


  Shaw smirked. “I prefer to think of it as intense research.”


  My hands found my hips and sat there judgmentally. “Which some might call stalking.”


  “And some might call what I saw exhibitionism. It’s illegal in every state, you know.”


  “Oh, whatever! I wasn’t frolicking in the ocean, and there was no exhibitionism. The fruit Denver brought for lunch attracted some bees, and I’m terrified of them. So I took off running and headed for the water because it was the only safe place I could think of to get away from them. That’s what you saw. Not that I owe you any sort of explanation.”


  “My eyes weren’t playing tricks on me. He was cradling you bridal-style, and that look the two of you exchanged was quite intense.”


  “Denver is a mountain of a man, with arms as big around as my head. When he wants to pick you up, you don’t know about it until you’re already in the air. He was trying to be a hero. It wasn’t my idea. And before you go there, neither was the kiss.”


  Shaw just stared at me. For what seemed like an eternity. “You kissed him?”


  Crap. He apparently hadn’t seen that part.


  “No … he kissed me.”


  He threw his hands into the air. “Ah! I see now.”


  “Hard to believe, since you can’t see past the end of your own nose, but entertain me. What is it that you see, Shaw?”


  He started pacing then. “This isn’t a tactic for you at all, is it? You’re not trying to put yourself into a position to coerce Denver into signing with you so you can win the partnership.”


  I sighed, exhausted by the conversation. “You’re not making any sense. Stop beating around the bush and get to your point, please.”


  “You really do want him. Not just as your client, but in your bed.”


  That cinched it for me. He’d lost his ever-loving mind.


  “Wow. You are really grasping at straws. You have to hear how silly you sound right now. Plus, you’re being contradictory. I thought you just said I was trying to put myself into a position to—”


  Shaw interrupted before I could finish: “You’re trying to put yourself into position, all right, but which is it? Flat on your back or down on your knees?”


  I narrowed my eyes at him. He had gone too far and he knew it, though it seemed he’d passed the point of no return and was just going to keep running.


  “Are you wet? Just thinking about all that … what did you call him? Oh, now I remember: mountain of a man. You’re just gushing between the thighs, soaking those panties. If you’re even wearing any, that is. All this time, I thought you were a do-gooder. Little did I know, you were just doing it good. Real good. Good enough to get ahead, right? How many others have there been?”


  That was it. I’d had enough. I slapped him. Hard. And then I pushed him away so I could lift my skirt and prove that I was indeed wearing panties, but I wouldn’t be for long. “Here, you can have them. Put them on, parade around, and see what it’s like to spend a day in them. You can even stick your hand inside to stroke your own cock, for all I care, because that’s the only way you’ll be getting into my panties ever again.” The silky red fabric went sailing from my fist and hit him in the chest before dropping to the floor at his feet. “And for the record, I can fuck whomever I want. I don’t require your permission to do so. Get out!”


  Turning my back to him was somewhat dramatic, but then I was feeling quite proud of myself. I owned the saunter over to my desk, though it was a move I’d soon regret.


  I never heard him approach from behind. Then again, there was no time to. One strong arm wrapped around my waist, and his hard chest was pressed to my back. I was about to rip him a new one when he forcefully bent me over the desk while grabbing a handful of hair and pulling until I had no choice but to arch my body.


  Oh, God. I really liked that.


  His warm breath was at my ear, too fast for anyone in complete control. “You think you have the upper hand?” His free hand was rough as it pushed and pulled at my skirt until cool air kissed the naked skin of my bare ass. “You don’t.” The swift smack of a palm landed on one cheek, and the resulting sting made me jump. “That was the upper hand.”


  I recovered quickly, and instinct was my guide as I backed into his crotch. Or at least I attempted to.


  “Ah, ah, ah …” Shaw’s grasp on my hip denied that bit of friction.


  It was crappy timing that I should choose the moment of his admonishment to look up and lock eyes with Casey’s photo on my desk. But it wasn’t enough to shame me into stopping this impromptu encounter that promised a healthy release by the time Shaw was done. If he didn’t deny me the way he was threatening to. Regardless, it was enough to make me reach out and turn the frame facedown. Casey didn’t need to see what was about to happen, and I didn’t need to see Casey while it was going down.


  “Tell me what you want, Cassidy. Is it Denver?”


  God, what a tangled web I’d been weaving. Denver, the best chance of making my career; Casey, the best friend I’d ever had; and Shaw, the best sex I ever would … Such a shame I couldn’t mash them all together to make the perfect man.


  Shaw cupped my ass and slid his hand down to slip his fingers between my dripping folds. He made a sound that was half growl, half groan when he felt how wet I was. “That better not be for Denver.”


  I shook my head as much as I could in his tight grip.


  “No?” He pushed two fingers inside me, and I inhaled sharply at the delicious presence, gushing even more. “Is it for me?”


  I nodded. It wasn’t an admission I’d wanted to make. Not to Shaw.


  Shaw bent and put his lips to my ear. “Do you want me to fuck you?” He pulled his fingers almost all the way out and then pushed back inside, deeper this time.


  Once again, I nodded.


  “Say it.”


  “I want you to fuck me. Hard.”


  “Good girl,” he whispered.


  Dammit, he was right. My good girl was so naughty, and my naughty girl was becoming so good at it. It was high time I embraced them both and sliced out a bit of sinful heaven. Or was that heavenly sin?


  But Shaw didn’t give me what I wanted. Instead, he dropped to his knees to watch as he got his finger fuck on, and get his finger fuck on he did. Holy Jesus! Having freedom to move my head again, I looked back over my shoulder, my mouth gaping as I watched how enraptured he was by the sight before him. He bit his lip, one strong hand on the small of my back to hold me down and the other working purposefully—not too slow, not too fast—to bring me to orgasm. I could feel it pending, knew it was boiling and ready to give him the reward he was working toward. And then Shaw nipped at the cheek of my ass, quickly replacing his fingers with his tongue.


  I came, gripping the edge of my desk and slamming my eyes shut. Somehow, I’d kept enough presence of mind to bury my face in my arm to stifle the accompanying moan, but I wasn’t sure how long I’d be able to keep quiet. Shaw kept lapping at me, catching my orgasm on his tongue and swallowing it down until, finally, it abated and I could breathe again.


  Then, without warning, he stood and fisted my hair once again so he could maneuver my head into an uncomfortable position and kiss me hard on the mouth. The taste of my orgasm on his lips and tongue was exquisitely addictive. It was Shaw and it was me—two things that should never be combined. Yet I couldn’t get enough. I attempted to twist around for a better angle, but his hold and the unrelenting set of his body sent a message that was loud and clear. I would not get anything Shaw was not willing to give. And he wasn’t taking requests. It thrilled me, and I was completely on board.


  Abruptly, he pulled away, and with one swift thrust, he entered me. I was unprepared, and this time, my moan would not be denied. I wasn’t even aware that he’d unleashed his cock in the first place, but I didn’t really care about the details. He was inside me, and the sensation of the stretch and fill was like sweet, sweet relief. I hadn’t realized how badly I’d been craving him, but I had. God help me … I had.


  Shaw


  Cassidy moaned when I pushed inside her, and I couldn’t have that. She was never loud, but in the silence of her office, every sound seemed amplified. I couldn’t and wouldn’t stop, but I also wouldn’t risk us getting caught, either. So I grabbed the buckle of my belt and pulled it through the loops. “Here,” I said, handing it to her. “Bite down.”


  I expected her to argue or look at me like I was crazy, but she didn’t. She understood damn well what I wanted, and she took the belt without question. Some part of me reveled in the knowledge that I’d not only have a notch in my belt from fucking her but I’d have her teeth marks etched into the leather as well. Christ, that was a powerful thought.


  Even more powerful was the sight before me. Cassidy’s ass bare and bent over her own desk—the place where she worked tirelessly to thwart my every attempt to catapult past her—and submissive to my will. Damn sexy. But I wanted more. I wanted to watch the shift of power, bask in my own dominance over her. Straightening, I palmed the cheeks of her round ass, none too gently. My thumbs swept her crevice and spread her wide. All of her intimate parts were on display, and she was at her most vulnerable. Her pussy stretched tight around my cock, the slick walls gripping and milking me with each retreating stroke. Goddamn, it was beautiful.


  Shifting my weight to my left leg, I switched the angle and got my grind on. Slow and purposeful, so she could feel every detail of my cock. A dip at the knees gave me an even better angle from which to see all her juicy pink bits. So soft, so feminine, so harmless. But there was nothing harmless about Cassidy, was there?


  I pulled almost all the way out before slamming back inside. Cassidy jumped, because damn right her insides were at my mercy, and I had none to give. Just like she showed none to me.


  “Don’t move,” I warned, pinning her in place. I did it again. And again. And again. Picking up my pace and driving deep, driving hard. The clinking of the metal buckle on my belt was like an applause for my performance and it drove me even further. So far that the momentum of my thrusts shoved her forward on the desk, and I had to grab her hips to pull her back toward my crotch. There would be no running from my cock. I would have my way. I would make her submit … one way or another. Digging my fingertips into her flesh, I pushed that goddamn skirt up; it was riding down and threatening to rob me of my view.


  I almost wished it had.


  My brain got all sideways on me with the new detail that had emerged. Cassidy had been hiding a secret, it seemed. There, perched on her left hip, was a tattoo of a single shooting star in blue with the name Casey etched beneath it in elegant script. A twinge of jealousy spiked from my insides, but only for a moment, before I remembered that I didn’t do jealousy. This was only about leveling the playing field, asserting dominance over my competitor, and reminding her of her place. And if I was lucky, maybe the constant maddening craving that had been growing for her would finally go away. I needed it to go away.


  So I covered up the goddamn tattoo with my thumb, and I fucked her. I fucked her hard and without mercy. Not a sound other than the slap of skin on skin and my own muted grunts. Cassidy took it. She took it and she didn’t say a word or try to stop me. She liked it. Hell, I’d bet she even loved it.


  But that goddamn tattoo was burning under my thumb, eating through my skin like liquid acid. And no matter how powerful I felt with each punishing thrust into Cassidy, satisfaction eluded me. My grip tightened and my pace quickened as I chased after it, but my control was quickly slipping. What the fuck?


  I was very much aware of each milking orgasm she’d had. Three, to be exact, but there would be none for me. Out of breath, frustrated, and confused, I pulled free of her tight cunt and quickly tucked my deflating cock back into my pants before she could tell I was half limp.


  Cassidy dropped the leather from her mouth and straightened. “What’s wrong?”


  When I took my belt back and started feeding it through the loops on my slacks, Cassidy put her hand on my arm. “Shaw?”


  Her recoil as I looked up at her was unexpected. I wasn’t sure what she saw on my face, though if it was anything like the chaos banging around in my head, it must have been scary. But again, I didn’t give a shit. So I yanked free of her hold and made like a speeding bullet toward the door.


  In truth, I didn’t know what was wrong with me. But even if I had known, I sure as hell wasn’t going to share with her.


  CHAPTER 10


  Cassidy


  I had absolutely no clue what was going on. Everything was in chaos. Or so it seemed. And time to think about it over the weekend had made matters even more confusing.


  I was fully aware of what the episode in my office on Thursday was all about. Shaw had felt emasculated, like he needed to prove something. Though I wasn’t quite sure what that something was. What I did know was that I’d been nothing more than a tool in his quest to do so, an obstacle he needed to overcome. The fucking had been a spillover of the disagreement, an argument turned physical—only sexual instead of violent. We hadn’t been two people engaging in the act of sex for mutual gratification. No, it had all been very one-sided. Shaw’s comeback to my panty-throwing tantrum wasn’t a witty retort but, rather, a show of dominance. Clearly, he had been fucking me. And then he stormed out of there without release and without giving me the chance for a rebuttal. I’d had no say in the matter, and even though I shouldn’t have, I’d liked it. He’d taken the alpha title, and I’d surrendered it without putting up much of a fight. I was a little disappointed in myself, because I’d never been one who easily admitted defeat. But, somehow, I didn’t feel defeated. All those orgasms felt like mini victories to me, even if they were made possible only by his generosity.


  Nevertheless, Shaw’s abrupt departure in the middle of our—let’s call it “confrontation”—was still playing havoc with my head. The fact that he’d left without a word was like putting an exclamation point on the upper hand he’d already claimed. Dammit. My being okay with it wasn’t sitting well with me. Though I knew it was impossible, I was afraid my submissive stance over my desk might lead to a submissive stance where Denver was concerned. Not that I’d literally bend over a desk for him like I did for Shaw, but that I might slip and let Shaw take the lead there as well.


  Then there was the matter of Casey. Well, Casey wasn’t really a “matter” per se, since he wasn’t physically here, but I still felt his presence in my thoughts and heart. He’d been the only man I’d ever cared about, so why was I thinking about him in the same circle as Shaw? Much like I’d done to his picture on my desk, I pushed the thought of Casey aside once again to focus on the two more pressing issues: Shaw and Denver.


  Both had gone MIA. Denver hadn’t returned my phone calls over the weekend, and Shaw hadn’t bothered to show up for work today. Shaw also hadn’t been occupying his regular bar stool at Monkey Business. That was a huge miss. Chaz hadn’t a clue what was up. Or so he’d said. And he’d stuck to his story even after Demi had put the whammy on him with that way she flirted to get anything she wanted. I had a sneaking suspicion something was happening on the QT. That or Shaw and Denver had gotten together and swapped stories like two chicks who’d just realized they’d been seeing the same guy. Technically, I hadn’t been seeing Denver, but I hadn’t done anything to make sure he was clear on that point, either.


  Feeling the lateness of the hour from the long day, I unlocked the door to my apartment and stepped inside, closing it behind myself only to sink against it. A sense of abandonment punched at my chest for a moment. Not because Denver and Shaw had pulled a disappearing act on me but because my closest friend wasn’t there. Quinn had moved in with Daddy over the weekend, and although none of the furniture in our apartment was missing—it all belonged to me—I still felt the emptiness.


  With a heavy sigh, I pushed off the door and went over to the kitchen bar to put my messenger bag down. From there, it was on to the bedroom to change my clothes. I’d no sooner kicked off my shoes and shed my skirt than my cellphone rang. No way was I going to miss a call from Denver, so I ran out to the kitchen and dug through my bag to retrieve it before he could hang up.


  The second I saw the caller ID, my heart leapt into my throat. My hands were shaking as I slid my finger across the bottom of the screen to answer the call. “Casey?”


  “Hey, Cass. How’s my favorite girl?” That deep, raspy voice with its heavy New England accent almost brought me to my knees.


  A tear fell down my cheek as I sank to the floor and cradled the phone to my ear. The sound of his voice … Oh, God, the sound of his voice was like a hug from his arms. I hadn’t realized how much I’d needed to hear it. Maybe that was the reason I’d been thinking about him so much.


  “I’m good,” I lied. “Working hard, trying to land a new client.”


  “Oh, yeah? Who’s your victim this time?” I could hear the chuckle in his voice and imagined the crinkles at the corners of his eyes and his dazzling smile.


  I couldn’t help but smile as well. Casey had a knack for making me feel all warm and fuzzy on the inside. “Denver Rockford.”


  “No kidding? Tell me something: is he as much of a show-off in person as he is on the field?”


  “Worse,” I laughed.


  “Bet he’s got a thing for you.”


  That was Casey: he always thought everyone else was out to get his girl, because to him, I was the biggest catch in the ocean. And every time he asked the question, I could confidently tell him he was wrong. This time, it would be a lie. Seemed I was doing a lot of lying to him during this call. So instead, I opted for “Stop being silly.” It wasn’t a yes or a no, but it was still misleading.


  “I’m not being silly. Whether we’re together or not, you’ll always be my beautiful girl.”


  “Casey …”


  “All right. I’ll stop embarrassing you.” There was a pause and then: “I’m really proud of you, Cass. I know you don’t hear it often enough, but I am. And for what it’s worth, you did the right thing. Even if you are a million miles away from home … away from me.”


  “Casey?”


  “Yeah?”


  “I’ve really missed you.”


  “I know, Cass. I miss you, too. Every single day.” He went quiet on the other end, but it didn’t matter. He was there and I was here, yet we were still in the same place together. “Look out your window. You see it?”


  The moon was only partially full, and wisps of clouds were floating by, but it didn’t matter. My heart swelled all the same, because I knew exactly what he was getting at. “Yeah, I see it.”


  “So do I,” he said. “Whatever … whenever.”


  Whatever was wrong or right, whenever I needed him most, he’d be right there. Just like the moon. That was what he meant. He’d made that promise the last night we’d spent on my rooftop before I’d left home for good, the night we’d broken up. And he’d always been true to his word.


  “Same goes for you.”


  “Yeah, yeah … I’m fine. I’ve got a strong back and an even stronger mind, with the will to survive. You don’t have to worry about me.”


  “What about our folks? How are they?”


  “They’re alive and kicking. You should probably call your ma, though. You know how she gets about not hearing from you.”


  “I just talked to her last week.” Or at least I thought it had been last week. Doing the count in my head, maybe it had been the week before. I blamed Shaw and all his nonsense for getting me so sidetracked.


  “Hey, don’t shoot the messenger,” he laughed. “Other than that, you know I’m holding down the fort here.”


  “I do. You’re sort of my hero.”


  “Aw, that’s sweet. Just sort of, huh?”


  “You know what I mean.” I cradled the phone to my smiling cheek. “Thank you.”


  “You don’t have to thank me, Cass. We’re family. That’s what we do.” There was another pause and then: “So how’s the superjerk?”


  I was stunned for a moment at the question. The superjerk was Shaw, and I’d always talked about him with Casey, since the day he’d arrived at Striker and waltzed into that boardroom like a hotshot who was going to blow everyone else out of the water. I’d proven him wrong time and time again since then, and shown him that a woman could dominate in our world. I wasn’t sure who was dominating whom now.


  “That bad, huh?”


  “You have no idea,” I said.


  “Then tell me.”


  But I couldn’t talk about Shaw with Casey. Not anymore. Not when I wasn’t sure where the truth began and the lie ended.


  “It isn’t worth the breath. Tell me about what’s been going on with you.”


  “There isn’t much to tell. It’s Stonington, Cass. Nothing happens here.” He laughed again.


  “Then tell me what you did today. From the time you woke up until the time you called me. And go slow. I just want to hear your voice.”


  “Aw, darlin’ … you’re the sweetest part of me.” He liked to say stuff like that to make me feel girly, and it worked every time. “Okay, so once upon a time …”


  Though it was a normal day, Casey had this way of making the mundane seem spectacular by adding a wee bit of pizzazz and a lot of embellishment. This time, he told the tale as if he’d been a newcomer. He walked me through Stonington and his day on the boat like a virtual tour of the imagination. Every detail he provided was as if he’d seen the village where we’d grown up and met its locals for the very first time. It was a brilliant idea, one that reminded me about all the comforts of home and made me long to be there with him on our rooftop, under a sea of stars. To add insult to injury, Ma had apparently cooked up a batch of her famous chili and shovel-fed it to Casey—not that it had ever taken much effort on her part in reality.


  Our laughter finally died down sometime later, when Casey reminded me that he was three hours ahead on the East Coast and needed his beauty sleep. A fisherman’s alarm had him up and at ’em before most people switched to the cool side of the pillow. And Casey was no slacker. In addition to being the most adorable man I knew, he was also hardworking, with a blue-collar sex appeal.


  I thought I’d be sad to hang up the phone, but I wasn’t. I felt better than I had in a very long time, assured and more confident. Casey’s “Show ’em no mercy, beautiful girl” was just the kick in the pants I needed. First thing in the morning, I was going to track down Denver, set him straight on what an appropriate relationship between a client and an agent was supposed to be like, and then I was going to do what I did best: bring home the win.


  But tonight I needed food. Or at least that was what the rumbling in my tummy was telling me. Eating at home was something I rarely ever did, since I was usually out with my friends; luckily, Quinn always made sure we had the necessities, just in case. Chicken noodle soup sounded pretty good, so I dumped it into a bowl and popped it into the microwave and headed off to change into my jammies. Jammies, for me, consisted of a simple T-shirt and a pair of cotton shorts. By the time I was done, so was the soup. The crackers were a tad on the stale side, but they’d do. Soup, spoon, and water in hand, I decided to park it on the couch and do something else I rarely ever did: watch television.


  Grabbing the remote, I clicked the TV on and settled in. Naturally, the channel had been set to whatever station would be broadcasting entertainment news, because Quinn liked to keep up on which celebrity was doing what and with whom. I was going to change it, but then breaking news hit, and I choked on a stupid noodle when Denver’s face was plastered to the screen.


  “San Diego quarterback Denver ‘Rocket Man’ Rockford was in the center of a scene that led to the arrest of sports agent Shaw Matthews earlier this evening. Matthews was reportedly arrested for assaulting a member of the paparazzi outside a Las Vegas strip club after this video was shot.”


  The screen cut to a shaky video clip showing Denver climbing onstage to get his bump and grind on with a barely legal blonde with a blackout bar across her obviously naked chest. She bent over for a Miley Cyrus twerk on his crotch, which was disgusting enough, but then all hell broke loose. While Denver was in the middle of “making it rain” on her, a plump woman in her forties stormed the place shouting, “That’s my daughter! She isn’t even eighteen, you pervert!” Sidekick Shaw went pasty white and scrambled to get Denver off the stage at right about the time the cameraman made his presence known, which sent Shaw into a frenzy of trying to get Denver to safety while blocking the camera’s view and pushing the paparazzo off.


  The film kept on rolling as they made it out to the sidewalk, where the cameraman pushed up against Shaw while the underage stripper’s mother was dragging her out by the arm and yelling threats of legal action at Denver; on TV, Denver’s every other word was bleeped out. Once Shaw had him inside the car, another cameraman muscled his way inside in an attempt to get even more footage. That’s when it happened. Shaw grabbed the cameraman and yanked him out, shoving him to the sidewalk, and then took the camera from his hands and smashed it to the ground. A police officer charged Shaw there and then, pinning him to the car and twisting his arms behind his back.


  It made me cringe. “Ouch! That’s gotta hurt,” I said out loud, even though no one else was there to hear me.


  “Rockford’s camp hasn’t issued a public statement as of yet. In other news …”


  Yeah, I really wasn’t interested in any other news. This was exactly why I never watched television. Nothing good ever came of it. Hitting the power button on the remote, I sighed. “Well, at least I know where they’ve been hiding out.”


  And then my cell phone rang again. Only this time, it wasn’t Casey. “Cassidy Whalen,” I answered.


  A prerecorded voice greeted me from the other end. “This is a collect call from …”


  “Shaw,” the automated system provided in his voice.


  “… an inmate at the Clark County Detention Center.” There was a lot of legal mumbo jumbo after that, but I was too busy rolling my eyes to pay attention. I did, however, accept the call.


  “Hey, buddy! How’s Vegas?” I asked when the connection was finally made.


  “Cute.” I didn’t think he meant it. “How much do you know?”


  “Not much. Just what’s plastered all over TMZ. I’ve got to hand it to you, though: it made for some pretty great entertainment. I suppose you’re going to want to tell me your side of things now?”


  “Not particularly. Besides, I don’t have time. I need you to do something for me.”


  “I’m not bailing you out. You can rot in there for all I care.”


  “I’m desperate, but not that desperate.”


  “The fact that you’re on the other end of my line, calling from a Las Vegas jail to ask me a favor, would indicate the opposite.”


  “Look, I just need you to check on Denver and be sure he made it back okay.”


  “You lost Denver?” I shrieked. “Nice. Real nice, Matthews. You know he’s impulsive, and you’ve got him in the city of sin on top of that.” I felt like a baby mama lecturing the father on his bad parenting skills.


  “He’s not impulsive. He just likes to show off a bit. Will you check on him or not?”


  “I tried calling him all weekend. I highly doubt he’s going to suddenly answer now.” And then I had an even better idea. “I’m calling his mother.”


  “No! Cassidy, don’t call the man’s mom on him. That’s not cool.”


  None of this was cool.


  “Bye, Shaw. Be sure to keep your back to the wall in there. Your ass is much too pretty for your own good.” Before he could say anything else, I hung up the phone.


  Shaw


  Cassidy had disconnected before I could ask her to call Chaz for me. Which meant I’d likely be sitting in a jail cell until a court hearing, where the judge would, hopefully, let me go on my own recognizance. In hindsight, maybe I should’ve used my one phone call to ring up my only friend instead, then had him make the embarrassing plea to my competitor. I’d had hours to bang my hungover head against the wall because of that bad decision. Well, all of the bad decisions I’d been making as of late, really.


  Christ, what a weekend. In the wake of my loss of composure with Cassidy on Thursday, I’d had a little pep talk with myself. Whatever malfunctioning my brain was suffering from had to be righted. I was Shaw fucking Matthews, and Shaw Matthews never lost control. Least of all to a chick. Looking back at the whole painful ordeal, I could at least be honest enough with myself to admit that in an effort to assert my dominance, I’d become weak. Not anymore.


  All of this debauchery had started with the partnership, and the partnership was where it would end. I couldn’t lose sight of that. No matter how good the pussy, Denver was the finish line. The problem was that Denver also had pussy on the brain. So I’d decided to give the man what he wanted and, thank God, I knew where to get it for him. What started out as a party with Yvonne and one of her very good friends ended up with us ditching the girls and skipping town on a last-minute Vegas getaway instead. Denver’s idea, of course. Denver’s idea, but my tab. Fuck it. It would be worth it in the end when he signed on the dotted line and made me a very happy man with the secured future I’d been busting my ass for.


  Thanks to Cassidy, my little buddy wasn’t working quite right anymore. Though for some odd reason, he wanted to come to life at the thought of her. Traitor. Otherwise, I would’ve stayed in town and fucked Yvonne all night. That was what I should’ve done. At least then I wouldn’t have been escorted to the pokey by the oh so polite boys in tan. I also wouldn’t have been booked and charged with one count of misdemeanor assault and one count of malicious property damage, also a misdemeanor. My fingers wouldn’t be stained with ink, and my reputation wouldn’t be just as tarnished. I’d partied with my clients plenty, but never had it resulted in scandal and arrest. And Denver wasn’t even my client. Yet.


  The click of the lock on my cell door sounded intimidating, courtesy of the acoustics caused by cement walls, a high ceiling, and a stainless steel toilet. A decent-looking Hispanic woman was on the other side, short and mannish in build, with her dark hair in a bun, but she had a cute face all the same.


  “Matthews … you’ve been sprung, and I need this cell for the next fuckup, so let’s move.”


  I was pretty sure she wasn’t supposed to talk to me like that, and I didn’t appreciate her tone; nor did I have a clue as to how I’d been sprung, but I wasn’t going to argue the point. The officers took their sweet time about getting my personal effects and the paperwork for my release, which was funny because it sure hadn’t taken them anywhere near as long to process my ass into the system in the first place. Okay, maybe it wasn’t so much funny as it was annoying as hell. But I was out the door with my manila envelope and without a clue about who’d made it possible or where I should even begin to start looking for Denver.


  Fishing my phone out of the envelope, I scrolled through the long list of missed calls—all from my current clients, most likely wanting to voice their concerns—but found none from Denver. I was about to call him when I noticed that my battery had zero life, and, of course, I had no charger with me.


  “Great,” I said aloud.


  It was then that a rare breeze came at me, carrying the overpowering scent of Old Spice. When I heard the thud of boots on pavement and the jingling of what I could only assume was a wallet chain, I knew who’d bailed me out of jail.


  “Mr. Matthews,” came the burly voice of Denver’s father.


  I turned to face him with a smile, though I wasn’t sure if I’d be met with a fist to the face for letting Denver get so out of hand in the public eye. “Mr. Rockford, please tell me Denver is okay.”


  “Oh, yeah. He’s just fine, son. And you gotta stop being so formal with me. Gives me the heebie-jeebies. I’m just regular folk, no better than any other Joe on the street, so call me by my name.”


  “Can I assume you paid my bail?”


  “Nope. That was all Denver, though we thought it best if I came here to do the deed. That boy probably needs to stay out of the limelight for the time being.”


  I cringed. “Yeah, I’m sorry about that.”


  “Don’t be. You took one for the home team, and we won’t soon forget that. In addition to the bail, Denver will also be covering any attorney expenses and fines that come out of this mess. It’s the least he can do for all the trouble he caused.”


  “Wait. You’re not mad at me?”


  Boulder gave a hearty laugh and slapped his meaty paw on my shoulder, but thankfully I had the balance not to stumble forward from the blow of it. “Hell no! Boys will be boys. Besides, once Denver gets something set in his head, he does it. The best thing you could’ve done was tag along with him to keep him out of trouble. Otherwise, I guarantee things would’ve been worse.”


  Well, damn. Looked like I’d actually managed to score some points after all. Whether it was enough to one-up Cassidy or not remained to be seen.


  “Where is he now?”


  Boulder kept his arm around my shoulders as we walked toward the parking lot. “Numbnuts is back at the hotel with his mama. She hasn’t shown him a bit of mercy since we landed, either. We managed to get hotel security to open the door for us and then found him passed out, hugging the toilet in his suite.” He laughed in that way fathers do when their sons have learned a lesson the hard way. “If Cassidy hadn’t tracked him down, we probably never would’ve known which hotel he was staying at. She’s pretty amazing, that one. Smart.”


  In the parking lot, he pointed to the passenger door of a silver subcompact car.


  When I raised a brow in question, Boulder said, “Don’t laugh. It was all they had available on short notice, and I’m not one for having somebody else drive me around like I’m some bougie pansy.”


  “ ‘Bougie’?” I laughed, caught off guard.


  “Hey, I can keep up with you young ones. I’m hip, cool, amaze-nuts.”


  “You mean ‘amazeballs’?”


  “Whatever. Just get in the car, smart-ass.” Nothing about Boulder’s demeanor said he was insulted. At least not until he climbed into the driver’s side, his large frame folding up like an accordion. “God, I wish I had my bike,” he said before starting the wind-up toy.


  I remembered my first impression of him and couldn’t help asking, “Your bike wouldn’t happen to have a chrome skull, would it?”


  He looked at me, surprised. “With an opened jaw for the headlight. Now, how’d you know that?”


  I smiled, pretty damn proud of myself that I’d nailed it. “Just a hunch.”


  “You’re pretty smart, too, you know. Either way my boy decides to go, I’m glad to know he’ll be in good hands.”


  “Does that mean he’s definitely decided to go with Striker?”


  “Yep” was all he offered, and that was okay by me.


  I used the short drive to the hotel to get on a friendlier basis with Denver’s father. Motorcycles turned out to be a topic that enthused Boulder, so I was quite pleased to ask him as many questions as I could about them. Older men love to “school” the young on that sort of thing, and I was eager to learn. Once we made it to the hotel, we went straight up to Denver’s suite, planned his great escape out the back entrance, stuffed his big ass into the back of the car like a sardine in a can, and Fred Flint-stoned our way to the airport, where a private jet was waiting for takeoff. Again, my treat.


  Jesus, I was glad this horrible nightmare was coming to an end. But I still wasn’t looking forward to facing Cassidy the next day. Seeing the smug look on her face might actually be a fate worse than the one I’d already endured.


  CHAPTER 11


  Cassidy


  Having a super-famous son couldn’t be easy. It was bad enough to find out that your child had been onstage with (what turned out to be) an underage, half-naked girl, making a fool of himself and generally acting like a lascivious idiot. But to also find out that he’d pretty much abandoned the one person who’d at least tried to protect him was like a slap in the face to the people who had raised him to be a good person. That slap was going to earn Denver one of his own … to the back of the head.


  Delilah hadn’t been a happy camper when I called to rat out her son, but she and Boulder had hopped a flight to McCarran International all the same. Which had left me with the task of—within the span of their one-hour flight—tracking down whatever hotel Denver might have checked into. I’d gotten lucky in that he actually had retreated out of the public eye instead of catching his own flight back and leaving Shaw stranded in jail. Though Shaw had made some really stupid decisions and shown some gross negligence in the handling of Denver, for Denver to then desert him was a deed worse than Shaw’s.


  A phone call from Delilah was the only insight I had as to what was going on, but she’d assured me her son was safe and sound and had been sleeping it off when they’d arrived. She’d nurse him back to a condition that would enable him to fly without causing even more of a ruckus, and then she was going to have a stern talk with him. Boulder had bailed out Denver’s accomplice, though Shaw would need to return for a court date in the not so distant future.


  I’d done my research on Shaw’s misdemeanor charges as well—that was just the sort of thing I did—and I’d learned that he’d likely be out only around three thousand dollars or so. Assuming this was a first-time offense. It was. I knew because I’d, of course, also conducted a lot of research on the likes of Mr. Matthews when I’d heard he’d been hired and rumors of his big-shot ways spread like wildfire through the office. Maybe I’d felt threatened, but I’d rather think of it as sizing up the competition. After all, you have to know the enemy before you can defeat him.


  Shaw skipped work again on Tuesday, but I knew he was back in town—I’d finally talked to Denver, who had apologized profusely for nothing in particular. He didn’t owe me any sort of apology, though I supposed his sending my calls to voice mail had been rude. It wasn’t that I’d felt particularly slighted by it—busy clients did that sort of thing all the time—but he still needed to squirm for a bit to learn a valuable lesson: Thou shalt not ignore thy potential agent. Or something like that.


  There was another person I was interested in watching squirm, as well. I felt like I was due a front-row seat to whatever humiliation Shaw would be feeling once he saw me again, and Monkey Business was just that. If he was going to show his face at all, it would be there. So I left work early and got real good and comfortable, with an icy brew from the tap in hand. There I sat, catching up with my friends and minding my own business (read: stalking the bar for Shaw’s arrival and walk of shame), when an audible gasp drew my attention toward Quinn. Who looked as pale as the living dead. He was staring toward a man and woman who’d just come through the door, and he wasn’t making a sound, though he definitely seemed to be trying to.


  Naturally, I was concerned for my friend, so I put down the cellphone I’d only been pretending to read messages on. “What is it, Quinn? What’s wrong?”


  He closed his mouth and then opened it again, but still nothing came out. I couldn’t be sure, but there might have been tiny beads of sweat forming on his brow. Obviously, he was in some sort of distress.


  “Amazing. It’s like a ventriloquist stuck his hand up his butt to move the mouth but forgot to throw the voice.” Demi snapped her fingers in front of Quinn’s face. “Hey, Queer Eye, stop making fishy faces and spit it out. Who is that?”


  “Daddy …” came his dramatically whispered voice. “And his wife.”


  So the three of us girls did a double take, which made it what? Like six takes? Okay, so we gawked and didn’t even bother to cover it up. It was the first time any one of us had ever laid eyes on Daddy, and his wife was with him, too? Well, that was a twofer we’d be crazy to miss.


  Daddy was a hunk. I wasn’t sure why that surprised me, but it did. I’d expected some burly old guy with too much around his center and not enough on top of his head who had a thing for young men that were way out of his league. That wasn’t the case at all. Daddy was tall with a medium build and had obviously spent some time at the gym. Every part of his being was well groomed, from his dark and dapper haircut to his clean-shaven face to the tailor-made suit and handmade custom Italian alligator shoes. He looked like a million bucks, and I’d bet he smelled like it, too.


  “Good God, he’s gorgeous,” Sasha said, swooning.


  “Pierce Brosnan,” I blurted out, not realizing I’d been squeezing Quinn’s hand. “He looks like freakin’ Pierce Brosnan.”


  “You’re tapping that?” Demi asked.


  Quinn pulled his hand free of my grasp. “Uh, you don’t need to know the specifics of who’s tapping whom. But I do need to know what he is doing here, of all places, with her?”


  “Her” was beautiful, a match suitable for such a spectacular specimen of a man. It was all for show, I was sure: a superficial need of someone in his position to be seen with someone who was every bit as glamorous as his lifestyle. Her platinum-blond hair was perfectly coiffed, her makeup was flawless, and her diamonds sparkled so bright she needed sunglasses just to wear them. And, wow, she had the best figure money could buy. It didn’t stop there, but jeez Louise, I wished it had because I was on the verge of a very embarrassing shoegasm.


  On her delicate feet were red-and-black couture d’Orsay T-straps with a smitten heel befitting a pinup girl the likes of Marilyn Monroe, and they matched her red Monica dress perfectly. Quinn was right. Why in the world would someone who was dressed for a night out with the social elite be at a workingmen’s watering hole?


  With a synchronized turn of our heads, we watched as the pair practically glided across the room like they owned the place and took a seat at a table against the far wall. When Daddy glanced in our direction, we averted our eyes, but not Quinn. Quinn looked like his heart had been shattered to smithereens.


  “Hey, are you okay?” I asked, taking his hand—much more gently this time.


  He was still glaring across the room. “Look at her. She’s a hateful bitch. Do you know she threatens to turn his kids against him every time he tells her she can’t have something she wants?”


  “That body has had kids?” Demi asked. Sasha elbowed her. “Ow! What? She looks good.”


  Through clenched teeth, Sasha mumbled something at Demi that sounded an awful lot like “Shut your piehole,” though I could’ve been mistaken. Her face softened when she turned toward Quinn and said, without clenched teeth, “I don’t get it. Why are they here?”


  “I’m about to find out,” Quinn said, standing. “Daddy’s on the move.”


  Sure enough, Daddy was headed toward the bathrooms, giving a slight nod in that direction for Quinn to follow.


  I felt bad for Quinn, I really did, but until he learned to value himself enough to demand the very best, he’d always get shorted in the end. This situation seemed like a ticking time bomb ready to go off in his face at any moment.


  I still had time to kill since Shaw hadn’t shown up yet, so I turned to the next subject on the board. “Who’s the new flavor of the week, Sash?” I asked before taking a drink of my beer, which was quickly warming to room temperature. Since her last dating debacle, I hadn’t heard a thing on the man scene, which was unusual. She usually rebounded pretty quick.


  Sasha wasn’t paying attention. In fact, she hadn’t even heard my question. Instead, she was staring toward the bar. At Landon, which was an interesting turn of events. But the way she was looking at him was somehow different than she ever had before. “Have you guys ever noticed how hot Landon is?”


  Demi and I looked at each other and burst out laughing at the same time.


  “Finally!” I said, slamming my hand down on the table.


  That got Sasha’s attention. “What’s so funny? You don’t think he’s hot?” And then the pouty lip came out. It truly was adorable. I could see how it got her out of parking tickets and other sticky situations.


  Demi cuddled her close and kissed her cheek. “D’awww. What’s funny is that you’re just now realizing it. I swear, Sasha, sometimes I worry about you, but I knew you’d find your way in the end.”


  “What way?”


  Demi took Sasha’s face in her hands and turned her in the direction of the bar where Landon was standing. He looked over his shoulder at her, as if he could feel her eyes on him, and winked. My heart grew three sizes in that moment. It was the single most swoony thing I’d ever seen, because I knew. I knew how he felt about her.


  “Oh” was all Sasha said, with those doe eyes blinking. I could almost see the light coming on behind those big baby browns. She’d finally gotten it.


  “Bartender!” I yelled toward Chaz. “Another round for me and my pals. We’ve cause to celebrate.”


  Shaw was a no-show. Again. Curse him for making me wait to rub his nose in the colossal screwup that would forever define his career. If the universe bestowed any favors on me, anyway.


  Quinn had emerged from the bathroom, quite the happy camper, to say that Daddy and “the old ball and chain” had come to Monkey Business at her request. Daddy thought she must have been suspicious of his extracurricular activities, but it turned out she’d simply had a hankering for pub food. I said I thought it was rude for Quinn to be referred to as an extracurricular activity, which earned me the evil-eye warning from my closest friend, so I shut up about it.


  We were granted a never-before-seen performance by Sasha when she morphed into Flirty Sasha and aimed her sights at Landon. She asked him out. Boldly and quite loudly, I might add. He looked surprised and maybe even a little disbelieving, but in the end, he went with it, not making a big deal out of the situation—mostly because Landon never made a big deal out of anything. He just took things as they came. And so they left with their arms linked, their courtship officially under way.


  On Wednesday morning, while I was curious to know how Lansha’s (the new blended name the rest of us had debated over and settled on) date had gone, I was on a mission. A mission that found me charging toward Shaw’s office to see if he’d finally decided to bring his slacker butt to work. If he had, I was going to get my two cents in before he could make any kind of excuse about having some meeting to attend or a phone call to make.


  His suite was dark when I popped in, but I could see that the light in his office was on from the crack under the door. So Ben hadn’t yet arrived, but maybe Shaw had. Without knocking—because Shaw rarely ever did—I barged inside. Sure enough, there he sat behind his desk with a pile of pending contracts before him, acting all “early bird gets the worm” when in reality he was playing catch-up from his extended weekend getaway. When he looked up and saw me, he sighed and took off his glasses, which I had no clue he wore.


  “I wondered how long it would take you to pounce,” he said, slumping in his chair. “Come on in and shut the door. We don’t want to give the gossip hounds something to howl about.”


  He was right. The office staff kept a keen eye on our every move, just waiting for something juicy. It was our own fault; we’d rarely ever paid attention to the audience of our showdowns.


  Once I’d closed the door, Shaw cut to the chase: “Go ahead. Get it out of your system. I have a lot of fires to put out today.”


  That was when I realized I didn’t know what to say. I’d been waiting for so long to go off on him, and when I finally had the chance, I had no idea what to go off on him about.


  “Well?”


  “You made me mad.” Not very witty, but true. “How dare you—?”


  “How dare I what?” Shaw sat forward. “How dare I play dirty? Or is it, How dare I steal Denver away so I can have him to myself for a while? Or is it maybe, How dare I try to butter him up by catering to his needs? Or, most likely, How dare I do exactly what you’ve been doing, too?”


  Obviously, he had been better prepared for this face-off.


  “Oh, yeah?” Really? I didn’t have anything else to say to that?


  “Yeah.”


  We sounded like children.


  And right on cue, my hand found my hip. “Well, at least I didn’t create a scandal for him.”


  “There is no scandal. No charges were pressed against him because he didn’t do anything wrong. The club was at fault for hiring someone underage. Denver had no way of knowing. No charges pending. Happy?”


  No. “It’s still bad publicity.”


  He sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “You obviously didn’t watch the news this morning. It’s all over the place. Denver has been cleared of any wrongdoing. He’s issued a public statement, apologizing for his behavior and speaking out against the unlawful exploitation of women, underage or not.”


  Oh. But … “The feminist activists of the world will eat him alive.”


  “I’m sorry. Did I forget to mention he’s donated an insane amount of money to the National Organization for Women? Because yeah, he did that, too. Under my advisement.”


  I had to admit that Shaw’s swift and effective handling of the situation made me nervous. “So he signed with you?”


  “Not yet. But it’s looking good.” The smug smile for which Shaw was famous crept onto his face. “Scared?”


  Yes. “No.”


  “You should be.”


  My thoughts flashed to the elevator ride before my beach date with Denver. I couldn’t believe Shaw was throwing my own words back at me. “Get your own material.”


  Shaw’s laugh was too confident. So was the way he relaxed into his chair like he was sitting on a throne. “Aww, are you pouting, Whalen? It sucks when you know someone has pulled ahead of you in the race, doesn’t it?”


  “You’re not ahead.”


  “It would appear that I am.”


  “A little friendly advice?” I was desperate.


  “Just because we fuck on occasion, it doesn’t mean we’re friends. Get over yourself.”


  I ignored another attempt to cut me with my own words. “You should be more careful. While you’re trying to score the golden goose, your other hens might fly the coop. Not showing up for work and ignoring your existing clients will only lose you the partnership. Wade won’t put up with it.”


  Shaw tossed his pen onto the desk. “I appreciate your concern about my clients, but you can rest assured they’re well tended. None of them have been slighted in the least. And my time away from the office was approved by Wade, not that it’s any of your business.”


  Speak of the devil. Wade’s muffled voice was just outside Shaw’s door, bidding a good morning to Ben, who had apparently arrived while Shaw and I were going at it.


  “Is he in?” Wade asked Ben.


  “I’m pretty sure he is, sir. His light is on, and I thought I heard voices coming from inside.”


  If I could hear every word as clearly as I just had, how clearly had Ben heard us?


  My eyes went wide as saucers. “Do you think he heard the part about fucking?” I whispered.


  “Shh! I don’t know, but we’re not going to take any chances.” Shaw rolled his chair back. “Here. Hide under my desk.”


  “What?” I was not going to crawl under his desk.


  “If there’s no one in here, the conversation couldn’t have happened, right?”


  I supposed that made sense.


  “So get down there and keep your trap shut. When Wade’s gone, I’ll send Ben to make some copies or something, and then you can leave.”


  There was a courtesy knock at his door then, the kind people only make to alert you to the fact that they’re coming in, whether you invited them to or not. Having no time to think it through, I panicked and made a mad dash for the cubby under Shaw’s desk. It was roomy, but not so much when Shaw scooted forward to take his natural place. Which meant his crotch was right in front of my face. Fantastic.


  “Morning, Matthews! Still cleaning up the mess?” Ha! Shaw was about to get reamed, and I was going to get to see it all go down. Well, since I was trapped under a desk, I guess I was going to hear it go down.


  “Good morning, sir. The mess is gone, and we’re back in business.”


  The seat on the opposite side of the desk creaked with what I assumed was Wade’s weight. “Wonderful! You really saved the day, son. I won’t soon forget it. Things could’ve gotten really ugly on this.”


  Son? I couldn’t believe it. He was actually getting away with the colossal fumble. No flag on the play. If this were an actual game and I were the coach on the opposing team, I’d demand a review.


  “I know. But it was my fault to begin with. I never should’ve let it get as far as it did.”


  Damn right, he shouldn’t have. I nudged the inside of Shaw’s thigh, tempted to give him a horse bite. He kicked back and missed.


  “Be that as it may, you kept it together and showed strength under pressure. Commendable.”


  Oh, he did, did he? Maybe he just didn’t have the right kind of pressure on him. Though I knew my asinine idea could backfire in my face and get us both caught, I couldn’t resist the urge to make Shaw look stupid. Wade was still going on and on about what an asset Shaw was to Striker, how the company he’d helped build from the ground up was a better place because Shaw graced it with his presence, how the accounts he’d wrangled were among the most coveted. I was sick to my stomach. Shaw had screwed up, and he was being showered with praise. So since I knew he couldn’t do a damn thing about it, I unfastened his pants and pulled his cock out.


  No idea why I’d done that, but the ball was in the air on a Hail Mary and there was no turning back now. Oh, Shaw tried to stop me, but without throwing a monkey wrench into all the admiration that was coming his way, he couldn’t.


  How was it possible that the man was hard? I supposed I shouldn’t have been surprised that compliments gave him a boner, but Jesus. I’d always thought the extent of his egomania had been an overexaggeration of my own imagination. Apparently not.


  Shaw shifted in his chair, desperately trying to get me to release his cock.


  “You look surprised, Matthews.”


  I bet he did. It was all I could do to contain my snickering.


  “This isn’t the first time I’ve ever given you a compliment, is it?”


  “Um, no.” Shaw cleared his throat when I licked the tip of his cock. “No, sir.” I could’ve sworn his voice had raised an octave. “It’s just that I didn’t expect one after what had happened. But, um, thank you.”


  I took him fully into my mouth, and as I did so, my head hit the bottom of the drawer above me, which forced Shaw to shift again in his seat to account for the sound. But I didn’t let go. Not even when he slipped a hand under the desk to try to push me off. Hooking the insides of his thighs, I held my place.


  Wade hadn’t a clue that his Boy Scout was getting a blow job right in front of him. Though Shaw’s cock was quite large, I was sure Wade had bigger things to worry about. “So, how much damage to our chances?”


  Shaw leaned his upper torso all the way forward so that his hips scooted back in an attempt to pull his cock out of my mouth. It didn’t work. I was locked on tight. Though it was comical to watch him try to disengage while still maintaining a coherent conversation. “Actually, I think you’ll be happy to hear there was none. I got it straight from Rocket’s father that he will definitely be signing with Striker. Congratulations, sir, you got your prize.”


  That certainly called for retaliation. I sucked hard, pulling back and then taking him deep again. Shaw’s grip on my shoulder tightened, but he was no longer trying to shove me off.


  “Holy shit, Matthews! You did it? You got the contract? Well, hell … we need to call a staff meeting and make the official announcement.”


  My teeth scraped the skin, and Shaw’s voice found that octave again. “No, sir.” He paused for a moment before continuing, which gave me the green light to get to work. “I’m sorry, but I didn’t get the contract.”


  Wade got quiet, and I stopped, afraid he might have heard me. “Whalen got it?”


  “Not yet. But I did get the guarantee from Mr. Rockford that his son will sign with our agency. Denver has yet to decide which agent he will go with. Though I feel confident about my chances. In spite of my error in judgment.”


  Over my dead body. I was done playing with him. I wanted him to squirm, to look like an idiot in front of Wade. So I pressed my tongue along the length of his cock as I pulled back, swirling it around the head before taking him in again. Over and over, I repeated the same movement, Shaw’s hidden hand now finding the back of my neck.


  “Yes, well, that’s good news all the same. But I wouldn’t count your chickens before they hatch. Whalen is a formidable opponent. She knows how to suck ’em in.”


  “Oh, she definitely knows how to suck, all right,” Shaw mumbled.


  “I’m sorry, what was that?”


  “Nothing, sir.”


  I took him all the way to the back of my throat and then swallowed. Shaw moaned, and it was all I could do to keep from laughing around the cock in my mouth.


  “Are you okay, Matthews?”


  “Hmm? Yeah, yeah. I’ve just been having this pain in my leg since Vegas. I think I might’ve strained a muscle or something.” And there was the squirm I’d been searching for.


  “You should have that checked out.” Crap! It hadn’t worked. Wade was oblivious.


  “You’re right. I’ll do that as soon as possible.”


  I heard the creak of the chair again as Wade stood. “Okay, well, congratulations on saving the day. I’ll leave you to your work now.”


  He was leaving? No! I’d done all of that for nothing?


  “Thank you. I’d walk you out, but you know, the leg and all.” I hated Shaw Matthews.


  “No need. I know my way around here. Take care of that, you hear?”


  “Will do. Have a good day.” I’d begun to release Shaw, defeated, but he put a stop to that when he fisted my hair. “And, I’m sorry, but could you please ask Ben to come in on your way out? Thanks.”


  The door opened, and I could hear Wade doing just that. Within seconds, Ben was at the threshold. “Yeah, boss?”


  “Lock and close my door, please. I have a very important call to make, and I don’t want to be disturbed for any reason. Understood?” Shaw’s voice was direct and left no room for questioning.


  “You got it,” Ben said, and then I heard two clicks. One for the lock and the other for the door.


  And then Shaw finally looked down at me. His cock was as far in my mouth as it could go without choking me, and he wouldn’t turn me loose. The expression on his face confused me. I wasn’t sure if he was pleased with what he saw or angry. Though I knew he was angry, didn’t I? Of course he was. I’d just tried to sabotage him in front of our boss.


  That might not have been the smartest idea I’d ever had. If that look had been any indication, I’d say I was in for it.


  So I tried to pull away again, stopped once more by Shaw’s hold.


  “Where do you think you’re going, Cassidy?” The smirk he wore resembled that of a cat toying with its meal. “You haven’t finished. Well begun is still only half done, and we both know how strict you are about the follow-through.”


  Pressing his shoulder blades to the back of the chair, Shaw kept control of my head as he backed himself out of my mouth only to roll his hips forward again. “Nice and slow now,” he said.


  As if I had any say in the matter. For a moment, I allowed myself to play with the idea of biting down, but in the end, I decided against it. My last harebrained idea hadn’t exactly worked out in my favor. I was getting lockjaw to prove it.


  “Deeper.”


  I gagged when he pushed too far.


  “Yeah, I like that.”


  He liked that? I sure as hell didn’t. So I put my hand around the base of his cock, keeping him from doing it again. Throwing up all over a man’s crotch while giving him a blow job wouldn’t be sexy in the least, no matter what he thought. He was delusional.


  “Aww, that’s no fun,” he said with a fake pout. “But have it your way.” The grin that followed worried me more than the smirk from before.


  And with good reason.


  Shaw’s hold tightened and he lifted his hips, beginning a series of short but quick thrusts in and out of my mouth. He groaned, watching the whole thing play out like we were two porn stars hamming it up for the camera.


  “Look at me.” His order was a half growl. When I did as directed, he followed up with “Oh, yeah … that’s my good girl.”


  I didn’t know what it was about his words, but the pooling moisture between my legs was no illusion. I loved that I’d pleased him. And it made no sense at all. Suddenly, I felt like that porn star and slipped into the role, clawing at his thigh with one hand and stroking his cock with the other. Meeting the thrust of his hips with the bob of my head, I took him on, hollowing out my cheeks and sucking him hard.


  With a steady rhythm established, Shaw stopped fucking my mouth and let me have my way. And have my way, I did.


  His cock became even more rigid and his body strained as he settled into the chair and braced for what was undoubtedly one hell of a massive orgasm building. Shaw was silent, but I could hear his breaths and a stray grunt here and there. It was taking a lot for him not to make a sound, and the knowledge of that was like a big pat on the back. I was doing that to him. I was making him feel damn good. And I could take his pleasure away at my whim. Power. It was sheer power. But rather than abuse it, I drew confidence from it. Though I’d never wanted to give Shaw any sort of satisfaction, I wanted to give him this.


  So I sucked, and I licked, and I coaxed his orgasm from the pit of its origin. When Shaw’s fingers tightened on the armrests and he went white-knuckled, I knew it was coming. Or, rather, he was. There was no time to figure out whether I was a spitter, a swallower, or none of the above because the release was already there and filling up my mouth. Squeezing my eyes shut, I took it in big gulps and swallowed it down.


  Shaw’s cock went flaccid in my mouth and I finally pulled away, giving the head one last, sweet kiss. And then the jackass attached to it ruined the whole moment when he handed me a tissue from his desk and said, “You missed a spot.” I narrowed my eyes and snatched it from his hand. “Just right there,” he said, pointing at the corner of his own mouth.


  I wiped at the spot and gave him a flippant smile. “Better?”


  “Yep.” He scooted his chair back to give me room to crawl out from under his desk, which I did quickly. “Thanks for cleaning up after yourself. That was pretty cool of you.”


  “You’re not welcome.”


  He laughed, pulling me down into his lap. “I was just joking. Don’t be so mean.”


  “I’m mean?” I jumped out of his lap, prepared to lay into him.


  Shaw put his finger to his lips to stop my rant, then pushed a line on his phone to dial an extension. “Ben?”


  “Yeah, boss?”


  “I need you to print the Kershawn file and make six copies of each contract. And I need it right away for a meeting. Understood?”


  “Roger that. I’m on it.”


  When the line went dead, Shaw walked over to the door and listened. After a moment, he cracked it, then opened it all the way. “You’re free to go,” he said, extending an arm in invitation. Checking myself over to be sure my suit was in fair condition, I stalked past. But not before tucking the used, semen-soiled tissue into his jacket pocket.


  “I’ll get even,” I assured him as I walked away.


  “I’m sure you will.”


  CHAPTER 12


  Shaw


  Cassidy Whalen had just given me every white-collar working man’s ideal fantasy. A blow job from under the desk. The real thing had been a bit more risqué than was safe, and she was damn lucky her stunt hadn’t gotten us caught. In truth, the danger factor had been a serious turn-on, but that was besides the fact.


  Just having her under my desk and knowing she was that close to my cock was enough to give me a hard-on, but when she brazenly pulled it out and then put her mouth on it, I nearly lost all composure. That woman was going to be the death of me. Wade couldn’t leave soon enough. I knew it had all been a game to her, some sick and twisted idea to throw me off. But messing with a man’s cock like that was no game. And I was hell-bent on having her finish what she’d started. To my delight, she hadn’t put up a fight.


  Cassidy could bitch and moan all she wanted, but when it came right down to it, she wanted me every bit as much as I wanted her. Every single second of every single day. So when she’d said she’d get even, some very disturbed part of me had cheered. I was looking forward to it, even if I was a little paranoid.


  “Dude, you got a hit out on you?” Chaz asked.


  “Huh?”


  He laughed, finishing up with drying one freshly washed mug and moving to the next. “You keep looking over your shoulder. Let me guess: you have another psycho stalker.”


  There might have been an incident a few months back with this one chick who’d started writing our marital vows before the stain on the sheets had even dried. I’d tried to let her down easy, but the “I’m not looking for a committed relationship right now” that came out of my mouth went into her ears sounding more like “I wasn’t looking for a committed relationship … until I found you.”


  “Man, I don’t know what it is about you that makes these women so crazy.”


  I shrugged. “What can I say? I’m cursed with a big dick.” All men brag even when it’s a lie. But it isn’t bragging if you can back it up. I could.


  The door opened and Landon walked in with Sasha, which was no surprise; neither was the fact that they were holding hands. But what was a surprise was the kiss on the lips he leaned in to give her, followed by a charming little peck to the tip of her nose, before he reluctantly turned her loose to join Cassidy and the others at their table. I was aware that I was staring, but then again, so was about half the room, all the women swooning even as Sasha gave a girly giggle I hadn’t heard from her before. The color to her cheeks and the way her eyes lit up with the smile she was sporting—also different—left no room for question. She was smitten.


  And so was my friend. Landon’s few steps to his normal place beside me at the corner of the bar was full of confidence and—what were the kids calling it now?—swag. Landon had swag.


  “Holy fuck! When did that happen?” I asked him, sounding a lot like a chick waiting for him to dish the deets. Yes, men talk, too. As much as women love to think they have the market on gossip cornered, they don’t. Bro talk is just a little more sacred because we infuse the bro code into it. Which means we aren’t likely to go blabbing what we know, for fear that our shit will get leaked as well.


  “Last night, man,” Chaz answered for him. “Sasha looked at him and it was just bam, on.”


  Landon laughed. “Shut up and give me a beer.”


  Landon was a very private person. He never talked about his personal life or boasted about the hottie he’d been seeing. Mostly because we all knew he’d been saving himself for Sasha. Not that he’d ever said it out loud. We just knew. The only time a man was ever that protective of a woman was when he cared about her to the core. And Landon was one hell of a badass when it came to Sasha: silent but deadly.


  Chaz reached into the refrigerated locker below the bar and popped the top off a longneck before sliding it across the glossy surface of the bar to Landon. “So how did it go?”


  Landon took a drink, considering the question. “You saw the smile on her face, didn’t you?”


  “Hard to miss,” I answered.


  He gave a self-assured nod that wasn’t ego-driven in the least. “That’s all the answer you need. And her happiness is all I need.”


  Chaz gave Landon’s arm a playful punch. “Yeah, and at least I know I won’t have to kick your ass for hurting her.”


  “Nah, she’s had enough hurt, man. I’m going to show her what it’s like to be with a real man now.”


  “Well, I say it’s about time you two got together. It took her long enough to get there, but all that matters is that she did.” I gave him a congratulatory clap on the back that he damn well deserved. And he wasn’t the only one. “What about you, Chaz?”


  But Chaz hadn’t heard a word I’d said; he was watching Demi as she came through the door and walked across the room to join her friends at their regular table. The smile she gave him was beyond flirtatious. So was the demure “Hey, Chaz” and the finger wave.


  “Are you ever going to get off your ass and do anything about that?” I asked. No idea why I suddenly thought I was the king of relationship advice, but it was pouring out of me without a filter.


  “Dude, she walks in and my dick gets hard.” He adjusted himself to prove it. “I’m just glad I work behind the bar, so no one can see it. I can’t even hook up with anyone else to try to fuck her out of my mind, because every time I try”—he nodded toward the table where the object of his affection sat giggling, no doubt over Sasha’s retelling of her date with Landon—“the cock-block brigade squashes it. I’m surprised they haven’t cut off my hands so I can’t jack off. Don’t think Quinn hasn’t threatened it, either.”


  Oh, I was sure of it.


  Landon lifted his beer to his lips. “I think you should just get over yourself and ask her out already.”


  “Says the man who sat back quietly and waited for the chick to do all the dirty work,” Chaz countered.


  The bottle cap Chaz had left sitting on the glossy wood went sailing through the air, and he ducked, narrowly escaping it. The three of us laughed as he retaliated by whipping the towel across the bar, just missing Landon.


  “At least I didn’t let something as silly as a paycheck keep me from being with the one I wanted.”


  “Hey, I’m a man. And as a man, I need to be the man. And a man is a man is a man.”


  Landon and I looked at each other and burst out laughing.


  “And a paycheck is going to prove you’re a man?”


  “Easy enough for you to say. You and Cassidy make about the same.”


  I choked on my beer. “Whoa! What?” There were a thousand and one words I wanted to say in that moment, and not one of them would come out, but I did manage three: “What the fuck?”


  “Nice,” Landon said. “You’re just going to throw it out there like that, Chaz? No finesse, no easing into it, just … bam!” He shook his head in disbelief. “You’re right, you are a man.”


  Chaz shrugged. “What?” Then he looked at me. “Ah, shit, man. Are you okay? You look like you’re going to be sick.”


  That was because I was going to be sick. “Why … why would you say something like that?”


  Landon cut off the words Chaz had been about to say. “I’ll handle this, if you don’t mind.” Landon faced me then, not looking entirely comfortable about the situation. “We could be way off base here, and you may not even want to talk about it, which would be fine, but we’ve noticed that you seem to be really distracted by Cassidy—”


  I shushed him before he could continue; hearing him say her name out loud made me paranoid as hell. The chick table was far enough away, but these particular chicks had ears like parabolic microphones.


  Landon gave me an apologetic look and made the necessary alteration: “You seem to be distracted by a certain young lady we all know and love.”


  Know? Yes. Love? Not in a million years. “Speak for yourself,” I said, taking a poetic gulp of my beer. “You’re confusing love with hate. It’s a common mistake.”


  “Well, you know what they say, thin line and all, man.” Chaz wasn’t helping matters.


  “Yes, and denial isn’t just a river in Egypt,” Landon threw in for good measure. “When two people compete so heavily against each other, it’s usually out of a mutual respect. I’m guessing you choose to go up against her because you know she’s the only person who can keep up with you. Imagine how that might play over into the bedroom.” He laughed.


  I didn’t have to; I already knew the answer. Well, not so much the bedroom as my office, her office, the boardroom, and a dark alley. My little buddy perked up at the memories.


  “In fact,” Landon continued, though I wished he’d stop, “this thing between you and her is textbook playground behavior. A little boy tugging on a little girl’s pigtails isn’t any different from you kidnapping the account up for grabs and playing keep-away with her. Negative attention is better than no attention at all.”


  “Awww,” Chaz cooed. “Shaw’s got a crush.”


  There was nothing more disturbing than seeing a tatted-up, muscle-bound bald guy get all mushy with a dreamy gleam in his eyes. The guy wore a leather cuff, blue jeans, a tight T-shirt, and combat shitkickers, for Christ’s sake. It just wasn’t right.


  I felt cornered, like they were ganging up on me. “Don’t you have some work to do, beer wench? Those customers at the other end look like they’re about to climb over the bar and get their own drinks.” It wasn’t only a distraction; it was the truth.


  Chaz glanced over to see for himself, flipped me off, and then headed in that direction.


  I turned my attention back to Landon. “Where did all this come from, anyway?”


  He got comfortable against the bar. “Extensive training in observation is part of my military background. I’ve a keen eye for human behavior. It’s how I knew it would be better to sit back and wait for Sasha to come to me, rather than to approach her.


  “See, each and every time she dated someone who asked her out, it ended almost as soon as it began. Sasha has this innate need to fix people, so the guys she dated were always charity cases. She’d do her thing, and maybe things were okay for a little while, but their presence in her life was conditional, based on whether she continued to give without taking anything for herself. And it always ended the same. They selfishly used her up, and then when she needed them the most, they were never there to rescue her. A thing like that will take a toll on a person. There was never any balance, so those relationships were doomed to failure. She needed to see who would be there for her in the very same capacity that she was there for him.”


  “And that has what to do with me, Dr. Phil?”


  “Balance,” he said simply. “All the constant back-and-forth between you two means that, like with a seesaw, one of you is always up and the other is always down. The rapid and extreme highs and lows make everything else appear distorted. Your mind needs more than a moment with both your feet on the ground to regain clarity. Otherwise, bad decisions are made. Like, say, a trip to Vegas that ends with you behind bars and in the company of some interesting characters.” He laughed again when I rolled my eyes. “All I’m saying is, an unstable mind is a clinically insane mind, my friend.”


  It sounded really insightful, but it just wasn’t me. “Landon, I love you, man, but you’re wrong about this one.”


  “Okay,” he conceded and then looked away. The discussion was over. That was one of the things I liked so much about Landon. He was uncomfortable about getting in my business, but on the very rare occasion when he did, he was never pushy about it.


  Damn … was he right, though? Giving him the once-over, I took in all the calm and confidence that oozed from his pores. His eyes had seen a lot, even if his youth made that seem impossible. If there were such a thing as past lives, I would swear he had lived a thousand.


  I glanced over my shoulder at Cassidy, watching as she gathered her things to leave. For a split second, she looked up at me and our eyes met. I could see her on the other end of that seesaw, a wicked grin in place as she prepared to catapult into the air and send me crashing back down to the ground. As if she were reading my mind, a smile tugged at the corner of her mouth when she walked past me and toward the door. She was up at bat, and I had no clue what she had in store for me. It was in that moment that everything Landon had said became clear.


  I swallowed what was left of my beer and took a couple tens out of my wallet, putting them on the bar as I stood. “Catch you guys later.”


  Chaz nodded. “Later, man.”


  Landon gave me a quiet salute, but the knowing in his eyes congratulated me on finally getting it. And then I was out the door, hot on the trail of Cassidy Whalen.


  Landon was right. My problem as of late was that everything had been off-kilter and it mucked with my brain and my cock. It was time for me to regain some balance. And the only way I knew how to do that was for Cassidy and me to be even.


  Cassidy


  Outside my apartment door, I dug in my bag for my keys, wishing Quinn were on the other side waiting for me with a large glass of wine. I missed my old roomie. He could always make the end of a really crappy day better, with some Chunky Monkey or much needed dose of alcohol. I was mentally and physically exhausted, my body bordering on a complete shutdown. My movements were purely instinctive at this point—unlocking the door, flicking on the light, shutting the door, stepping into the empty room, yadda, yadda, yadda.


  Going directly to my bedroom, I ignored my growling stomach’s demand for food. The shower was calling my name, and the promise of its pelting spray against my aching muscles was difficult to ignore. Shedding my clothes, I examined the cause of my current debilitation. The answer came readily and was really no surprise: Shaw Matthews.


  My mental fatigue lay on Shaw’s broad shoulders. I’d racked my brains all day trying to devise some way to outsmart him and had fallen short. Everything I had come up with could backfire right in my face. I had to be careful with how I handled things and not give Denver the wrong idea.


  The physical exhaustion was a result of the constant stress of waiting for the other shoe to fall. Again, Shaw’s fault. I was walking the razor’s edge, my entire body wound so tight, I was surprised I didn’t explode and fly across the room like a deflated balloon.


  The steam and heat from the shower helped alleviate some of the stiffness from my neck and shoulders, but I could use some more downtime before I turned in for the night. I slipped my plush cotton robe on, eliminating the need for pajamas, and headed for the terrace.


  Settling into my favorite spot—which I’d aptly dubbed “the nook”—on the padded chaise lounge, I knew this was my haven. The spot where I could gaze up at the stars and unwind from whatever crap life handed me. It rejuvenated me, mind, body, and soul. I closed my eyes, feeling the breeze play across my face. The steady buzz of the city below was better than any white-noise machine. I could feel myself sinking deeper and deeper into the cushions, my muscles growing heavy with fatigue. And with every passing second, the tension left my body, until I resembled nothing more than a wet sponge.


  A faint clicking disrupted my silent reverie, but my heavy lids refused to budge. Quinn hadn’t told me he had planned to show up tonight, but he rarely called ahead.


  “Quinn? Is that you?”


  “You know, you shouldn’t leave your door unlocked,” came a deep, rich voice that left goose bumps along my flesh and penetrated my chest to explode and disperse a thousand microbeads of warmth to all of my body parts.


  That definitely wasn’t Quinn’s voice. I jumped up and turned around in my seat, coming face-to-face with none other than Shaw Matthews.


  “What are you doing here? How did you get in?” I looked back through the windows toward the door as if the answer were somehow going to be there.


  “I just told you. You left your door unlocked.”


  Searching my memory, I mentally went back in time to find the information that would prove him wrong, but I came up short. I’d been so exhausted when I’d come in that I probably hadn’t bothered with the lock, which was weird because it had seemed like everything else had been on autopilot and that was definitely part of my normal routine.


  “No worries; it’s locked now.” The sound of his voice brought me back to the present, and I snapped to, finding Shaw ogling my chest. I looked down. It seemed that in my hasty clamoring to get a visual of my intruder, the top of my robe had come loose, and loads of nakedness was now on display.


  “Hey, my eyes are up here, Matthews,” I said, shutting down the free peep show.


  “Well, if your cleavage would stop staring at me …”


  God, what was it about that snarky grin that made my vagina so damn happy to see it?


  “Aren’t you on probation or something? Can’t you get in trouble for breaking and entering?”


  Shaw cocked his head to the side and regarded me with something mischievous lurking behind those not-so-innocent blue eyes. “Didn’t you go to law school? I’m not on probation, and again, the door was unlocked, so I didn’t break anything.”


  “Fine. You entered without permission, though.”


  Shaw leaned over and whispered, “There’s no law against entering.”


  “Yes, there is. It’s called unlawful trespassing.” When he sat on the end of the chaise, right between my legs, I got flustered. “What are you doing?”


  He ignored me. “So call the police.” His hand was now stroking the inside of my leg, and my first thought wasn’t to kick him off but that I was thankful I’d just shaved. Clearly, I was an idiot whose priorities were way out of whack.


  “I should.” Yep, that was all I could muster.


  And Shaw’s hand was sliding higher. “Do it.”


  “I will.”


  But I sat there, unmoving and barely breathing.


  Shaw, on the other hand, was pushing back the flaps of my robe to get a better view of my naked thighs. And that wasn’t the only thing under there that was naked. “Well?” he finally said.


  Distraction. I needed a distraction. “What are you doing here?”


  The snarky grin was back, and before I knew it, Shaw had gripped my hips and pulled me toward him. Not only that, but at the same time, his head forced my thighs apart and his hot, wet mouth descended upon my exuberant vagina.


  Well, that was one way to answer the question, I supposed.


  His tongue made a long sweep of my pussy from back to front, and then his lips closed around my clit with a lingering suck that nearly drove me mad.


  “Oh, God. I … I w-want you t-to …” Closing my eyes, I growled in my frustration at not being able to get the words out. “I want you to leave.”


  “No, you don’t. You should want me to leave, and that’s what your brain is ordering you to say, but your mouth had an awfully hard time telling the lie, didn’t it?”


  His mouth wasn’t having a hard time with anything. Not even while words were coming out of it. Jesus, he was good.


  “You think you’re so smart? Tell me, Shaw … how many licks does it take to get to the juicy center of a Cassidy Pop?” Where in the world had that come from?


  Shaw stopped and quirked an eyebrow, wondering the same thing, I was sure. “One … if you start there. Of course we could always test that theory, but I can’t guarantee I won’t take a bite before the test is complete.”


  His warm breath mixed with the cool night air with each word he spoke, a concoction that elicited a sensation I’d never felt before. I craved more of it. And Shaw gave it when he hovered over my pussy and simply moaned. And then he descended again, his lips working in the same way there as they did on my mouth when he kissed me.


  I was powerless to stop him. I wanted what he was giving so generously. And his head moving between my thighs was an incredible sight to behold. Slowly and methodically, he devoured me. A nice drawn-out tease, followed by the intention to please, was the source of my undoing.


  His tongue lapped at my clit, becoming faster and more urgent. Christ, I needed something to hold on to, and the chaise wasn’t doing the job, so I fisted his hair. Shaw must have liked that because he moaned against my hypersensitive flesh and brought his mouth even closer, burying his face in my pussy.


  The silky warmth of his tongue mixed with the textured scruff of his face drove me mad, aching for release. And just when I thought it might be mine, Shaw backed off, but not fully away.


  “Uh-uh-uh,” he said, kissing the inside of my thigh. “Not yet.”


  He used his hand then, the tips of his fingers massaging my clit, slowly and fully, in maddening circles. I heard myself moan, a sound that was more like a pathetic pout. Or had it been a plea? Either way, Shaw found it amusing. His quiet chuckle and subsequent groan of approval made me want to please him even more so I could hear it again.


  Long fingers stroked me, and his mouth returned to shower my wanton flesh with delicate kisses. Spreading my folds, Shaw watched as he toyed with my clit some more, blowing his breath across the engorged bud and enjoying the way it made me squirm. I arched my back, trying to draw his mouth closer, but I was again chastised. “Behave,” he warned, and then he slapped at my clit.


  However sick it might make me, I liked it. And I wanted him to do it again. So I grabbed his hair and tried to force him closer. “Please?”


  I was rewarded with another punishing slap. Only this time, I moaned out loud, giving away my secret pleasure. His exhalation was audible; so was the growl. Shaw was again well pleased. And insatiable.


  As his mouth tasted me again, it had nothing to do with my pleasure; rather, it was for his. He licked and sucked at my clit, his tongue exploring every hidden nuance of my folds. For every drop of my juices he tried desperately to claim as his own, my body was more than willing to supply even more.


  Something otherworldly was building inside me, expanding until I thought it would burst forth from my body, causing me to spontaneously combust into nothingness. But Shaw wasn’t oblivious to it. Despite his submergence, he read my body and took note of every telltale sign. I was there, just on the cusp. Any microsecond, I was going to …


  Shaw pulled back again, thwarting my orgasm.


  I growled. Loudly. The sound echoed through the white noise of the city below. And then I grabbed his face, forcing him to my mouth. Jesus, I tasted so good on his lips. Licking and suckling them, I became something I’d never been before. My tongue pushed inside, dominantly taking over and having my fill. Shaw indulged me for only a moment before he pushed away and held my shoulders to the back of the chaise.


  “Stop.”


  Of course, I ignored him and lunged forward to stroke the bulge in his pants, which I could only barely see by the light of the stars and moon. Oh, my God. He was so big, so hard. My eyes closed, and I bit my lip as I massaged him through his clothes. I wanted him. Inside me. Deep and hard. But I was again denied when Shaw grabbed my hands and pinned my wrists together while wrapping them in his tie, which I hadn’t even seen him remove. Yet that didn’t seem to be satisfactory for him, because he lifted my arms, pushing them back and around the top of the chaise, tightening the restraint until I could feel the pull in my muscles. There would be no escaping until Shaw decided to free me.


  “There. That’s much better,” he said. His fingers ghosted over my cheek to my jaw and neck, my collarbones, and then just under the lapel of my robe. “Your skin is so soft.” His voice was a whisper of his touch. And then he yanked the lapels open, revealing my naked breasts fully.


  I gasped. Both in surprise and excitement. A cool breeze drifted in from the bay and kissed my nipples, hardening the raised buds to a pucker. Shaw took my body’s reaction as an invitation and covered one with his hot mouth, the other with a kneading squeeze of his hand. I squirmed, trying to find some much needed friction to my pussy, but I was denied even the relief of rubbing my thighs together, because Shaw’s presence there made it impossible.


  He sucked my nipple into his mouth, his tongue teasing it even as he pulled back to scrape it with his teeth. Lapping at it again and again before gifting me with the hard pull, he was the master of control. And I had none at all.


  My back arched with the same degree of my surprised gasp when Shaw plunged two thick fingers deep inside me. I’d been so distracted, I hadn’t expected the move—not that I was complaining in the least. He didn’t even give me the chance to recuperate before his fingering became exact, fast and hard. Thrusting in and out at a maddening pace, he looked right into my eyes. The expression on his face was sure and confident, arrogant. He knew, without a doubt, that he’d hit the mark.


  Pushing all the way in to the knuckles, his fingers worked back and forth, manipulating my G-spot. “Do you want to come, Cassidy?”


  I couldn’t talk. I could only barely breathe. But my head was surprisingly capable of a nod.


  “When?” he asked, pulling out and then pushing back in to toy with the spot again. “Now?”


  My hips pushed into his hand as much as he would allow and I closed my eyes, feeling the sensation build from somewhere down low. I moaned, quietly, biting down on my lip and letting my head lull to the side.


  Shaw leaned in, his lips at my neck. “Oh, yeah. You’re so close,” he whispered against my skin.


  I wanted to feel his skin against mine, but he was still fully dressed—with the exception of his tie, that was. Even still, I’d take the warmth of his body through his clothes if he would just come closer. I arched into him, and he pulled back again. It didn’t matter; I was there. I was going to come. I bore down hard, the muscles in my body clenching in preparation.


  And then he stopped again.


  My body sagged in defeat. As the torturous sensation once again ebbed, I wanted to cry.


  And then he started back at the beginning. Over and over again, Shaw brought me to the brink of release and then denied it, proving that my pleasure was only his to give. I enjoyed every painstaking second of the build and hated every abrupt departure. I tried to hide my tells, but Shaw couldn’t be fooled.


  His lips brushed mine, tenderly. An act that contradicted the cocky gleam in his eye. He was enjoying the power he held. And I wasn’t even angry with him because of it. This was what Shaw did. He challenged me, made me want the win more than I’d wanted anything else in my entire life. Whether it was a client, the partnership, or simply an orgasm. He pushed me. And I rallied in response to it.


  I was acutely aware that he could choose to torture me all night and into the morning, never giving me release. He could walk away right then, leaving me bound and exposed to the world. He could even whip out his phone and take pictures or record a video with which to blackmail me.


  But he wouldn’t.


  He wouldn’t because he and I had an understanding of each other. He wouldn’t because he and I both knew that he’d want the chance to do this again.


  So when he buried his face between my thighs, I relished the feeling for as long as he would allow it. Spreading myself wide for him, I watched his head move back and forth, and I committed the sight to memory. But no sight was better than the expression in his eyes when he looked up at me and gifted me with the view of his tongue working my plump clit.


  And then those magical fingers joined in on the party, working me from the inside while his lips, teeth, and tongue handled the business on the outside. Even though I knew he’d probably only deny me again, I couldn’t ignore the mounting surge in my abdomen. I didn’t even bother to try to hide it from him—his will would win out in the end either way.


  I moaned and rolled my hips against his face, meeting the pace of his fingers thrust for thrust. Shaw’s head moved back and forth, up and down, missing nothing. And then his teeth bit into the flesh just above my clit, and I gasped, not expecting the pain. But it was a different sort of pain, a sting that was every bit as welcome as the sweep of his tongue over the same place to ease it. He’d marked me. And I was okay with it.


  Hardly missing a beat, his attention went back to my clit, the tip of his tongue flicking back and forth, coaxing it to do its part even as his long fingers did the same with that glorious bit inside me. The dual sensations of his mouth and fingers, the sounds of the night, my exposure to anyone who might be watching through the windows of the buildings surrounding us, and the cool breeze from the bay, which battled the rising heat of my body … they were all too much. My head fell back and I looked up at the stars in the sky, silently begging the universe to have mercy.


  And then it happened. I closed my eyes, and the orgasm I’d been waiting for took flight like a shooting star. It soared higher and higher, leaving a trail of fire in its wake, until it exploded into a million smaller bodies of light that littered the metaphorical sky.


  Shaw gripped my hips, keeping me close to his mouth as he continued to lick and suck and work my pussy. I’d never come so hard. The anticipation had nearly killed me, but when the moment finally came, it was indescribable. The sweet, sweet torture had been worth the reward, and I wanted to thank the man responsible for it—but, of course, I wouldn’t.


  Shaw looked up at me, his tongue making a languid sweep of his lips. “Now we’re even.”


  I couldn’t talk. I wasn’t able to form coherent words yet, though it appeared there was no need. Shaw stood, loosened the binding at my wrists to reclaim his tie, and then walked away without another word. My arms were sore, but I managed to sit up and turn to see him move through my apartment and out my door.


  Pulling my robe closed, I sank back into my chair with an unexpected smile on my face. “Indeed we are,” I said to the night.


  For the first time, I started to see Shaw in a different light, and I realized that the things about him that irked me so much were also the things that drew me to him. He was abrasive and cocky, but he was the only person who could exhibit any kind of control over me. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. Although I knew I should be superpissed at myself, some girly part inside of me got all warm and fuzzy over the idea. Maybe it was then that I realized I wasn’t the typical woman. Romance and niceties didn’t do it for me. I wanted a gentleman with a firm hand who could make me feel like a woman needing to be tamed. It was almost therapeutic to relinquish the carefully orchestrated, obsessive control over every detail in my life. If even for a moment. I supposed I should thank Shaw for that. Sinking even deeper into my postcoital bliss, I knew I wouldn’t.


  CHAPTER 13


  Shaw


  Today was going to be a very good day.


  Everything was set and in place: the luxury private jet I’d chartered was primed and running, the weather was clear, the pilot was on board and through all his checks, the attendant was tending to the hors d’oeuvres, and the bar was fully stocked. All that was missing was the guest of honor and the key to my future prosperity, Denver “Rocket Man” Rockford.


  Yes, we were going on another adventure together, but this time, we’d both be on our very best behavior. The intended destination this time around was for business, not pleasure. All the key decision makers for Detroit were on standby and waiting for our arrival. I was going to walk Denver through the whole process and show him exactly what I could do for him as his agent. Nothing was going to stop me from bringing home the win; I was more determined than ever to nab it for my own.


  Admittedly, I’d been pacing back and forth and checking my watch every few minutes, afraid he wouldn’t show or that he’d cause our takeoff to be delayed. When the car I’d sent for him pulled onto the tarmac, I’d never been more relieved. A quick bolt to the latrine to check myself over in the mirror found everything in place. I was more nervous than a kid going on his first date, mostly because I’d set up this meeting more than two weeks ago, when the announcement that Denver was on the hunt for a new agent first broke. It was a huge risk, but I’d been so confident that I’d have him signed by now. I didn’t. Much to my dismay. Cassidy’s game had been a whole hell of a lot stronger than I’d originally anticipated, and I was lucky that Denver had even agreed to the trip after our last debacle. Otherwise, I wouldn’t just look like an idiot to myself; the whole Detroit football staff would write me off.


  But this … this was my big chance, and everything was lining up perfectly.


  “Good afternoon, Mr. Rockford. Welcome aboard,” the flight attendant said. “I’ll take your luggage, sir.”


  With my winning smile in place, I emerged from the bathroom to greet him. “Rocket! Hey, man! You’re just in time.”


  But my excitement got caught in my throat in much the same way it would have if someone had grabbed me by the balls and given them a twist. Denver turned to offer his hand and assistance to an uninvited guest. Well, uninvited by me, anyway.


  “Look who decided to join us!” he said with way more enthusiasm than I could have mustered.


  “Miss me, Matthews?” Cassidy stood there, dressed in a little black number that clung to every curve she had. Some I’d known about, others I hadn’t. Wasn’t sure how that could be possible when I’d seen the woman naked more than once, but the truth was the truth. And her hair was down, cascading over her bare shoulders like liquid fire that wanted to get in on the clinging action. It was safe to say she definitely was not there on business.


  “You gotta be fucking kidding me,” I mumbled under my breath. Forget how sexy she looked. She was on my goddamn jet, on my dime, with my client. Just raining all over my parade like a monsoon.


  But I couldn’t lose my shit in front of Denver.


  “Cassidy,” I greeted her with a false smile. “How is it that you came to join us?”


  She didn’t have to answer because Denver jumped all over the question before she could. It was quite heroic. “Oh, I asked her, man. Hope that was okay?”


  My smile stayed plastered in place, though it was hard to swallow around the lie that coated my tongue. “Absolutely okay. The more the merrier.”


  “Mr. Matthews, the captain is ready for takeoff. If you’ll all take your seats and fasten your seat belts, we’ll be on our way.” Our stewardess was quite the looker. I’d handpicked her specifically, not for my benefit but as one more way to make a good impression on Denver.


  “Thank you, … Annette,” I said, reading her name tag. If the smile she gave was any indication, I’d say she was flirting with me. Though I supposed she might have just been doing her job. Then again, I was Shaw Matthews.


  Someone cleared her throat—no surprise who that might have been—and the exchange came to an abrupt end. Turning my attention and my smile back to my guests, I gestured toward the ivory leather couches that lined either side of the passenger cabin. Denver motioned for Cassidy to go ahead of him, like any gentleman would do, and then he followed, sitting next to her and fastening his own belt. Beads of sweat took up residence on his forehead, and his face was pallid, ghostly.


  “You good, man?” I asked as I took my seat across from them. The culprit behind the sudden onset of his discomfort wasn’t anything new to me.


  Denver rested his head against the seat. “Yeah. Got it taken care of already.”


  Cassidy looked between us, confused. “Got what taken care of?”


  “No alcohol this time, okay, buddy?”


  He chuckled. “Not to worry. Vegas was a very hard lesson to learn, but learn I did.”


  “Is someone going to fill me in?” Cassidy sat forward and pegged Denver with a stare he couldn’t easily avoid.


  A nonchalant shrug was the precursor to his explanation. “I have this thing about flying, in that it scares the shit out of me.” He gave a nervous laugh. “So my doc prescribed this sedative that technically shouldn’t be mixed with alcohol.”


  “Oh.” The aha moment registered in her eyes first and then dinged through all the checkpoints in her body like a pinball, until she relaxed back into her seat again.


  “Yep. So, sorry, but I’ll be knocked out in no time.”


  It was my turn to shine again. “Hey, the bed in the private cabin is really comfortable. As soon as the captain says we’re good on the seat belts, you should crash. It’s a four-and-a-half-hour flight, so that’s more than enough time for a nap.”


  “Right on. Good looking out, man.”


  “Wait. This thing has a bedroom?”


  I kept my laugh in check, but it pulled at the corner of my mouth all the same. “Of course it does.”


  “That had to cost Striker a pretty penny. How did you get Wade to agree to it?”


  I did laugh this time. “Wade didn’t need to agree to it, because Striker isn’t paying for this trip. I am.”


  Cassidy’s brows lifted in surprise, then furrowed. She certainly hadn’t expected that twist. And now she knew exactly the lengths to which I was willing to go for the win. Would she meet me tit for tat? I doubted it.


  The plane began taxiing down the runway, picking up speed as it went. I held on to my armrests, not saying or thinking about anything more than a safe takeoff. Unlike Denver, I didn’t get freaked out about flying, though I had to admit that takeoffs and landings made me a little nervous.


  Denver’s eyes were clamped shut, and he was holding on for dear life, but Cassidy sat unaffected. In that dress. With her legs crossed at the knee and her gorgeous calves on display, like a pinup model posing for a calendar shoot. The four-and-a-half-hour flight was going to seem twice as long if I had to look at her for the duration.


  In no time at all, we were off the ground and in the air. Denver was sweating bullets and looked like he might want his mommy. It was almost poetic to see a hulking mountain of a man show such vulnerability. Fear of flying wasn’t his only weakness, though. During our trip to Vegas, he’d also told me about his fears of clowns and miniature dogs. If anyone ever wanted to scare the shit out of the man, all they’d have to do would be to dress a Chihuahua in a clown suit and sit it next to him on a plane. He’d likely never survive the takeoff.


  The captain came over the intercom and went into his spiel about our altitude and anticipated time of arrival. After he gave us the all clear to move about the cabin, a nearly knocked out Denver got to his unsteady feet.


  “Oh, let me help you,” Cassidy said, shedding her seat belt and standing so quickly that the two of them almost butted heads.


  Denver put his hands out to gain some semblance of balance. “It’s okay. I’ve got it.”


  “Here, let me.” Standing as well, I hooked his arm over my shoulder and took some of his weight, which felt like all of my own.


  Annette, our very lovely stewardess, led the way to the back cabin. Once inside, Denver fell, face-first, onto the bed. Out like a light. Without being asked, my beautiful assistant carefully removed his shoes and placed a pillow under his head; he immediately grabbed it and hugged it tight.


  “Thank you,” I whispered.


  “It’s my pleasure, Mr. Matthews. Is there anything I can get for you and your other guest at this time?”


  I looked toward the main cabin. All the preparation I’d put into the flight alone had cost me a fortune, yet I had a feeling most of the refreshments would go untouched. “We can handle the drinks. Why don’t you make yourself and the captain a plate and take it easy?”


  The smile she wore was one of the most beautiful and sincere I’d ever seen. Under different circumstances—though I wasn’t sure anymore what those circumstances would be and why they weren’t the case now—I probably would’ve ended up fucking her in the galley.


  “Are you sure?” she asked.


  With a sigh, I nodded. I had no clue how Cassidy had come to be on my jet, or why she was dressed like a night out on the town was part of the agenda, but I intended to find out.


  “Very well, then. I’ll excuse myself to the service cabin. If you change your mind, you need only pick up the telephone.” With another breathtaking smile, she took her leave. I watched as she did so, admiring the gentle sway of her hips. But the sight didn’t have the same effect on me as it might have once upon a time. Maybe the culprit behind my indifference was the near-obsessive thought that kept rumbling around in my head like Jack’s giant in search of his golden egg–laying goose.


  Only my golden goose wasn’t Denver, like I had originally thought. It was Cassidy. Dammit. When had that happened?


  Closing the ultrathin door to the private cabin where Denver was now sawing some serious logs, I made my way into the main sitting area. Cassidy was thumbing through a magazine—Sports Illustrated, not Cosmo—like she hadn’t a care in the world, while I was trying desperately to come to grips with my mounting jealousy.


  Jealousy wasn’t an emotion I was used to feeling. Hell, I’d cut myself off from feeling most emotions, in fact; it was just better for business. Some of the biggest mistakes made in the industry happened because agents got their feelings hurt. I had no intention of being one of those agents, but something had to be done about all this “what the fuck is she doing here with him” that had attached itself to the left side of my brain and was sucking the life out of my ability to think rationally.


  I didn’t know what Cassidy saw when she looked up to find me coming at her, but it was clear by the expression in her eyes that it was both unexpected and welcome. There was no warning even to myself—then again, I wasn’t thinking rationally—before I’d snatched her up, crushed the devastating curves of her body against me, and claimed her mouth.


  Mine.


  Cassidy


  Holy something wicked this way comes, Batman!


  Shaw marched toward me with purpose in his long stride, anger in the hard lines of his face, and pure lust in his eyes. Jesus, what a sight.


  But it was nothing compared to the way he hoisted me up as if I didn’t weigh a thing and fit my form perfectly to his. The warmth of his body, the scent of his skin, the control of his kiss … a kiss that made every passionate exchange in chick flicks look like a peck on the cheek by comparison. Shaw’s lips were soft yet firm, slow in the way they moved against mine with expert control. His fingers pressed into my skin, drawing me impossibly closer, while his tongue made an appearance to coax an invitation to mingle with my own. The invitation was accepted, and I didn’t even bother to fake opposition.


  Oh, God … his mouth. His glorious, glorious mouth. I was instantly reminded of everything Shaw could and had done with it. His lips, teeth, and tongue made promises that didn’t need to be spoken aloud because I was very much aware that he could deliver.


  I was a goner. Done for. Crippled by his physical presence and drunk on the taste of him.


  And then he moved to my neck, showing no mercy to the spot that joined my shoulder. It was my weakness, the place where the direct path to my pleasure began, and he knew it. “Why are you with him?” he asked without slowing his assault.


  I could’ve told him I was there to keep an eye on Denver, since he had been so careless with the quarterback of late. I could’ve said I wanted to use the vantage point to track his movements in order to outmaneuver him. I could’ve told him I simply wanted to be a thorn in his side. But I didn’t. I didn’t because I knew that any one of those truths would have given him too much satisfaction. And there was only one way in which I was interested in satisfying him.


  I took control then, forcing him to trade places. There was little resistance. Nuzzling his neck, I inhaled deeply, intoxicated by his scent. With a nip to his skin that made his hardened cock flinch against my stomach, I grinned victoriously to myself while moving along the taut tendon there to his ear. “Why do you care?”


  My response was dubious, not at all what he’d wanted to hear. And he made damn sure I knew it.


  Fisting the hair at my nape, he drew my head back and forced me to look at him. His eyes darkened to the color of storm clouds. “Answer the goddamn question, Cassidy.”


  “Because I want to be.” It was the partial truth.


  His jaw ticked. “I’m not okay with that.”


  “I don’t recall asking your permission.”


  “Why do you insist on making me crazy?” Palming my breast, he squeezed hard, as if he were punishing me for the response. Little did he realize, I liked it. A lot.


  Wicked intent was in the driver’s seat of my next words: “Because I can.”


  He growled, roughly shoving his big hands under my dress to grab my ass. But he didn’t stop there. With a grip that made me wince with the sort of pain I found to be quite pleasurable, he lifted me from the floor, forcing me to hold on or fall. Though I had a feeling falling would not have been an option, as it would have also provided an escape. Shaw wasn’t going to let me go anywhere until he decided I could.


  I linked my fingers behind his neck, looking down at him with a smirk I knew would taunt him further. “Now what? Are we going to put on a show for the cockpit crew?”


  His brow furrowed.


  “FAA regulations require cameras in the main passenger areas.”


  Shaw looked around the cabin, his eyes finding the proof. Then his frustrated frown got turned upside down. Obviously, he’d come up with a solution. “You’re not getting off that easily,” he warned, and I prayed he didn’t mean it literally. Especially after the torture he’d put me through during our little experiment the other night when he’d brought me to the edge over and over again only to deny my release.


  When he turned and headed toward the back of the plane, I laughed. “What are you going to do, put me in the bed and fuck me right next to Denver?”


  Shaw wasn’t laughing when he said, “I should.” I believed he would have if that was the only option.


  With careful precision, he managed to open the door to the bathroom and walk both of us through before closing it again. The interior of the room was quite impressive, much larger than in a regular passenger plane and decked out, though I shouldn’t have been surprised, given the extravagance of the rest of the jet. But when Shaw put me on the sink counter and got busy with his mouth on my bare shoulder and his hands on pulling down the bodice of my dress to expose my breasts, it was the floor-to-ceiling mirror behind him that seized my attention. Not that what he was doing didn’t feel good, because holy crap did it ever, but I could see it all in that mirror, afforded a view I hadn’t ever been granted before, and it excited me to no end.


  My dress was now pushed up around my waist, and Shaw was making fast work of pulling my arms out of the sleeves to let the top bunch there, too. I was mentally thanking the dress’s designer for the stretchy material while silently hoping it didn’t get stretched out of shape too badly before all was said and done. That wouldn’t look suspicious at all.


  The heat of Shaw’s mouth found the hardened peak of my breast for long, pulling sucks, and I closed my eyes to relish the feeling, though not for long. I didn’t want to miss a thing, and with this new position, I didn’t have to. But the mirror wouldn’t give me a better angle to see what he was doing than simply looking down, so that was what I did. Shaw’s cool blues met my stare with approval. He liked that I wanted to watch, and he gave me a show for it, exaggerating the movement of his tongue and making sure I could see each manipulative flick of my nipple. When he took the whole peak into his mouth and sucked slowly and purposefully, that was the part I liked the best.


  And then his hand was inside my panties, and the seductive groan that always accompanied his first feel of my wetness was my reward. “Shh … you’ll wake Denver,” I warned him.


  “I don’t care” was his jealous response. And that was when it hit me. All of this had been about his little green-eyed monster. Shaw was jealous of Denver. He wasn’t mad that I’d crashed his party—he was peeved that I’d shown up with another man. Some part of me rallied, owned the knowledge, and soared with a hefty boost of confidence.


  So I grabbed his face and forced his mouth to mine to cover a moan of my own. Damn, but his fingers were so very talented and Shaw was in the mood to show off. I spread my legs even wider, arching my back to give him a better angle. The way the man massaged my clit should’ve been an Olympic event, because you better believe that took crazy skills. Biting his lip, I held still, waiting for the orgasm I knew would come at any moment. Yes, he was that good.


  And it did come. I buried my face against his neck and held back my moan as Shaw continued to work me. Hearing his heavy exhalation was all the proof I needed that my release had driven him crazy. At least he was behaving and no longer trying to make sure Denver knew about the naughtiness we were up to.


  When my orgasm subsided, Shaw stripped me of my soaked panties while I released his cock. I wanted him inside me. Even more so when I pushed his pants over his hips and saw how hard and thick he was. It was enough to make a grown woman cry, but instead, I admired the appendage as if it were sculpted art. Except I could touch this sculpture.


  Shaw’s cock was beautiful, with a nice, robust head that sloped into a prominent ridge. Soft skin stretched taut over his rigidity, and the shaft was as tan as the rest of his body. But Jesus, the veins … the veins were plump with the lustful blood that raged through them in that moment.


  “I need to be inside you,” he whispered.


  Yeah, I needed him there, too.


  Taking his cock out of my hands, he bent at the knees and positioned himself at my entrance while scooting me forward until I was only halfway on the edge. And then he pushed the tip inside. Another one of those long, audible exhalations came from him; I looked at his face and nearly came again when I saw his eyes close in ecstasy. There was just something about knowing you could make a man feel that good.


  He pulled back again, opening his eyes and gazing directly into mine as he pushed in once more, going a little deeper.


  “You feel so incredible,” he said, and then his attention went to the place where we were joined. Mine followed, and we both watched as he repeated the retreat and advance, over and over again until he’d worked himself inside.


  The stretch and fill of Shaw’s penetration was unlike any sensation on earth. And the vision of all that masculinity coated in my juices was one I would never forget. Neither would Shaw, if the way he was still watching in rapt fascination was any indication.


  And then, finally, his head fell back and he leaned in, grabbing two handfuls of my ass as his pace quickened. I hugged him to me, holding on and trying desperately to draw him closer, though the feat was impossible. Oh, my God, he felt so good moving inside me, but when he pressed his forehead to my shoulder, that was when the show really began.


  Shaw’s warm breath washed over my bare skin, his fingers dug into the cheeks of my ass, and the muted grunt of each thrust struck right to my core. And right behind him was my new friend, the mirror.


  The tail of his dress shirt was in my way, and I couldn’t have that. I spread my thighs wider, slipping my arms under his and grappling with his shirt, bunching it up in my hands and revealing the treasure it had attempted to hide. The two dimples at the bottom of Shaw’s back congratulated me on my find, while the muscles of his ass clenched and relaxed in time with his thrusts.


  “Holy shit,” I half-whispered, half-moaned, but it didn’t distract Shaw in the least. Neither was he distracted when I bit into his shoulder, though the deeper thrusts were sort of a clue that he’d liked it.


  I should’ve been disgruntled when he pulled back and took my view away, but when it became clear he’d done so to get his grind on—a grind that I got to watch—I was quite all right with it. And hello? Shaw manscaped, so it was soft, hot skin on my engorged clit while a fat, juicy cock was stroking my insides into a knotted-up frenzy of sensation after sensation.


  “You like that?” he asked, and then he nipped at my lip. “Watch me, Cassidy. Watch me fuck you and know that it’s my dick inside you.”


  Shaw pulled almost all the way out then and pushed back in, grinding his groin against my clit again and again. When I made a desperate sound, he put his mouth to my ear. “You want to come on my cock?”


  I bit my lip and clutched him to me, trying like hell to find some sort of purchase with my fingers in his back. The angle granted me the view of his clenching ass again, and I held on tight, letting it feed the need inside me. He smelled so good, and felt so perfect, and looked so sexy. And I swear I could hear my own heartbeat thumping in my chest, the pressure of all that blood taking aim at one spot in the very core of my being and feeding it, and feeding it, and feeding it until it spilled over and flooded my extremities with the unbelievable sensation of my orgasm.


  I bore down, the walls of my pussy pulsing with each wave, squeezing the thick cock still moving inside me. Shaw felt it, too, and he rode it out, taking full advantage.


  The plane started to shake, and I panicked, but Shaw looked at me and shook his head. “I’m not stopping,” he said so fast I barely heard him.


  Leaning back, he watched again as he fucked me, harder and faster, his thrusts becoming shallower. The plane could be falling out of the air for all we knew, and Shaw was still fucking me. The expression on his face was so concentrated, so driven to chase the euphoria that must have been right at his fingertips. We could die before he ever captured it, but he’d use his last breath to make sure he did. What was it about his devil-may-care attitude, his putting his pleasure before our safety that turned me on so much?


  Shaw pulled out, stroking his cock with the same pace and intensity until he gave a grunt and his release spilled onto my pussy in spurting streams. I almost wanted to cheer for his success, but I didn’t have the energy. With a heavy sigh, I rested my head against the mirror behind me, trying to get my heart under control. The turbulence had stopped, the threat to our lives now at bay, but my concern was whether the angry jarring had been enough to wake Denver.


  Shaw must have been concerned, too, because he was grabbing washcloths from the cabinet and getting them wet in the sink beside me. The first he handed off to me, and then he used the other to clean himself up. Once he’d done a thorough job, he went to work on straightening his clothes.


  I had to admit, Shaw had always been meticulous about his appearance. I could tell he took great pride in how he looked, which said a lot. Luckily for him, he was naturally flawless to begin with.


  “Oh,” I said, spotting something on his shoulder. “Sorry. Some of my makeup must have rubbed off.”


  “It’s okay,” he said with a shrug. “I’ve got a jacket.”


  A groggy Denver stirred in the room next to us, and I went stiff.


  Shaw laughed, though quietly. “I’ll slip out and go check on him. You get yourself together and come out when you’re done.”


  “Wait. Why are you being so nice?” I asked warily.


  He fastened his belt and looked in the mirror, running his fingers through his hair. “Because now that I’ve fucked you, I know there’s no chance you’ll be fucking him tonight.”


  My mouth must have dropped open in shock, because Shaw pushed my chin up and then gave a chaste kiss to my lips. “Don’t take too long,” he said, opening the door and leaving before I could get my vocal cords to form any of the profanity I was mentally screaming at him.


  Oh, my God. I was having an illicit affair with Beelzebub.


  CHAPTER 14


  Shaw


  Detroit had pulled out all the stops for Denver’s arrival. Of course, I’d known they would. After all, that was where I’d learned to do the same. It wasn’t every day a superstar quarterback who could have his pick of teams offered his undivided attention, so when he did, you’d better damn well appeal to the things that were most important to him. For Denver, that was money and notoriety.


  A chauffeured Escalade picked us up from the airport and drove us to the stadium, where every major decision maker imaginable was on standby, waiting to greet us. They were all smiles, prepared to say yes to anything Denver might ask for, even if it was their current number one’s head on a silver platter. The owner’s box was loaded down with a buffet fit for a king, while talks of every perk imaginable were flung at Denver from every direction. Dollar signs, dollar signs, dollar signs, and lots of ego stroking. I was surprised there weren’t women stationed under the table to suck off the man of the hour on top of all that, though having a few of the team’s most glamorous cheerleaders arrayed around the room made up for the oversight.


  Denver wasn’t the only man in the spotlight. A lot of claps landed on my back, as well. It felt good, the respect I’d been given. Some of those men had been like fathers to me, but they knew how all of this would go down. Denver hadn’t yet chosen me, but if he did—when he did—they damn sure wanted my support to persuade him to sign with Detroit.


  Cassidy just hovered somewhere in the background, not really a part of the conversations taking place. It wasn’t that they didn’t know who she was, but the fact that she really had no part of this deal meant she represented nothing more than the woman on Denver’s arm. And I was okay with that … this time.


  The tour of Ford Field brought back a whole lot of memories of my time spent there as a teenager. This was where my career as an agent had all begun, where Monty Prather had taken an uneducated kid and turned him into a lean, mean signing machine. Ford Field had been my salvation even before then, keeping me off the streets and out of harm’s way when no one else was there to protect me. Some life-changing moments that I would never forget had happened right there.


  Like the time I witnessed a player having a scene with his wife in front of the whole team after a practice. She’d apparently gotten a call from some chick claiming to have been sleeping with him and had gotten a little psychotic over it. One thing had led to another, and before I knew what was happening, that douche bag had stormed off and left his very hysterical, very hot wife in a crumpled mess in the middle of the field. She’d embarrassed herself for the sake of love, and he’d abandoned her there like she hadn’t mattered in the least. I’d seen it one too many times with my own mother and father, and I’d offered her some comfort. There had been no way for me to predict what would result from my kind deed. I’d been a seventeen-year-old kid at the time, and she was twice my age, but she’d made me a man when she’d taken my virginity. Damn, had she ever. Eventually, I’d gotten revenge for her when my very first client took her cheating husband’s spot on the roster and with double the pay.


  I was soaring by late in the evening when we finally wrapped things up at the stadium to head over to the MGM Grand, where I’d booked our rooms. Denver’s arm was over my shoulder when we walked out, making us look every bit like a team. Cassidy was on his other arm, pouting, from what I could tell. No deals had been made yet, but I saw no reason why they wouldn’t be in the very near future. Life was fucking good.


  And then I hit a brick wall.


  It wasn’t until I got us checked in at the hotel and the front desk agent handed me the keys to the rooms I’d reserved that I realized there were only two. Two keys for two rooms. One for me, one for Denver. Which left Cassidy where? She damn sure wasn’t going to be shacking up with her boy toy. Not on my watch, and certainly not on my dime.


  Tucking the keys into my pocket, I turned to face them with a smile. “Ready?”


  Cassidy looked more than ready, as did Denver. “Hell yeah, man. I’m jet-lagged and half hungover from all the excitement today.”


  Well, that had me beaming. Denver was feeling properly worshipped, which made me start mentally arranging the furniture in my new office at Striker with the word “PARTNER” in gold on the door. Things were definitely going my way, and all the shit I’d done, all the ladders I’d climbed, all the asses I’d kissed would be worth it in the end. Finally, I’d be able to settle down and know that I’d done it. I’d accomplished something with my life.


  Not bad for a kid from Detroit who’d started out with nothing more than a sliver of hope and a silver tongue.


  Getting through the lobby to the elevators took longer than expected, thanks to a group of people shouting Denver’s name and asking him to pose for selfies or sign autographs. It wasn’t a bad thing. As long as the fans loved him, we were guaranteed a fat payday. I might have even enjoyed the dirty looks some of the women were shooting Cassidy, but eventually I managed to get the object of their affection into the elevator and behind closed doors.


  “Damn, I’ll never get used to that,” he said, and then he brushed a stray lock of hair back from Cassidy’s face. “You okay?”


  She nodded with a weak smile. “Just tired.”


  The exchange seemed a little too sweet for my liking, though it solidified the sacrifice I was willing to make to ensure that whatever was going on between them didn’t cross the line.


  Once we’d gotten to the eighth floor, I steered them down the hall, then stopped before the side-by-side rooms. I handed one key to Denver and the other to Cassidy.


  “What about you?” Cassidy asked.


  “I’m, um … I have other plans,” I told her.


  The way her brow furrowed in confusion was sort of cute. “You’re not staying here?”


  It was then that I saw an opportunity to flip the table and maybe make her little green-eyed monster come out to play. “It’s not often that I get to come back to Detroit, so when I do, there’s someone I like to visit.” I gave her a wink, really selling the line I wanted her to buy.


  “Oh. That sounds nice,” she said, and then: “I should probably get a shower. I feel so nasty from that flight.”


  Bam! There it was. Green-eyed monster was in the house. But then mine also decided to make an appearance when I started to question the tone in her voice. Did she mean she wanted to clean up so she could be with Denver after all? Or was she saying she was disgusted by what we’d done earlier? Either way, it was a well-executed stab.


  “You know, that’s an excellent idea,” I said and then turned to Denver. “Hey, buddy? Do you mind if I use your shower real quick?”


  His chuckle was mischievous, and his knowing look right on time with the bro code. “Of course, man,” he said, opening his door. “Mi casa es su casa.”


  The shower was sublime, but finding Cassidy in the hallway when I stepped out was not. She’d changed clothes, makeup and hair in place. Though she looked more relaxed in her jeans and oversized shirt, the deer-in-headlights expression was a dead giveaway that she was up to something. So was the fast pace with which she walked toward the elevator.


  “Where are you going?” I asked, following her.


  “Nowhere. I just, um …” She shrugged, attempting to act nonchalant and failing miserably. “You know, thought I’d go for a walk. Maybe check out the casino. What about you?” She pushed the down button to call the lift.


  “I told you … I have someone I need to see.”


  “Oh. Yeah. That’s right.” She shifted from foot to foot. “Well, have fun!” With a quick wave, she stepped onto the elevator like she didn’t expect me to as well. I rather enjoyed bursting her bubble.


  “Detroit really isn’t a safe place for a woman to wander around by herself at night,” I warned her when the doors closed. “You shouldn’t leave the hotel, and if you do, please make sure you stay in a crowd of people.”


  She nodded with an “Mm-hmm, sure” that wasn’t convincing.


  Turning her to face me, I finally got her attention. “I’m serious, Cassidy. We may have our differences, but I wouldn’t want to see anything happen to you, either.”


  She looked at my hand on her shoulder, and I removed it. “I’m a big girl, Shaw. I’ll be fine. You just go do whatever or whoever it is you’re going to do.”


  When she turned toward the doors with her arms crossed over her chest, I smiled victoriously. She was jealous. And I liked it.


  The doors opened, and she walked out without another word. I watched as she did so, admiring the view from behind. Damn, but she had a fantastic ass. Shaking myself from the stupor, I went in the opposite direction, toward the main exit, and stepped outside.


  “How can I help you, sir?” the doorman asked.


  “A cab, please.”


  He blew his whistle and one of the waiting cars pulled up in front, stopping to let the doorman open my door. Slipping a twenty into his hand, I nodded my thanks.


  Before I’d even gotten situated in the backseat, the driver was on it. “Where to?”


  “Seven Mile,” I answered, closing the door.


  “East or west?”


  “East.”


  He turned in the seat and gave me the once-over. “Dressed like that? Are you sure?”


  I didn’t need to look at myself. I knew what he was talking about. Someone dressed like me in that neighborhood was a walking target. But I had to do what I had to do. “Yes.”


  He laughed and shook his head. “It’s your funeral. The fare is going to be twenty-seven dollars, payable before I leave this curb.”


  Some things never change. This was one of those things. Cabbies got their money up front for two reasons. The first was to make sure they didn’t get stiffed. I pulled two more twenties from my wallet and stuck them through the plastic barrier that separated us. “Keep the change,” I said, knowing he deserved the hefty tip. And then he put the car into gear.


  I would’ve called an old friend if I’d had one. But I didn’t. Having friends in Detroit meant having someone to lose. It hadn’t always been that way. I’d just been forced to learn a hard lesson very early on in my life.


  One day when I was a young boy, I’d been at my only friend’s house. We’d been doing what any other kids our age would’ve been doing: playing with cars in the middle of the living room floor while his mom cooked dinner and her boyfriend watched the sports channel from the couch. There’d been no warning before the front door was kicked in and a man wearing a ski mask charged the space to use the boyfriend’s forehead for target practice. He blew the guy’s brains out right in front of us, soaking my favorite Superman T-shirt in blood and God only knew what else, and then he walked out like he hadn’t a care in the world. Chaos erupted after that. My friend’s mother wailed so loud it pierced my ears, and neighbors were soon crowding the room to gawk at the scene. No one noticed the kid who walked out like an emotionless zombie. I made it home sometime later, though I couldn’t recall the journey. And then I cleaned myself up and crawled under my bed to huddle in the corner, shaking and in shock. It wasn’t right for a child to be exposed to so much horror, and even then I knew that for as long as I lived, I’d never be able to erase the events of that day from my mind.


  I didn’t make any friends after that. It was safer that way.


  Now I was a successful man with a white-collar job, living in an upper-class neighborhood. It was easy for someone on the outside to assume that they knew what I was all about. But how could one person pass judgment on another without ever bothering to find out where they’d come from? Seven Mile Road was a place that stayed with you, no matter where you went or how long you were away, though I didn’t have to let it define me.


  The car came to a stop at the edge of hell, and the cabbie told me to get out. Even though I’d lived here for the majority of my life, I still wasn’t prepared for the sudden rush. This was the second reason cabbies were paid up front: so they didn’t have to put themselves in even more jeopardy by waiting for their money, which stood a good chance of being stripped away before it ever reached their hand. Cabdrivers never ventured beyond a certain point. If they did, they weren’t guaranteed safe passage. In fact, they were almost assured of robbery and very probably faced homicide.


  The instant I was out of the vehicle, the driver took off like a bat out of hell. Instinct kicked in then as if I’d never left this place, and I headed for the shadows.


  Cassidy


  No sooner had Shaw hopped a cab than I was hot on his trail. For whatever reason, I had to see where he was going. Or maybe it was that I had to see whom he was paying a special visit to. It was probably an old girlfriend, which sort of made me nauseated.


  If I’d been nauseated before, I had the fear of God put in me when the driver of my taxi came to an abrupt stop and ordered me out of the car, then practically burned rubber in his haste to bust a U-turn. Talk about rude! He definitely wasn’t a people person, but I couldn’t waste time contemplating the mental issues of a total stranger when I had to play catch-up with Shaw, who had a good lead, thanks to my insistence that my driver hang back a bit.


  It didn’t take me long to find him, though it was weird that he, too, was keeping to the darkness instead of walking down the middle of the sidewalk. For a second, I wondered if he was trying to sneak up on someone, but it didn’t take me long to figure out the situation.


  Holy shit, I was in the middle of a war zone. A very, very scary war zone. Only there were no heroes sporting the red, white, and blue, ready to save the day. We were on our own.


  Abandoned buildings lined both sides of the street, interspersed between gas stations and car parts stores that were in such a state of disrepair that I couldn’t tell if they were still in operation or not. The streets were virtually empty except for the occasional vehicle that either crept by at an eerie pace or sped down the street like there was an emergency. The luxury SUVs with twenty-four-inch wheels, chrome grilles, and thumping stereo systems stood out like a sore thumb in an area ravished by poverty. What would someone who could afford something like that be doing in a neighborhood such as this?


  Shaw was ducking in and out of the shadows, half-sprinting from one to the next, and I followed his lead, undetected. Though I nearly mucked that up when I tripped over a random door that had been thrown out onto an overgrown lawn. What did it say for an area when a person was safer in the shadows than in the light?


  My heart was racing, and it had nothing to do with the pace I’d been keeping. No, it was frantically trying to break out of my chest and make a run for safety, the cowardly traitor. This was the stupidest idea I’d ever had. Even if Shaw did eventually end up somewhere safe, what about me? He couldn’t know that I was following him, which meant I’d be left in this postapocalyptic universe, and maybe even end up fighting for my life in some underground thunderdome where survival was a blood sport the residents of Seven Mile saw as nothing more than entertainment.


  Black smoke and the sound of crackling wood drew my attention as we passed yet another charred home, though this one was freshly ablaze. There were no firefighters on the scene, no police officers to block off the area, and no concerned citizens standing out front wringing their hands and praying for the safety of the house’s occupants. No one cared. Not one person. By morning, it would simply add to the skeletal landscape of this part of urban America.


  I considered for a moment that perhaps we’d wandered onto the set of a horror flick, but the chances of that weren’t all that high. Though how cool would that have been? It certainly would explain the heebie-jeebies that had been dancing along my spine since the moment I’d been practically shoved out of the cab.


  A gunshot rang out in the distance and I ducked, terrified that a stray bullet might inadvertently find its way through my unprotected chest. Shaw didn’t flinch. He just kept going. Probably because it was harder to hit a moving target. Kevlar would’ve been nice, but not standing in one place to invite violence upon my personage sounded good, too. So I got with the program, picking up the pace. And I thought real hard about attracting Shaw’s attention so he could hold my hand.


  Without a doubt, my life was in danger. I’d never been more relieved than when Shaw stepped inside an apartment building. Though I seriously rethought that when I peeked through the window in the door and saw the inside. This building could have been marked for demolition. The walls and floor were filthy, the hall littered with trash and broken glass, and the piping could be seen through holes in the drywall. Only one ceiling light was actually working, and my imagination ran wild with the possibility that nefarious rapists might be lurking in the dark, waiting for the chance to get their hands on a woman like me.


  “I am so not going in there.” Another shot rang out, closer this time, and I changed my tune. “Bring it on, perverts,” I said, throwing open the door and putting my back to the wall the second I was inside.


  I barely caught sight of Shaw as he turned the corner at the top of the stairs, and I crept up, trying to stay low while also testing each step for squeaks. I’d come too far to get caught now; plus, I didn’t want to alert anyone else to my presence. At the top of the stairs, I managed to slip into an obscure corner, where I waited and watched. Shaw was standing three doors down, his hand prepared to knock but seemingly suspended in air. And then, finally, he did it.


  “Who is it?” came the rough bark of a lady’s voice.


  “Shaw” was his simple response.


  The clanking of a chain lock and the loud click of a dead bolt sounded before the door was wrenched open. Light from inside the apartment spilled into the hallway, though, thankfully, not enough to expose me. The woman on the other side propped herself against the doorjamb with a cigarette in one hand. She was petite, the clothes hanging from her frame seeming to swallow her whole, and her bleached-blond hair looked dirty in its messy ponytail. Makeup was smeared under her eyes, but the rest of her face was bare, giving away the many wrinkles that pulled at her gaunt cheeks. This woman had seen a very hard life, and it didn’t look like it was ever going to get any better. I couldn’t imagine Shaw being with someone like that.


  The woman took a drag off her cigarette and blew the smoke out, not even bothering to aim it away from Shaw. She also didn’t bother to look for an ashtray before flicking the ashes onto the hallway floor. Then again, it wouldn’t have made much of a difference.


  She took another drag, her exhalation sending bursts of smoke out with each of her words. “I’d convinced myself I’d never lay eyes on your face again.”


  Shaw’s sigh was loaded with guilt and maybe even a little resentment. “It’s nice to see you, too, Ma.”


  Whoa! If this had been a soap opera, there would’ve been a dramatic dun-dun-duuun right before a loud gasp. Which I apparently made. Loudly. Not the dun-dun-duuun, but the gasp. And the gasp was loud enough to cause Shaw’s head to whip around with narrowed eyes. I was convinced he had superhuman powers that could penetrate the dark with that look, and I was right.


  The second he spotted me, his eyes went wide and his jaw started ticking. “What the hell are you doing here?”


  Stepping forward, I started inspecting the walls and ceilings. “I was thinking about investing in some real estate. I heard that this building is for sale.”


  Shaw wasn’t buying it. He came at me, grabbing my elbow and pulled me close. “Do you have any idea how stupid it was for you to follow me? How dangerous this place is?”


  “I’m vaguely aware, yes.”


  He gave me an incredulous look. “You’re vaguely aware? That’s all you’re going to say?”


  “Well, no. You didn’t let me finish.” Letting my eyes travel anywhere other than to him, I continued: “What I was going to say was, I’m vaguely aware, yes … now.”


  For a long, uncomfortable moment, he just stared at me. Not knowing whether or not he expected something more, I added, “Can I meet your mom?”


  “No” was his quick response. “You’re going back to the hotel.”


  I pointed over my shoulder toward the door. “You want me to go out there? By myself? I mean, I survived the duck and tuck on the way here, but I don’t really think it’s wise to tempt fate.”


  “Are you coming in or not?” his mother asked from the relative safety of her apartment.


  It was a good question. “Yeah, why don’t we go inside?”


  Shaw kept his eyes on me when he answered. “I’m sorry, Ma, but I have to head back to the hotel.”


  Ma blew out a puff of smoke. “Whatever” was all she said before she stepped back inside and closed the door. Just like that. As if she’d been inconvenienced by the interruption. Which didn’t seem very motherly at all.


  I looked from the closed door to Shaw and back, confused and waiting for an explanation. None was forthcoming.


  “Not a word,” he said. “Let’s go.”


  Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death … I wished I had a rod and a staff to comfort me. Or a Buffy the Gangsta Slayer. Yeah, that would’ve been cool.


  CHAPTER 15


  Shaw


  Apparently, my “Not a word” had been too vague. Cassidy hadn’t said a word; she’d uttered what seemed like a million. In fact, she nearly got us caught by a truckload of bangers on our way back to the hotel because she wouldn’t shut the hell up.


  I was aggravated and pissed off, but most of all, I was embarrassed. Not by the woman who both infuriated me and made my dick hard enough to shatter bulletproof glass. No, I was ashamed that the dark secret, which I’d thought I’d kept so carefully hidden, had been brought to light. Somewhat, at least.


  I hadn’t answered any of Cassidy’s questions. They’d started out nice enough, mostly about my mother and my childhood, but when I went mute on her, she started to sound more like the attorney she’d trained to be, and those questions amped up to accusations. A judge to intervene and call for order in the court while issuing warnings about badgering the witness would’ve been nice. The woman didn’t know when to leave well enough alone. And by the time we’d gotten to the hotel, and I’d only barely shoved her inside her room to keep from disturbing Denver, she’d crossed over into tearing me down on a very personal level.


  “You’re a real piece of work, Shaw Matthews! I knew you could be malicious when it came to business, but it’s an entirely different level of ruthlessness to have the sort of money you do and still allow your own mother, the woman who gave you life, to live in such deplorable conditions. You’re no superhero. You’re the villain.”


  Cassidy’s verbal assaults were like knives launched with wicked precision, and the last barb was a direct hit. She had no clue the hell I’d gone through and the guilt that still lurked underneath my skin. I might have done some shitty things to dig myself out of the gutter, but even I had a moral compass. “You don’t know the first thing about me, Whalen. You know what they say about assuming things, hmm?” I had made it a priority to hide my past for a reason, and Cassidy had the tenacity of a pit bull. She could easily peel back the layers and expose my dirty little secret with tonight’s Nancy Drew routine.


  “What do you expect, Matthews? If it walks like a duck …” She let the words trickle off, shrugging her shoulders. “You’re a selfish bastard and an egotistical prick who doesn’t give a damn about anyone but yourself.” Something akin to disappointment flashed in her kelly green eyes. Surely Cassidy wasn’t upset by her ruminations. There were no touchy-feely emotions involved in what we had. It was purely a physical release.


  “Oh, so all those orgasms I’ve been giving you lately were doing what for me?”


  “Quit trying to change the subject. This isn’t about sex, it’s about how you can allow your mother to live in squalor.”


  I needed to shut her up. She was poking at my sore spot, making me want to confess the truth. I had tried to get my mother out of the hellhole we called home sweet home. She refused to budge. Mostly, because she wouldn’t leave my lousy-ass father. There’s only so many times you can get kicked in the teeth before you walk away. And I had.


  “But isn’t that what we do, Cassidy? There’s nothing personal between us. We fight, we fuck. Why change things now when we’ve gotten so good at it?” I took a step closer, shrinking the distance between us. Caging her in. The pupils in her eyes dilated, and a beautiful flush bloomed across her cheeks. Then she lifted her chin and rolled her shoulders as she prepared to go toe-to-toe with me. And when she refused to back down, displaying that sexy as hell backbone I’d come to love, my dick grew impressively harder. “I’ll even let you throw a few things, if it’ll get you hot and bothered.”


  “You’re an asshole.” The whispered accusation had no bite. She was as turned on as I was and probably wet as hell. I wanted to dip my fingers inside her panties to test my speculation.


  “That’s what you like about me.” Finally. We were back on familiar ground. I took another step, until we were inches apart. So close I could see the thrumming of her pulse at the base of her neck. So close I felt the warm caress of her breath as it washed over my face. Her lips parted and I watched, mesmerized, when her pretty pink tongue came out to lick the plump mouth I envisioned wrapped around my cock.


  “My personal life is none of your business. So let’s just stick to what we do best.” I bent my head with every intention of kissing the sass right out of her. Of making her forget everything she’d witnessed tonight. Of keeping what was between us strictly sex. Nothing more.


  Cassidy closed her eyes, and her submissive posture had me doing a silent “Hell, yeah” and a fist pump. I had her right where I wanted.


  Then a slash of pain made me rear back; she’d bitten my lip.


  “Jesus Christ, woman!” I wiped the back of my hand across my mouth; I wanted to wipe the smug expression off her face. Despite the fact that I was harder than concrete and could drill a hole with the divining rod in my pants.


  “You’re not going to win this one, Matthews. I’m not one of your groupie whores who readily spreads her legs when you crook your little finger. You’re not that good. I have standards, and I refuse to sleep with a man who’d stoop so low as to leave his own mother in such deplorable conditions.”


  I saw red. My sore spot was throbbing like a bitch, and her constant pestering had breached my limits. “Standards? Hah—I beg to differ. Let’s discuss how cozy you and Denver have gotten over the last few days, shall we? Just how far have you fallen off your high horse to get the contract signed, sealed, and delivered? I may be an asshole, but at least I don’t try to play myself off as something I’m not.”


  “I don’t like what you’re insinuating.”


  I shrugged, exhibiting a casualness that, surprisingly, I didn’t feel. But we had been playing the same cutthroat game, and it was difficult to switch things up in the last inning. “If it walks like a duck—isn’t that what you said?” Guilt caused an uneasy feeling to settle in my stomach. I might have taken a step too far in our sick little tête-à-tête, basically calling her a whore—condemning her actions by my own assumptions that she would use her body to get Denver to sign with her instead of me. Who’s the ass now, Matthews?


  And why the hell did the thought of Cassidy getting horizontal with someone else make me almost lose my shit?


  As I was lost in my inner ramblings, a blinding pain erupted from my right temple. Apparently, Whalen was trying to knock some sense into me, because she’d tossed the room service menu at my head. Judging by its thickness, I’d say they had quite an extensive selection.


  “Son of a bitch!” I yelled, rubbing my brow.


  “You are a complete jerk. How dare you stand there and call me a …”


  I glanced up; why couldn’t she finish her deserved rampage? That previous sick feeling in my gut congealed and sat like a two-ton weight at the sight of her unshed tears. I couldn’t tell if she was hurt or pissed. All I knew was that I didn’t like to be the one responsible for making her cry.


  Cassidy flew at me like a defensive tackle, hell-bent on taking me out at the knees.


  Guess we’re going with pissed.


  I let her expel her rage, her tiny fists hammering hard at my chest, until I realized that the woman packed a mean punch. Damn, but I would be sporting a few well-earned bruises tomorrow.


  I slipped one arm around her waist, pulling her in tighter, and used my other hand to cease her maddening blows. Her lithe frame wriggled against mine, causing my already aching cock to jerk with the need to be free. We had been in this position before—anger fueled with lust—but something seemed a little off. Different. Somehow we had crossed an invisible line. It was one thing to provoke Cassidy with empty taunts, but I had a problem with letting her believe I thought less of her. She was an admirable advisory. Hell, we were both guilty of playing dirty when it came to getting Denver to sign on the dotted line.


  “Let go of me,” she ordered, as she tried to break my hold. When I pressed harder and the outline of my erection pulsed between us, she stopped moving. But the small whimper that passed her lips was unmistakable.


  I decided it wasn’t time for voicing things better left unsaid. Whatever the fuck we had, whatever name you wanted to put on it, it was good—damn good. And it was mutual. “You want this just as much as I do, Whalen. Your body can’t lie. Right now, nothing outside this room exists.”


  “I hate you.” She spat the words like they were too vile to remain in her mouth.


  And, really, there was only one appropriate response to that. “Good,” I growled against her lips before I took possession of her mouth in a bruising kiss that left no room for further discussion. We were done talking.


  If she had given me any clue that she wasn’t on the same page, I would have stopped. A hesitant look, a backward step, anything. But she didn’t. She met me with just as much vehemence, just as much lust. The heat of her mouth, the way she sucked hard on my tongue, and the sting as she tugged at the ends of my hair were proof of how fine the line was between love and hate.


  We stumbled toward the bed, with Cassidy tumbling onto the mattress first, her hair spilling over the pillow. I wanted to bury my face in the silky strands as I made her mine. Standing above her, I unfastened my pants, letting my dick have a temporary reprieve as I enjoyed the view.


  “Get rid of the jeans,” I ordered, unbuttoning my shirt.


  Instead of complying, she tossed her head and gave me a scathing look. But I didn’t miss the way her knees parted slightly or how her fingers had a death-grip on the duvet. Her silent “Make me” was a challenge I couldn’t refuse, and I was struck with an inspiring vision. One that, once seen, could not be ignored. I flashed her my most confident smile, grabbed both her ankles, and pulled her to the edge of the bed. With a careful, yet skillful maneuver, I spun her around until she was bent over the bed and her butt was in the air. She had on a pair of skinny jeans that did amazing things to her ass. They could also make for pretty good constraints in a pinch. I wasted no time stripping her jeans down to her knees.


  Cassidy’s muffled moan was like gasoline to a flame. Dropping to my knees, I spread her cheeks wide and licked her from front to back with one long stoke of my tongue. She was wet, aroused, and her creamy goodness coated the insides of her thighs. She arched off the bed, granting me better access. I accepted the unspoken invitation and buried my face, delving as far as I could before coming back to the forbidden opening that was like a bull’s-eye for many of my very dirty, very carnal fantasies. It was taboo, the most intimate gift a woman could give a man. Eventually, it would be mine. But right now, I wanted inside her tight little cunt.


  The fact that Cassidy wasn’t protesting had my balls drawn tight and pre-come leaking from the head of my cock. She was completely still, only the quivering of her thighs giving her away. She wanted it, too.


  I bent to taste her again, already addicted to the sweet tang of her juices, needing more. I held her open with one hand while roughly removing my pants with the other. And it wasn’t lost on me how badly my hands shook. In an effort to pull myself together, I focused on a thousand different football stats as I tried not to blow my load before I entered the Holy Land.


  Keeping her legs pinned together, I slipped my cock between her thighs, loving the dual sensation of her hot juices and the confines of the snug space. Cassidy squirmed, moving against me like a cat in search of attention. Our little bout had turned her on, and though she’d never admit it, the proof was saturating my dick. Nice and lubed, I ignored her huff of protest when I pulled free and spread the cheeks of her ass to fit my cock to the cleft. My shirt was in the way, and I couldn’t have that, so I got rid of it real quick, never missing a stroke. Back and forth I moved, and every time the head passed over her rear entrance, she moaned.


  I did it again, applying more pressure. On cue, a sound that went straight to my dick accompanied the lift of her hips. Fuck me … if I didn’t get inside her soon, I was going to come all over her ass like a pubescent boy.


  Because of my girth, I wouldn’t attempt to breach her ass tonight. But that didn’t mean I couldn’t give her a hint of what to expect in the future. A little finger play at the back door went a long way toward making a woman lose her damn mind, if done properly. And I was all about fucking Cassidy Whalen all sorts of proper. With a quick thrust, I pushed inside her, using short, quick bursts until I was sheathed. “Goddamn!” The curse burst from my lips without warning.


  Cassidy rose up on one arm in an attempt to take more of me, but I needed to regain some sense of control. With a firm but gentle grip, I lowered her back down until she was almost flush with the mattress. My hand remained cupped around her neck, a dominant hold meant to convey power. As the walls of her pussy clamped tight around me, I almost snorted at the thought. With every pulse of her pussy, I felt my influence slip further away.


  Grabbing her hips, I dipped low at the knees and braced for the fucking I was about to bestow. One hard, deep thrust was followed by another and another, sending her body rocking forward on the bed. The rhythmic sound of skin slapping skin was amplified in the room, and the smell of sex permeated the air. My gaze stayed riveted to where my cock jutted in and out of her body. With each frantic thrust, her shirt rode up, exposing more of her skin, and that fucking tattoo stared at me with a silent taunt. Sweat dripped in my eyes and off my nose, but I refused to blink. It was like I had to fuck the ink right off her delectable backside.


  “Who the fuck is Casey?” Even I could hear the grunting strain of my voice. I hadn’t meant to ask, but my ire would not be denied, and she was going to answer my goddamn question.


  When she tried to look over her shoulder at me, my hand to her head kept her in place, refusing to let her see how the sight of that tattoo affected me.


  “My personal life is none of your business. We fight, we fuck—isn’t that what you said?”


  I should’ve known she’d throw my own words back at me. I just didn’t get why they were so damn difficult to accept.


  I pounded into her pussy quick, hard, and deep. Cassidy mewled and stretched across the bed, gripping the sheets as if her life depended on it. “Did he ever fuck you like this?” I growled, increasing the pace until my eyes nearly rolled back inside my head. She might have Casey’s mark on her body, but I was determined to make sure she’d never forget what it was like to be fucked by me.


  Spreading the cheeks of her ass, I swept my thumb over the puckered skin there. Cassidy moaned, and I nearly lost my load. “Oh, yeah. You’d love having your ass fucked,” I told her.


  And then I eased my thumb inside, giving her a small taste of what she could experience if I took her ass like I wanted to. But I wasn’t the selfish bastard she’d called me out to be, and I was hell-bent on proving it.


  Cassidy’s body arched off the bed, and she cried out with an orgasm I hadn’t even seen coming. The walls of her pussy constricted so tight around my cock, I thought it might actually do some real damage. But I didn’t stop. Nor did I remove my thumb. Grinding into her sweet pussy, I closed my eyes and let the pulsing constriction pull at my cock. Damn, I wanted her to taste herself on me.


  I grabbed Cassidy and flipped her over while spinning her around on the bed. Clearly, she was shocked by the sudden movement, but when I pulled her forward so that her head was hanging off the side and pushed my cock down and into her mouth, she got with the program. With no hesitation, she hooked her arms around my thighs and greedily licked at my cock, taking me deep.


  “Good girl,” I groaned, clenching my ass cheeks.


  There wasn’t much room for her to move, so I decided to help her, pumping in and out with shallow strokes, while taking care not to gag her.


  “Christ, that’s good.” I let myself become consumed with the mind-boggling sensations riding my body until it was almost too much. Then her thighs fell open, exposing the blood-red lips of her pussy, practically begging for more attention.


  I recognized a golden opportunity when I saw one, so I leaned forward and slid two fingers inside. I curled my hand, hitting the spot I knew would make her gush. When her knees drew up, I knew she was close. Wanting to help her along, I added a third finger and buried my face between her thighs. Cassidy’s moan as she came a second time was lessened by the presence of my cock, buried at the back of her throat. But I felt the vibration all the way to my toes. Her release was unrestrained as she rode my face, and I was completely surrounded by her musky scent.


  Wrapping my arms around Cassidy’s tiny waist, I carefully stood, bringing her with me while still eating her pussy like it was the last time I’d ever eat anything. Cassidy locked onto my thighs as if she were afraid I would drop her. Not gonna happen. I told myself it was because I didn’t want to lose the fantastic blow job I was getting, but something hinted to me it was more than that.


  I turned and reclined back onto the bed, switching our positions, and Cassidy never once stopped sucking my dick. She needed to be properly rewarded for her accomplishment.


  Apparently, she had other ideas.


  With a stealthy move I didn’t see coming, Cassidy reversed course and cowgirl-straddled my crotch.


  “That’s not how this is going down,” I told her with a smirk as I grabbed hold of her hips.


  “Shut up.” Her words were clipped, no-nonsense, and she was already positioning the head of my cock at her entrance. Her eyes closed and her head fell back as she sank down onto it with a slow but steady descent.


  I didn’t think I could possibly get any harder, but I’d be damned if I hadn’t done just that. All those long, ginger locks spilled down her back and over her shoulders as she lifted her arms and pulled her shirt over her head. Cassidy’s hips never missed a beat while she took her time removing her bra as well. Back and forth she rocked, with an exaggerated roll of her body. The rosy peaks of her full breasts were pebbled and begging for a warm mouth, so I pulled her toward me, granting one its wish.


  Cassidy wasn’t having any of that, though. With her hands on my chest, she shoved me away and held me there, using my body as extra support for her ride. “You made your point. Now let me make mine.”


  Jesus Christ, but the woman was too damn sexy for her own good.


  And then Cassidy did something I’d never expected of her. She used me. Plain and simple. I might as well have not even been in the room. With a slow and steady grind, she moved against me, taking her own pleasure without any concern for my own. I was nothing more than her tool as she leaned forward, putting the palms of her hands and all of her weight on my chest, and then she quickened her pace. She didn’t even look at me. I wanted her to fucking look at me. But behind those shuttered eyes, she was lost to a world of fantasy, and I was hell-bent on making sure I was in there with her.


  “What are you thinking about?”


  “Shh” was her only response.


  “Look at me.”


  Cassidy continued to ignore me, her fingernails digging into my chest as her ride became more aggressive. Her teeth pulled at her bottom lip, and her brows furrowed in concentration. When her lips parted and euphoria smoothed her expression, I knew where she was. Her hot sheath became even slicker with each advance and retreat, and she leaned forward and centered the grind on her clit. I cupped her ass, spreading her cheeks, knowing she’d love the feel of the pull on her rear entrance. She did not disappoint.


  “Look at me, dammit!” I ordered, with an urgency I shouldn’t have felt.


  “No.” She shook her head and continued to ride me.


  But what was with the furrowed brow?


  “Why the hell not?”


  “Because if I do …” Her voice trailed off, and she stopped moving. Slowly, she opened her eyes, the truth reflecting there clear as fuck.


  “Shaw—”


  “Don’t.” I didn’t want to hear it, didn’t need to. I knew what she was getting at, and I wouldn’t even let my own mind finish the thought. It for damn sure wasn’t going to be said aloud. That shit was not happening. There was nothing touchy-feely about what was going on, and maybe we both needed a reminder of that.


  Raw anger, potent lust, and steely determination made for a deadly combination. One that had me flipping her onto her back and gripping her hips to finish what we’d started. I fucked her. Hard and fast. Just as she was fucking me. Only maybe this time, I meant it in the metaphorical sense.


  Cassidy held on for dear life, gripping my shoulders and breathing hard. I saw her through yet another orgasm, which brought the unselfish Shaw count to three. And then my balls drew up and I finally pulled my cock out to come all over her stomach.


  Releasing her legs, I fought to catch my breath as I rolled away and onto the side of the bed. For the first time in my life, the sex had felt like more than just a release. I had no clue what she’d been about to say, but it scared me to death all the same. And fuck all if I knew what to do with that information.


  Standing, I felt like a newborn fawn on unsteady legs, but I managed to cross the room to the bathroom without making a fool of myself. My little buddy was out for the count, lying against my thigh as if begging for mercy. He’d more than earned his reprieve.


  Since I was a decent human being, contrary to anything Cassidy said, I soaked a washcloth in hot water and then returned to the bed. Carefully, I wiped the gooey mess from her softly rounded abdomen. She lay there, limp as a noodle, with her eyes closed and her breaths steady as my hand dipped lower and I gently cleaned her most intimate parts. It seemed almost impossible to me that a woman as tough as I knew she could be could also look so angelic.


  Back in the bathroom, I washed myself before returning once more and slipping under the covers beside Cassidy. It had been a very long day, filled with emotional highs and lows, physical threats, mental assaults, and sexual acrobatics. Much like my little buddy, I’d also earned some downtime. My sleep-deprived brain didn’t have the wherewithal to realize that I had subconsciously made the decision to stay the night. My last thought as I drifted off was how lying next to Cassidy felt more like home than if I had spent the night on my mother’s couch.


  Cassidy


  Mornings were never an issue for me. Normally, I’d pop right up, ready to get the day started: another sunrise was another opportunity to meet a goal that would ultimately score the win. But this morning, my body was having a hard time getting to that enthusiastic point. So was my brain.


  Snuggling into the cocoon of warmth that sheltered me from the frigid room beyond the covers, I let the steady rhythm beneath my ear seduce me back to the dark refuge of sleep. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been so comfortable, so carefree. My body was heavy, almost paralyzed in its refusal to budge, and I was content to let it have its way.


  Lub-dub, lub-dub, lub-dub … I released a contented sigh, barely moving my head to settle in deeper to the sound. Until my sleep-addled mind got cognitive and realized that the sound was a heartbeat. My fingertips joined in, sending signals to upper management to clue it in that the warmth their nerve endings were sensing was coming from skin. Skin stretched over a taut muscle, and that heartbeat wasn’t far beneath that.


  I frantically searched my memory bank, trying desperately to put together the pieces of the puzzle, until they formed one giant-ass picture that made me gasp. My eyes shot open and my head sprang up, though the rest of me was still in ain’t-gonna-happen mode.


  Shaw Matthews’s naked body was wrapped around my naked body. And oh, my God … I’d drooled all over his naked chest. The first order of business was to get rid of that, which I accomplished quite well with the use of the sheet. The second was to get him out of my bed.


  So, I gave him a shake, only because I thought it was rude to punch someone in his sleep. “Shaw?”


  “Hmm?” he answered, still very much asleep and snuggling in closer. The arm over my side tightened to pull me toward his chest, and his crotch played kissy-kissy with mine. Jumping Jehoshaphat, he was rock-hard.


  “Oh, my God, get up!” I screeched while giving him a heftier jarring and doing my best to free myself from his clutches. I succeeded well enough and sat up, jerking the comforter away from him and wrapping it around myself for some semblance of decorum.


  Shaw’s brow furrowed in irritation, and he rolled over onto his back. “What … is the problem?” he asked, finally opening his eyes.


  “You in my bed … is the problem,” I mocked him. “Why are you still here?”


  He looked every bit as confused as I was sure I had when I’d first woken. I gave him a moment to think it over, and I could practically see the wheels turning in his head.


  “I think maybe you’ve forgotten who’s paying for this room. Technically, you are in my room. You don’t hear me bitching about it.” He started to sit up, but then grabbed his head and lay back down. “Ow! Shit!”


  Oh. That headache would be my fault. Before I could apologize, while still yelling at him that he could’ve at least slept on the floor, a knock sounded.


  “Cassidy?” came Denver’s voice through the door. “Are you awake?”


  I froze. So did Shaw. Our eyes went round as saucers.


  “Get out!” I snarled, giving him a shove toward the edge of the bed.


  He whisper-yelled right back at me: “And go where, out the window? He’s standing right outside the door, woman!”


  “Cassidy? Is everything okay in there?”


  “Uh, yeah,” I called back, getting out of the bed as well—still managing to keep the comforter around me, thank you very much. “Just a moment.”


  Looking around for a hiding spot, I started gesturing toward the bathroom to get Shaw going in that direction. I so could’ve been one of those marshaling guys with the lighted tubes on the ground at the airport.


  Shaw took his sweet, still naked time getting in there, and I was left to do all the thinking for both of us, since he’d neglected to pick up his stupid clothes in the process. With a disgruntled huff, I quickly gathered them together and tossed them into the bathroom, lobbing his shoes one at a time. Shaw gave me the evil eye when one of them almost hit him.


  “What? Oh, it wasn’t on purpose!” I said with a dismissive wave before he finally closed himself in.


  Securing the comforter a little tighter, I went to the door and cracked it open. “Good morning,” I said, greeting Denver with as much of a smile as I could muster.


  “Morning, sunshine! Can I come in?” He started forward, but I blocked his way.


  “Um, I’m not dressed yet.” I looked down at myself and then back at him with a demure smile.


  And then I heard the incredibly loud, echoing sound of what I could only assume was Shaw handling his morning bladder relief in the bathroom.


  Denver heard it, too. “What’s that?”


  “I, uh, I left the water running in the tub. I was just about to get in and wanted it to be good and warm.” Sounded plausible to me.


  “Oh. Well, do you know where Shaw is?”


  Giving my head a slow shake, I said, “Nope. But you know … I think he said something last night about going to visit someone, didn’t he?”


  “Right. I forgot about that.” Then Denver got a mischievous look about him. “Hope he got lucky last night. That dude needs to release some tension. Whew!”


  I blushed. I knew it because I could feel the heat pool in my cheeks. Oh, he’d definitely gotten lucky.


  Denver was trying to look over the top of my head, which wasn’t hard for him to do, given his height. I casually popped up on my tiptoes to thwart the effort as much as possible. With my luck, he’d get a peek inside to find I’d forgotten Shaw’s underwear hanging over a lamp or something. Oh God, I hoped my room didn’t smell like sex.


  Concern etched his brow as he gave me a once-over. “Are you okay? You look tired.”


  Leaning into the frame, I laid on the nonchalance pretty thick. “Oh, yeah. I’m fine. Just really want that bath and some breakfast, you know?”


  “Definitely.” He nodded his understanding. “Hey, how about if I go on down and get us a table at the restaurant to save some time?”


  “That would be awesome! You are so my hero!”


  “Want me to order for you?”


  “Yes, please.”


  “Sausage or bacon?”


  And then the toilet flushed. Oh, for the love of …


  I did some fast talking, hoping to distract Denver. I also might have been a little louder than necessary to cover the sound. “Ham and eggs, over medium. And some breakfast potatoes, if they have them. And, um, thanks!” I said, closing the door before dumbass Shaw decided to strut his dumbass self out to give Denver a fist bump and a “Whassup, bro?”


  Men were so stupid.


  CHAPTER 16


  Cassidy


  The trip to Detroit had been one I wouldn’t soon forget, for many reasons. For one, there was the sex with Shaw. It was hot, dirty, everything it had always been between us. With one exception.


  It had also been completely different.


  Shaw had refused to open up after I’d badgered him with a million questions, and for reasons I couldn’t begin to understand, his aloofness bothered me.


  And then there’d been his commanding voice: “Look at me, dammit!”


  I couldn’t. Behind my closed eyes, I had concocted the perfect fantasy. Shaw had probably thought I had been thinking of another man. Maybe even Casey. But the truth was more dangerous than that. I had been picturing a different Shaw. One who could be tender and caring. One I could easily fall for. One who didn’t exist.


  If I’d opened my eyes, I would have come face-to-face with the harsh reality: Shaw would never be the man I wanted him to be.


  The second reason I wouldn’t forget Detroit was that it was where I’d realized that I had probably lost Denver to Shaw. And surprisingly, I couldn’t muster up a good reason to warn Denver off from the deal that was in the making. Shaw had come through in a major way, and I had to respect that. Detroit had put up dollar signs in flashing neon lights and had thrown around extra perks like parade candy. It had been a huge risk on Shaw’s part, as there were no guarantees that Denver would actually sign with him, and the offers from Detroit would still stand through any other agent. But I had a feeling Shaw knew the risks and wasn’t worried about them. His confidence made me nervous.


  So did the request from Denver, as we’d parted ways after our return to San Diego, to meet with me first thing Monday morning. I’d spent the remainder of the weekend pacing, poring over all my research, and scouring the net in search of any new information I might have overlooked, in an effort to come up with a possible counter to Shaw’s game-changing play.


  Reaching out to Colorado’s deal makers might have helped, but acting prematurely could cause more harm than good. Delilah Rockford had been another option, since playing the mommy card had worked twice before, but I didn’t want to come off like a one-trick pony. And there was only so much leverage even the woman who gave birth to a man could hold. I did manage a call to San Diego to feel out the front-office’s agenda where Denver was concerned, but because I lacked a connection on the inside, no one would to talk to me about a client who hadn’t yet contracted with me. It was business, so I tried not to take it personally, though those rat bastards wouldn’t be getting any special favors from me anytime soon.


  I was stuck. And Denver was sitting across from me in my office, exchanging pleasantries like he wasn’t about to drop the proverbial ax, which I could practically see suspended in midair above my head.


  “Did you have a good weekend?” he asked, shifting forward and then back again in his chair. It was the fifth time he’d done so since he’d sat down.


  “Um, yeah,” I lied. “Just sort of hung out at home, unwinding from the trip. Traveling, even short trips, always makes me tense.”


  Denver nodded, but I could tell his thoughts were a thousand miles away.


  I leaned forward, giving him my full attention. Whatever the matter was, it was big. Though I was sure I knew why he was here, it was clear the guilt was eating away at his conscience. “What’s going on, Denver? Is something wrong?”


  He looked right at me then. “Something is very wrong,” he answered, and the need for me to understand practically jumped out at me from his eyes.


  Holy crap, if this Hercules of a man started crying right in front of me, I’d be the blubbering idiot holding him. The mama bear in me wanted to let him off the hook and tell him it was okay if he’d decided to go with Shaw, that we could still be friends and hang out and all that jazz. I could do that for him. I could make everything better, because I was a fixer by nature.


  “Denver, look, it’s fine. If you want to—”


  Before I could finish, the door to my office burst open, causing me to jump out of my skin. A very excited Demi and Sasha were panting, with panic-stricken expressions on their faces.


  “Cassidy … it’s Quinn,” Sasha said, wringing her hands.


  “What about him?” I asked, unable to ignore the way my heart free-fell into my stomach. If anything had happened to him … if he’d been hurt … “Oh, God, is he okay?”


  Demi did this thing where she shook her head and nodded at the same time. “All we know is, he’s in crisis mode.”


  I understood exactly what that meant. Quinn had a flair for the dramatic. Usually, he was riding an extreme high, but when he crashed, he crashed hard, and we never really knew how that might end.


  “What happened?”


  Sasha threw her hands into the air and let them fall back down. “We hadn’t seen him all weekend, and then finally, he returned my call this morning. He was a blubbering mess, and I couldn’t really make out everything he was saying, but it was definitely something about Daddy being a bastard. He also mentioned something about pills and wanting to be numb so he doesn’t have to feel the pain anymore.”


  “What?” Now I was panicking.


  Like I’d said, Quinn had a flair for drama, and though he had threatened self-harm before, he’d never followed through on it. Regardless, we couldn’t and wouldn’t ignore it. “Why didn’t you go over there?”


  “We did!” Demi said. “We went over to his place to check on him, but the door is locked and he won’t open it. He’s also not answering his phone anymore. We thought you might have a key.”


  “Shit, I don’t.” Quinn and I had discussed it, but we’d never done the exchange. “We have to get over there.”


  Sasha pulled her cellphone out of her purse. “I’m calling Landon now so he can pick us up.”


  “Good idea,” I told her, and then I realized I was forgetting about one very important person in the room. “Um, I’m so sorry, Denver. Can we finish this later?”


  He stood, genuine concern written all over his face. “For fuck’s sake, don’t apologize, Cassidy. Your friend needs you. In fact, I’ll go with you, if that’s okay?”


  “Sure, sure.” I grabbed my purse and hurried to the door, hot on the heels of Demi, who already had Chaz on the phone as well. Ally looked up from her desk when we passed, worried. “I’ve got to leave,” I told her. “Cancel the rest of my appointments for the day, and if Wade asks, tell him something urgent came up.”


  “I’ll take care of everything,” she said with an encouraging smile, and I knew she would.


  I was still looking back at her when I stepped out into the hallway, which caused me to almost rearrange my own face during a near collision with Shaw’s chest. My knees threatened to buckle under the weight of seeing him again, but thankfully, he’d been paying attention and caught me by the shoulders before I fell on my ass.


  “Whoa, whoa, whoa! Where’s the emergency, gang?” he asked, taking note of the brigade.


  There were things Shaw and I needed to discuss, but right now my thoughts were solely on Quinn. I had to leave.


  “I can’t do this right now,” I said, pushing him aside as I started toward the elevator.


  “Ouch! What’d I do?” The ouch was nothing more than the blow to his stupid ego.


  Demi repeated the situation since—surprise, surprise—we had to wait for the elevator anyway. I guess maybe we did have the time, but I certainly didn’t have the patience.


  “I’m going with you,” Shaw said, stepping into the lift with us.


  Thank God for Landon and his testosterone-driven need to own a big truck. His Armada was a party bus capable of holding our whole crew. By the time we’d reached the building that held the penthouse suite Quinn shared with Daddy, Chaz was pulling up next to us on his motorcycle. We didn’t waste any time with pleasantries because only one concern was on all of our minds. Quinn.


  The elevator rode up at a snail’s pace, or so it seemed, though I was sure it was faster than taking the eighteen flights of stairs. Quinn’s number had been on constant redial on my phone, but he hadn’t answered for me, either. The last time, I could tell he’d sent me directly to voice mail, so I’d left a message for him.


  “Quinn, I swear to God, if you’ve done something incredibly stupid like die, I’m going to kill you.” No, what I’d said hadn’t made any sense, unless you counted that I’d jump in front of a train so I could track his ghostly butt down and commit spectral homicide, thereby sending him to purgatory. That would teach him to ignore me.


  Finally at his door, I knocked once, twice, three times. A chorus of his name being called by almost everyone present echoed through the corridor, but he didn’t answer. So I started pounding. “Quinn! Open this door right now!”


  Sasha put her hand on my shoulder, silently asking me to back up and give her a shot. “Quinn, sweetheart,” she said, using the sugary approach, “we love you and we’re here for you. Open the door, sweetie. Please?”


  Still nothing.


  Demi shoved her way through the crowd and got down to it: “Stop being dramatic and open this door before I call the fire department to break it down!”


  “You don’t have to call them,” Shaw said, shocking the hell out of me. “Step aside.”


  And because I’d been struck stupid, I did. There was a door standing between my best friend and me, and I had no idea what condition I might find him in. My emotions were in the driver’s seat, and everything else could be dealt with later.


  Shaw centered himself before hurling his full weight toward the barrier at an angle that turned him into a human battering ram, with his shoulder in the lead. It took him a couple of runs, but finally, the wood on the frame splintered and gave way.


  I’d been to Quinn’s lavish digs right after he’d moved in. We all had. This didn’t look anything like the same place. The plush alpine-white carpet was there, and so were the crimson walls, but the furniture and decor that had given the space its European hoity-toity appeal were gone. It was bare, empty. Nothing on the walls, no drapes at the windows. All that was left were remnants of packing tape, boxes, and bubble wrap, scattered about the floors and counters like someone had moved in a hurry.


  “Quinn?” I called out. Damn the rest of the place. My best friend was the most valuable asset those walls had ever or would ever see, anyway.


  “I’m in here,” came his tearful voice from the bedroom.


  I’d never been so relieved. Nor, in an effort to get to him, had I ever moved so quickly. I didn’t know if it was to ensure that he was okay or to kick his ass for making me worry. Definitely to ensure that he was okay, and then I’d kick his ass. If Demi didn’t beat me to it. Or any of the rest of our friends, since they’d all managed to push their way past me to get at him.


  “Oh, my God! You scared us to death!”


  “Why didn’t you answer the door?”


  “Why didn’t you answer your phone?”


  “Are you okay?”


  “Did you take anything? Quinn! Did you take anything?”


  Wow, so I wasn’t going to have to say anything at all. Quinn was sitting against the far wall, with his clothes and shoes scattered about the room. No way had he done that. Quinn was much too meticulous about his attire to do such a thing, even in a fit of rage.


  Overcome by all the questions flying at him, Quinn put the heels of his palms to his temples as he closed his eyes and rested his head against the wall with a huff. “I’m sorry I scared you. I didn’t answer the door because I didn’t want to see anyone, and I didn’t answer the phone because I didn’t want to talk to anyone. No, I am not okay, but no, I didn’t take anything. Though if any of you have a magic pill that will just make it all go away, I’d sure appreciate it.”


  I got down on the floor with him—awkwardly, thanks to the stupid pencil skirt I’d put on for the office this morning—and snuggled into my distraught friend’s side. “Make what go away, Quinn? What’s wrong?”


  “What’s wrong? What’s wrong?” He threw up his hands. “All you have to do is look around you to see what’s wrong.”


  “Let me guess,” Demi said, flanking his other side, and Sasha took the seat before him. “Jennifer Aniston’s decorator didn’t get paid, so she came and repo’ed everything?”


  Chaz snickered, but I did my best not to smile, while giving our inappropriate friend a disapproving scowl.


  Sasha had done a better job of it than I. “Seriously. What happened?” She opened her purse and took out a pack of tissues, handing them across the way.


  Quinn took one and wiped at his nose. “Turns out … Daddy doesn’t like ultimatums. And neither do I.”


  “What ultimatum?” The level of concern I heard in Shaw’s voice, along with his recent display of heroism, had me questioning everything I thought I knew about him. Was this a new development or something that had been there all along and I had refused to see?


  “I did it, okay? I told him I was tired of being kept hidden, that it had taken me too long to come out of the closet only to be shoved back into it. I tried to make him see how much happier we could be if we didn’t have to keep our love from the rest of the world.” Quinn’s diatribe interrupted my silent musings, and I placed my attention back where it should be, on my best friend.


  “And what did he say?” The cracking sound of Chaz’s knuckles was every bit as intimidating as his voice.


  Quinn rolled his eyes, his annoyance at the answer preceding the actual words. “He kept going on and on about his children, about his wife, saying he wasn’t ready and probably never would be. And then he said if I couldn’t be happy with him the way things are without ever expecting more, there was no need for us to stay together.” Quinn shook his head. “I should’ve just kept my mouth shut.”


  Demi put her arm around him. “But, sweetie, you weren’t happy like that.”


  “Does it look like I’m happy now? Take a look around. I lost everything. And now I’m homeless,” he said as he leaned his head on Demi’s shoulder and sobbed into her hair.


  “Good God,” Demi said, holding her nose and edging away. “When was the last time you showered?”


  Quinn pulled back to look at her. “Seriously? My life is over and you’re insulting me?”


  “Oh, stop being so dramatic. Your life is far from over. He was just a man, and there are plenty more where he came from.”


  “But I love him, and he doesn’t want me.”


  Demi shrugged, matter-of-factly. “Rejection sucks. But it doesn’t mean you give up. If the one you want doesn’t want you back, it’s not a big deal. Someone who does will come along. I promise you that.”


  I couldn’t help but notice the way Chaz’s body flared up, his energy sending waves of “over my dead body” through the air. Good. Maybe that was the incentive he needed to finally get off his ass and do something about it.


  “Maybe, but until then, I’m all alone.”


  “All alone?” Denver said, stepping forward. He looked at each of us and then at Quinn. “How can you possibly be all alone when you have six friends who dropped everything to be here for you? Six! Do you have any idea what I’d do to have just one?”


  Quinn must not have noticed him before, though I wasn’t sure how a behemoth like Denver could ever be missed, crowded room or not. “Holy shit … what is Denver Rockford doing here?” He turned away and wiped at his cheeks and eyes. “Oh, God, I’m a mess. Don’t look at me.”


  Denver copped a squat right along with us. “No, you’re not. Your head’s a mess, and maybe even your heart, but none of that translates to your outward appearance.”


  “Liar,” Demi coughed. Honestly, I didn’t know what we were going to do with her, but we really wouldn’t have her any other way.


  Denver, however, really surprised me. I’d seen so much machismo from him that I never would’ve guessed he had it in him to be this person standing before me now. He was handling Quinn so well, saying just the right thing at just the right time.


  What a lousy friend I’d turned out to be. I’d been so consumed with my own crap that I hadn’t been there for Quinn the way I should have. I hadn’t even known he was considering broaching the topic with Daddy in the first place. Of course I wouldn’t have tried to talk him out of it, so we’d still be in the same situation, but that sort of thing was something a best friend should have known was about to go down.


  “Quinn, I’m so sorry you’re hurting,” I told him. “I know this really sucks, and there’s really nothing anyone can tell you that will make you feel better, but everything happens for a reason.”


  “Everything happens for a reason, he was never good enough for you anyway, you deserve so much better, and the sun will come out tomorrow, betcha bottom dollar, blah, blah, blaaaahhh,” he said. “Logically, I know all those things. The problem is that I’m not feeling very logical right now, because my heart has been blown to smithereens. And I just feel like … like ripping his fucking head off!”


  “Then do it,” Denver told him. “Not literally, of course. Figuratively.”


  “I vote we don’t take the literally part off the table just yet,” Demi said. When everyone looked at her, she shrugged. “I’m just saying … I’d like to get my hands on him.”


  Chaz groaned. “Dammit, woman! You are always trying to make me go to prison.”


  Demi drew her head back. “How is that making you go to prison?”


  “Because if you touch him, he’s going to want to touch you back, and then I’m going to have to stop him from breathing.”


  “Awww,” Demi cooed. “You’d kill someone for me?”


  Chaz shifted, looking around at his boys to see if they thought he was less of a man somehow. Then he puffed up his chest and set his shoulders high. “Yeah. Of course I would.”


  The pink hearts floating in the air around Demi were something magical only women had the power to see. Except in Demi’s case, they looked more like tattooed hearts with Cupid’s arrows piercing their centers.


  “You know what? You’re right, Denver,” Quinn said, getting to his feet and ignoring the slightly disturbing version of the “I like you, do you like me? Check yes or no” game Demi and Chaz had had going on for as long as I’d known them. He marched out of the bedroom and toward the front room, leaving the rest of us to scramble after him.


  Quinn stopped when he saw the door and turned to look at us, pointing in that direction with an expression that said, “What the fuck?”


  Shaw read him loud and clear. “Oh, yeah, about that … I, um … I sort of broke your door.”


  Quinn straightened and seemed almost pleased. “Good,” he said with conviction. “You can tear it off the hinges for all I care.


  “Just look at this place. This was supposed to be mine, and he took it all away … to give to her.” He turned, surveying every corner. “Well, she can have him. But she’s not getting this goddamn penthouse without having to do as much cosmetic surgery to it as she’s done to her own silicone-and-plastic self.”


  Quinn went over to the fireplace and picked up the decorative poker, everything about his walk screaming revenge.


  “Quinn, what are you going to do?” I asked warily. Sensing that he wasn’t going to answer my question, I made to follow so I could see for myself, but Shaw held out his arm to bring me to a gentle stop.


  “Let him go,” he said. “He needs this.”


  “Needs what?”


  Seconds after Quinn disappeared into the master suite, I found out. Quinn’s growl was infused with true anger and resolve, a battle cry one might have heard from a soldier who’d been overrun yet determined to take as many of the enemy as he could with him to the grave. The crunch of fracturing glass followed, and for a second, I got that feeling of unease superstitious people must get when they realize that seven years of bad luck is on the horizon. But all of that went away, released with each tinkling of the bathroom mirror’s shards as they hit the sink and floor.


  I understood then. Quinn did need this. In a way, I was jealous that I didn’t have an outlet of my own. Though the responsible thing for me to do would have been to stop him, for once in my life, I didn’t feel like being the sensible one. I wanted my friend to have this. I wanted him to have it for the happiness he’d been denied and for all the times he’d been taken advantage of and hurt without the satisfaction of retaliation.


  Moments later, Quinn stepped out of the bedroom with his head held high, even though his cheeks were streaked with tears.


  “Are you okay?” Sasha asked.


  “Nope, but I’m getting there,” he said. “You might want to stand back, sweetie.”


  Landon put his hands on Sasha’s shoulders and pulled her against his chest protectively just as Quinn drew the poker back like a bat and took a mighty swing. I flinched when he hit the crimson wall, leaving a gaping hole in the aftermath of his fury. The chalky plaster hanging by threads of paper from its mouth reminded me of fleshy organs spilling from a traumatic wound. If the disturbing sigh of satisfaction from Quinn as he admired his work was any indication, I’d say that was just the effect he’d been going for.


  But he wasn’t done yet.


  Moving to another spot on the same wall, he inflicted wound after wound. I stopped flinching after the third and smiled victoriously along with him. When he was done, Quinn stepped back to admire the work with a tilt of his head. The misfortune of the one who broke Quinn’s heart was equal to obliteration on a level that was every bit as personal as the misdeed itself. Daddy’s request that Quinn keep his secret had been denied.


  The truth would not be as easily erased as the relationship, because it was written on the wall. Well, carved into it. Giant letters spelled out, “HE’S GAY!”


  Quinn dropped the poker in dramatic fashion before dusting off his hands. “What’s done in the dark will always come to light, bitch,” he said, then turned his back on it to face us. “I’m ready to go home now.”


  Home was exactly where he belonged. I was his family. We were his family. And if being a child of Stonington, Maine, had taught me anything, it was that a family took care of its own.


  I linked arms with my best friend, and we headed for the door. “Don’t worry, Quinn … you’ll always be welcomed home, because family is the one thing you can count on.” I looked over my shoulder, shooting laser beams of guilt at Shaw with my eyes. “Or at least that’s the way it should be.”


  CHAPTER 17


  Shaw


  Cassidy Whalen was a persistent little brat. I’d lucked out well enough over the weekend when she hadn’t made an appearance at Monkey Business, though I’d planned a speedy escape if she had. But when the entire hubbub with Quinn had gone down and she’d made the comment about family, I’d known she hadn’t let go of what she’d seen in Detroit. That woman was going to be the death of me.


  I’d played nice enough in order to get Quinn’s things moved back into their place, but even then she’d kept taking jabs at me. So much so that the rest of our friends had stopped and asked what was going on between the two of us. Cassidy had laughed it off, feigning innocence, and I’d looked at her like she was crazy—because she fucking was—and even though I knew they hadn’t believed either one of us, they’d let it go.


  So yeah, the second Landon had dropped us off at Monkey Business, I’d headed in the opposite direction. I’d rather be home alone than surrounded by my friends while being ridiculed by the woman I’d been fucking on a regular basis.


  Climbing three flights of stairs—the elevator in my building was out and had been since the day I’d moved in—I was relieved to finally make it to my door with key in hand.


  “Wow, so this is where you live, huh?”


  I should’ve been startled, but I would’ve known that voice anywhere. Closing my eyes to the annoyance, I struggled to get my blood pressure under control. Cassidy had a really bad habit of turning up where she wasn’t wanted or invited. She must have been a cat in a past life, because I had no clue how she’d made it up all those stairs behind me without making a sound.


  Reluctantly, I turned to face her. “What the hell are you doing here? Did you follow me again? Christ, woman!”


  “I’m a sports agent, which makes me a professional stalker. It’s what I do. And I’m damn good at it.” She leaned against the wall with her shoes in one hand and not a care in the world.


  “Yeah? Well, I’m not one of your clients, so why are you stalking me?”


  “Because you need to explain yourself to me.”


  I cupped my balls in a smart-ass sort of way. “Yep, still there. Which means I’m a man and don’t have to explain myself to anyone.”


  “I just want to know how you can come home to your posh apartment and lay your head down on what I’m sure is the most comfortable pillow money can buy and sleep at night, knowing your mother is all alone in a condemned building in the middle of a gang-infested neighborhood. You tell me the answer to that, and I’ll leave.” Cassidy’s voice got louder with each word she spoke, which I was sure the landlord’s mother, who lived across the way, really appreciated. “And in case you get any grand ideas, you’re not going to be able to fuck your way out of it this time, Shaw Matthews.”


  I felt like banging my head against the wall. “Jesus Christ … Go home, Cassidy. I have neighbors. I’m not going to stand out in the hallway arguing with you all night.”


  She shrugged and crossed her arms. “Well, then I guess you better invite me in, because I’m not going anywhere.”


  Like that was a threat I couldn’t handle. She for damn sure wasn’t stepping a foot into my place. “Not a problem. I’ll just go inside and leave you out here alone.”


  “Suit yourself. I’ll make a quick phone call and beat and bang on your door until Denver shows up to break it down like you did with Quinn’s. Whatever works for you.” She pulled her phone out of her purse.


  Damn it! Denver would probably do it for her, too.


  With a heavy sigh, I conceded. “Fine. Let’s just go somewhere else so you can get this out of your system.”


  Cassidy blocked the door to the stairs. “Why can’t we just go inside your apartment?”


  “I’d think you’d want someplace more public so I can’t fuck my way out of whatever it is you keep going on about.” I gave her the grin I pulled out only when I wanted a woman to be at my mercy. “And if I have you that close to my bed, damn right I’m going to fuck you in it.”


  She leaned in, her intimate proximity drawing me closer to her body’s warmth. “I think I can handle myself,” she said, and then she snatched the key to my apartment out of my hand and bolted for the door, leaving me to catch myself on the wall.


  Before I’d righted my balance, Cassidy had my door unlocked and swung wide open.


  “Fuck.” A life that I’d tried so damn hard to keep private had just extended an open invitation to the last person on earth I’d ever want to let in on the secret.


  Cassidy


  To say I was confused would’ve been an understatement. When I’d thought of Shaw’s decorating tastes in the past, I’d imagined something modern and chic, maybe even a bit futuristic. But the reality proved I’d been way off the mark. His taste was nonexistent. And I didn’t mean nonexistent as in he didn’t have any taste; I meant nonexistent in the literal sense.


  “Where’s all your stuff?”


  Shaw’s apartment didn’t look much different from the penthouse suite we’d left a mere couple of hours before. There was no plush carpet or crimson paint, just plain hardwood floors and whitewashed walls. To Shaw’s credit, there was a recliner and a table in what I assumed was the living room, but no other furniture that I could see. Not even a television.


  “What you see is what you get.” Shaw nudged past me and inside, gesturing for me to do the same with a swing of his arm.


  “I don’t understand,” I said, stepping over the threshold so he could close the door behind me.


  “What’s the matter?” Shaw walked into the middle of the room with his arms spread wide. “Not posh enough for you?”


  Tearing my eyes away from the nothingness, I saw a side of Shaw I wouldn’t have ever dreamed could exist. He looked ashamed, and it punched at my gut, but his underlying air of cockiness refused to go away.


  “You know, I’m really disappointed in you, Ms. Whalen. For someone who’s such an ace in research, you really dropped the ball on this one.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “Do you seriously not know why there’s no furniture in my apartment?” He paused, tilting his head with his brows lifted expectantly. “Think about it. I’m sure it’ll come to you.”


  Crossing his arms and leaning against the bar that separated the kitchen from the main living space, he waited. And I was more confused than ever.


  “I’m in no mood to play guessing games with you.”


  “All right, then I’ll give you a hint.” He uncrossed his arms and stood straight. “I can’t afford any furniture right now.”


  I guffawed. “Right. Funny.”


  “It’s no laughing matter, I assure you. And I’m not real happy about it, either.”


  He was serious, which made no sense. Maybe I would’ve believed him if he’d said he’d sent all of his money home, but I’d seen how his mother lived, so that obviously wouldn’t have been true.


  “You make more than enough money to furnish an apartment. Plus, there’s the corporate allowance.”


  “I make enough money to pay for the apartment,” he said. “The rest of it goes to supplement the corporate allowance, which I use to fund things like private jets to Vegas. And Detroit. And the most expensive hotel suites. And limousines with drivers, meals at upscale restaurants, a tailor-made wardrobe, concert tickets, yacht parties, and strippers. Et cetera, et cetera.”


  I felt so dumb. I still didn’t get what he was trying to tell me, and I’d always considered myself to be pretty smart.


  “You’ve gotta spend money to make money,” he clarified.


  “You’re not rich?”


  “I’m guessing we have about the same yearly income. Are you rich?”


  I shook my head. “But you’re always flaunting all that money?”


  “So you assumed I had lots of it.” Shaw put his hands on his hips and started pacing. “See, that’s the problem here, isn’t it? From day one, you made all kinds of assumptions about me, based on rumors, without ever bothering to find out the truth for yourself. You thought you had me all figured out, so you didn’t need to get to know me, right? I never stood a chance, because you fucking hated me before I showed up for my first day.”


  It was true, and I suddenly felt like a gigantic ass about it, but he wasn’t exactly innocent, either. “Well, maybe if you weren’t such a jerk who kept himself so closed off, people wouldn’t have to make assumptions about you. And besides, it’s not like you tried to give anyone a different opinion.”


  “Oh, so the attorney thinks I’m guilty until proven innocent. Is that it? A little backward, if you ask me. Where did you say you went to law school?”


  “Don’t give me that. People saw exactly what you wanted them to see,” I said, stabbing an accusing finger in the air. “But the truth? The truth is that you’re a liar.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “You heard me. You’re a liar. Your whole life is one big, fat lie. It’s sad.”


  “No, the truth about my life is sad. The lie is much more preferable. To me, anyway. And it certainly hasn’t hurt my career.” He walked into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator, pulling out a beer. “Want one?”


  “What I want is to know what you’ve been hiding.” Though part of me wished I hadn’t stumbled upon the lie, I still couldn’t walk away from the truth.


  “Why? Will it really make a difference in the way you think about me? Haven’t you already made up your mind?” He cracked open the bottle and threw the top on the counter.


  “Change my mind, Shaw. Who are you really? What was so bad about your life that you needed to live a lie?”


  “Everything,” he said with a humorless chuckle. “But if you want specifics, fine, I’ll cut myself open so you can watch all the ugly bleed out onto the floor. My old man is a fucking con artist who couldn’t hold down a job to save his life, but hey, at least some of that artistry got passed down to me. And my mom? My mom is an alcoholic who cared more about where she was going to get her next bottle than feeding her own kid. I was an inconvenience to both of them, a mistake that was never supposed to happen, and most of the time, they acted like it hadn’t.”


  “I don’t believe that.”


  “And I can tell you exactly why you don’t” was his arrogant response.


  I rolled my eyes, preparing to listen to his nonsense.


  Shaw walked toward me, beer in hand. “I’m willing to bet you were an only child. Am I right?” He circled me as if I were on display for his scrutiny. “Mommy and Daddy gave their little princess everything she’d ever wanted in her whole life. They told you that you could be anything you wanted if you put your mind to it. Because that’s what good parents are supposed to say. And you believed them, because they loved you, and took care of you, and kissed all your boo-boos. So you wanted to make them proud.”


  Shaw came full circle to face me again. I met his gaze, standing strong against the inquisition. “Are they?” he asked. “Are they proud of the way you sit up there on your pedestal, gazing down at the rest of the worker bees, playing the same old record over and over again? I worked so hard to get to where I am,” he mocked me.


  His mask of condescension was replaced with one that was as hard and unforgiving. “Until you’ve walked a mile in my shoes, sister, you don’t know what hard work is.”


  “This isn’t about me. It’s about you.”


  “Oh, you don’t like to be put under a microscope and judged, but it’s okay for you to do it to someone else? I see. Well, by all means, let’s get back to the topic of me, since we both know what an egotistical asshole I am.”


  He put a sarcastic finger to his chin while looking up at the ceiling and resuming pacing before me, like a prosecutor looking to make a plaintiff nervous. But I wasn’t the one on trial, so the intimidation tactic wasn’t going to work.


  “Where were we? Ah, I remember. Unlike you, I didn’t have the privilege of a college education and a postgraduate degree. No one paid for me to study at some highbrow university. You talk about how you started from the bottom and worked your way up the ladder. Well, if you started at the bottom, I guess I should say I started twenty feet underground.


  “Everything I know was self-taught. Nothing was handed to me. Here’s the thing people don’t understand about coming up in Detroit: a man can work a full-time job, backbreaking labor, and it still isn’t enough. That’s why there’s so much crime there. To support a family, you’re pretty much forced to turn to dealing drugs, killing thugs, and posing for mugs.” Stopping again, he plastered on a fake smile that, under different circumstances, would’ve been breathtaking. Oh, he was well practiced.


  “But I wanted to be better than that,” he continued. “I wanted the white-collar dream so bad I could taste it, and I wasn’t afraid to get a few calluses on my hands in the process. You see, I knew that if I wanted any kind of a life, something better than what my folks had, I was going to have to make it for myself. So yeah, I cut some corners, but I only did what I had to do to break the cycle.”


  “And what about your family? You just left them there to fend for themselves?”


  “Ah, my family. It always comes back around to that for you, doesn’t it?”


  I couldn’t quite understand why it didn’t for him. Your blood was where your roots began, and roots were what made a person strong. “Where I come from, your family is the most valuable asset in life. I won’t apologize for that.”


  “Let me tell you something about my family,” he started. “Most every single night of my young life, I slept at the stadiums. Just hid from security, because I knew the guards’ schedules like the back of my hand. And I did that because at least I was safe there. And my parents … never bothered to look for me. Hell, I don’t think they cared—or even knew, for that matter—that I was gone.”


  The sadness I felt for the little boy in Shaw reached deep into my chest and gave my heart a squeeze. Ma and Da always knew every move I made, and if they didn’t, someone else in our little village did, and you better believe they’d find out soon enough. When you came from a place where everyone cared, could you ever really know what it was like for someone who had no one?


  “They didn’t give a shit about me, so why should I give a shit about them?”


  I softened. “I’m sorry you had to go through that. It’s not the way it’s supposed to be.”


  I suddenly realized how wrong I’d been about Shaw. He hadn’t had everything handed to him on a silver platter. He hadn’t had anything handed to him at all. In fact, he’d had to work a thousand times as hard as I had to get to the same place.


  “Hey, no worries. I came out okay. Look at me now. I eat at fancy restaurants, sleep with any woman I want—including you—rub elbows with the rich and famous, carry a certain amount of influence, and people know my goddamn name.”


  “In an empty apartment,” I tacked on.


  “It won’t be empty once I sign Denver,” he said, taking a swig of his beer. “That partnership is the game changer for me. I’ll finally be able to settle down in one place and feel like I’ve accomplished something. It’s the beginning of a new life, everything I’ve worked so hard for.”


  “You think that’s going to make you happy?”


  Shaw shrugged. “How could it not?”


  “Because it’ll be tainted by all the lies you told to get it. Nothing good can come from a lie.”


  “I didn’t tell any lies.” The wink he gave was full of confidence, like he’d won on a technicality, but I still had him.


  “Pretending to be someone you’re not is still a lie.”


  Shaw started laughing. It was the sort of laugh that came at the expense of another rather than from a genuine tickle of the funny bone.


  “What’s so funny?” I asked, unnerved.


  “You.” The sigh that followed was every bit as fake as his laughter. “You’re actually standing there with a straight face, judging me—again, I might add—when you’re doing the exact same thing.”


  He’d clearly lost his mind, and I was definitely insulted. “I am not pretending to be anyone other than who I am.”


  “No?” Shaw’s penetrating gaze went straight through me, like he could see into my soul. “Are you sure about that, Cassidy?”


  I wasn’t, but until I knew what he was getting at, I wasn’t going to make any profound confessions. “You’re projecting.”


  “Ooh, fancy word, counselor.”


  “Oh, just make the point I know you’re dying to make, Matthews.”


  “Okay.” He straightened and put his beer on the counter. “For someone who’s so by the book, you sure are blurring the lines, aren’t you?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Denver, for one,” he said, holding up a finger like he was keeping score. But of course he would; everything was a competition to Shaw. “What is it that you’re doing with him, exactly? Are you fucking him or trying to be his agent? Because if you don’t genuinely want to be with the guy, then you’re leading him on in order to get the contract. And that’s pretty fucking unethical.”


  God, he was right. I’d been chastising myself over the very same thing from the moment I’d known Denver had a thing for me and I’d capitalized on it. My shame had been weighing heavy on my shoulders ever since. But I had every intention of righting my wrong the next time he and I saw each other. “Denver and I never—”


  Shaw cut off my explanation: “Wait. I’m not done.” Another finger went up. “You have a tattoo of some guy named Casey on your ass that you don’t care to talk about. I mean, I could be wrong, but most women wouldn’t tattoo a man’s name on their ass unless he meant something to them.”


  Guilt sat in my stomach like an iron anchor that had crashed to the sea floor. Casey was one subject that was off-limits. “I’m not going to talk about Casey with—”


  “Still not done,” he said. “And then there’s me. The man you claim to hate, yet fuck on a regular basis.” His intention was to cut me with the statement, but the words dripped with seduction. To prove the point, he crossed the space that separated us, backing me against the wall with a slow, methodical advance, until the heat of his body teased my skin. I didn’t dare look up at him; I knew if I did, I’d want to kiss his lips. “No way can a woman hate a man that much and still fuck him the way you fuck me.”


  I could hear both of us breathing as the heaviness of his statement settled in. “Denver … Casey … me … You’re living three different lives. So which is the real you, Cassidy?”


  The mirror Shaw had forced me to take a long, hard look into was more than I’d bargained for when I’d decided to follow him home. This was supposed to be about making him come clean, not exposing the skeletons in my own closet. But damn, what a cluttered closet it had become, and I hadn’t even realized it. Maybe I had some cleaning of my own to do. And the truth of the matter was, I didn’t even know the answer to his question.


  I looked up at him then, taking a page out of his own book when I said, “Now who’s making assumptions?”


  The cocky laugh was back again. “At least I can own my truth. Your lies run so deep, you don’t even realize they’re there.”


  With my chin set confidently, I met his challenge. “I know my worth, and that’s what matters.”


  “Yeah? So what’s the going price? A partnership?” Shaw leaned in so close I could taste the intoxicating aroma of his cologne with each breath I took. His lips grazed the shell of my ear, causing my flesh to pebble. “Just how far are you willing to go to win, Cassidy? Is Wade next on your list?”


  I snapped at the insinuation, shoving him hard with two palms to the chest and giving myself just enough room for the windup and release of a right jab to Shaw’s eye. The searing pain that shot through my wrist was crippling, but I didn’t show it; I was too pissed. My da would’ve been proud of his little girl, and Casey would’ve followed up with a left and a right and another left to finish him off for the insult. That was the way we did things back home. It was hard as hell to take the girl out of Stonington, but you for damn sure wouldn’t ever be able to take Stonington out of the girl.


  “Don’t you ever again insinuate that I’m sleeping my way to the top!”


  Shaw held his eye, momentarily stunned, but it wouldn’t keep his fat trap shut. “People in glass houses shouldn’t throw stones.”


  “Yeah, well, I didn’t throw a stone. That was a right jab, asshole. Own that.”


  I’d had enough. Enough of being criticized for having a normal, supportive family, enough of being lied to, and enough of being called a slut. And I didn’t care if I ever saw Shaw Matthews again.


  A dramatic exit hadn’t been my intention, but I was acutely aware that I was a walking cliché in that moment. I wasn’t the only cliché, though. Shaw grabbed my arm to stop me, one eye clamped shut and the other doing its best to focus.


  “Unless you want two matching black eyes, I suggest you let me go,” I warned.


  “Tell me the truth now, and I’ll let you leave.”


  God, he just didn’t know when to stop.


  “What?” I asked with a huff.


  “Why did you come here? Am I supposed to think you actually care?”


  I rolled my eyes with an incredulous shake of my head. He wouldn’t believe the truth. After all the hurtful things he’d said to me, I wasn’t even sure I believed it myself. I certainly wasn’t ready to make any grand admissions out loud.


  “No, Shaw. I genuinely feel sorry for you.” With that, I pulled my arm free. “I hope you finally get everything you’ve ever wanted. But you should know that it’s going to be a lonely and miserable existence without anyone to love or to love you.”


  For the first time since I’d met him, Shaw Matthews didn’t have a witty retort. He just stood there, saying nothing. Dumbfounded. I honestly didn’t know if what I’d said had made a bit of difference. The topic of love was sincerely a foreign concept to him. How could he know the difference between something fake and something real when he’d never even known the love of a parent? A person like that was dangerous, capable of breaking many hearts. And not just those of his lovers. Anyone who ever gave a damn about him would fall prey. Well, I wasn’t going to be one of his casualties, and I wasn’t going to stick around to watch him crash and burn, either. So I left him staring after me as I turned my back and walked out of an apartment that was every bit as empty as its occupant’s heart.


  CHAPTER 18


  Cassidy


  I was still feeling raw from my conversation with Shaw the night before as the town car carried me to La Jolla for my makeup meeting with Denver at his place. Not having slept much, I was exhausted, and the sting of rejection from the conversation I knew was to come had already been playing havoc with my psyche. An emotional overload was imminent. Feeling like screaming one second and crying the next was the telltale sign. Or maybe I was about to start my period. Same difference.


  Denver was going to dump me. As his agent, not his girlfriend. Even though I wasn’t actually his agent … or his girlfriend. And I was going to have to dump him, as my not really boyfriend. Crap. Why did life have to be so confusing?


  Guilt seemed to be a running theme in my life lately. Not only did I feel guilty about having to let Denver down and making a rash judgment about Shaw, but all the tossing and turning and thinking during the night had led me down another road. I’d started to see the similarities between Shaw and me. I’d called him out for not being there for his parents, but how had I been any different? I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d been home to see my own.


  And then there was Casey. I didn’t know how I was supposed to feel about him. Worse, I’d never stopped to consider how he must feel about our situation. I’d been so selfish. If I were honest with myself, I’d have to admit I hadn’t been any better than Shaw. So who was I to pass judgment on him and act so self-righteous? What he did in his life was none of my stupid business anyway.


  That old Stonington mentality was ever present, ingrained in the very fiber of my being, and it would not be denied. Where I came from, everyone knew everyone’s business and they all had an opinion about it that got crammed down your throat, whether you liked it or not. That was what I had done to Shaw.


  Resting my head against the cool glass of the window, I tried to let the scenic beauty of La Jolla’s hillsides distract me from my thoughts. Truthfully, I was glad Denver had sent a car to bring me to the privacy of his home so he could drop the atomic bomb all over my aspirations to represent him. It would have been embarrassing for me to be seen crying at the office.


  Was that where I was in my life? Had I worked so hard to become a no-nonsense, nothing-personal-about-it, get-the-job-done businesswoman, only to be reduced to a sappy puddle of emo girl?


  As we crested the hill, the car came to a gradual stop in front of a three-story Tuscan oceanfront estate that was absolutely breathtaking. Denver was standing in front of a mahogany wood door that dwarfed his frame, and the smile on his face rivaled the panoramic view surrounding him.


  “Here we are, miss,” the driver said. “If you’ll wait right there, I’ll get your door.”


  Screw that. I knew how to work a handle. As soon as Denver realized I was opening the door myself, he bolted forward. I had no idea why. It wasn’t as if he’d reach me before I could get out, no matter how impressive his forty-yard-dash time was.


  “Um, hey. So, uh … thanks for coming over,” he said with a nervous edge.


  I smiled to put him at ease, even though I knew he was about to demolish my hopes, because that was the sort of woman I was. Generous to a fault, mama bear by nature. Though for some reason, I simply couldn’t bring myself to be any of those things for Shaw. “Of course, Denver. Don’t be silly.”


  He beamed, but his delight never quite reached his eyes. “Come on. I’ll give you a tour.”


  And what a tour it was. The lifestyles of the rich and famous always involved a waste of money I couldn’t understand. Denver was a single man with no children, yet his home boasted six bedrooms with six bathrooms and two half baths, for a total of over eight thousand square feet. It was ridiculously big, with a state-of-the-art architectural design that had been carried out using the world’s finest materials. He was living in the middle of a work of art. Who could relax and unwind from their day when they had to be concerned about breaking something?


  Shaw wanted that. The status associated with the price tag was exactly his sort of thing. I shut down that line of thinking quickly; nothing good could come of it. My teeth had already begun to get their grind on, jaws locked tight to keep the insults from flying.


  Denver was clearly proud of his home. Who was I to take that from him? Besides, it really was beautiful. Maybe I was just jealous.


  The little she-devil on my shoulder kept whispering in my ear: But all of this could be yours for the low, low price of … your soul.


  Not today, little she-devil. This was one wrong I knew I could make right, to free up my conscience for the other mishaps desperately in need of my attention.


  When we reached the master suite, on the top floor, I began to get nervous. Despite the early afternoon hour, Denver had this whole romantic setup out on a rather large deck, complete with a fire pit, twinkling white lights, and a bottle of champagne on ice. Crap. I needed to put the brakes on this, and fast.


  “Denver, look. I think maybe we need to have a talk,” I started.


  “Well, yeah. That’s why I brought you here in the first place, silly.” He laughed nervously, then gestured toward the wrought-iron chairs with overstuffed cushions. “I think it’ll be best if you have a seat.”


  I did as he asked, not bothering to get comfortable in case things got to be a little too cozy and I’d need to bolt to my feet. To my surprise, Denver remained standing.


  “Aren’t you going to join me?”


  He ran his fingers through his sun-kissed hair. “I can’t. I’m too nervous to sit.”


  Great. This was going to be worse than I’d thought.


  “Listen, before we do this,” he said, gesturing between the two of us, “there’s something I need to let you know.”


  When he loosened the first two buttons of his shirt, I panicked and jumped up. “Oh God … Denver, I’m sorry, but I can’t.”


  He looked wounded and confused. “Why? You don’t want me anymore?”


  “What? No!” I paused and took a deep breath, rethinking my approach; I certainly didn’t want to hurt his feelings. “I mean, try not to take it personally, but I just don’t think it’s the best move for my career. You understand?”


  “No, I don’t understand. So all the time we’ve been spending together lately was about what?”


  I took my seat again, burying my head in my hands. “Crap! I know, I’m sorry. It was so wrong of me. I let things get entirely too personal because I really like you. I guess I thought we were having a good time, building a connection that would help solidify our working relationship.”


  Denver sat next to me. “But it did. That’s what I’m trying to tell you. All that time we spent together made me realize how much I really want you, but I don’t want you to agree to take the next step until you know the whole truth about me.”


  I looked up at him then, exasperated. He obviously had something very important to say. “What truth?” I asked, even though it wouldn’t matter. Before I left there, his feelings were going to be hurt.


  Denver took a deep breath. “The truth is, I hired that cameraman to film me with those strippers.”


  “What?” I shrieked. Could he actually envision a scenario in which telling me something like that was going to make me want to sleep with him? “That’s revolting!”


  “It’s not what you think,” he said, getting to his feet.


  I rolled my eyes. “Oh, good. Because I think you’re a twisted pervert who wants to chronicle himself behaving disgustingly with young, innocent women.”


  “Cassidy, it’s not like that at all. And, believe me, they weren’t innocent. I paid them, too.” The way he said it was like it was no big deal.


  I was appalled and nauseous. “Oh, my God! That girl was underage!”


  “But I didn’t know. She lied. I swear!”


  By that point I wasn’t really hearing anything he was saying—I was too busy being flabbergasted. How was it possible that the man who was so kind to my best gay friend could be the same man who acted like such a pig with women? I just didn’t get it.


  “And Shaw went to jail for you!” I gasped, the realization suddenly hitting me. “Was he in on it?”


  “No! No, no, no!” Denver said, his eyes wide. “He had no idea. I swear.”


  I shot to my feet. “Well, that makes it even worse! You left him in jail! Left him there! What kind of person does that?”


  Denver paced, his face tinged red with frustration or embarrassment, maybe both—then again, I didn’t care. He was an asshole, and whether he deserved it or not, he’d caught me on a very bad day.


  “I was so drunk, not in my right mind,” he said. “Then that fight broke out, and I knew it wouldn’t be good for my career.”


  What a selfish bastard he was for thinking only about himself, and that was exactly what I told him. Or, rather, yelled at him. “What about Shaw’s career? Have you any idea how damaging that could have been for him?”


  “I know. I’m a piece of shit for it.” Denver hung his head, but I didn’t care how bad he might have felt.


  “What were you planning on doing here today? Did you want me to see your little tapes? Is that it? Or did you think we were going to make one? Because that definitely is not going to happen, mister.”


  Denver stopped pacing, his head snapping up. “Huh?”


  I was on a roll. “I can’t believe you actually believe I’d want to be with someone who could do something like that. I mean, I have nothing against someone wanting to get their freak on, and I’m not exactly vanilla myself, but I just can’t be okay with all of this.”


  In the middle of my rant, Denver shouted something I couldn’t quite make out. Though maybe it had been loud and clear, because I fell silent as it resonated. I couldn’t have heard what I thought I’d just heard.


  “What?” I asked.


  He looked directly at me. “I said I don’t want to be with you … because I’m gay. There. It’s out.” His expression was a mix of relief and terror.


  “Oh. You’re … gay,” I repeated, still shell-shocked.


  Denver took a seat just in the nick of time, his resemblance to a newborn foal making it obvious his legs were about to give out. His hands were shaking as he ran them over his suddenly pale face, covering his mouth like he wished he could take the words back. “I’ve never told anyone that before. Hell, I’ve never even said it out loud to myself before.”


  He turned to peer over his shoulder as if he expected someone to be there, listening in on his confession. It was paranoia, of course. We were on the side of a cliff, with nothing but jagged rocks and churning water below.


  “I won’t tell anyone,” I promised him; it looked like he needed that reassurance.


  “Good. Because you know as well as I do that it would hurt my career.”


  As much as I would’ve liked to be able to argue the point, I couldn’t. Mankind had made some serious leaps and bounds toward tolerance, but it was nowhere near where it should be. Equality for all sounded noble in theory, but society was still having trouble making it legal on paper. Homosexuals in the military and on the playing fields were at an even greater disadvantage.


  That was when everything started to click into place. “Wait—but you’ve been hitting on me and even kissed me.”


  Denver nodded, his lips pressed together. “Yeah, that’s true. I guess I hoped we’d be seen, you know? I needed to be seen with a woman.”


  Thinking back on the events leading up to his big confession, I saw the puzzle pieces start to come together. “So you hired the cameraman to film you with the strippers because …”


  Denver finished my thought: “I hired the cameraman and the strippers and tipped off the paparazzi so that my antics,” he said, forming air quotes, “would be leaked to the press. That way, no one would ever question my sexual preference. They’d just see me as a playboy.”


  “And things got out of hand?”


  “You could say that. I’d had my anxiety medication, and then, knowing I was going to have to touch women,” he said with a slight shiver, “I needed to be drunk to do it. I swear, I had no idea what would happen.”


  “Shaw was collateral damage,” I said, understanding.


  “God, yes,” he sighed, letting his head fall back to rest against the chair. “I never meant for anyone to get hurt.”


  “I believe you,” I said, giving his hand a squeeze. And then I laughed, feeling quite a bit of tension release into the air with the sound. “I have to tell you, I thought I was going to have to break your heart today. I feel so silly about it now.”


  He smiled. “Yeah, you were going off. What were you planning on doing here today? Did you want me to see your little tapes? Or did you think we were going to make one?” he mocked me. “Damn, woman. I thought you were going to castrate me there for a second.”


  “Well, what was I supposed to think?” I said defensively. “You’ve been coming on to me since the day we met, and then you bring me here with this romantic setup.”


  Denver laughed then. “The champagne, the lights … they were about celebrating, not making out, goofy.”


  My cellphone chose that moment to start vibrating from the breast pocket of my blazer, giving me a start.


  “Celebrating what?” I reached inside my pocket and pressed the button on the side of the phone to send the call to voice mail. Whoever it was, they could wait.


  “I want you to be my agent, Cassidy. I just wanted to do the whole full-disclosure thing first to be sure you’d want to take me on as a client. I mean, because if it ever gets out, I’ll be a hard sell.”


  My heart nearly punched out of my chest with excitement over the victory that was propelling it. “You want me to be your agent? Even after I yelled at you?”


  My stupid phone started buzzing again, really trying my patience. With another shove of my hand into my pocket, I silenced it.


  He laughed again—amused by my childlike behavior, I was sure. “Yeah, even after you yelled at me. I need someone in my corner who’s not afraid to put me in my place. You sort of remind me of my mother, and no one takes care of you like a mother.”


  “Thanks, Rocket, but I’m not really that old.”


  “Aww, don’t be so sensitive. You know what I mean,” he said with a playful shove. “Besides, you’ve had my folks sold with all that Colorado talk. They really want me home, and I know you can do that for me. So what do you say?”


  “But Detroit offered you so much money.” Even though I knew it was a point for Shaw, I wanted Denver to be sure he was making the right decision.


  Apparently, he’d already given it a lot of thought. “I know, but money can’t replace family. And if I have any hope at all of making it through this with everything I have going on, I’m going to need them more than ever.”


  Again, my cell went off. Whoever was on the other end of the line was going to get an earful from me.


  “I’m so sorry, Denver, but can you excuse me for just one second?” I said as I begrudgingly yanked my phone out.


  “Oh, yeah, sure. Go ahead.”


  “Thanks. It’ll just be a second. I promise,” I reassured him with a polite smile that disappeared the second I turned my face away. I answered the phone without even bothering to look at the caller ID. “What?” I said through gritted teeth, annoyed by the relentless interruptions.


  “Cass, it’s Abby,” came the gentle voice of Casey’s mom on the other end of the line.


  Though she was Ma’s very best friend, the fact she was calling could mean only one thing. Something very bad had happened to someone I loved dearly. The question was, who? Casey? Ma? Da?


  I stood, afraid that if I didn’t then, I’d never be able to again. Swallowing the dread lodged in my throat, I finally managed to push my voice out: “What’s wrong? Is everyone okay?”


  She was quiet. Too quiet. And my entire world was in free fall.


  “Your ma took a tumble from the roof. She’s hurt pretty bad.”


  “What? Is she going to be okay?”


  There was a pause that I didn’t like in the least, and then: “You should probably come home, sweetheart.”


  I went numb except for that tingling feeling you might expect to have when in a hypnotic state. Dazed and confused, on autopilot. “Right. Okay. I’m on my way.” That was all that needed to be said for the time being, so I hung up.


  If someone from home called to tell you that you needed to get back there, you went. They wouldn’t call me unless something catastrophic had happened. So I didn’t ask any more questions. I’d get more details on the way, but for now, any remaining functioning part of my brain needed to be focused on rearranging my life so I could get there as fast as humanly possible.


  “I’ve gotta go,” I said, picking up my bag before heading toward the exit. “Is the car still waiting?”


  Denver stood and took my arm, bending at the knee to look me in the eye. “Wait a minute, Cassidy—did you hear me?”


  I was sure I had, but I couldn’t remember a damn word of it.


  “I said I want to sign you as my agent.” Oh, yeah. He was smiling, excited, eager … all the things I should’ve been, while my mind was three thousand miles away.


  My next words were painful but, since I was faced with no other option, necessary: “I’m sorry, Denver. I can’t accept the position.”


  He looked like he’d been expecting the words. “Because I’m gay and it would be too hard. I understand.” Denver bowed his head in shame, and I couldn’t have that, because not a word of it was true.


  “God, no, Denver. I don’t give a shit what people think about your sexuality. It has nothing at all to do with that. I have a personal matter to attend to, and I don’t know how long it’s going to take. Please, you have to believe me.”


  He nodded, clearly trying to. The responsible thing would’ve been to stay right where I was until he knew I meant what I’d said, but time simply wasn’t on my side. I was needed elsewhere, and I had no idea what horror was awaiting me.


  “You should give the job to Shaw. You owe him at least that much, and he’s going to make you a lot of money.”


  I believed every word of what I’d said; if Denver made money, it meant Shaw would make money. And that was his one and only true love. Not that I gave a shit. Some things were more important, and I’d be on my way to those very things within twenty-four hours. Less, if I had anything to say about it.


  CHAPTER 19


  Shaw


  Touchdown!


  I’d won. The most coveted quarterback in the nation, Denver “Rocket Man” Rockford, was mine. Though the actual signing hadn’t happened yet, his call telling me to hurry over to discuss his future was all I’d needed to hear.


  Suck on that, Cassidy Whalen!


  I winced, the perma-grin crinkling the corner of my left eye sending a painful reminder that the battle had been hard fought. Damn woman had given me a shiner almost two days ago, and I still hadn’t come up with a story that didn’t make me look like a pussy. I supposed I’d deserved the mean right jab she’d dished out. Her personal shit was none of my business, though if she hadn’t backed me into a corner and peeled the flesh from my bones like a premed student working over a cadaver maybe I wouldn’t have felt the need to launch a counterattack in order to make my escape. No one had ever made me feel so raw. And I didn’t like it. Not one bit.


  When the car pulled up to Denver’s house, I shook that shit off. Every carefully calculated move I’d made and every emotional barrier I’d thrown up had helped me become the business-savvy man I was today. And that man was looking at a very lucrative future, a future that was close enough to reach out and touch.


  My new client was living large, indeed. It wasn’t really that I hadn’t already known that, but seeing was believing. And I was taking it all in. Stepping out of the car, I inhaled deeply, smelling the success saturating the air surrounding the expensive homes that enhanced the golden coast’s landscape. Someone else just like me, someone who set goals and never quit until they saw them morph into realities, occupied each one of these homes. These were my people, and I felt like a king.


  Turning toward the door, I pushed my shoulders back and started up the walkway as if I owned it. This was the sort of place I wanted. It was what I deserved. And I couldn’t help the sense of accomplishment I had in that moment, knowing that with each advancing step, I was closer to getting it. If I kept on the road I was headed down, signed the superstar athletes, made all the right plays, scored the game-winning points, the name my good-for-nothing parents had given me at birth would finally mean something. Maybe then, I’d finally be good enough for …


  I stopped the thought dead in its tracks. My own steps followed suit, and I turned around in a circle as if something in my surroundings would present an answer as to what in the hell could’ve possibly made my brain go there in the first place. Holy shit, but that line of thinking was ten kinds of fucked up.


  Before I could examine the whys of it any further, Denver opened the front door to the house, his head drawing back as he examined my face. “Damn, man. What happened to you?”


  I was sure he meant the swollen eye. “Sometimes it’s not easy being Shaw Matthews,” I said with a nonchalant laugh. “Don’t worry, it looks worse than it feels,” I lied.


  “Still, better you than me.” Denver’s big meaty paw landed hard on my back. “Come on in, amigo, and thanks for getting here so soon.”


  “Hey, you’re the man, and what the man wants, the man gets,” I said with a dazzling smile.


  “Gotta admit, I like the sound of that,” he said, leading me into the main living area. He offered me a seat on the leather sofa. “Can I get you a beer or something?”


  “I’m good, but thank you.” I sat my briefcase down and adjusted my tie, anxious to get down to it. “So what’s this all about?”


  The beefy football star sat on the arm of the chair to my right, steepling his fingers as he looked for the words to start. “Right to the point, huh?” he laughed. “That’s cool. Short and sweet works for me.” The carefree expression he’d worn was replaced with one less preferable, one that made me nervous. “I know you put in a lot of work on the Detroit deal, and I really appreciate it.”


  I heard the hanging “but” echo before he even said it.


  “But I’ve decided I’m going to sign with Colorado.”


  There it was. I’d been overly confident, thinking the summons here was about his decision to sign with me. That was wrong. Colorado was the angle Cassidy had been working. Shit. The biggest player in the game had chosen a girl to represent him.


  I nodded, feeling hard-pressed to throw in the towel. “Colorado is a great franchise, with some of the most loyal fans around, but Detroit will pay a whole hell of a lot more money,” I said, hoping it wasn’t too late to change his mind. “I can do that for you, Denver.”


  “Oh, I know you can,” he said reassuringly. And then he shifted uncomfortably. “You see, the thing is, there’s a reason I want to go to Colorado. Money wasn’t the deciding factor.”


  I had a feeling a certain redhead with a banging body had been key in his decision. Damn it. How was I supposed to compete with tits and ass? Though it might have been a little underhanded, we were at war, and I wasn’t ready to wave the white flag without using every weapon in my arsenal. So it was time I pointed out the horrors associated with working so closely with a significant other. Most of all, the questionable intent. It was business, not personal. Okay, so maybe it was a little personal.


  “Before you go any further, let me just point out the ethical repercussions of this situation.” I stopped my rant when he tilted his head to regard me with disbelief.


  “You already know?”


  He’d brought Cassidy along as a date to my big show, and he didn’t think I’d noticed? “Well, yeah. It was sort of obvious.”


  Denver looked down at the floor. “Wow. And you still went to jail for me?” He perked up then, scooting to the edge of his seat so fast it made me back up. “Hey, man, I’m so sorry about that, by the way. It was a shit move on my part. I never should’ve let it get out of control. And, dude, Cassidy went off on me about it.”


  Fuck me. Cassidy had come clean to Denver about our affair, and now he was feeling bad because he thought he’d stolen my girl after all I’d done for him. And worse, she’d gotten in his face about it?


  “But you understand I had to set all that up to maintain my image, right?”


  Things had officially taken a turn toward Weirdville. I wasn’t sure we were even having the same conversation anymore. “As a playboy?” It was the only thing that made sense.


  “Well, yeah.” He gave a humorless laugh. “Can you imagine what it would do to my career if it got out that I’m gay?”


  What? I needed a moment to recapture the tiny three-letter word I was sure I’d just caught. “Hold on.”


  Denver must not have heard me, because he went full steam ahead with his explanation: “I mean, I know there are supposed to be equal rights and all, but you and I both know they’d find some other way to push me out. And then the shit I’d have to go through with the other players and maybe even the fans …” He ran his hands over his short hair. “Man, I’m not planning any press conferences for the big reveal anytime soon. Truthfully, I’m still trying to come to grips with all this myself, but at least it seems to get a little easier to say each time I do.”


  The pause he took to contemplate his last statement was an opportunity I had to grab if I was ever going to get a word in edgewise. “Let me make sure I have all of this straight.” I squirmed in my seat, searching for the right words. Though there really were only two to sum it up. “You’re gay?”


  Denver looked at me then, the realization that I hadn’t known that all along settling in his features. “Yeah. Is that gonna be a problem? I mean, because if you think it would make your job as my agent too hard, I understand. But I’m going to have to ask you not to tell anyone else, because I need to handle that in my own way and on my own time.”


  I could absolutely respect that, but Denver being gay didn’t matter to me. And though his concern about the impact it would have on his career was important, I wasn’t scared. We could finesse that. It was the other little nugget of information hidden among all those words that was the tidbit my brain had focused on. “Are you saying you want me to be your agent, Denver?”


  “Yes, I’d like to offer you the position of my agent.” Each word was carved out as if by an X-Acto knife. Denver was leaving no room for further confusion. “What do you say? Interested?”


  Even though it was ass-backwards, I felt like Renée Zellweger to Denver’s Jerry Maguire. “Interested? Denver, man, you had me at hello.”


  I don’t think he got the reference, at least if his “So is that a yes?” was any indication.


  “No. That’s a hell yes!” I laughed at his silly question. Not so much because it was funny but because I was giddy with joy at the words finally, finally being said.


  “Whew! Good, man,” Denver said, falling off the arm of the chair and into its seat. “You have no idea how stressful this has been on me. Maybe I can relax a little now.”


  Stressful on him? I chuckled to myself. Holy shit, the constant ups and downs I’d endured during this entire process had really done a number on my emotions. And I wasn’t even an emotional guy. I needed a fucking drink. And a vacation. Someplace sunny and warm and full of half-naked, exotic beauties at my beck and call. But not yet. No way was either one of us able to relax. We had things to do, deals to sign, and money to make. I was in high gear, primed and ready to do the best work of my life.


  Putting my briefcase on the coffee table, I opened it and started pulling out the contract I’d already prepared. Maybe it had been presumptuous of me, but damned if it hadn’t been right on time. I couldn’t wait to rub Miss Goody Two-shoes’ face in this. My rabbit had snuffed her turtle and left it choking on my dust.


  “Rocket, you won’t regret this. I’m telling you, you made the right decision, man. Cassidy’s good at her job and all, but the bottom line is, I’m the man for you. I’m going to make you so much more money than—”


  Denver cut me off with a hearty laugh. “You’re good, man, but I feel like I need to keep it real with you, just like you would with me.”


  “I absolutely would.” My smile stayed in place even though my stomach was churning.


  “You came in second place, bro.”


  “What?” My face was frozen, cheeks lifted high and skin pulled tight with the mask I was trying desperately to keep in place. Surely I’d misheard him. “But I thought you said you were going with me?”


  “I am. But you weren’t my first choice. I offered it to Cassidy yesterday, but she shot me down and broke my fucking heart. She was the only person, other than my mama, who ever put me in my place. I’ve got mad respect for that. So I would’ve signed with her … if she hadn’t sidelined herself.”


  “She sidelined herself?” The words were forced through my clenched teeth and ticking jaw.


  “Yeah. She pulled out, man. Said she was no longer interested. I thought it was because I’m gay and she couldn’t get on board with that, but when I asked her, she said it wasn’t. She wouldn’t tell me the real reason. Just said it was personal and I should give you the job because I owed you at least that much. My mama told me to do whatever that little woman says to do. So”—he stuck out his hand—“congratulations, man. It’s you and me against the world … just like you said.”


  Being the runner-up in a contest was almost worse than coming in last place: it meant you were good enough but someone else was just a little bit better. Ask any Miss America second placer and I’d bet they’d say it was an honor, but I wasn’t a fucking chick and I didn’t give a damn if Cassidy was prettier than me or had a better body. My biggest concern wasn’t world peace or feeding all the starving children, because once upon a time, I had been one of those starving children, smack-dab in the middle of a war zone right here in the good ol’ U.S. of A., and I’d survived. On my own. This was supposed to be my story about how I’d overcome the odds stacked against me to go on to be the most unlikely yet successful agent of all time.


  Worse than coming in second was that the sense of accomplishment and hope for the future I’d been soaring high on seconds before had just been plucked out of the sky by a do-gooder looking to make herself feel better. Goddammit, I was a man. I wasn’t Cassidy Whalen’s charity case, and I didn’t need her fucking handouts. But that was exactly what this was. She’d given me the contract because she pitied me.


  No, Shaw. I genuinely feel sorry for you. Her words had carried the sting of a thousand killer bees when she’d said them before. But now? Now they crept across my skin like an army of flesh-eating fire ants looking to strip me clean down to the bone. Well, I wouldn’t go gently. I was a scrappy motherfucker, with skin as thick as leather. The last thing a person wanted to do was attempt to get under it. Cassidy had. And I didn’t like that one bit.


  “You gonna leave me hanging?” Denver asked, his arm still outstretched and waiting. The unease of his body likely meant he thought I had a problem with his sexual orientation, and that simply wasn’t cool.


  “Nope,” I said, taking his hand with a firm grip. “No worries. I’ve got you.” And I meant it.


  Whatever the issue with the she-devil who’d managed to derail my life from the track I’d been chugging down, it could wait. In the meantime, I wasn’t going to take a chance on Denver changing his mind to go with someone else, even if it was like taking another dude’s—or woman’s—sloppy leftovers. So I got my shit together long enough to get the contract signed and wrapped things up here.


  My next order of business was to make a stop at Striker to show Cassidy Whalen that Detroit side of me she’d never seen before. My Justin Timberlake was about to shed the suit and tie to get his Marshall Mathers on. As much as I’d tried to bury those instincts and pretend I’d been tamed, there was only so much poking and prodding a person could take before the beast got loose. She wanted to play God with my life? Well, I was going to show her the devil.


  Stepping off the elevator at the office, I found the place looking more like a ghost town than the thriving hub of activity it normally was. A quick glance at my watch told me why. I’d been so distracted by my thirst for revenge that I hadn’t even noticed the time. Everyone was gone for the day, but if I knew Cassidy Whalen, she was probably still here. Stalking her next victim, I was sure. So I made a hard right and headed in that direction, only to find her suite dark and just as empty as the rest of the place.


  “Shit,” I mumbled to myself as I turned to leave.


  Wade Price was walking toward me with his briefcase in hand and a jacket hanging from his arm. I could be wrong, but I thought he even had a little extra pep in his step. “Well, you don’t sound as happy as I’d thought you’d be.”


  “Um, sorry, sir. I needed to speak to Cassidy. Looks like I missed her, though.”


  “Let me guess: to gloat? Boy, you two are competitive to the very end,” he said with a chuckle. “I hope you’ll go easy on the poor girl. She’s taking it pretty hard.”


  “I’m sorry? Taking what hard?”


  “Don’t be modest now, Matthews! You deserve the congratulations. It was a hard-fought contest, but to the victor go the spoils, eh?” he said with a hearty clap on my back.


  “You already know I got the Rockford contract?”


  “Whalen told me,” he said. “And don’t you be mad at her for spilling the good news before you could—she was pretty much forced to tell me in order to explain why the hell she was leaving.”


  “Leaving? As in she quit?” Oh, it would be just like her to do something that drastic, even if for no other reason than to rub salt in my eye.


  “No, no, no. She didn’t quit.” He stared off in contemplation. “Or at least I hope that wasn’t what all of that was about.”


  “All of what?”


  He shrugged. “She asked for an indefinite leave of absence. Said there was something she had to take care of and she’d let me know more details later.”


  Son of a bitch. Just when I’d thought I couldn’t be any madder at the woman, she’d gone and proved me wrong.


  “Truth be told, I think she was feeling a little embarrassed by the loss and didn’t want to show her face. Although she really doesn’t have anything to be ashamed of. She’s still my number one. Now that you have the partnership, anyway.” He winked and threw his arm around my shoulders as we walked toward the elevator.


  “When did this happen?”


  “First thing this morning.” The elevator door opened, and we stepped inside the car. “She spent some time coordinating things with her clients, and then she left.”


  Run, little girl, run. Run to your heart’s content. Run until you can’t run anymore. I’ll still find you.


  To my disappointment, Quinn was the one who answered the door, and he didn’t look much happier than me with that scowl on his face.


  “Where is she?” I asked, getting right to it.


  Quinn slapped a slip of paper to my chest. “Was this your doing?”


  I took it from him, reading the hurried yet elegant script.


  
    
      Had to go home. Will be gone for a while. I’ll call later to explain. Don’t worry.


      —Cass

    

  


  I felt like roaring at yet another fucking wall being thrown up in what was turning out to be a goddamn maze designed with the express purpose of blocking me from having the final word.


  “Why would you think I had anything to do with this?”


  Quinn put one hand on his hip. “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe because you just so happen to show up here, all in a huff, moments after I find the note?”


  It wasn’t my intention to be hateful with Quinn, I knew he’d been through it lately, but I really couldn’t afford to waste time with an explanation I didn’t want to give in the first place. “When is she going to be back?”


  “You read the note. She doesn’t say, but something tells me she’s not planning on coming back at all. And the woman isn’t answering her phone, either.”


  “Why don’t you think she’s coming back?”


  Quinn leaned against the doorjamb. “You’re just full of questions today, aren’t you? My guess is you’re the one holding all the answers.”


  I stared blankly at him, trying my best not to ask another question, though I supposed my expression must have done that for me.


  Crossing his arms, he continued: “Look, I know I’ve been dealing with my own shit, but that doesn’t mean I haven’t noticed that my best girl has something going on. Y’all been fucking.”


  Whoa! “She told you that?”


  The grin he wore was full of sass and pride. “No, but you just did.”


  I closed my eyes, trying desperately to rein it in. “Quinn, I’m sorry, but I need to talk to Cassidy. Where can I find her?”


  “I’d say the airport, but you better hurry.”


  “Why?”


  “Because I found her flight information written on the page under this one on the notepad.” He went over to the counter and ripped the sheet off the pad, handing it to me. “Here. Go get her, Romeo.”


  Christ, he had it all wrong, but if I told him that, he’d probably try to stop me from going after her. And Cassidy’s flight was scheduled to take off in no more than an hour. Without saying goodbye, I pivoted on my heel and headed for the exit.


  “You’re welcome!” he shouted after me.


  San Diego International Airport was just as much of a madhouse as the bumper-to-bumper traffic to get there. Then I had to go and make a scene when I tried to get to the gates without a ticket in hand, which meant I had to spend money on a ticket to Philadelphia that I had no intention of using. And to make matters worse, I was in so much of a hurry to catch Cassidy before her flight took off that I wasn’t paying attention when I went through the metal detectors, prompting an intrusive pat-down that fell just short of my body cavities being searched. Normally, I liked to at least be on a first-name basis with someone getting that fresh with me. Two tits and a vagina would’ve also been preferable.


  After that, I nearly collided with four different people who were also running to their gates, and I considered plowing through a group of elderly people with no place to be other than the middle of the major flow of traffic while they carried on their mundane conversation. Naturally, Cassidy’s gate was at the far end of the terminal, directly opposite the front of the building, which meant no one else in the building had farther to go than me to get there. My calves were cramping and my pulse was at cardio-workout level by the time I reached my destination, but that didn’t stop me from trying to break the handle off the closed door to the Jetway when I found I was too late.


  “Whoa, whoa, whoa! What do you think you’re doing?” A brunette put herself between the door and me to stop my assault. I almost hadn’t seen her: she was less than five feet tall, and that was counting the bun on the top of her head. But when I looked down, she was mean-mugging me like she was a monkey’s breath away from climbing me like a tree and giving my branches a shake.


  “But they haven’t left yet. They’re right there!” I could appreciate the importance of international security as much as the next person, but if I’d already spent fucking forever being x-rayed and patted down to get to this point, what did they think I was going to do now?


  Even if she was petite, my friend the gate agent meant all business. “Sir, if you don’t back up, I’m going to have to call security.” She put her hand on the phone, prepared to do just that.


  “Ah, come on. You don’t have to do that,” I said, turning on the old Shaw Matthews charm.


  Under thick, bright blue makeup, her eyes softened, though it didn’t make a difference. “The flight has been boarded and the door shut. I’m sorry. You’ll have to go to the ticket counter to see about catching another flight to Bangor.”


  “No, you don’t understand. This isn’t my flight. I just need to talk to someone on board before she leaves.”


  The gate agent’s face took on a dreamy look I’d seen far too often when a woman got swoony on me. Clutching her chest, she sighed. “Aww, how romantic!”


  “What? No, it’s not like that.” For a second, I thought about going with her assumption just to see if appealing to the woman’s obvious need to believe in the chick-flick cliché would get me what I wanted.


  “I’d love to help, but only ticket-carrying passengers are allowed on board.”


  Great. Finally, we were getting somewhere. “I’ll go get a ticket then. Just don’t let that plane take off.”


  “The flight is full. Besides, the door is already closed.”


  “Please?” I’d never begged for anything in my life.


  She stuck out her bottom lip and gave me the puppy-dog eyes. “I’m so sorry. It’s out of my control.”


  Surely there had to be another option. “When does the next flight leave?”


  “You’ll have to check with the ticket counter, sir,” she said, then leaned in conspiratorially. “I’m not supposed to do this, but how about if I check on it for you?”


  “Yes! Thank you so much!” I said, feeling a little relief now that she was willing to help.


  “I see you have a ticket to Philadelphia in your hand.”


  Lifting the ticket I’d all but forgotten about, I shrugged. “Yeah, there was no other way to get to the gates.”


  “It’s actually a good thing,” she said, scanning the monitor before her. Then she looked up at me and smiled. “There’s a flight to Bangor leaving Philadelphia at six forty-five in the morning. It’s not completely full. You’ll need to run to catch your first flight on time, and you’ll have a long layover, but that’s the best you’re going to do.”


  “Where’s my gate?”


  “Gate forty. But you might want to go get that ticket to Maine first.”


  Looking up at the gate information, I groaned when I saw that we were on the opposite side of the airport.


  “Thank you.” The wink and smile I gave her was about my being grateful for the information she’d volunteered, even though I’d been acting like a dick. It wasn’t like it was her fault, and I was sure she’d dealt with enough shit from every other person and didn’t need mine.


  I wasn’t quite sure how far I was willing to go to say my piece to Cassidy, but as I watched her plane back out of its spot and taxi down the runway, I figured out the answer.


  Moments later, I stepped up to the ticket counter and slapped my credit card down in front of the agent. “One ticket from Philadelphia to Bangor, Maine, please.”


  Apparently, I was willing to go another three thousand miles.
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      Shaw

      “Simi, where the fuck am I?” I growled into my cellphone.

      “I don’t know, asshole,” would’ve been an acceptable comeback, given my level of rudeness, but my ever-professional virtual assistant kept her cool. “You’re traveling south on Upper Falls Road.”

      You’re, a contraction from a voice-recognition program. Wasn’t technology nifty? Nifty, but not a whole lot of help. Left to figure it out on my own, I had to draw only slightly conceivable conclusions. The best I could tell, the flight I’d taken to Bangor, Maine, had somehow veered off course and into the Bermuda Triangle, which I was now convinced was a wormhole to an alternate universe where interstates hadn’t yet been invented. That or all of this had been an elaborate scheme that my arch nemesis/part-time lover, Cassidy Whalen, had come up with in order to lure me away to a place where she could continue her torture routine and then eat my liver before dumping my body where no one could find it.

      Truthfully, I’d be okay with the slightly creepy murder because being forced to endure that look of pity on her face every day for the foreseeable future was a fate worse than death.

      I dropped my phone in the nook next to the gearshift, none too gently, thanks to my mounting frustration. I was exhausted, running on fumes after a ten-and-a-half-hour flight and nearing a two-hour drive. My stomach was gnawing at me from the inside, which I suspected was simply for the sole purpose of going in search of food on its own, since I’d placated it only with airplane peanuts.

      Simi dinged, either to warn me to take it easier on her delicate structure or to issue a reminder to bust a right onto yet another state route on my journey through God’s country. Thirty-six more miles on winding roads to the island that laid claim to a small fishing village called Stonington. Cassidy’s stomping ground. What in the world was I thinking when I’d decided to hop that flight? Oh, right… I’d wanted to give her a piece of my mind. But right now, I wanted a piece of chicken to put in my belly.

      Making a left into the parking lot of a gas station, I parked the compact rental car I’d been forced into when no other option had been available and got out. The cartoon chicken on the sign in the window shouldn’t have made me salivate, but it did. Maybe I was on the verge of delirium because gas station chicken wasn’t a smart decision. I’d pay for it later.

      The kid behind the counter was patient as I decided between chicken chicken, chicken tenders, or chicken nuggets. As he gathered my tenders and potato wedges, I thought I’d double-check that Simi knew what she was talking about, though I might have used a hushed voice to make sure she couldn’t hear me doing so. The last thing I needed was for her to get an attitude about me not trusting her. Women could be so testy. Even virtual women.

      “Hey… Dale,” I started, reading his nametag. “Is it normal for there to be a lot of back roads around here instead of interstates?”

      Chicken Dale half-laughed. I guess he got that question a lot. “Yep. Where are you going?”

      “Uh, Stonington,” I said, taking my boxed meal.

      He drew his head back like what I’d said was unusual. “Stonington?”

      “Yeah. Why, am I going in the wrong direction? I knew it,” I said, adding a curse under my breath.

      “No, you’re going in the right direction. It’s just that no one goes to Stonington unless they’re a local.”

      “Is that a bad thing?”

      He laughed again. “Depends on who you ask.”

      “Great,” I said with a sarcastic smile. “Thanks, man.” I took my box, noticing the grease stains already soaking through. “I’m not going to die from eating this, am I?”

      His shrug and expression said it could go either way. I’d make it, or I wouldn’t. Oh, well. We all had to go sometime.

      After paying for my heart attack in a box and bottled water, I got back on the road. At least what was supposed to pass for a road, anyway. The winding, unpainted pavement was bad enough, but the bumps along the way reminded me of being a kid in a shopping cart passing over a grooved sidewalk, the vibration from each notch making my ahhhh sound like a symphony of vocal acrobats. I might have even tried it out to prove a point, since there was no one else around to see me making an ass of myself. Until my phone rang, that is.

      “Hello?” I cleared my throat, trying not to sound so much like a bullfrog was lodged in it. “Ben?”

      “Yo, boss man!” came his far too exuberant response. “How’s Maine?”

      “So far, so shitty. What’d you find for me?”

      “Well, there are only two places to choose from and one is booked, if you can believe that, but I did score you a nice room at the Whalen House.”

      For some reason a massive migraine decided to strike like a lightning bolt from out of nowhere. “Wait. Did you just say Whalen?”

      “Yep. And it’s exactly what you think.” I could hear the smile in his voice. “Lair of the ice queen, herself. Cassidy’s parents own the joint. Per the four-and-a-half-star review, it’s a quaint little bed-and-breakfast with a family atmosphere and all the amenities of home. You should fit right in.”

      I would’ve growled at him if I’d had the energy. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

      “A little bit.” At least he was honest with me. Unlike Cassidy.

      “There’s no other choice?”

      “Nope.”

      “I’m firing you when I get back.”

      “Sure thing, boss. In the meantime, I’m pushing Denver’s contract through to make everything real nice and legal.”

      Denver “Rocket Man” Rockford was where all of this had started. Cassidy Whalen and I had been in competition to represent the most coveted quarterback in the league and earn a slice of his pie, along with a partnership at Striker Sports Entertainment. I’d won. On a technicality. Denver had offered the contract to Cassidy first, but she’d turned it down and insisted he give it to me. All after she’d found out I wasn’t the rich playboy I’d let everyone believe I was. If she hadn’t been so goddamn nosy, so judgmental, so determined to pick me apart like I was a toad spread-eagle on a metal tray, I wouldn’t be in a stupid tin can on a fucked-up road heading to a place no one else has ever even heard of.

      I shoved my hand inside the greasy box, regretting it instantly when I found the scalding wedges, which must have been pulled from the vat of oil right as I’d walked into the gas station. “Son of a bitch!”

      “Okay… I can hold it, if you want me to. But I’ve gotta ask. Are you actually changing your mind about scoring the biggest deal of your life?” I’d almost forgotten Ben was on the phone. Maybe I hadn’t been far off the mark with the delirium thing.

      “Is that even a real question? Of course not. I just burned myself,” I said, sucking on the wounded finger.

      “Funny, I didn’t feel a thing. Ba-dum-bum-ching!” He was a hairsbreadth away from being replaced by Simi.

      “Grow up, Ben,” I said, taking charge and acting like a real boss. “Book the room, get the contract on Wade’s desk, and get me on a flight out of here first thing tomorrow morning.”

      “You got it. But, uh,” he hedged.

      “Spit it out.” I was quickly losing what little patience I had left.

      “Just a heads-up, there’s a nasty bit of weather forecasted for Maine over the next few days. Best be prepared for a longer stay, mate.”

      “Then you better make sure you get me out of here before it does because I have zero intention of sticking around any longer than I have to, so call me with the details once you’ve got them.” With that, I hung up and tried to get my greasy grub on again.

      Having zero intention of sticking around any longer than I had to was exactly right, but it wasn’t like I had a reason to be here in the first place. Christ, what the fuck was I doing in friggin’ Maine? See, Cassidy Whalen had this way about her that got into my head and made me act like a stark raving mad lunatic. Because of that woman, I’d done things I’d never do. Like seduce a co-worker in order to win a contract. Or at least, I’d tried to seduce her. It had backfired. Sort of. But at least I’d gotten my rocks off a time or two in the process, so consolation prize and all. Thing was, I didn’t do second place well, and my consolation prize had skipped town and taken her delectable little pussy with her. I wasn’t okay with that.

      Shit. Why wasn’t I okay with that? Over the years, I’d built up a wall to keep the crazy out, and bit by bit, she’d been chiseling away at it and making me feel things. I shivered, the horror of that thought prancing down my spine like a thousand tiny Cassidys doing their victory dances.

      Don’t get me wrong, the whole feeling things didn’t mean I’d fallen in love with her or anything. No, the things she made me feel were the same emotions I’d left behind the night I’d watched a man get his head blown off right in front of my eyes. I’d been just a kid, but living in Detroit is a game of survival I’d been forced to learn early on. Feelings equaled weakness. And it wasn’t like I had parents to shelter me from all that bullshit either. My folks couldn’t give a shit whether I lived or died. Hell, they probably would have preferred I’d died because at least then maybe they could collect some sort of check on me.

      With a frustrated growl, I shook the fucked-up situation with my parents out of my head because thoughts like those wouldn’t further my goals in life. They were behind me. That life was behind me. I’d been moving forward since the day I became a man at the ripe old age of nine. Having no mother to coddle you after you’d just witnessed a brutal, bloody murder sort of put things in perspective. No one was going to take care of that little boy but the man he was meant to be. And the only way anyone could ever hurt me was if I gave them the ammunition to do so.

      I’d worked hard to make my way in life. And I’d taken every opportunity I could to further my cause, but being handed a contract that had originally been offered to a fucking woman smarted. It was emasculating. Though I had no intention of backing down from the mother of all contracts, regardless of how I’d gotten it, the first thing I needed to do was reclaim my manhood. And at the moment, Cassidy Whalen was holding my balls in her purse. Once I got them back, I could put her and all the touchy-feely stuff behind me once and for all.

      Deer Isle–Sedgwick Bridge loomed before me like a four-hundred-foot iron sentry that would either grant access to my destination or turn into a rolling and twisting amusement park ride to dump me into the waters of Eggemoggin Reach below. Obviously, the amusement would not be mine. But as luck would have it, I crossed without issue. The steel suspension cables even stayed in place, and I was fairly certain the ominous laughter I’d thought I’d heard had been only my imagination having playtime with the natural creeks and groans of metal on metal. Christ, I needed some sleep before the boulders scattered about the landscape turned into rock people frolicking through blueberry fields.

      Rock people did not exist. Just like the bumps in the road were not made by genetically altered super mole spies with ninja reflexes sent to keep track of me, and the sandbar supporting the causeway to Deer Isle would not turn into quicksand to suck me down to Middle Earth. But my phone was ringing.

      “Shaw Matthews,” I answered, grateful for the distraction. My sleep-deprived brain needed to save the neurons still firing somewhere inside in order to help me keep my wits about me when I finally came face-to-face with the little piggy that had gone “wee, wee, wee,” all the way home. I had a thing or two to say to her, and I was perilously close to forgetting both thing one and thing two.

      “Hey, bro! Whatcha doing?” Chaz asked from the other end of the line.

      “I can’t be sure, but I think I’m driving through one of the seven gates to hell.” Actually, I was fairly certain, but my sleep deprivation probably meant my judgment was questionable. “What’s up, man?”

      “Just wanted to give you a heads-up to tell you that you might want to keep your head down.”

      What Chaz had just said made perfect sense to me, which was proof positive that I had, in fact, crossed over into an alternate universe. “Do tell,” I said, prepared for just about anything at this point.

      “The girls and Quinn are catching a flight to Maine to be with Cassidy. It’s supposed to be a surprise, so don’t say anything to her or Demi’s gonna put my nuts in a sling.”

      “Join the club,” I said, still picturing my own boys in Cassidy’s purse. I ignored his questioning response and instead opted to move the conversation along. “So why do I need to keep my head down?”

      “Because they know you’re already there.”

      Even so, it made no sense. Quinn had been the one to give me Cassidy’s flight information in the first place, telling me to go after her. Only because he thought there was something romantic going on, which he was wrong about, but still, it had gotten me the information. Oh, shit. They’d probably figured out I was the cause of their bestie’s quickie departure in the first place. Great. The last thing I needed was to have two pecking hens and a feminine-sympathizing cock to add to the little piggy I was already trying to hogtie and put back in the barn. What was I, Old fucking McDonald?

      “All right, man. Thanks for the warning.” I sighed. “With any luck, I’ll be gone before they get here. I’m leaving first thing in the morning.”

      “What are you doing there, anyway?”

      “I’ve been asking myself the same question.”

      “Well, that’s answer enough, isn’t it?”

      “What? I don’t follow.”

      “Dude, you jumped on a plane… Maine… girl…” His call had some serious breaks in the line.

      I pulled back to look at my phone, showing only one wavering bar. I must have been driving through a dead zone, but I put the phone back to my ear. “Chaz? Hey, man, you there?”

      The three beeps in my ear and “Call Failed” screen meant he wasn’t. Oh, well. I’d call him back later because if the ocean on the horizon was any indication – and I was pretty sure the compact car I was driving wasn’t going to Chitty Chitty Bang Bang into a boat – it looked like I’d reached my destination. Not that Simi had done her fucking job and told me so. Pfft, technology.

      Popping over the hill and following the main road down to the small village nestled below, I couldn’t help but be mesmerized by the simplicity of it all. It was like stepping onto the set of a fictional town in a movie or a book. I never knew places like this actually existed, but there it was.

      The street corners were not home to Starbucks or McDonald’s. There were no Walmarts or Targets. No shopping malls or gas stations. Not even a traffic light. Main Street was home to a handful of boutiques, one locally owned and operated diner, a convenience store, and a singular bank. But the hustle and bustle was concentrated at a dock, the hub of it all. A dock loaded down with just about every make and model of truck ever produced in the good ol’ U. S. of A.

      Just past the Opera House – “Wait. They have a fucking Opera House?” I asked myself incredulously – I made a left off School Street and onto West Main, where a giant, weathered sign in need of a fresh coat of paint told me I’d finally reached my destination. I parked on the side of the road, turned off the ignition, and unfolded myself out of the little windup-toy car. How clowns got so many of themselves into one during their circus act, I’d never understand.

      Stepping out onto the sidewalk, I stretched and inhaled a deep breath of fresh air. Well, it wasn’t so much fresh as it was fishy and sodium based, but it was natural all the same. My lungs must have been too used to the carbon footprints left behind by big-city living because the resulting cough attack had me scared shitless that I’d never breathe again. Once the spasm was over, I took a look around to be sure no one had seen me, and was struck dumb by the scenery.

      Fishing boats moved in and out of the harbor, a flock of seagulls hot on their water trails. The sound of engines and horns, the call of the birds, and the stray shouts between fishermen as they passed one another was almost a lullaby compared to the harsh noise of the city. Islands of all sizes were scattered throughout the bay and beyond like a treasure map awaiting exploration. But most impressive was the horizon beyond. It was like a painter’s canvas of blue skies the color of a baby’s eyes, and streaks of sunlight penetrated marbled white clouds as if the fingers of a young god were playing with toy boats in a tepid bath.

      Cassidy Whalen had been born inside a postcard and had stepped right out of it like a two-dimensional character brought to three-dimensional life. Rarely had I ever taken note of the splendor of such things. Maybe that was because I’d always been in a hurry, thanks to the fast pace of city life, but something about this backdrop forced me to stop and take notice. Chick-ish moment aside, I was in awe.

      I took out my phone to call Ben to let him know I’d arrived and did a double take when I spotted the words NO SERVICE in the top corner where there should’ve been full bars.

      Holding my cellphone in the air, I did a three-sixty. “No service? Is that even possible with today’s technology?” I sighed in defeat and shoved my phone back into my pocket. Forget the postcard. I was in The Twilight Zone.

      Looking around again, I shook my head at how easily I’d been duped. Like Cassidy, the small town was beautiful and nonthreatening, a succubus luring its prey with a false sense of security, and then blammo! You were under her spell with no choice but to submit to her will until she sucked the essence from your soul and then discarded your rotting corpse. Luckily for me, I’d figured it out way before it was too late, which was a miracle in and of itself considering my level of exhaustion.

      Behind me, the Whalen House stood proud atop an incline that overlooked not just the harbor but the entire town. And I used the word “town” loosely. How fitting that it should be the place the great counselor, Cassidy Whalen, called home. Obviously, the high and mighty perch from which she passed judgment had been one she’d inherited at birth. I wouldn’t be a bit surprised if I walked inside to find out her father was the town’s judge, jury, and executioner.

      If I’d been in my right mind, I would’ve turned around and made my way back to civilization. But again – thanks to the sleep deprivation – I’d traded out “right mind” for “one hallucination short of a padded cell” a long time ago. The one and only order of business at the moment was to make it inside and into a warm, comfortable bed to capitalize on some much-needed downtime for my brain. After that, I’d say my piece to the she-devil and then I’d make my hasty escape back to some normalcy in San Diego with my new and very lucrative partnership at Striker Sports Entertainment and an extraordinarily exceptional life.

      Yep, everything I’d worked so hard for was just sitting there waiting for me to come live the dream… As soon as I could get free of the nightmare.
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      Cassidy

      Life was a funny thing. All those inspirational sayings about how we are in control of our own destiny, that we have the right to choose which direction we take during our journey to the end, were a crock of manure.

      Rarely had anyone born in my town ever left. If they did, they returned within a couple of years, max. The culture in Stonington was so unlike the culture anywhere else that the natives found it hard to exist outside of it. The rules were different; the way people thought was different. It was like being dropped in the middle of an ocean and being told to sink or swim. Without ever having the first swimming lesson.

      I’d done it. I’d taken control of my own future, and I’d gotten out of Stonington, Maine. And not only had I learned how to swim, but I’d grown fins and gills. Yet this town had managed to suck me right back in anyway. I was not the master of my own destiny; I was a slave to my fate. I’d left behind everything I’d worked so hard for, only to return to a place I’d fought so hard to leave. Like an overprotective mother, Stonington had a way of grabbing ahold of its children, smothering them with her breasts, and refusing to let them go. I was simply the headstrong daughter determined to forge her own way.

      The short trips I’d made home for visits in the past had been safe. Mostly because they were preplanned trips, with a definite date of departure that was nonnegotiable. This time that safeguard wasn’t in place. I had no idea how long I’d need to stay to see my ma and da through this crisis, but I was sure if Stonington had her way, I wouldn’t be leaving anytime soon. It was a risk I had to take for my family. They were more important than any partnership or any client or any egotistical asshole with a giant chip on his shoulder who just happened to give cosmic orgasms.

      It was an emergency phone call during the biggest moment of my life that had sent me dashing across the country in a hurry to get to my hospitalized mother. When Da had picked me up from the airport, he’d assured me she was fine, but warned that she looked much worse than she actually was. He’d been right. Ma looked like she’d gone through a twelve-round bout with the heavyweight boxing champion of the world and had come out on the losing end. The broken bones and concussion she’d sustained only further substantiated my analogy.

      Despite the fact that I was sitting in a hospital – which always gave me the creeps – something felt off, unsettling. Every time I tried to pinpoint the cause of my uneasiness, Shaw Matthews’s stupid face kept popping up in my mind, compounding my restlessness. Perhaps it was because there’d been no closure there. Not that it should matter. It wasn’t like we were an item. Far from it. But I couldn’t help the confusion over my inability to define the freaking relationship that I think I had with him in the first place. It was just sex, right? And if that was the case, why did I feel the need to check in with him? Explain to him that I’d landed safely, fill him in on how my mother was, and give him some sort of guesstimate as to when I might return. Because I was the blooming idiot who’d found herself back in Nowhere, USA, with little to no hope of ever escaping to civilization again.

      “You all right, kiddo?” The gruff voice of my father suspended my internal ramblings and I glanced up to catch him studying me, concern furrowing his brow. My own gaze roamed over his familiar features and noted the many differences since my last visit. The old man’s red hair was thinner and his beard was in need of a trim, but his barrel chest and potbelly were the same as always. Ma had been keeping him well fed, as usual. When I didn’t answer, he looked at me with that weathered face. The squint to his eye had nothing to do with his curiosity and everything to do with his failing eyesight.

      “I’m fine, Da. Just a little tired.” On cue, a yawn snuck up on me and I stretched it out. “I see you’re still not wearing your glasses.”

      “Bah,” he scoffed, waving me off. “There’s no place for those damn things on a lobster boat. Proved that when the last pair fell right off my face and into the ocean where they belong.”

      “Fell off, or got tossed off?” He wasn’t fooling anyone.

      Da shrugged. “What difference does it make? Somewhere out in the deep blue, a real-life Incredible Mr. Limpet is patrolling the ocean and keeping our country safe from enemy attack. You’re welcome,” he said with a wink.

      I laughed because I couldn’t help it. Leave it to my da to make accidentally on purpose losing his glasses a patriotic contribution. Duff Whalen was set in his ways and was fighting growing old with every breath in his body. It was one of the reasons he was still fishing when he should’ve been retired. He swore it kept him young and healthy. Truthfully, he probably had a point, though I’d never tell him that in front of Ma.

      As if she could sense the conspiratorial thought – and she probably could – Ma stirred in her sleep, her eyes opening just enough for me to see the caterpillar green of her irises. I might have inherited the ginger hair and short temper from my father, but Ma was the benefactor of my eyes and willfulness. A willfulness that had landed her butt in the hospital with a broken leg, a couple of cracked ribs, and some scrapes and bruises. Thank God it hadn’t been worse.

      “Hey, sleepyhead. You okay?” I asked, sitting up to brush a graying lock of hair from her face.

      “Cassidy, you’re here.” Her smile was groggy, the prescribed painkillers forcing her to take a much-needed nap to help her body heal. It was a good thing, too, because otherwise Anna Whalen would’ve been out of that bed and walking the twenty-five miles back to Stonington to tend to her guests.

      “You know, if you wanted to see me, you could’ve just called and asked me to come. You didn’t have to go to this extreme.”

      Medicine-induced semicoma or not, it didn’t stop her from quirking a sarcastic brow. “Didn’t I?”

      Here we go. I sighed. “Ma, don’t start with the guilt trip, okay? You know how busy I am.”

      “Yes, I know. I really wish they hadn’t called you in the first place. I’m fine. You should go back to California before you’re missed. I wouldn’t want my little accident to be the cause of some major catastrophe, like one of your fancy clients not having his favorite bottled water on the set of a commercial shoot for some athlete’s foot something or other.”

      Jesus, she really knew how to lay it on thick, but I wasn’t going to let her avoid a much-deserved interrogation by pointing out all my shortcomings as a daughter. “Oh, you’re fine?” I challenged. “So you’re in the hospital because…?”

      “Because you two are a bunch of overprotective hens who can’t tell that these doctors are only trying to milk my insurance company out of more money than they’ve any right to. Can I go home now?”

      I laughed with a shake of my head. “That would be a big, fat no.”

      “Well, why not?”

      “Because you have an issue with your blood pressure, which you knew before you decided to go on a little adventure. Said issue is what caused the dizziness that led to the fall in the first place. And as a result, the doctors want to keep you here another night.”

      The information didn’t sit well with my mother. Not that I’d expected it would. “I’m not staying here another night. I have guests to attend to.” She started to pull the covers back as if she was going to get out of bed, but I stopped her.

      “Oh, no you don’t. Abby’s taking care of them just fine without you there, and I’m going to relieve her in a bit. Right after I make the doc explain why the medication he gave you for your blood pressure hasn’t been working.”

      Ma’s gaze dropped to the covers and she occupied her hands by smoothing out nonexistent wrinkles in the sheets. If I hadn’t already sensed her guilt, Da’s reaction would’ve been a dead giveaway. He could always read her like a book.

      “Damn stubborn woman. You haven’t been taking your medicine, have you?” He threw his hands into the air as if he already knew the answer.

      My mother shrugged. “Not as often as I should.”

      “Why not?” I asked.

      She looked ashamed, an apologetic glance at my father preceding her words. “Because we can’t afford all the medication we have to take between us and still be able to keep the bed-and-breakfast running.”

      “Oh my God. Are you kidding me right now?” I asked, flabbergasted. Turning toward my father, I asked, “Did you know anything about this?”

      His face drew up in disgust. “Hell no! Do you think I would’ve let that happen if I did?”

      It hadn’t been my intention to insult my father, but I had. “I’m sorry. Of course I know you wouldn’t.” I whipped my head around and focused my attention where it belonged. “Ma, why didn’t you say something?”

      “Because I didn’t want anyone to know. It’s my fault. This stupid recession has affected the tourism in Stonington and we need to keep the house open because it’s not just a source of income; it’s the roof over our own heads. So I cut some corners. I figured if I took my medicine every other day, it wouldn’t matter so much and I could stretch out the prescriptions until things got better.”

      “Oh, you figured that, did ya?” Da grumbled from his chair. His face was flushed, the top of his ears a ripe tomato red, and I worried that his own blood pressure was peaking at a dangerous level.

      “Should I ask if you’ve been taking your medicine, too, Da?”

      My father brushed off the question with a casual wave of his hand, ignoring me and staring down his wife instead. “You also figured you’d climb up on the ladder, didn’t ya? Look where that landed ya.”

      Ma huffed. “Well, someone had to clean out the gutters.”

      “And I told you I’d do it when I got home, woman.” Da’s face was beginning to tinge red with his insistence.

      “Mmhmm… Just like you fixed the antenna? People aren’t going to want to stay at a bed-and-breakfast that can’t even offer them good reception on the television set.”

      “Why can’t you just admit that you climbed up there because you wanted to be able to watch your stories? That’s exactly the reason you wouldn’t wait. Damn near killed yourself over it.”

      I closed my eyes, knowing what Da said was true, but hoping it wasn’t. “Ma, please tell me that’s not why you did it.” Not that she needed to. She was obsessed with her soap operas. Stonington was one giant, real-life soap opera of its own, sans the cameras, lighting, and sound equipment. And I wouldn’t put it past some of its residents to have some, if not all, of that setup to keep tabs on their neighbors.

      Ma turned toward me, and the bruise to her cheek made me cringe. If anything had happened to her… 

      With a sigh of concession she said, “Well, you know… two birds, one stone and all.”

      “Ah, jeez, Ma. I can’t believe you!”

      My exasperated chastisement was cut off when a new voice joined the conversation from the door to the room. “What’s that saying about the pot calling the kettle black?”

      I knew that voice. It was the sort of deep and gravelly with a smoky undertone that couldn’t be faked or replicated, and its calm strength had given me comfort when I’d most needed it throughout my life. I closed my eyes to gather my wits about me before I opened them again and turned toward the sound.

      He stood in the doorway, leaning against the jamb with his hands tucked into the front pockets of a pair of faded jeans that knew his body better than he knew it himself. His legs were crossed at the ankles, scuffed logger boots showing the wear and tear of a job that had defined his life. A navy blue button-down was left open to reveal the black T-shirt he wore beneath, clinging to pecs developed by years of lobstering, not time spent in the gym. And the crinkles at the corners of his eyes were etched there by nearly three decades of sun exposure and genuine smiles.

      “Casey…” The last syllable of his name sounded like the air being let out of a tire, only the tire was my lungs, and I was completely breathless. My heart raced, punching at my already-constricted chest like it wanted desperately to break free and run into his arms.

      Casey’s left cheek lifted with the corner of his mouth for a lopsided grin, which he topped off with a wink that made my breath catch. “Where you been all my life, darlin’?”

      Jesus, there was something about Casey Michaels that always made me go weak in the knees and get all girly. It was an involuntary reaction no other man had ever been able to evoke from me. I didn’t hate it, but I couldn’t say I liked it, either. It was fine, maybe even cute when we were kids, but as a grown woman, I preferred to feel like I had at least a modicum of control over my own body’s reaction to a person’s presence.

      If the way my feet sent me flying across the room and into his arms before my thoughts could fully process what was happening was any indication, it was clear that control was something I lacked.

      Casey caught me – because he always would – and I buried my face in his neck, breathing him in. That familiar aroma of salty air, motor oil, and hard work was a combination that couldn’t be bottled, but would always be home. I was safe, though I was confused as to why knowing that was such a relief. What did I need safety from?

      The question I asked him was muffled thanks to the tight hold I still had on him and my refusal to let go for fear he’d disappear if I did.

      Casey laughed and nudged me back a little. “I have no idea what you just said, but my answer is yes, darlin’. It’ll always be yes.”

      “You will? You’ll have my babies?” My voice was laced with a fake hopefulness that Casey would undoubtedly understand, because he got me like no one else ever would.

      My oldest and dearest friend, who just happened to also be the man of my dreams whom I’d chosen to leave behind in favor of a career, looked away with a wince. “Damn, it’s gonna hurt when I try to push them out,” he said, almost contemplatively, before he turned back to me, his mind made up. “But you’re worth it.”

      We both laughed, as did Ma and Da.

      “Seeing you two together and still acting silly is making me feel so much better already,” Ma said, sitting up.

      I narrowed my eyes suspiciously. “Nice try, old woman.”

      Ma gasped. “Casey, don’t let her be so mean to her mother,” she said, pouting.

      Casey threw his hands up into the air as he crossed the room to her. “You know she’s just going to do the opposite of what I say, Anna. I figured that out our freshman year when I tried to talk her out of trying out for the football team. She was too hardheaded to listen.”

      Leaning down, he kissed Ma on the cheek as she said, “Not hardheaded enough. She got knocked unconscious during the first practice. Served her right for not acting like a lady. I blame you, Duff,” she said, pointing at her husband. “Always roughhousing her and treating her like the son you never had.”

      “What did you want me to do about it, woman? She liked football better than dolls and tea parties. And that was just fine by me. Look at her now. My girl is representing the best of the best, and can get me any autograph I want.” Da gave me a nod of his head as if to say he was proud of me. I knew he was. Neither of my parents ever missed an opportunity to tell me so.

      I groaned, tired of being in the spotlight. “Enough about that. What are you doing here, Casey?”

      “You’re my favorite girl, Cass. Where else would I be?”

      Every girl in town wanted Casey Michaels, and I was his favorite. That kind of untouchable status tended to make a girl feel special. But we were no longer together, so I didn’t want to send mixed signals.

      “Ah, that’s sweet, but you could’ve seen me in town when they release Ma in a couple of days.” Because of that whole “not wanting to send mixed signals” thing, I couldn’t tell him that I was glad he was there then and now. There was something to be said for knowing your safe harbor was within reach when a chaotic ocean was tossing around your insides like a boat headed for a rocky shore. Thank you very much, Shaw Matthews.

      Da jumped in, pulling me back to the business at hand. “You’re not staying here another night. The boy’s here to take you home.”

      “To San Diego?” I was confused, and pretty sure I hadn’t purchased a round-trip ticket. I’d been prepared for the worst case, so had everyone else, but Ma was a tough cookie. Still, she’d be out of commission for quite some time and I’d need to stick around to help out for a while.

      “You can only have one home, and San Diego ain’t it, kiddo.” Da strained to get up, the chair creaking right along with his own aging bones. “Stonington is. Always has been, always will be.

      “I’m perfectly capable of staying here and taking care of my wife, but my patience is too thin to be waiting on a bunch of strangers hand and foot and cleaning up after them. So you go do that, and I’ll bring her home when she’s able. Or when they kick us out because she’s nagging too much.”

      “Duff Whalen!” Ma scolded him.

      “See? It’s already started,” he said.

      I didn’t feel right about leaving Ma in such a vulnerable state, but I knew Abby would need the relief. It was my duty as the daughter to step in and take control until Ma was back on her feet, and I wouldn’t let them down. Besides, it wouldn’t do a bit of good to argue with the old man. Truthfully, I was too exhausted to anyway.

      Casey took my chin between his fingers and stooped to eye level. “You look tired,” he said, still able to read my mind as if our brains had been connected by cables. And then he gave me a conspiratorial smile that said he knew I was in need of rescue even though I’d been back only a short time. “Come on, let’s get you out of here.”

      I returned his smile. Because he was my knight in shining armor. Because he always put others before himself. Because he was my Casey. Because he wasn’t Shaw Matthews.

       

      The short forty-minute drive to Stonington seemed like twice that. Maybe it was because with each mile that brought us closer, the further we seemed to warp back in time. For me anyway. Stonington was my past. Casey Michaels was my past. Yet there he sat to my left, a vacant distance between us, like someone else was occupying the space and keeping us apart. My own emotions started to warp through time as well, those timeworn but familiar feelings and habits threatening to resurface. The old Cassidy would’ve reached across the space that separated us to take his hand. She probably would’ve even scooted across the seat to snuggle into his side and drape his arm across her shoulders. It would’ve been easy to do. As easy as breathing and just as natural. Sort of like slipping back into a favorite pair of faded jeans and an oversized sweatshirt after a long and stressful day. And God was I ever tempted to do it.

      But I wasn’t that Cassidy anymore. The Cassidy I’d become felt the tension in the air, and it was so uncomfortable that it was almost claustrophobic, as if I was sharing a confined space with a stranger. How was that possible when this stranger knew me better than anyone else ever would?

      Casey and I had grown up with each other. Our parents were the best of friends. They had done everything together. We had done everything together. From childhood playmates that laughed, cried, and fought – not only for but also because of each other – to teenage lovers who explored everything else together. He knew my most intimate secrets and I knew his darkest fears. Our lives were more intertwined than the knotted roots of a century-old oak tree, and the bond every bit as strong.

      A prickling of awareness danced across my skin. I knew he was staring at me, but for some reason I was paralyzed at the neck, unable to do anything but look straight ahead. Maybe it was a defense mechanism, a trick of the brain for my own good; one meant to keep me grounded and looking forward instead of back. After all, Casey was Stonington’s secret weapon.

      “So, are you going to tell me what’s wrong, or do I need to tickle it out of you?” Casey reached across the space I’d been unable to breach to lightly poke me in the ribs.

      I flinched with a playful giggle, more for his benefit than mine. It was just like my childhood boyfriend to use silly antics to lighten the mood and defuse what was quickly shaping up to be an awkward situation.

      “Stop.” I smiled and batted his hand away. “What do you mean what’s wrong? Isn’t it obvious? Ma’s in the hospital.”

      “And?”

      “And I’m worried about her.”

      “Bullshit,” was his simple response.

      “What, bullshit?”

      “You saw for yourself that she’s fine.”

      “She hasn’t been taking her medicine. It bothers me that they haven’t had the money for it and didn’t ask me for help.”

      “Cass, have you really been gone so long that you’ve forgotten how proud islanders can be? Come on, darlin’, you’re one of us, and probably the most stubborn. What would you have done if you were your ma?”

      While it was true he had a point, it didn’t mean I had to like it. “I would’ve tried to figure it out on my own, too, I guess.”

      “Oh, I know you would have,” he said with a confident grin, and then the grin fell as his brows furrowed and he looked at me, then the road, and back to me again. “Something else is wrong. What’s going on in that beautiful mind of yours?”

      I shook my head. “Nothing.”

      For some reason, the question immediately brought back the memory of Shaw’s face the last time I’d seen him. Which was in an empty apartment he’d kept for pretenses only. I’d confronted him on his secret life, a life I’d made it my business to expose only to end up feeling terrible for having reopened a wound he’d tried to keep closed. For all his posturing, he had been nothing more than a fraud. He’d made everyone believe he was something he wasn’t: a self-made man with enough money to show off, unprecedented influence, and a celebrity list of friends and clients that made him nearly as famous as they were.

      In reality, Shaw Matthews was an underprivileged kid who’d been forced to survive the unsympathetic streets of Seven Mile in the heart of Motor City, USA. And he’d never known the love of a parent. It was sad and pathetic, through no fault of his own. And I’d passed judgment on him, assuming things I’d had no right to assume. I didn’t know anything about the man I had shared my body with – repeatedly – but never my heart. And while I was busy fucking him on almost every available surface, my parents had been enduring a financial struggle I’d known nothing about.

      Oh, how the self-righteous will fall. 

      “Stop being so hard on yourself,” Casey said, again reading my thoughts. Which had me wondering how much he could see. If he knew about all the things I’d done to Shaw, all the things I’d let Shaw do to me, it would break his heart.

      I tilted my head and looked at him, trying to see if I could get a read on whether or not he was involved with anyone. But Casey was a master of disguise, quick with a distraction if he thought someone was trying to figure out something about him that he wasn’t ready to let him or her know. His go-to diversion for me was yet another one of his famous winks, the one that made all the island girls swoon. That and his sexy smile were a lethal combination to any human with a vagina. Maybe it wasn’t just humans.

      “Is that the smile you use to make all those she-lobsters throw themselves into your traps?” It had been a running theory among the locals that Casey’s success at lobstering was due to his flirtatious nature with crustaceans of the female variety.

      Casey’s head fell back with a hearty laugh. “You’re back in town for all of a day, and you’re already making jokes, huh? What’s the matter? You jealous?”

      “Not in the least. You might want to watch out for that crusher claw, though. Pretty sure it would be murder on the genitals. Unless you’re into that sort of thing.”

      We both got a good chuckle out of that, and it felt damn good. Normal. For the first time since I’d landed, I was carefree again. That was my Casey. He was the only person who’d ever been able to successfully pull off the “simmer down, miss” with me. And he made it look so easy when even I knew it wasn’t.

      “Maybe you should take one back to California, sneak into your boy’s, Shaw’s, place when he’s sleeping, and slip it under the covers with him. With any luck, he sleeps in the nude. That’ll teach him to mess with you, huh?”

      And just like that, my happy bubble burst – right in my face – leaving me feeling sticky and uncomfortable. No matter how I tried to block that man from my thoughts, I couldn’t escape. Even Casey, whom I considered my safe haven, was speaking his name and causing all sorts of doubts to rise to the surface. What was he doing in my absence? Who was he doing? Probably a couple of beach babes with collagen-filled lips, hot pink fingernails, and bleach-blond hair on a yacht he spent a year’s salary on just so he’d look good to anyone who might be watching. The pompous, superficial bastard.

      “Damn, darlin’. What did he do to you?”

      I turned back around to find Casey staring at my white-knuckled fists balled up in my lap. Embarrassed by my reaction, I released the hold and placed my palms down on the seat instead.

      “I’m sorry. It’s nothing.”

      “That didn’t look like nothing to me.”

      “Shaw got the partnership,” I admitted. It wasn’t the full truth, but close enough for me not to feel guilty. “I guess I’m a little resentful of it.”

      “Oh, shit. I’m sorry to hear that. I know how much you wanted it.”

      Yeah, I’d wanted it pretty bad. According to Shaw, I’d wanted it bad enough to sleep my way to the top. Though that wasn’t at all what had happened, nor was it ever my intention to do so. I had done something much worse. I’d slept with Shaw. Multiple times. And whether I wanted to admit it or not, I’d started to care about him. Maybe a little too much.

      God, how could I be so stupid? 

      I must have said that last part out loud because Casey reached over and took my hand, sending jolts of warmth to my very core. “You’re the smartest person I know, Cass. Whatever happened, I’m sure it wasn’t anything you could see coming or you would’ve cut it off at the pass. You’re crafty like that.”

      I couldn’t bring myself to tell him the truth, that Denver Rockford had chosen me to be his agent and that I’d won the partnership, but couldn’t accept the win because of the call for me to come back to Stonington. Even though it wasn’t something within Casey’s control, I knew he would still count it as a failure on his part. He always had and always would feel responsible for me.

      I rested my head against the cold glass of the window. God, I was tired.

      “There’s more. Talk to me, babe.”

      My head bobbed back and forth with the bumps in the road. “It’s just… It doesn’t matter anymore.”

      “I hate to break it to you, darlin’, but it sure sounds like it does.”

      We started the descent into downtown Stonington and nostalgia took over. Nostalgia and claustrophobia. “No, it doesn’t. Shaw Matthews is no longer an issue in my life. I have more important things to worry about, like getting Ma better so I can just go home.”

      “Same ol’ Cassidy. Always running away.” Casey gave a lighthearted laugh, but I felt the weight of his comment. 

      “I didn’t run away,” I mumbled, because I really didn’t want to have the same conversation we’d already had, like, a million times.

      Sensing my mood, Casey suddenly changed the subject. Thank God. “So we have a celebrity in town,” he told me with a giant starstruck grin. I’d never pegged Casey Thomas for a fan girl.

      A snort of “yeah right” escaped me. “Funny. Celebrities vacation in places like Aspen or Bora Bora, not Maine.”

      “They do when they’re an author looking to get away to finish a book that just happens to revolve around a sexy lobster fisherman looking for love,” he said with a waggle of his eyebrows.

      “Oh, yeah? Well, she’s definitely in the wrong place for that,” I said, and laughed.

      “Hey!” Casey chastised, only slightly offended. “I can be sexy.” He flexed his pecs Dwayne “The Rock” Johnson style, and all I could do was shake my head and laugh again.

      That was my Casey. God, I’d missed him.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3
          

          

        

      

       

      Shaw

      Sleepapalooza had been one of those events during which I was so out of it that I’d never recall the time I’d lost. Though I was sure my very long trip cross-country had been the true culprit, the amazingly comfortable bed I’d found myself in when I awoke surely hadn’t helped matters. Neither had the soft sounds of boat whistles, waves, and bird cries from just outside the picture window in my room. A room I hadn’t even had the chance to check out before I’d fallen face-first into bed… how many hours ago?

      I managed a stretch across the distance to the bedside table to turn the alarm clock toward me. Shit. 10:00 A.M. I’d been out for more than twelve hours. My arm dropped like deadweight and I closed my eyes again, wanting nothing more than to double that time, but I knew I had a flight to catch and one hell of a drive before I’d make it back to the airport, and none of that was happening before I had a chance to face off with a certain Cassidy Whalen.

      Hauling myself out of bed with a groan and a stretch, I made my way across the room, feet dragging and all, to take my cellphone off the charger and check my messages. Damn, but I’d forgotten the zero cell service shit. Luckily, Wi-Fi at least enabled me to get an iMessage to Ben for my flight information, which he should’ve already sent to me, I was sure to point out. After pressing the send button, I hit the shower.

      When my phone dinged, I abandoned my watery haven and crossed the room, stark naked and dripping wet, only to find a screenshot message from Ben with the flight information he’d sent exactly as he should have. Only, for some reason it’d never made its way to me. And I’d already missed my flight. I was a giant ass for getting in his face when I should’ve known better. So I shot him a very rare apology and told him to hold off on making other arrangements until I had a better idea of when I could make it to the airport. I hadn’t had my say with Cassidy, and I wasn’t about to leave until I did. I just had to find her first.

      By the time I was fresh, pressed, and dressed, I felt halfway human again. I even had a little pep in my step with the realization that the element of surprise was on my side. Cassidy had no clue I was here, in her town, right under the same roof where she’d grown up. I had to admit it made my dick hard, which just meant I was looking forward to seeing her that much more.

      The aroma of fresh-baked cookies wafted up the stairs as I started my descent, teasing my stomach into a whimpering sort of growl. Tendrils of sugar-laced air were like fingers with a come-hither curl leading the way to their origin. The wooden steps creaked under my weight, which I was pretty sure was the only thing covering the roar of hunger coming from some place inside me.

      At the bottom of the steps, I made a left into a large kitchen, bright and cheerful with its whitewashed everything and oversized windows framed by curtains of blue and yellow flowers. The countertops were a country blue, the same color as the stools that circled the island bar in the center of the room. A short, plump woman was busy transferring chocolate chip patties from a cookie sheet to a cooling rack as she hummed a cheerful tune in a soft voice. Something about the scene made me pause to soak it up, wishing with all my might that I’d had this stranger for a mother instead of the alcoholic who’d given birth to me and then left me to fend for myself.

      “Oh, I didn’t realize anyone was standing there,” the woman said, wiping her hands on the apron fastened around her waist. Her dark blond hair was only barely contained in a messy bun at the nape of her neck, a few unruly locks having made their escape to frame her soft, round face. When she batted one away from her eyes, a streak of flour marked her wrinkled skin like war paint on a Native American.

      “Not sure if you remember the introduction from last night, but I’m Abby. I’m running things around here for the time being. And you must be starving.” She put a hand on her hip and leaned against the counter. “Normally, I’d ring your room to give you a last call for breakfast, but I didn’t want to take a chance on waking you. You just seemed so tired when you checked in.”

      “Did I?” I knew how delirious I’d been so I wasn’t sure why I’d asked.

      “Well, I hadn’t even made it out the door after showing you to your room before you were face-first and snoring, so I’d say yes.” She laughed, taking my arm to usher me over to one of the stools at the island. “Sit. I’ll make you something to eat. Would you like eggs and bacon or a turkey sandwich?”

      I smiled up at her, but I was the one who’d been charmed. “Whichever one gets me a cookie for dessert.”

      “Turkey sandwich it is then,” she said, and then shuffled over to the refrigerator, pulling a few contents from within. Over at the stove, she pulled out a skillet, and busied herself with whatever else she was doing. “You never said if you’re here for business or pleasure or how long you’ll be staying.”

      It sounded like a question, one she expected me to answer. But how much should I say? If she was Cassidy’s mother, would she warn my target of my presence before I could get to her?

      “I’m, uh… I’m actually here to handle a personal matter before it can affect me professionally.” It was the truth, though it could’ve been the other way around as well. “Hopefully, I’ll be checking out today.” And to be sure I could, I picked up my cellphone, prepared to call Cassidy and find out where she was.

      “Oh, honey, if you’re trying to communicate with someone off the island, you best do it the old-fashioned way.” Abby waved to the rotary phone on the wall.

      Seriously? Those things still worked?

      “The town had a Wi-Fi connection installed last year, but it’s still sketchy at best, and you can forget about cell service unless you go up to the top of the hill. There’s a phone in your room, though. You’ll need a calling card to make long-distance calls, which you can get down at the store.”

      They still make calling cards? I no longer thought I was in an alternate universe or The Twilight Zone. I was now convinced I’d somehow traveled back in time; only, the silver DeLorean was a little white Yaris.

      A plate slid in front of me holding a buttery toasted sandwich cut in half to expose a mound of turkey and bacon with cheese oozing from the center. A pile of chips and two dill pickle spears took up the rest of the plate. When I’d asked for a turkey sandwich, I’d assumed it would be a cold cut on white bread with a slab of pasteurized cheese and a thin layer of mayo. What I got was a culinary masterpiece, every red-blooded American man’s fantasy. My taste buds started pushing and shoving toward the front of my mouth, salivating for the first smack of flavor. Using both hands, I picked up one half, careful to avoid the burn of melted cheese, and took a bite.

      “Have mercy…” I moaned around the decadent sensation making love to my tongue.

      Abby giggled, and it was damn adorable, too. I wondered if she’d adopt me, or if, at the very least, I could adopt her. She brought me a glass of ice water before going over to the stove and sink to start the cleanup process.

      I was more concerned about the sandwich than the water and I took another giant bite, as though someone might try to take it from me if I didn’t eat it in a hurry. It would be a mistake they’d never make again. “You have a lovely home.”

      Abby gave me a look, most likely because the words I’d said had been fighting for room with the food in my mouth. Yep, she was definitely somebody’s mom. “Do you want to try that again?”

      I swallowed before I made the same mistake. “Sorry. I said you have a lovely home.”

      She smiled in approval and then went back to her cleaning, happy to be doing so, from what I could tell. “Oh, it’s not mine. It’s Anna’s. I’m just helping out.”

      “Anna? Anna Whalen?”

      “Yep, just like the sign says.” She rinsed the skillet she’d washed by hand and put it in the drainer. “My Thomas and I have known Anna and Duff for all our lives. Everyone knows everyone around here, in fact, but the four of us…” She paused before continuing, “The six of us couldn’t be any closer to family if we shared the same blood.”

      “Six? I’m usually pretty good in math, but I only counted four names. What am I missing?”

      “Oh, I meant our children.”

      “Ah. One of those children wouldn’t happen to be Cassidy Whalen, would it?”

      She turned to face me, eyebrows reaching for the sky. “You know our Cassidy?”

      “I do. She’s actually the reason I’m here.” When she looked confused, I clarified, “We work together.”

      “I see. So you’re from San Diego, are ya?”

      “Well, I live and work there, yes.” I finished off the sandwich and pushed the plate away, which Abby replaced with a saucer that held three cookies. “You wouldn’t happen to know where she is, would you? We have some unfinished business I really need to get wrapped up before I leave.”

      The sound of a Hemi engine started up the driveway, getting louder the closer it got to the house until it came to a stop and cut off just outside the back door.

      Abby undid her apron and hung it from a hook on the wall. “Ask and you shall receive,” she said with an infectious smile. Just then the door off the mudroom opened and the object of my obsessive and impromptu mini vacation popped inside.

      “Abby!” Cassidy squealed, and then practically skipped through the room to hug my kind hostess without noticing, or maybe not caring, that anyone else was present.

      Her back was to me, which meant I got a great glimpse of her ass in a pair of black leggings. I wasn’t used to seeing her attire so relaxed, but I would for damn sure be on Team Leggings from then on. Long ginger hair swung from a ponytail that I also hadn’t been used to seeing, and an oversized sweater was another added surprise. She was damn sexy and my cock was impossibly hard. Forget yelling at her. I wanted to fuck her until she could no longer walk. And I would. Just as soon as I could get her alone.

      “Ah, Cass, you’re too skinny,” Abby said, taking a step back to confirm with her eyes what she felt with her arms. “It’s all that Californian, so-called healthy-eating-lifestyle crap. Tofu and veggie shakes are not food. Not to worry, I’ll fatten you up in no time.”

      “Abbs, you keep making those famous chocolate chip cookies I smell and my ass will spread from the aroma alone.”

      And that was my cue. “Huh, and here I thought it was the leggings.”

      Cassidy nearly jumped out of her skin at the sound of my voice. When she turned to see me sitting there with a shit-eating grin on my face, she yelped a “Holy crap!” and then grabbed her chest as if by doing so she might be able to keep her heart from making a run for cover. It was cute how she stumbled backward and would have fallen if it hadn’t been for Abby’s quick save.

      I allowed her a moment to recuperate, which was pretty human of me, and more than she deserved. Especially since she got the added bonus of Abby doting on her all the while to be sure she was okay. Meanwhile, I ate my cookie and did that thing with my eyes that usually had women naked in two point three seconds.

      Apparently, Cassidy was immune, but I blamed myself. It was hard to feel sexy when you were in fight-or-flight mode. Unless that was the sort of thing you got off on. I knew some women like that.

      When Cassidy finally found her voice again, it was too composed. “What the hell are you doing here, Matthews?”

      I was equally calm. After all, I no longer had anything to hide, but it seemed Miss Shifty Eyes did. “Oh, I think you know very well what I’m doing here. I, however, can’t say the same about you.”

      Cassidy made a whole bunch of sounds that were either syllables out of order or words that weren’t fully formed. None of it made sense, but judging by the expression on her face, maybe that was because she was just as confused as her vocabulary seemed to be.

      That, or the cat had her tongue. Seeing her get all squirmy like that made me wish it’d had mine. I’d make sure my wish was granted soon enough, but as long as the roles were reversed, I saw no reason I couldn’t have a little bit of fun with it.

      “Is something the matter between you two?” Abby was in mama bear mode, ready to defend her cub, though I honestly didn’t know if it would be Cassidy’s rescue she would come to or mine.

      “No, we’re fine,” Cassidy lied, and then she plastered on a fake smile. “Shaw and I work together. I’m surprised to see him here… in my home… unannounced, though.” Clearly, she didn’t expect to see me here, but that was the point, so boo on her for stating the obvious.

      “I’m surprised to see you here, too… not in San Diego… unannounced,” I mocked her. “Why are you not in San Diego?”

      “My boss, my friends, and my clients know why I’m not there. As far as I knew, they were the only ones I owed an explanation. Why do you care?”

      “We have unfinished business. Or did you conveniently forget?”

      “I said all I’d wanted to say. There’s nothing unfinished about it.”

      “Isn’t there?” I countered. “Maybe we should go somewhere a little more private to discuss the matter.”

      Cassidy looked from Abby back to me before answering. She looked more nervous than any innocent person should. She was definitely hiding something. “I can’t. I’m here to relieve Abby, so you should probably go back to San Diego, crazy stalker man,” she said through a forced smile.

      Abby waved her off, completely ignoring the “crazy stalker man” comment. “Nonsense. I’m right where I want to be. Besides, what else am I going to do besides sit around and worry myself to death? At least here I feel like I’m doing something productive,” she said then grabbed the plate in front of me, but I snatched the last cookie before she could take it away, which earned me an approving smile and a pinch of my cheek. I really liked Abby. Maybe I could fit her into my suitcase and steal her away.

      “Besides, it’s been a while since you’ve been home. You probably need some time to get familiar with where everything is again.”

      Ouch. If the pained expression on Cassidy’s face was anything to go by, I’d say that innocent statement had cut pretty deep. My little round hostess seemed much too kind to have done it on purpose, so I guessed this was one of those times when the simple truth had hurt like a son of a bitch. There was definitely a story there, and even though I was curious, I shouldn’t have been. It would be best for me to handle my business and get the hell out of there. After I fucked Cassidy for one last time, that is.

      And then the mudroom door opened again and this man that drew a vague recollection in my mind strolled in and sidled up next to Cassidy like he was staking a claim. If I hadn’t already known this island was chock-full of lobster fishermen, I’d swear the bow in this guy’s legs was put there by years of riding horses on a stud farm. Not that I was saying he was good-looking enough to be a stud himself. On the contrary, he looked like he’d just mastered the upright movement on the human evolutionary timeline. His face was covered in three-day-old stubble and he looked sturdy as hell, so it was quite possible that he was the missing link. The way his brow furrowed over his eyes when he looked at me only added credence to my theory, but it still wasn’t enough. If I could just get him to carry a giant club and grunt out a few words like “me make fire,” I’d be on my way to the Smithsonian with my discovery.

      And then suddenly there was a pregnant pause in the room, one that was long enough for things to start shifting around with a primal realization. We’d somehow gone from a prehistoric jungle to the plains of some hot-as-fuck wilderness. Maybe it was instinct that had me on high alert, something ingrained in the very fiber of my makeup that made me steel up my stance, like a predator about to face off with another predator of equal strength. Cassidy stood between us like a zebra in the grasslands, frozen in place. Something in my gut told me shit was about to change.

      “Are those my cookies?” the new guy grunted.

      Well, he didn’t so much grunt as growl the words, but I wasn’t far off the mark. Jesus, had he eaten gravel for lunch?

      Abby smiled up at the guy. I’ll admit, it made me a little jealous. “And this would be my little cookie monster.” Up on the tips of her toes, she pulled at his collar until he stooped so she could kiss him on the cheek. A cheek she then patted a little too hard, but it seemed he was used to it. “You have to share your cookies with the guests, Casey. Don’t be stingy.”

      Whoa, wait. Casey? I’d heard that name before. Worse, I’d seen that name before. In permanent ink. Right above the lovely ass cheek of the woman I’d recently been fucking.

      Said woman squeezed her eyes shut like she wished she could rewind time and carve those two little syllables out of the script before hitting the live button again. Oh, I was going to have too much fun with this. But first impressions were lasting impressions, so I had a little alpha work to finish first. And the one thing that spelled alpha, even more than brute strength, was confidence.

      I crossed the kitchen like I commanded it, the infamous Casey giving me the once-over all the while until we were standing toe-to-toe. And then I took one more step forward, breaching the invisible barrier to his personal space just to see if he would take one back. He did not. Instead, he squared his shoulders and leaned in. The thickness in the air that separated us arched with opposing energies of testosterone, our inner lions giving silent roars to test which had the stuff it took to be king. With his chest puffed and shoulders flared like a cobra’s hood, he stood his ground and looked me in the eye. I was impressed, though not intimidated.

      The offering of my handshake before he had the chance was the first victory in what I was sure would be a pissing match for the ages. The grip as he shook my hand was his silent acceptance of the challenge that now lay at his feet.

      “Casey, was it?” We all knew I’d just heard his name, but not acknowledging it was like dismissing its importance. Hence the smirk on his scruffy face.

      “Yeah. Casey.” He released the shake, crossing his arms and leaning against the wall, an act that said he wasn’t threatened by a surprise attack. Nice maneuver on his part. I wondered if he knew I’d been fucking his girlfriend. “And you are?”

      I had my answer. Obviously not.

      “I’m the man eating your cookies.” To prove my point, I finished off the one I’d been savoring right in front of him, and then dusted the crumbs from my hands.

      “He,” Cassidy interrupted, “was just leaving.”

      I didn’t even spare a look in her direction. Not necessarily to be rude, but because to take my eyes off the man before me would be a point in his favor. “You know… I think I’ve changed my mind. I could do with a bit of fresh sea air in my lungs.”

      Casey nodded. “Sea air is very therapeutic. Might even put some hair on your chest.”

      Touché.

      “Actually, I find most women like a man to be nice and smooth. Everywhere.” My meaning was well caught.

      “Not Stonington women,” he said with a wink.

      I chuckled because I simply couldn’t help myself. “You sure about that?” I asked with a quick glance toward Cassidy and back.

      That confident smile dropped just as quickly, and the muscles in his body tensed. Bingo! It was like a double bonus-point score for me in the testosterone-driven game we’d decided to play. Someone probably should’ve told him how competitive I could be.

      “Casey Michaels, I’ll have no more talk about grooming habits in this kitchen,” Abby said in a stern, motherly tone that made both of us stand a little straighter. “Cassidy, you go on upstairs and make up the bed in our guest’s room. We’re still running a business here, ya know. Then I want you to get yourself some rest before suppertime.”

      “No!” Cassidy said loud enough to cause every head in the room to snap in her direction. She shifted her weight from one hip to the other, attempting to look casual. “I mean, Shaw doesn’t really want to stay here. He has so much work to do to get Denver signed to a team and ready for training.”

      “I’m sure it’s nothing I can’t handle from here.” Backing out of Casey’s compromised space, I came to a stop at her side. I’d planned to permanently attach myself there to make her as uncomfortable as I possibly could for the duration of my stay. That, and I felt like being a cock-block for Missing Link Casey. I could be a real dick sometimes.

      My eyes were pinned on Casey as I threw my arm over Cassidy’s shoulders, staking a wee bit of a claim of my own. Cassidy shrugged me off, but I put it right back because, yeah, she was mine and maybe Casey wasn’t the only one who needed to know that. “Besides, this seems like so much more fun,” I told her, and then I leaned closer to her ear. “All work and no play makes Shaw a very dull boy.”

      She tried to shrug me off again, but I flexed, not allowing the deadweight to drop. Of course Cassidy wasn’t okay with that, so she grabbed my hand and shoved my arm off. But she didn’t release her hold once the task had been accomplished. Instead, she gave Abby and Casey a tight smile and said, “Will you please excuse us? We have some business to discuss so Shaw can be on his way.” And then she dragged me from the kitchen.

      I laughed at her because it was damn cute how aggravated she was, huffing and puffing and towing me through the foyer to the stairs. “What’s your rush, Cassie? I already told you I’m sticking around for a bit.”

      “No, you’re not. And, Cassie? Really?” she asked, though she didn’t stop pulling me up the steps, a task I didn’t make particularly easy on her.

      I leaned back, not giving her all of my weight but still enough resistance to give her a good workout. “Oh, is that not what they call you? Cassie and Casey just sounded like it would be a thing.” Even though her back was to me, I still did the air quotes with my free hand. “A thing like the two of you are a thing, right?”

      She stopped and turned on me. Only then did I realize we’d somehow made it to the top of the staircase despite my attempt to be a major pain in her ass. Cassidy was breathing hard from the effort, but she hadn’t broken a sweat. Christ, I wanted nothing more than to see her sweating and breathing hard for an entirely different reason. Plus, there was still the matter of those damn leggings and a pussy that needed tending.

      When she looked from right to left, I swear I could read her mind. She had no idea which room was mine, and I was all too happy to show her. With swift movement, I pulled her against my chest and looked down at her. She was looking back, that heavy-breathing thing still fucking with my guttered brain and making my cock want to join it there. The way she looked up at me, that bit of desperateness in her eyes. Well now, that was the Cassidy I’d come to know when she and I were alone. She needed me just as much as I needed her. And maybe… just maybe she wanted to be claimed.

      My hands went to her ass, which felt even more amazing than it looked in those damn leggings, and farther still to her thighs where I grabbed on and hoisted her up so she could wrap her legs around my hips. And then it was on. Lips met lips, fingers found purchase in hair, and Cassidy was sucking on my tongue. Jesus fucking Christ, where the hell was my room?
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      Cassidy

      He smelled like Shaw and tasted like Casey, thanks to Abby’s cookies. I found myself burrowing deeper into the crook of his neck, desperate for more of the delicious aroma emitting from his body like some addictive form of untried confectionery. My fingers latched on to the strands of his hair and I didn’t want to let go, despite the conflicting emotions oscillating through me at this new, yet disturbing, concept.

      I should have stopped, but my legs only tightened further around his waist as Shaw propelled us down the hall to an unknown destination. And I realized it didn’t matter where he was going as long as I got to go along with him. He was everything familiar. And I really needed familiar right then.

      My God, but his cock was a raging bulge pressed to the core of me. One that couldn’t and wouldn’t be ignored. And all I could think about was how badly I wanted to taste the salty hint of his flesh, feel the heavy weight of him on my tongue, and lick him from root to tip.

      I’d already begun to plot out how I was going to make that happen when Shaw crossed the threshold to a room – his room, I assumed – and kicked the door shut with the heel of his shoe. And then my back was slammed against the wall.

      “What the —”

      My protest was cut off when his hand covered my mouth. Shaw brought his face inches from mine and I could do nothing but lose myself inside the blue heat of his eyes.

      “Shut up.” His words were clipped and edgy, but the pulse of his arousal continued to demonstrate how turned on he was. And my mouth watered at the thought of taking his length and sucking him. Hard.

      When I made no attempt to struggle out of his tight hold, his fingers squeezed my cheeks before relaxing back against my face.

      “Good girl,” he murmured.

      Without lessening his grip, Shaw leaned forward and nuzzled the side of my neck. The softness of his lips moved across my skin and my eyelids drifted closed. I was trapped – entangled by my own lust and his overwhelming presence. Until his teeth clamped down on the sensitive flesh of my neck. It infuriated me, both because I liked it and because he knew it. Not only that, but his hand over my mouth was preventing me from being able to put his cock there.

      Besides, this was my house, dammit, and everyone knew the house ruled. If it was a fight he wanted, it was a fight he was going to get. So I grabbed a good handful of his hair while prying his hand away. Finally my mouth was free, though the snarl to Shaw’s lip meant he wasn’t happy about it and likely wouldn’t allow it to go on for long. My mission was only half complete, as I still needed to get his cock in my mouth, so I had to act fast.

      I fisted another handful of hair to keep him in place, while releasing the hold my legs had around his waist so I could drop to the floor. Shaw wasn’t having it. He kept me pinned to the wall with his body, a sexy yet annoying smirk on his face even as he continued to pull against the hold I had on his hair. At any moment, I expected him to break free, with or without his mane intact.

      “Let me go,” I ordered, bucking against him and kicking my legs back and forth to jar myself loose.

      “Say please.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “No.”

      “Then we’re going to do this my way.”

      “Do what?”

      With a quick move that caught me off guard, Shaw released me to the floor, catching me with one arm around my waist until I was firmly planted on my feet. And then he pinned me again. “Whatever I want to do.”

      There was a wicked gleam to his eye and something told me I’d just played right into his hands. Well, we’d see about that.

      “We’re not doing anything until you tell me what you’re doing here.” I wasn’t sure my words carried very much weight, what with them sounding all breathy and just plain flimsy. Though his lips and teeth had returned to my neck, so I passed the blame for my mousiness on to them. Not only that, but Shaw was moving lower and lower, his mouth closing around the nipple he’d managed to find even though he couldn’t see it through the sweater… and cami… and bra. But he didn’t stop there. No, he took the position I’d wanted. I would’ve hated him for it if it hadn’t been for the added perk I knew would be mine.

      “That makes zero sense, seeing as I’m already doing it. Why haven’t you ever worn these things before?” Shaw was on his knees before me, studying my leggings. I could feel each warm exhale of breath on my center when he nuzzled the tight space between my thighs with his nose.

      I closed my eyes, trying to concentrate, and then I asked the question again, “What are you doing here, Matthews?”

      The undeniably hot, wet stroke of his tongue when he licked me through those stupid, beautiful leggings was my undoing. My knees buckled from the sensation, but Shaw was there to pin me back in place. Working me with his full mouth, he buried his head and moved back and forth with each deep sweep of his tongue until his teeth scraped my clit, sending a jolt of “something wicked this way comes” through me. The description wasn’t far off the mark; the orgasm already building was definitely evil in nature.

      Breathe, Cassidy, breathe. 

      Shaw pulled back then – only slightly – giving me a reprieve I was sure was more for his benefit than mine. He didn’t even look at me, but he did finally answer, “Tasting you. What are you doing here?”

      He didn’t wait for an answer, which was just as well. I had lost all ability to form a coherent thought, much less the ability to string words together and make a logical response. Instead, I drowned in sensation as his strong, capable hands moved across my hips and then over my thighs before circling around my back. There, he cupped my backside, kneading my bottom and molding my flesh under his large palms like a piece of malleable clay.

      When I felt his fingers seize and curl under the waistband of my pants, all the air rushed out of my lungs. I glanced down my body as every nerve ending went on high alert. Shaw, on his knees, was a sight to behold. As he began to lower my pants, the tendons in his arms were taut with the rigid control he always kept in check but hovered just below the surface. You could practically feel his strained urgency pulsate between us with a life force of its own.

      His movements were maddeningly slow, deliberate even as he stopped short of pulling the thin scrap of material over my hips.

      I grabbed the stupid leggings to give them a shove, but Shaw flexed against my hold, not allowing me any control. Damn him. His jaw ticked and nostrils flared, though I wasn’t really sure what he had to be so mad about. He was the one causing the delay. Maybe the control he’d refused me was only barely contained within himself.

      “Not until you answer the question.” He nuzzled me again, making it impossible for me to think clearly.

      “Um, I can’t remember what it was.”

      “Then I’ll ask it again.”

      I tried to focus, I really did, but the soft kiss along the seam of those godforsaken leggings wasn’t helping matters.

      Shaw released a heavy breath. “You ran.” His fingertips pressed into my flesh with his tightened grip. “Why?”

      With each rise and fall of my chest, my nipples became increasingly sensitive. It was as if the oversized sweater I’d thrown on that morning had turned into some erotic sex apparatus. Jeez, had someone slipped me some ecstasy when I wasn’t looking? “I did not run. What would I have to run from?”

      He yanked my pants down. Just enough to bare my pussy, and then he came to an abrupt halt. “Me.” With that one clipped word, Shaw clutched the rolled leggings at my thighs and pulled me toward him. His hot mouth zeroed in on my clit – tongue, lips, and teeth working together to make me forget everything I’d ever learned since birth with the exception of that feeling of intense pleasure given to a woman only by a man.

      Just as quickly as he’d begun, he stopped again. Good God, but my girly bits were getting whiplash. What little part of my brain that wasn’t obsessing about getting his cock in my mouth was now calculating the stealthlike maneuvers needed in order to knock him to the floor so I could ride his face.

      “Continue,” he demanded. “And make it quick.”

      I peeled my hands from the wall and pushed my fingers through his gorgeous bedhead of hair. I might have even nudged him a bit to encourage a continuation of his previous action. “I wasn’t running from you. I wasn’t running from anything. I was running to something.”

      “Casey?” he asked. His voice dripped with little green monster ooze. Maybe it was sick and twisted, but his jealousy turned me on even more. Surely he had to see the proof of that right in front of his face.

      “No, not Casey. My mother had an accident. I had to come home. My family needed me.”

      “Maybe they weren’t the only ones.”

      At least I think that was what I’d heard him say. His voice was muffled by the fact that his face was buried between my thighs again, which I wasn’t complaining about, but still. Wedging my hand between my nether region and his forehead, I pushed, forcing him to stop what he was doing. “What did you just say?”

      Shaw tilted his head up, rubbing against my hand like a cat taking the stroking it deserved. And then his soft kiss brushed my palm.

      “Touch yourself.” It was an order and a request.

      “That’s not what you said,” I told him even as my fingers dipped between my folds.

      With hooded eyes and parted mouth, he watched. And then his tongue made an appearance to wet his lips. My fingers swirled around my clit, the pleasure intensified with the knowledge that Shaw was held hostage by my explicit movements. My breath stuttered. He wasn’t content to simply watch, though. Hooking an arm around one thigh, he pushed a thumb inside my pussy from behind. My head fell back with the sensation of finally being filled, my moan barely stifled by the bite to the inside of my cheek. I wanted to ride the euphoria as far as it would take me, but Shaw – as always – had other plans.

      The warm, wet, velvety glide of his tongue as it met my core shot me straight into oblivion. My fingers, his tongue… they might as well have been skipping along in a meadow filled with daisies while holding hands. That was my happy place.

      My other hand found the back of his head and I urged him even closer while his thick thumb worked me from behind. Biting down on my lip, I closed my eyes and let the dual sensations take the lead. I didn’t give a crap why Shaw was there. I was just glad he was and that he was giving me what was shaping up to be one hell of an orgasm.

      I wanted to part my legs to give him more room, but those stupid leggings had me restrained. Something I’m sure had been Shaw’s intention all along. I was trapped, but there was no place else I’d rather be in that moment. My orgasm continued to rise and I’d begun to ride his face and his thumb… desperate to help even though my own manipulations had stopped in favor of feeling his. And then his finger entered my ass.

      I came. Hard. My teeth clenched with a barely contained moan. How the hell I had the presence of mind about me to be careful of not being too loud, I’d never know, but thank God I did. Shaw did not, however. His moan of approval had thankfully been muted, though not intentionally. The sound barrier presented by my thighs and vagina had everything to do with that. And the vibrations from that moan had only one place to go. Directly to my clit. I came again, pushing my hips toward his face, pulling his head closer, and somehow managing to rock back and forth on his thumb and finger still inside me.

      The heat from the boiling inferno within me had broken free, coloring my skin a light pink and causing a thin sheen of sweat to take up residence in order to cool my body back down. The pulse of my orgasm battled with the rhythm of my heartbeat, making the euphoric cadence radiating through me go straight to my head. I was dizzy, filled with a bliss I knew would be short-lived, but you better believe I was going to ride it out for as long as I could.

      Then it occurred to me… the one thing I’d wanted, even more than my own orgasm, was Shaw’s cock in my mouth. Once again, he’d somehow managed to get his way and deny mine.

      So I refused to bask in the afterglow. Jesus, that sucked, but not as much as it would suck for Shaw’s ego. He’d no doubt be disappointed by my mediocre response and it would wipe the arrogant smirk right off his too-handsome face.

      I wanted his cock. And I was going to have it.

      Resolved, I placed the sole of my boot on his shoulder and extended my leg with deliberate ease. His thumb and forefinger slid from my body and I fought the urge to put them back where they belonged.

      Shaw rocked back on his haunches, a confused expression on his face as he tilted his head to the side, quizzically.

      “Stand up.” The order was quiet, methodical.

      The corner of Shaw’s mouth lifted before he rose to his feet and crossed his arms over his chest. He raised a single eyebrow, waiting to be dazzled.

      Pushing off the wall, I pulled up my pants, the proverbial Closed for Business sign dangling from my navel, and stepped to him. Reaching up to cup the back of his neck, I pulled him down to me, kissing him deeply and tasting myself on his lips. It was my tongue that took the lead, coaxing his to play along even as I massaged his cock through his pants to do the same. Shaw’s breath was heavy through his nose, his body a willing participant to what I wanted.

      His hand covered mine and squeezed, encouraging me to stroke him harder. His cock was thick, firm, and pulsed inside my grip. With a quick maneuver of my feet, I turned us so that he was now the one with his back to the wall. Amusement washed over his face and he chuckled. I may have controlled his body and held his cock in my hand, but there wasn’t a doubt in my mind that Shaw had allowed this. It didn’t matter.

      Dropping to my knees, I made quick work of his belt and freed his erection from the confines of his pants. I grinned in satisfaction when the object of my obsession finally sprang free. I’d just prepared to suck him off when Shaw cupped his cock and pulled it to the side. Away from me.

      “No,” he said when I peered up at him with a furrowed brow.

      “What do you mean, no?”

      “No is a pretty basic concept. What is it that you don’t understand about it?” The corner of his lip caught between his teeth and he pushed a lock of hair that had fallen from my ponytail behind my ear. What was that look he was giving me? And, God, he was rubbing himself.

      “Let me get this straight… I want your cock inside my mouth, and you’re denying yourself the pleasure?”

      “You just said it yourself. You’re the one who wants it. So who is it that I’m actually denying?” He stroked my hair, reverently, and that simple touch of affection startled me. I didn’t know whether to press closer or back away.

      But his cock was right there in front of me, so I went for it. Shaw was faster, pinning my head to his thigh so that my cheek was against his skin. Undeterred, I made another attempt, and again, Shaw refused to let me have what I wanted, even pulling farther away.

      I went for the next best thing.

      With little effort, I was able to lean forward and sample the treat before me. Shaw’s balls tightened under my tongue and I gave them a long, exaggerated lick.

      Shaw’s hands were like the fingers of God forcing the Red Sea to part as his cock went in one direction and my head went in the other.

      “Ah-ah-ah,” he admonished. I was dripping wet between my legs again. Why was this so sexy to me?

      “Look at me,” he said, and I did as directed, though I still couldn’t move my head.

      “Do you remember earlier when I told you to say please and you refused?”

      He was right. But I wanted him… it… and apparently I wasn’t above swallowing my pride to get what I wanted.

      I hated the desperation that leaked into my voice. “Please?”

      “Please, what?”

      Christ, he was going for the kill. “Can I please have your cock in my mouth?”

      He quirked his head. “I don’t know, can you?”

      You’ve got to be kidding me. “May I please have your cock in my mouth?”

      He was stroking himself, a wicked tease before my eyes, like a fat kid eating the whole damn Christmas turkey in front of a hungry man. “Yeah? You want it?”

      I licked my lips in anticipation. “More than anything.”

      “Then have it.” Holding his cock, Shaw aimed it toward my mouth while simultaneously controlling my head to put me in position to receive his gift. As eager as I was to take him into my mouth, he held me close to his thigh, still controlling every minute detail as if this was for my pleasure, not his. Maybe it was.

      “Open,” he said with a pat to my cheek.

      My lips parted and Shaw finally pushed into my mouth. Though not all the way, thanks to the grip he still held on the base of his cock. I was sort of grateful for that. Shaw wasn’t abnormally long, but his girth was enough to stretch the corners of my mouth. And he was freaking delicious.

      “There you go,” he groaned. “That’s what you wanted, isn’t it?”

      My lids shuttered closed and I couldn’t suppress the low moan around his flesh.

      Yes. Mine.

      With greedy sucks, I took him to the back of my throat and worked his erection hard. Saliva pooled and coated his flesh as I moved my tongue over every ridge and contour.

      “Slow down.” Shaw fisted my ponytail and pulled me back until only the tip of his cock remained. I whimpered, afraid he was going to put a stop to my fun, but then he eased back inside, still gripping my hair.

      “That’s better.” He controlled the glide and pace, despite the rising urgency flooding every cell in my body.

      With each push and pull, the ache between my legs worsened. I needed to come again. I clawed at his thighs, cementing my knees to the floor. With his tight grip in my hair, the controlled thrust and retreat of his hips, there was no doubt who prevailed. I was along for the ride and that was fine by me. We both had what we’d been after.

      I wanted to see his face, so I looked up at him only to find his head had just started the backward descent to rest against the wall behind him. The view was magnificent. The tendons in his neck were taut, the veins in his forearm were thick with blood, and the grip he still had around the base of his cock seemed almost painful. With his fingertips pressed into the base of my skull, he maintained the rhythmic pace best suited to his liking. It was clear to see… 

      Shaw was in ecstasy.

      I continued to maul his thighs, my short nails scraping his skin, but I was pretty sure he liked that, too. His cock was delicious, that bit of precum foretelling his impending release. I could hear Shaw’s breaths, his light hisses, and soft moans. God he was going to come. He was going to come hard. His muscles tensed underneath my touch and the lazy, yet controlled thrusts grew erratic. I recognized all the signs and I was ready for it. In fact, I’d never been more focused in my life.

      His cock thickened, the veiny network just below the smooth skin growing with the intensity of each stroke of my mouth. His grip on my hair tightened, and he held me in place, looking down at me with eyes that dared me to move. He was ready. So ready.

      The soft rap at the door might as well have been blasted through concert speakers, so loud in the quiet space of the room charged with so much unspent energy.

      “Cassidy? Are you in there?” came Casey’s voice through the door.

      I yanked myself out of Shaw’s hold, his still-rigid cock falling free of my mouth. With the back of my hand, I wiped my mouth and scrambled to my feet.

      “Fuck!” Shaw cursed under his breath.

      “Cassidy?” Casey asked again.

      I squeezed my eyes shut, hoping Casey hadn’t heard Shaw. We aren’t together. Casey is not my boyfriend, I kept repeating to myself over and over inside a subconscious riddled with guilt. So why did I feel like I’d just been caught cheating? My heart raced in my chest, my skin on fire. Though I couldn’t quite pinpoint if my body’s reaction was due to the very hot exchange that had just happened with Shaw or the panic over having been caught in the act.

      “Um, I’ll be out in just a minute. Is everything okay?” Even I could hear the shaky timbre of my voice.

      “Yeah, your pop’s on the phone for you,” he called back. “You weren’t in your room, so I thought maybe you were here. Is everything okay in there?”

      “Everything is just peachy,” Shaw said, grimacing as he tucked his hard cock back into his jeans.

      “No offense, but I was asking Cassidy, not you.”

      “I’m sorry, she couldn’t answer because she had my cock in her mouth,” Shaw whispered and then flipped him the bird, though Casey obviously couldn’t see it.

      I rolled my eyes at his immaturity and gave his chest a slap. “I’m fine, Casey. I’ll be right down.”

      “Might want to hurry. Your ma’s okay, but you know how impatient your pop can be,” he warned.

      Which wasn’t entirely true. My da was about as patient as a man could be, but he absolutely detested talking on the phone. He much preferred to be face-to-face with a person because he said most of the conversation happened in the body language.

      Giving myself a quick once-over in the mirror to be sure nothing looked out of place, I turned to Shaw. “We’re not finished,” I told him.

      “Obviously not,” he said, motioning toward the awkward bulge in his jeans. “Though I’d say you got finished well enough.”

      I grinned because, yeah, I did. And maybe I even delighted a bit in his uncomfortable predicament. “I meant with the conversation. As far as the other, maybe next time,” I said with a wink.

      “Well, that’s just great,” he grumbled.

      I couldn’t help the smug feeling I had when I left the room, knowing he was still standing there staring after me with his hands on his hips and a raging hard-on in his pants.

      There would definitely be a next time, though I couldn’t quite pinpoint the moment when a “maybe” had become a sure thing.
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      Cassidy

      Shaw Matthews was in my house. And I had no idea why or how he even knew where I’d gone. But I had a pretty good idea of where to start to find the answers he’d refused to give.

      The call from Da that had interrupted the pornolike oral trade-off between us had been like a glass of cold water being thrown in my face. Though I was pretty sure it hadn’t had quite the same effect on Shaw. His cock had still been furiously engorged, desperate for a release when I’d left him, which sort of made me a happy camper. Served him right for playing keep-away like a mean kid on the playground.

      Da had called only to give me the update from Ma’s doctor. Her blood pressure had improved dramatically and he’d be releasing her in the morning with plenty of medication to get her through. I’d see to it that the pharmacy had my credit card on file to process both of their prescriptions each month after this because knowing they were killing themselves, literally, while trying to afford their medicine when I was sitting on more than enough money to help out was not okay with me.

      Ma’s release was great news, even though she’d be wheelchair-bound until the cast on her leg came off and I’d have to stick around to help out. But how was I going to explain Shaw’s presence to my parents – or worse, to Casey – when I didn’t know why he was there myself? There were only two people who’d known where I’d gone, and only one of those would’ve been brazen enough to spill the beans to Shaw. So I got comfortable in the sitting room and pulled out my laptop, cueing up the Skype application and dialing the culprit’s phone number.

      Quinn answered by the second ring as if he’d been waiting for a call he had no way of knowing would come. “Cassidy? Oh, um… hey, you!” My roommate was still in bed, which wasn’t odd since it was ten o’clock in San Diego on a Saturday morning. What was odd, however, was that he was bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, every hair in place and maybe even a little sexy with all those blood-red silk sheets and white satin pillows surrounding him like he’d been preparing for a half-naked boudoir photo shoot. I almost felt intrusive. Shame oozed from his nonexistent pores as if he was hiding something.

      Naturally, I was suspicious. “Quiiinnn… What did you do?”

      “Huh? Nothing! I swear!” He might as well have spilled his entire guts with that reaction. It probably would’ve been easier if he’d gone ahead and pled guilty, throwing himself upon the mercy of the court.

      But due diligence was a must. “Right. So do you want to tell me how it is that Shaw Matthews knew where to find me?” I asked, giving my roommate the opportunity to confess his sin.

      Relief washed over his features. “Oh, that.” Quinn sat up and pushed his shoulders back, the “deer in headlights” look replaced by something a little more holier-than-thou. “I did what I had to do. I will not apologize. You’re welcome.”

      “I’m welcome? For what? Shaw Matthews is in my house!”

      Quinn shushed me. “Hold on. I think I just heard something,” he said, cocking his head to the side to have a better listen. He nearly came out of his skin when the door to his bedroom burst open. There was a flurry of confusion then as the screenshot bounced around, the sound of a sheet covering the microphone muffling the multiple voices.

      “Quinn? Are you okay?” I asked, concerned that I was about to witness the murder of my best friend.

      “Are you still in bed? Wakey, wakey, sleepyhead!”

      “Christ almighty,” Quinn grumbled. “Hello, naked gay man under the sheets. How did you two pervs get in?”

      Finally, the screen settled back into place and the sheet half covering it was ripped off to reveal a very jovial Demi and Sasha now sandwiching Quinn. They’d done their best to popcorn him and all his perfectly laid pillows out of bed, which he didn’t look too happy about.

      Demi held a silver key inches from his face. “You gave us a spare, duh.”

      Quinn groaned and plopped back onto his pillow. “Leave that shit on the counter when you see yourselves out, Creepy McCreepersons.”

      “Nope,” Demi said, popping the P. “Not until you’re out of the woods.”

      He wasn’t the only one lost in the woods. “What’s going on?”

      Quinn rolled his eyes. “I’m on suicide watch, didn’t you know?”

      Sasha waved him off. “He’s not on suicide watch. We simply want to be sure he doesn’t get too lonely.” She shifted around to get more comfortable, fluffing the pillow when she suddenly stopped and pulled her hand away. A pair of black fuzzy handcuffs dangled from her index finger while she examined it. “What’s this?”

      “Stop being nosy,” Quinn said, yanking them away and tucking them back under his pillow. Ignoring Demi’s and Sasha’s laugh, he attempted to change the subject. “Cassidy, how’s your mom?”

      “Well, you know… She looks like she fell from a ladder, but she’s going to be okay. My ma’s a scrappy little thing. She’s not going to let a couple of broken bones, some scrapes and bruises keep her down for long. I was scared to death, of course, but the good news is that the doc is going to let her come home tomorrow.”

      Quinn sighed. “Oh, thank goodness. The girls and I were going to come out, but my stupid boss wouldn’t let me off work, the heifer. She said I’ve taken off too much lately, which is all because of Daddy.” His expression soured. “I hate him. I hate his very existence, the fat bastard.”

      Daddy wasn’t fat, but he was Quinn’s most recent ex-lover. A very rich, very married, very hot ex-lover who didn’t like the ultimatum Quinn had given him to come out of the closet or lose him for good. Daddy had chosen to stay with his wife instead, shattering Quinn’s heart to smithereens. Quinn had gotten even by shattering the bathroom mirror in the penthouse apartment Daddy had bought for him and then taken away. Plus he’d carved “He’s gay” into the wall, essentially forcing him out of the closet. Unless he did the patchwork himself, contractors were going to know the truth. And a truth like that, about someone with as much money and stature as Daddy had, was bound to get leaked.

      “Sorry, Cass, but we couldn’t leave him,” Demi said with a squint of her eyes as if it pained her to say the words. “Of course if you think you might need us, we can always split up and one of us could come there.”

      “Don’t be silly. There’s nothing for you to do here. I’ll mind the bed-and-breakfast for Ma until she’s back up on her feet and then I’ll be home in no time. I hope. Meanwhile, I want to talk about those handcuffs,” I said, grinning at Quinn.

      “You know what they say,” Demi started. “The best way to get over a man is to move on to the next. Quinn is all about forward progression.” She shouldered him playfully. “But just like Daddy, his new flavor is top secret, too.”

      “Oohh,” I said with a waggle of my brows. “Any clues on the identity of this secret lover?”

      Quinn huffed. “Y’all want to talk secret lovers? Fine, let’s talk secret lovers.”

      He was a little too quick to agree, looking at me as if I’d set something in motion that couldn’t and wouldn’t be stopped. I realized I found myself precariously standing in the middle of a trap before I had the opportunity to see the metaphorical net suspended overhead.

      With a quirk of an eyebrow, Quinn yanked on the rope. “Miss Sassy Cassie, do you want to tell them or should I?”

      He couldn’t have meant what I thought he meant. “Tell them what?”

      “Oh, so you’re going to try to play stupid? Okay, let’s see… How should I say this?” Quinn cleared his throat. “Shaw and Cassidy, sitting in a tree. K-i-s-s-i-n-g,” he sang.

      Nooooo! “Oh, God.” Those were the only two words I could get out of my mouth.

      Demi gasped, loudly. “Shaw?”

      “Shaw Matthews?” Sasha asked. Which was silly because how many other Shaws did we know?

      “Fuck me,” I said, managing to find two more words.

      Quinn laughed. “Oh, I’m sure he did, girl.”

      My cheeks flamed red, that feeling of being caught in the act resurfacing yet again. “How did you know?”

      Quinn laughed some more. So much that he could manage only one syllable, but that one syllable said plenty. “Shaw.”

      “He told you?” I was outraged, ready to cut off his balls for cutting my legs out from under me.

      My roommate got his laughter under control and sighed heavily. “Not really. I might have suggested I already knew. And he might have assumed you’d told me. So I might have let him.”

      “You tricked him?” I ran my hands over my face. “Oh, my God, Quinn, you’re such an asshole. That was so underhanded and devious!”

      “And brilliant,” Demi tacked on, high-fiving him.

      Sasha gave me a cheeky grin. “And really not anything we didn’t already know.”

      “You did not know.” It sounded more like a question than a statement of fact. Did they know? How could they have when we’d been so careful? Actually, I hadn’t thought we were trying to be careful so much as I’d thought no one was paying attention. Or maybe I simply hadn’t been thinking at all in lieu of letting my vagina make all the decisions for me, consequences be damned.

      Sasha dipped her chin and smacked her lips sarcastically. “We have eyes to see the little looks you two give each other.”

      “And ears to eavesdrop on not-so-private conversations,” Demi said, cupping her own as if to prove her point.

      Quinn got überclose to the webcam, making his lips appear superbig. “And mouths to gossip with each other and compare notes,” he said before backing away again.

      I was sure I must have looked like a codfish with its mouth agape. “Seriously? You need help. All three of you. And I need a restraining order because you’re all a bunch of stalkers.”

      “Speaking of stalkers,” Demi said, pointing and looking over my shoulder.

      Sasha’s smile was bright as the sun. “Hi, Shaw!” she said with a cheerful wave.

      I turned to see him standing there, every bit as creepy as my intrusive friends, apparently listening in on my – what did Demi call it? – not-so-private conversation. Jesus, did no one respect personal boundaries anymore?

       

      Shaw

      My scalp was sore as shit and my balls were aching and in desperate need of a release. So I’d gone in search of Cassidy with every intention of getting my caveman on and throwing her over my shoulder to take her back upstairs so she could finish the job she’d begun before we were quite rudely interrupted.

      Adjusting the still raging hard-on in my jeans, I groaned. Each step down the stairs looked awkward as hell. And every bit as painful as it actually was. You’d think the sound of another man’s voice would have been enough to put the deflate on my chubby little buddy, but Cassidy’s performance had been quite impressive. So impressive, I found it nearly impossible to erase from my mind the pleading look in her eyes as she’d begged for my cock in her mouth.

      “Goddammit,” I groaned as the visual sent a renewed sense of urgency to my cock. Maybe the only way to make him simmer down would be to punch him in the head until he was unconscious.

      Casey passed by at the bottom of the staircase as he headed toward the kitchen and glanced up at me. I straightened to my full height, the issue in my pants automatically disappearing when the testosterone-driven need to appear more threatening took the driver’s seat. My opponent pretty much matched me in height, so standing on the stairs would be my only chance to look down on him, which had alpha dog written all over it. Baring my canines might have been overkill, so I put that back into my bag of tricks.

      I smirked, the sort of smirk that said, “I just had my cock in your girl’s mouth.” No, Cassidy hadn’t admitted he was her boyfriend, but she didn’t have to. Anyone could tell those two had a thing. Whether that was in the past or still a present issue I’d yet to figure out, but what I did know was that I was hell-bent on making sure it wouldn’t be a future one.

      Busting a right when I reached the first floor, I shouldered my metaphorical club for the time being and followed the sound of Cassidy’s voice. Beyond the all-wood foyer and old-world check-in desk, I traversed the length of the hall to find her sitting on an olive green couch in a den that had been closed off to the rest of the house. If I had to guess, and I did, I’d say this was a space dedicated to the Whalen family’s personal use. Though thanks to the sliding wooden door that she’d left cracked, I could hear the entire conversation she was having with her friends.

      Well, our friends. I might have been closer to Landon and Chaz, but we were all tangled, what with Landon and Sasha being an item, finally, and Chaz and Demi having that sort of thing going on where they both liked each other but neither of them were doing anything about it.

      It was a revealing conversation, with two very valuable nuggets of information being exposed. First, the jig was up on the affair we’d been having. Our friends now knew we’d been fucking. And, for whatever reason, I wasn’t mad about it. There was no question in my mind that we were going to keep doing what we were doing, so it was inevitable that those closest to us would find out about it sooner rather than later. I was okay with that. And I had no idea why that didn’t cause me to panic.

      I also didn’t panic when Demi and Sasha ratted me out.

      Cassidy slammed her laptop closed, abruptly disconnecting the Skype call with the rat finks and Quinn without so much as a goodbye. It was just as good a time as any to broach the second nugget.

      Pushing the cracked door open, I stepped inside and closed it back behind me. “Your mom hurt herself? That’s why you left San Diego?”

      Cassidy stood, busying herself with connecting her laptop to charge. “I told you that before. You thought I was lying?”

      She was calm. A little too calm. I’d figured there’d be a lot of yelling and mud slinging between us when this conversation finally happened, but I didn’t feel like doing any of that. Maybe it was because the energy it would take to do it was percolating in my pants with all the unresolved sexual tension still arcing between us. Unresolved for me, at least. Jesus, she really needed to stop bending over furniture right in front of me.

      “I thought you were running away from me.” She should run away from me. And maybe wear a chastity belt or something.

      She stopped and turned toward me. “You said that before, too, and I told you I wasn’t. You, however, never answered any of my questions. Why are you here, Shaw?”

      The caveman imagery popped into my head again, the weight of that proverbial club on my shoulder begging me to knock her unconscious so I could steal her away. I’d gone in search of her to put an end to the raging boner in my pants, which was what had led me to the spot I now occupied. But I don’t think that was what she meant.

      “Denver told me he’d offered you the contract first, but you turned it down and told him to give it to me instead.”

      Cassidy shrugged. “So?”

      My jaw ticked as I recalled my annoyance, and I wanted to punish her all over again. Not verbally. Not physically. Sexually. “So you’d just found out about my past. It looked like —”

      I saw the proverbial lightbulb illuminate behind her eyes. “Like I was giving it to you?”

      I wanted to give it to her. “Right.”

      She put her hand on my chest to stop my forward momentum, which I hadn’t even been aware of. But she didn’t push me away. No, she raised that self-righteous chin and placed her hands on those curvy hips, so that her sweater tightened at the shoulders and accentuated her breasts. Her voice was low, sensual. “You should’ve known better.”

      She was right.

      “I’m too competitive to give anything away unless it will benefit me and my end goal. I’d won that contract fair and square and earned the right to rub it in your face, and would have if my family hadn’t needed me back here.”

      Oh, she’d rubbed something in my face, all right. Or rather, I’d rubbed my face in something. The problem was that I’d been left unsatisfied. The denim cage imprisoning my engorged cock was only barely containing it.

      “Some things are more important than a partnership. Even a partnership I’d worked so hard for. But that still doesn’t explain why you’re here.” Cassidy’s sweet breath was inches from my face.

      She wanted an explanation? Fine, I’d give it to her. “I went through a lot to make sure nobody ever found out where I’d come from because I didn’t want anyone to pity me. I never took a handout, never asked for help, never depended on anyone to take care of me because I was determined to make my own way. And I was proud that I’d been able to do so. When it looked like you were making me your charity case, it was like you were tearing down everything I’d worked so hard for with one blow. I was pissed.”

      “So you flew three thousand miles to tell me off?” That smart mouth of hers had been the puppeteer to my cock since the first day I’d met her. The effect was magnified times infinity now that I’d had her, and even more so in that instant because I’d been left unsatisfied moments earlier. Christ, everything that made me a man ached to be inside her.

      “Yeah, I guess I did.” Hearing myself saying it out loud like that really made me sound like an idiot.

      “Wow.” She took my hand, toying with my fingers in a way that was sensual and maybe a little too intimate, but I liked it. “That’s dedication to the cause.”

      “I’m nothing if not dedicated.” It was the truth, though I don’t think either one of us was buying the excuse in this situation.

      We were both silent then. The entire journey here, I’d thought of how this confrontation of sorts was going to go, and this was not it. Yelling, name-calling, bulging forehead veins, accusations, lots of swearing, and maybe even flying objects had been the expectation. But here we were, close yet not close enough, voices even, heads cool, and tempers calm. I didn’t want to tear her limb from limb. I wanted those limbs wrapped around me while I moved inside her.

      “So do it.” Her fingers were now playing with the hair at the nape of my neck, making me even more insane. And hard.

      I closed my eyes. Just for a second to catch up with the conversation we were apparently still having. “Do what?”

      Cassidy leaned closer, whispering in my ear, “Tell me off.”

      Her breath on my neck, I could feel the tingly goosebumps rising to the surface to hijack my flesh. That tingling sensation traveled the nervous system superhighway to find a permanent residence inside my too-tight jeans, shacking up with my balls and cock as roommates. Goddammit, the woman was too close, too fuckable.

      Once again, I hadn’t realized I’d been positioning myself, positioning her. Cassidy’s back was pressed to yet another wall. Or was it a bookcase? Maybe it was the corner of a wall and bookcase. Either way, my hands on each side of her would make damn sure she wouldn’t escape, not that she was trying to. When Cassidy’s grip tightened on the front of my shirt and her soft lips brushed my neck, it dawned on me that maybe the whole setup hadn’t been me at all; it had been her.

      “I’d rather get you off,” I said, inhaling the soft scent of her hair. Jesus, the pulse of my cock was as thick as the anticipation in the air.

      Her teeth tugged at my earlobe in time with the tug of her fingers on my hair. “You did that already. Twice.”

      I grinned because yeah, she was obviously good to go again. “Third time’s a charm.”

      I pushed my knee between hers, forcing her legs to part so my confined cock could make contact with the warmth of her center. Fuck me, but I could feel her all the way through my fucking jeans. By some cosmic chance, we’d somehow found ourselves back in the same position as earlier. Maybe this time the universe would see fit to allow a happy ending for me.

      “We can’t. Not here.” Cassidy arched her back, rubbing herself on me. She didn’t mean a fucking word of what she’d said, and that was just fine by me.

      “Why? Are you afraid your boyfriend will catch us?”

      Her hands went to my ass, kneading me and pulling me closer. “He’s not my boyfriend.”

      “Someone should probably tell him that.”

      Before she could say anything more, I kissed her. I didn’t want to talk about Lobster Casey. I didn’t want to talk about Quinn, Sasha, Demi, Denver, or that fucking contract. I didn’t want to talk at all. It was my turn to get a little come action, but I saw no reason why I couldn’t get Cassidy off again while I was at it. Yeah, I was that fucking generous.

      The forward roll of my hips lifted her up to ride my thighs while my mouth got busy at her neck. The metal of my zipper against my cock was like making out with a washboard, but it was a good sort of pain when it brought her that much pleasure. Cassidy held on, her fingers digging into my shoulders, her hips moving in time with mine as she used me for her own gratification.

      Her heavy breathing was at my ear, a small moan like a plea she was trying desperately to keep quiet. I palmed her thighs, moving my hands higher to the cheeks of her ass to bring her closer. The new angle must have been much more preferable because Cassidy’s undulation became so wild that I had to brace one hand on the wall behind her to steady us both.

      My mouth latched on to her neck and I sucked at her skin. Cassidy yanked away, denying me the mark I’d attempted, which only made me want it more. It was stupid. I knew it was, but I’d seen the way her little boyfriend looked at her. He still wanted her, but she was mine. And to prove it, I was going to make her come so hard she screamed, right under the very same roof where he was doing who the fuck cared what as long as he heard her.

      “Shaw…” Her whisper was followed by a moan. “I’m going to —”

      “I know,” I told her. “I want to hear you.”

      She kissed me, her hips pressing forward and with even more purpose. I met her grind with an urgency of my own, needing her to get off so I could finally let the ache in my loins go. I didn’t give a damn about the chafing, I didn’t care who might walk in, I didn’t even mind the fact that we were both still wearing all of our clothes and this was going to be a very messy situation by the time we were done. I just wanted to fucking come already.

      Cassidy’s moan started low, but she was still kissing me, and I’d meant it when I’d said I wanted to hear her. So I pulled back from the kiss, nearly jizzing all over myself when I saw the look on her face. Her eyes were closed, bottom lip caught between her teeth, brow smoothed as her head fell back and she continued to ride me. And then the grip that she had on my shoulders tightened to a painful sting when she pulled me to her, burying her face against my neck and ear as she came so hard I could feel the wetness seep through her leggings and the thick material of my jeans.

      The best sight in the entire world was that of a woman achieving orgasm because I’d fucking done that for her. And then Cassidy slowly opened those shamrock greens to look at me and made me rethink all of that. It wasn’t any woman. It was this woman.

      Fuck.

      “Your turn,” she said with a mischievous, albeit very satisfied, smile.

      “Goddamn right, it is,” I told her.

      Planting my feet, I pinned her to the corner between the wall and bookcase, and then tilted her body at an angle that was favorable for my stroke. A stroke that would hopefully be less mosh-and-slam and more bump-and-grind on my highly sensitive man parts.

      Oh, my God, but she felt so good. I was all ready to shoot my load before she started kissing my neck, but then she did that little suckle thing and I thought for a second she might actually be trying to mark me, which made my fucking dick even harder because, yeah, someone was going to notice that. With any luck, that someone would be Lobster Casey, and he’d have to put two and two together, inevitably figuring out that me plus Cassidy equaled he’d never be fucking her again.

      But then Cassidy moved to a different spot. Maybe she hadn’t been trying to mark me at all. I, however, was still trying to get off. I could feel the percolation down deep in my boys, building and building. A couple more strokes was all it would take to…

      The sound of the door sliding open was like a sadistic dominatrix grabbing my shit to put the halt on my release.

      “Hey, Cass…” came a voice that belonged to neither Cassidy nor myself.

      Why, universe? Why do you hate me? I mentally shouted to the cosmos.

      Cassidy’s buck and shove was enough to make me drop her to her feet and back away just in time for Casey to step into the room. He pulled up short when he saw that she wasn’t alone. The once-over he gave me, coupled with that ticking jaw was proof enough that he knew what was up. No doubt our flushed cheeks and heavy breathing were dead giveaways.

      A victorious grin tugged at the corner of my mouth even though I really wanted to slam his face into the wall for cock-blocking me yet again. Damn. Did the man have built-in radar to detect when a dude was about to get off on his girl or what?

      A very flustered Cassidy attempted to cover the bust with a forced smile and too sweet greeting. “Hey! What’s up, Case?”

      Cock-block Casey wasn’t fooled. I prepared myself for the brawl I knew was about to ensue, almost welcoming it because yeah, I wanted the chance to get a shot or two in as well. But I was surprised when he turned his daggered glare away from me, and instead looked at the unoccupied space to his left.

      “Mom wanted me to tell you it’s time to get dinner started.” It was as if he couldn’t bear to look at Cassidy when he spoke to her. “She’s in the kitchen.” With that, he turned and walked out.

      “Shit,” Cassidy mumbled under her breath.

      I’d rarely heard her curse. She only ever did so when she was pissed at me, and even then, I’d really been pushing her buttons. Clearly, this was an issue for her. Feeling the painful throb of my still-disgruntled cock, it was an issue for me as well. Though for a different reason, I was sure.

      Cassidy fixed her clothes and made to walk past me without a word. That just wasn’t okay, so I grabbed her by the elbow to stop her in her tracks.

      “You’re just going to leave me like this again?”

      She glanced down at the very obvious bulge in my jeans and smiled. This time, the smile was genuine. So was the enormous hard-on that caused it. I wondered if Casey had seen it as well. But then again, how could he have missed it? I did a mental fist pump because even though my shit was backed up and causing me a great deal of discomfort, the points just kept adding up in my favor.

      With a sympathetic frown she said, “I’m sorry, but if I don’t get in that kitchen, she’s just going to come looking for me. And the wrath of Abby is something neither one of us wants to incur. Believe you me, she might look sweet and innocent, and she is for the most part, but if you get her upset, you better look out. They don’t call her Hurricane Abby for no reason.” She laughed and the sound was fucking beautiful. Since when had that happened?

      “We still have things to discuss.”

      She shrugged and then shook her head. “Not really. I mean, what more is there to say? You came here to bitch at me over an incorrect assumption you’d made. So I suppose now that you know the truth, you’ll want to get back to San Diego so you can bask in your win. Right?”

      I knew the answer to her question in an instant. And it was a shocker for me. Maybe there had been more than one reason I’d followed her to Stonington.

      “Wrong. I’m not going anywhere yet.” Seeing Cassidy’s Skype conversation had given me an angle to work with that I hadn’t considered amid the no-cell-service debacle. I could conduct business just as well from here as I could from my desk at Striker Sports Entertainment.

      Cassidy tilted her head to the side to regard me as if I were a complex portrait hanging in a historical museum. “Why not?”

      That question was one I wasn’t sure I had the answer to yet. Things were a jumbled-up mess in my head and I needed time to sort them out. If I told Cassidy that, she’d just push until something stupid and even more confusing got blurted out, so I gave her an answer she’d expect to hear from the Shaw Matthews she knew.

      “I’ve gotten you off three times already today. You owe me. Fair is fair.”

      She laughed again, completely at my expense, so I decided to have a little fun with what I imagined to be the Stonington man mentality. Dropping my voice an octave, I said, “Go make me some dinner, woman,” and then I gave her a smack on the ass to send her on her way.

      As she left the room, Cassidy looked at me like I was cracked. I probably was. In my defense, I’d very recently scored the most sought-after quarterback in the nation as a client, traveled diagonally across an entire country, suffered through an extreme bout of sleep deprivation, and then went unconscious for way longer than was probably healthy only to wake up to two – count them, two – highly erotic encounters with a woman I loved to hate that had left me less than satisfied. My balls felt like they were trying to castrate themselves, and the zipper on my jeans had rubbed my dick raw. Yeah, I was probably teetering on the edge of insanity.

      And now I was sending my little woman off to make me dinner. My little woman? “They’re going to send the padded wagon after you, Matthews,” I said to myself as I attempted to shake the crazy from my noggin. But my brain was like a dog with a bone on that one. Maybe I should consider shock therapy.

      Nah, I knew what the problem was. I just needed to get off. Everything would right itself after that. Looking down at my crotch, it occurred to me that the only way that was likely to happen was if I took the matter into my own hands. I raised the one that would do the deed and gave it a wink. “Take the crazy away, baby. Daddy needs some perspective.”
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      Shaw

      Jacking off was a no go. And not because I hadn’t put forth my best effort. It was because even though I wanted and needed to come more than any fucking thing, somehow Denver Rockford’s face kept popping up in place of Cassidy’s. The flaccid mess that followed had nothing to do with the fact that he was gay, and everything to do with the fact that my warped imagination was picturing him pacing and not so patiently urging me to hurry up and get my rocks off so I could handle his business.

      Damn. I threw in the towel, literally slinging the one I’d recruited to play wide receiver back into the cabinet with the other benchwarmers. My balls were at center, keyed up and ready to rocket one off for the game-winning touchdown, but my cocky quarterback’s arm had gone limp.

      The hard-on might have been gone, but the blue-ball syndrome wasn’t. I closed my eyes, trying to cope with the annoyance and succeeding only in making it worse. Maybe if I got my mind off things, if I concentrated on keeping the contract that had started all this nonsense in the first place, it would go away.

      Tucking my pathetic dick back into my pants, I zipped up, splashed some cold water onto my face, and pulled out my laptop. Thanks to the time difference, Ben would still be in the office, but even if he wasn’t, I knew he’d check his emails. So I shot one off, telling him I’d be extending my stay in Stonington for a while longer, and that he needed to be sure he had Skype downloaded to his computer at the office and on his cell. I also told him to get in touch with Denver to ask him to do the same, so I could contact him.

      Within moments of hitting the send button, I got a call. Ben might have been a smart-ass, but he was a professional smart-ass and he always went above and beyond when it came to handling business.

      My greeting was met with a “Hey, boss man! You’re looking… constipated.” Like I said, smart-ass. “You need me to send a poo care package?”

      “Fuck off, Ben.” The line separating our professional and personal relationship might have been blurred, but it worked for us. “Catch me up on everything.”

      Ben did exactly that, going through messages I might have missed thanks to the zero-cell-service thing, and taking notes on issues I needed him to handle. He confirmed he’d gotten a message through to my star client, Denver, and he’d be ready for my call.

      It wasn’t really that we had a lot to do at the moment since the attorneys were still drawing up contracts, but superstar athletes like Denver were used to getting a lot of attention from their agent. I wasn’t going to fail him on that. Ben also told me that Denver had already relocated back home with his parents in Colorado and was ready to start training as soon as the ink was dry on the final draft of his multimillion-dollar deal. All great news. His enthusiasm for the game was the very thing that had propelled his success and kept it going. That and his superhuman arm. They didn’t call him the “Rocket Man” for nothing.

      Cassidy had already done most of the negotiating with Colorado on Denver’s behalf before he’d even made a decision on which of us he’d pick for his agent. The cut of that was going to be hefty and would be deposited into my bank account, but for the first time in my life, I knew I’d break her off a sizable chunk of it. Like I’d told her: fair was fair. I’d been handed Denver’s contract and I’d been in talks with Colorado regarding finalizing it, but I hadn’t really earned the big score. Despite what I knew that Cassidy thought of me, I wasn’t about taking something that didn’t rightfully belong to me.

      The partnership with Striker, however, was another story. It was mine, fair and square. Monty Prather had groomed me for it before he’d retired, and Wade Price knew I was the man for the job even though he’d been rooting for his protégé, Cassidy, to take the win. Wade and I had a great deal of respect for each other, so the new partnership would be a seamless transition. The big announcement to the rest of the company would wait for my return from my “well-deserved vacation,” according to Wade.

      My Skype call with Ben had just been coming to a close when he asked about Cassidy.

      “How is the ice queen?”

      I was surprised by my reaction. Not so much the way my cock sprang back to attention at the mention of her name, but because I wanted to jump to her defense in a way I never had before. “Cassidy is okay.” She might have been the ice queen in sunny California, but in frigid Maine all of that seemed to melt away.

      It occurred to me that Ben had never asked for the reason I was here with her in the first place, so I asked him why that was.

      He looked guilty as hell. “Promise you won’t fire me?”

      “What good would it do me? Every time I do, you just keep showing back up on my doorstep like a flea-infested cat,” I told him. “Out with it.”

      “The truth is, when you first came to the San Diego office, Ally and I bet on when you and Cassidy would finally hook up. I won.” Ben got a big cheesy grin on his face.

      Having come from Detroit, not much shocked me. This? This did. I didn’t even know where to start with my questions.

      “What makes you think we hooked up?”

      “Dude, you chased her across the country,” he said as if that was all the explanation needed. When it was clear that it wasn’t, he continued. “The only reason a man does that is if he’s pussy-whipped.”

      I should’ve hung up on him right then and there, or at least told him to pack up his desk and mean it this time. But I didn’t. “And the two of you thought we’d hook up because?”

      “Because you can’t stand each other,” he said matter-of-factly. “Like Ally says, there’s a very thin line between love and hate.”

      I nearly choked on my own saliva. Love was definitely not the issue. Lust, yes, per my newly engorged cock, but not love.

      “Ben” – my voice was even, all business – “if there’s even a hint of a rumor that Cassidy and I are hooking up, she’ll get fired. For real. Technically, I’m her boss now. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      My assistant was straight as an arrow then, the big picture crystal clear. Whether his suspicion was right or not, didn’t matter. Cassidy hadn’t done anything wrong, and I’d be damned before I’d let her go down in flames over something we’d both consented to. Even if I was the one who’d seduced her. Well, it was iffy on who’d seduced whom in the beginning. I’d say it was a dead-even draw, either way.

      “No worries,” Ben reassured me. “Ally and I won’t breathe a word about it.”

      I believed him. Ally and Ben were so loyal, they’d put their own jobs on the line to save Cassidy’s and mine.

      I supposed I should stop fucking Cassidy now that our positions on the totem pole had changed, but feeling the heavy bastard of a cock on my thigh again, I knew I wouldn’t. Good God, the ache in my balls was a persistent annoyance. Dinner would be ready soon, and no way was I willing to suffer through it with this thing hijacking my every thought. So I hung up with Ben to try to take care of the issue yet again.

      Before I could even get the zipper undone, my hand was down my jeans and gripping my cock. A moan I hadn’t meant to set free was the precursor to the jack fest that ensued after that. There was no lotion or acceptable lube nearby, so I had to rely on the bit of precum that seeped from the fat head to prep my chafed cock for the punishing strokes that followed.

      I didn’t have to search my mind for a subject to focus on while getting myself off because the memory of Cassidy’s lips wrapped around my cock was already queued up, and that was more than enough. For safety measures, I cupped my balls, gently working them while I watched my cock in my fisted hand sliding up and down its rigid thickness.

      I was hypersensitive, the chafe from earlier making my manipulations uncomfortable, but I could deal with that much better than I could with that persistent ache creeping its way up my sac. It was as fierce as an imprisoned monstrosity hungry for raw meat, but with any luck, ejaculation would curb its appetite.

      The veins of my cock were thick with blood, the head tinged red by the maddening sweep of my thumb over its angry ridge. Thin, soft skin was stretched taut over a shaft that had never been harder, and the heart in my chest played a fast-paced cadence to match the tempo of my strokes. I could feel it building, my release. The breath in my lungs was shallow, as if with each quick inhale and exhale it would push my orgasm closer to the brink. Maybe it could.

      With rapt fascination, I watched, pulling my shirt up and tucking it under my chin to prepare for the sticky mess to come. And it would at any moment, thank God.

      Squeezing my cock, I pumped harder, coaxing the cure to what was shaping up to be a whole lot of frustration. It was right there. Right… 

      I jumped at the sound of a loud bang on the door.

      “You’ve gotta be fucking kidding me,” I growled when my release receded back from wherever the hell it came from.

      “Ay, yo! Dinner’s ready!” came Cock-block Casey’s voice through the door.

      I was going to murder him. In cold blood. With my bare hands.

      “You hear me, man?” He was a persistent fucker.

      “Yeah, yeah. I’ll be down in a minute,” I called back, mentally calculating the length of rope I’d need to tie him off to the bumper of my tiny rental car and drag him down the street.

      “Better hurry. Mom doesn’t like it when you’re late to dinner.”

      “She’s not my mother,” I reminded him.

      “Doesn’t matter. She’s mine.”

      It was an indirect threat, and I couldn’t help but wonder if he was talking about Abby or Cassidy.

       

      Dinnertime was obviously a big deal in the Whalen House. The dining room table was large enough to accommodate twelve, but was set for six. A crisp, white table linen was spread over the length and not a single crease marred its perfect plane.

      Fried chicken, white gravy, mashed potatoes, fried corn, green beans, and biscuits looked to be on the menu. My stomach growled at the sight of it, battling with the achy throb farther below for attention. I damn sure couldn’t jack off at the table, so I settled for getting my fat-boy grub on to satiate at least one need.

      Platters and bowls of food started to make their way around the table as we served ourselves. Well, most of us did, anyway. Abby was attending to the old man at the head, so I guessed him to be her husband. He looked to be at least a decade older than her – maybe midsixties – a spitting image of Casey with some years etched into his wrinkles, a whole lot of wisdom behind those eyes, and the result from a little more time at the dinner table wrapped around his midsection.

      “Everything looks delicious, Abby,” I told her as I chose the empty seat my hostess had pointed out between Cassidy and the man I hadn’t yet met. Casey was next to his mother, directly across from Cassidy, and there was another setting next to him that hadn’t yet been occupied.

      Abby stabbed a piece of fried chicken breast with a fork and put it on the plate of the man beside her. “Thank you, I hope you like it.”

      “If it’s anything like the sandwich you made for me earlier, I’m sure I will.”

      “Let me guess,” the man interrupted. “You had the Abby melt?”

      I had no idea what an Abby melt was, but if it was anything like the manna I’d eaten for lunch, a more appropriate name would be something like the monkey spank or toasted orgasm.

      “Grilled turkey, bacon, and cheese sandwich?” I asked.

      “Yep! That’s the Abby.” He laughed as the sandwich’s namesake plopped down a dollop of mashed potatoes in front of him. “Best sandwich in town.”

      “He’s a little biased,” Abby said, passing the potatoes to Casey and picking up the gravy. “Of course he has to be if he wants to keep eating,” she said, laughing. “This is my Thomas. Thomas, meet Shaw Matthews.”

      “Shaw Matthews?” Casey asked. I was a little surprised no one had given him that information yet. When I nodded, he continued. “Cassidy’s told me a lot about you.”

      “Has she?” Putting the napkin in my lap, I shot him a disingenuous smile. “Huh. Well, I wish I could say the same.”

      Cassidy kicked me under the table, but I’d grown so used to it after all the board meetings we’d attended together that I didn’t even need shin guards.

      “And this,” Abby said, looking up at the straggler that had just entered the room, “is Mia Morgan.”

      Casey put the bowl of potatoes down and jumped up to pull out the seat next to his. Mia was short, with dark eyes and long brown hair, cute in an understated girl-next-door sort of way. Though the way she was gawking at Cassidy had girl-on-girl action written all over it.

      Cassidy gave her a welcoming smile, something warm and friendly. Something I’d never really seen from her before. At least not toward me. “Hi, I’m —”

      “I know who you are. You’re Cassidy,” Mia finished for her. Then she dipped her head and nervously took the offered chair as if she’d just realized how stalker-ish she’d sounded.

      When Cassidy looked taken aback, Casey jumped in. “Yep. That” – he paused – “is my Cassidy.” He regarded Cassidy in a way that felt almost intrusive to witness, like he was swept up in some moment the rest of us hadn’t been meant to see.

      A squirming Cassidy felt the weight of that moment and looked down at her lap, clearing her throat. It was enough to jar Casey from whatever fantasy he’d been playing out in his mind and bring him back to the present.

      “I’m sorry I’m late, Abby. I sort of got swept up in a scene I had to get out or risk losing altogether.” Mia waved her hand in the air as if it was a silly excuse.

      “It’s okay, dear. We’ve just started, anyway.” Abby turned toward Cassidy and me. “Mia’s a romance author. She came to Stonington to do some research on a book she’s writing.”

      Cassidy nodded. “Casey told me there was a celebrity in town. He just didn’t tell me you were staying with us.” She gave him a disapproving scowl then returned her attention to the newcomer. “I can think of a thousand more romantic settings. What’s so special about Stonington?”

      Cassidy was a well-known agent who was surrounded by world-famous athletes on a near daily basis, so she wasn’t about to be awestruck in the presence of this woman.

      “Well, for one, it’s absolutely breathtaking,” the author began with a dreamy air about her. “And for two, my hero is a lobsterman.”

      When Mia looked at Casey and blushed, the polite smile Cassidy wore dropped and then reappeared again, the same but different somehow. “Oh. I didn’t realize lobstering was considered a particularly romantic vocation.”

      “Well” – Mia shrugged – “there are women here. Most of whom stay, so there must be something about a lobsterman that draws them in.”

      “There is. Money,” Cassidy said, quite bluntly. She pinched off a piece of biscuit and popped it into her mouth.

      “Hey now!” Abby said, insulted.

      Cassidy dropped the biscuit back onto her plate. “Sorry, Abbs, but you know it’s true.” She picked up her fork and pushed the green beans around on her plate. “So what kind of research are you doing, Mia?”

      “I’m just getting the layout of the town, but mostly I wanted to interview a lobsterman. Since I write fiction, I can take some creative liberties, but I like what I write to be as close to reality as I can get it. Makes it so much easier to put the reader in the moment if I can make them feel what I feel, see what I see, et cetera. You know?”

      “Not really, but maybe that’s because as a law graduate, I tend to deal with fact over fiction.” Ouch. Cassidy let that hang in the air, looking for all the world like the ice queen I’d known her to be in San Diego. “So who are you interviewing?”

      “Me,” Casey said, coming to Mia’s rescue.

      Cassidy snickered. “Since when do you like putting your life under a microscope?”

      “Since someone cared enough to ask about it.” Casey cocked his head to the side and met her with a challenging brow.

      That shut her up. Guilt radiated from Cassidy’s body next to me, and her attention went to the potatoes on her plate.

      Mia started explaining as if she was trying to get Casey out of trouble. “When I booked the room here, I asked Anna if she knew of any fishermen who might agree to talk to me. She’s the one who volunteered Casey to do the job.”

      “She did, did she?” Cassidy’s smart mouth rallied. I knew it would. She was never one to back down from an argument, even if it was one that no one else in the room knew she was having. I knew though. She and I had gone around and around like that for years now. No doubt, her mother would know, too, once she returned.

      Casey might as well have reached across the table with a stick to poke the hibernating bear when he said, “Since I had so much free time on my hands, I figured why not?”

      If those potatoes hadn’t already been mashed, they would have been well on their way to it in the manner in which Cassidy was stabbing them. Something weird was happening. Cassidy was acting like a wife who’d just caught her cheating husband red-handed. And Casey? I couldn’t tell if he was parading his mistress around or begging forgiveness for his infidelity.

      I figured it out when I caught an exchange I probably wasn’t supposed to see. While Mia was busy talking about the setup of the story behind Casey’s character in her book, Casey was eyeing Cassidy, and then those eyes slid to me before cutting back to her as if to say, You aren’t so innocent yourself.

      Part of me wanted to high-five him. Part of me wanted to defend her. But the biggest part of me wanted to pull her into my lap and tell him that he didn’t need to worry about what she was doing because she was my business now. Which was an asinine thought, of course.

      Mia finished up the rough outline of her story and Cassidy looked stunned. “Wow, so you’re pretty much writing Casey’s biography, huh? Which means my biography.”

      “Most of what he’s talked about is you, yes. You’ve been a very important part of his life, maybe even the center of it. But I would never think it to be okay to put you on display. Either of you. I apologize if it came across that way. It’s mostly how he thinks about things, the way he thinks about you, the outlandish adventures the two of you have had that I’d love to play off of. If that’s okay, I mean.”

      Cassidy softened. “Yeah, we’ve had some really great times. Huh, Case?”

      “God, yeah.”

      There was a moment of reflection behind her eyes and then she grinned wide and bright. “Hey, do you remember that time when we first went out on the boat?”

      “It was your first time, not mine,” Casey corrected her. “But yeah. How could I forget? You were such a brat. Always were.”

      Cassidy rolled her eyes. “Whatever. You deserved what you got and so much more.”

      “Oh, really?” Mia lit up like a golden ticket winner for Willy Wonka’s chocolate factory. “Casey getting what he deserves? That sounds like a fun story. Do tell.”

      Cassidy chuckled when Casey groaned. “You just told her all the highlights of the mighty, mighty Casey Michaels’s life, huh?”

      He gave her a “well, duh” look. “She’s writing a romance story. Why would I tell her something that makes me look like anything less than the hero?”

      Mia shouldered him. “Because it makes you a flawed human being like the rest of us. And because perfect imperfection is real and sexy.”

      Thomas guffawed. “I don’t know about sexy, but I’ll tell you the story, if he won’t.”

      Casey sighed in defeat before waving toward his father. “Go ahead. You tell it better than anyone else, anyway.”

      “Bet your ass I do,” Thomas said, settling in. “Around here, fathers take their sons out on the boat to teach them about lobstering at a pretty early age. The first time I took Casey out was right around the time he first started to walk. Wanted him to get his sea legs along with his land legs.”

      “Cassidy always threw a fit about it,” Abby added. “She was such a tomboy. Never was into the girly things. It drove Anna crazy. Whatever Casey did, she wanted to do, too.”

      “Because she wanted to be like me,” Casey said and laughed.

      “Ha! You wish! It was because I was competitive and had to prove I could do whatever you could do, and better.”

      Cassidy and I had butted heads more often than not, but I’d always respected and admired her competitive nature. Damn, thinking back on it, it had probably even been a huge turn-on for me. That and her ass. And maybe even her smart mouth. Those thoughts did absolutely nothing good for the bastard of a cock lying thick and hard on my thigh, or for the uncomfortable throbbing of the pent-up frustration needing a release, still.

      “Anyway,” Thomas continued his story, “I did that every now and then until he turned twelve, I guess, and that was the first summer he was going to start working. Well, Cassidy had had enough of being told she couldn’t go, so one morning, she snuck out of the house and onto the boat before any of the rest of us. We were way offshore before she decided to come out of her hiding spot, and by then, it was more of a hassle to take her back than to let her stay. Plus, we thought maybe it would teach her a lesson and she’d stop wanting to be such a pain in the ass.”

      “It didn’t,” she said with a cheeky grin.

      “So there we were, pulling in a trawl, when Casey pulled a shedder from a trap and decided it would be funny to throw it on Cassidy to prove how much of a girl she really was.” Thomas sat back, rubbing his very full belly. “He proved it, all right. That shedder —”

      Though I was sure it made me look stupid, I had to ask, “I’m sorry, what’s a shedder?”

      Mia answered, “It’s a lobster that has shed its shell and doesn’t have the hard one yet.” When Cassidy looked at her, impressed, Mia blushed. “Casey’s been teaching me a lot, I guess.”

      Casey threw his arm over the back of her chair and grinned wide and proud. “And you’ve been a very attentive student. It’s been nice to have someone take an interest in the things I love.”

      “Anyway,” Thomas said, getting the topic back on track. “That shedder got its pincher claw on Cassidy’s —” He stopped, seemingly looking for the word.

      “My boob,” Cassidy said with a roll of her eyes. She crossed her arms over her chest as if to hide them, but there was nothing doing with a rack like that.

      “Yeah, that,” Thomas said with a cough.

      Casey laughed, and even I had to admit it was pretty funny.

      “Laugh all you want, lobster boy,” Cassidy told him, setting that damn determined chin of hers. “I got even.”

      “She sure did.” Now Thomas was laughing. “Cassidy punched him square in the jaw and knocked him overboard.”

      I knew that punch. In fact, the memory of it sent a residual jolt of pain through my newly healed eye and I winced. Cassidy had given me a right hook when I’d insinuated that she’d sleep with anyone to get to the top. Of course I knew then that it wasn’t true, but she’d been taking nonphysical jabs at my personal life prior to my untoward comment, so I’d felt the need to get even. Childishly. Whatever. She should’ve minded her own damn business. Now, it seemed she was the one under the microscope.

      Thomas and Casey’s laughter at Cassidy’s expense was so loud I wouldn’t have been surprised if the neighbors heard them. Mia and Abby were slow to join them, but join them they did, like they’d caught a serious case of the tickle bunnies. A pouting Cassidy and I seemed to be the only ones immune. Though that might not have been true for me if the little swimmers housed in my nut sack hadn’t been revolting with pitchforks and torches.

      Once the moment passed and everyone seemed to simmer down again, Casey took a deep breath and wiped the corner of his eye. “It was the first time I ever noticed she had breasts. And I’ve been in love with them ever since.”

      “Casey!” Abby yelped, appalled.

      “Not Cassidy’s, Mom. Breasts in general,” he tried to cover, realizing too late that he was only making matters worse. “I mean…”

      “You’d best stop before you dig that hole any deeper, boy,” Thomas told him in true fatherly fashion.

      “Just don’t try that on me when we go out tomorrow,” Mia said, elbowing Casey in the ribs.

      Casey jumped, giving her a playful wink. “No worries, babe. When you’re with Casey Michaels, you’re in good hands. I’ll never let anything happen to you.”

      Cassidy sat up a little straighter. “You’re taking her out on the boat? I thought that was a no-chick zone?”

      “I’m making a special exception for Mia.”

      “Oh. So I guess that means I’ll have time to show you around town tomorrow after all, Shaw.” Cassidy smiled at me like we were the best of friends and this was a normal thing.

      It wasn’t, and I was lost. “I’m sorry, what?”

      “You asked me to give you a tour and I told you I’d have to pitch in around here, but since Mia’s our only other guest and she’s going to be busy with Casey tomorrow, I can devote my full attention to you, now.”

      Yeah, she’d totally just made that up, but I got it. She was trying to make Casey jealous and she was using me to do so. It wasn’t cool. Not because it was mean to do that to him – I could give a shit about that – but because she was fucking with me. Plus, I wasn’t going to be a pawn that she used to make her boyfriend want her more than some other chick. Fuck that.

      Cassidy leaned closer to me, putting her hand on my knee and moving it up the inside of my thigh. My fucking cock went ape-shit crazy, and I knew if it were at all possible, the damn thing would’ve gotten down on its knees and begged her to touch it. You’d think that would be hot, but when my boys were as blue as they were and we were sitting in a roomful of people – which pretty much made it impossible to do anything about the shit storm she was stirring up in my pants – it wasn’t good.

      I swatted her hand away, still trying to be inconspicuous, since the last thing I wanted was to draw Abby’s attention to my predicament. But then to make matters worse, my refusal of her advances only made Cassidy curious, and she looked down at my lap to see the issue for herself. I might have even angled myself toward her and put my hand over the damn thing to make sure it was really defined for her. Hopefully, that would be warning enough. Then again, she was Cassidy fucking Whalen, the woman who seemed to thrive on making my life a living nightmare.

      Shit. She smirked with a devious glint in her eye. I knew my onetime adversary slash part-time lover well enough to recognize that look. She saw two birds and one stone, and she was going for the kill.

      Her hand was back on my thigh again, the pressure she applied a stark indication that she would not be moved. All the while, she continued to chat with the others at the table, a conversation I couldn’t concentrate on, or much less give a fuck about, because she was massaging my leg. Each move of her body as she was supposedly lost in conversation was only an excuse to reposition said hand higher and higher until her knuckle was grazing the head of my cock.

      I held my breath, mentally willing myself not to come. Football stats, wicker furniture, clowns in full costume – none of them did the trick. Because now her hand was on top of my dick, slowly moving in a wave from fingertip to wrist. I tried to elbow her, but my attempt only caused her to grip me fully so that she held on. Goddamn, but the woman was a sadistic succubus.

      Tilting her head to look at me, she bit her lip in time with the stroke of my cock through my jeans. It was all over. My orgasm boiled to the surface, but I squeezed my eyes shut, might versus nature in a battle of determination. I was losing. I was losing so bad. And I was going to come.

      “Shaw, are you okay?”

      I jumped at the sound of Abby’s voice, hitting the table in my surprise and only barely saving myself the embarrassment of being a complete and total pervert in her presence. But at least Cassidy’s hand was back in her own lap.

      Jesus fucking Christ!

      The pain that had been playing havoc on my nuts shot straight up into my lower abdomen and it was taking everything in me not to let it show on my face. Something hot and wet was running onto my thigh, but I didn’t have to wonder what that something was. For all my effort against coming, it hadn’t stopped a little bit of semen from oozing out. You’d think something like that would provide at least a smidgen of relief, but nope. It only made matters worse.

      Like getting kicked in the balls, that sickening feeling in the pit of my stomach forced me to really concentrate on not hurling all over the dinner table. Making a run for the nearest bathroom wasn’t going to happen because even though I’d jizzed in my pants, it wasn’t enough and I was still rock hard. The wet spot on my jeans coupled with a very obvious boner was definitely not something I wanted anyone else to see. I was fucked, only not actually.

      “Shaw?” Abby asked again.

      “Oopsie, looks like you’ve made a mess…” Cassidy’s singsong was a taunt that only added insult to injury. Oh, she was going to pay for this one dearly.

      It wasn’t until then that I noticed I’d bumped the table and knocked the gravy bowl over, the creamy white substance spilling all over the table. Damn, but that sort of mockery just couldn’t be planned.

      “Yeah, I’m fine. Sorry. I’ll clean that up.” I started to grab the napkin from my lap, but thought better of it. It might come in handy if I had no other choice than to vacate my spot.

      “Don’t you worry about a thing, hon,” Abby said, getting up. “It’s time to clear the table and do the cleanup anyway. My boys are early risers.” She gave me that motherly smile again and it made me feel like shit because of what had just gone down right under her button nose.

      Everyone started getting up from the table then, but I still couldn’t move. I’d wait for the room to empty, and then I’d make my escape. Only to wait some more. Patiently.

      An early bedtime meant there was a light at the end of the very narrow tunnel that I’d been trapped in for an entire fucking day. Cassidy got up to help Abby, leaning over me to grab my plate and silverware. I was sure it was for the sole purpose of putting her tits in my face, but I used the opportunity to exact a little revenge of my own and give her fair warning.

      “As soon as the lights go out, you’re mine,” I whispered. And then I let my lips accidentally graze the nipple strategically placed before them.

      Cassidy went rigid, the flesh on her exposed skin pebbling in an instant. The sound of the silverware clattering on the china was a dead giveaway to her shaking hands. Yeah, she knew what was coming. Or rather, who. She also knew who wouldn’t be.
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      Cassidy

      It was late by the time Abby and I finished cleaning up after dinner. Well, late by Stonington standards, anyway. Besides the fact that daylight hours were shorter this far up north, fishermen were always early to bed, early to rise. Most of whom were up and at ’em before the light of the sun kissed the horizon.

      Thomas had headed home right after dinner, while Casey stuck around to see that Abby had an escort. Now that I was home, there was no reason for either of them to spend the night. Shaw and Mia had been turned in for quite some time.

      Mia. I didn’t really know what to make of her yet, but she sure seemed to know an awful lot about Casey. Strange. Casey had always been more reserved with the facts of his life, with everyone except me, of course. Now he was pouring his guts out to this Mia Morgan chick as if… as if she were me. I didn’t like it. Especially since some of that outpouring included details of my life as well. Probably most of it, in fact.

      Turning off the light to the kitchen, I made a mental note to grill him on exactly how much she knew. The house was dark, except for the pale moonlight spilling in through the windows. It didn’t matter. Nothing about the furniture arrangement ever changed, so I could walk it blindfolded if I had to. Climbing the stairs, instinct guided my footfalls around the steps I knew had a creak, which I knew how to avoid.

      Hearing the rustling of my clothes as I made my way to my room, I was suddenly aware of how eerily quiet everything was. Not only the house, but all of Stonington. There were no boat whistles, no voices of fishermen calling to one another, no birdcalls, or sloshes of water against the pier with the tide. The hush was as if God himself had commanded silence out of respect for the fishermen. Fitting for a town that treated their main economic source like it was a religion.

      At the top of the stairs, I hesitated, sensing a presence I couldn’t see. The fine hairs on the back of my neck rose to attention, and I knew I was being watched. All of the doors were closed except for my bedroom, though it was so far down the hall that the moonlight coming from inside was no help on the landing. Maybe my mind was playing tricks on me, but I could’ve sworn I heard someone breathing.

      I didn’t need the banister as a guide, but I kept it on my right because doing so meant there could be no surprise attack on that side. As I turned the corner, I heard a creak and I let out a surprised gasp.

      A dark figure stepped from the shadows, but before I could make a run for it, I was wrapped up in a pair of strong arms and denied the ability to identify my attacker. I went stiff, natural instinct commanding a flood of adrenaline to surge through my blood. But this adrenaline rush was rooted in excitement born of fear. Fear I felt even though I knew this man. His scent, the rhythm of his heart as it pounded against my back, his energy in the air… they were all familiar, welcomed.

      Shaw’s lips were at my ear, his warm breath on the exposed flesh of my neck. “Mm, look what I found prowling around in the night.”

      I grinned even though he couldn’t see my face, since I knew what this was about. Relaxing into his hold, I arched my back and teased the hard cock pressed to my backside with the roll of my hips. “What’s the matter, something keeping you up?”

      The short huff of laughter was menacing, and even more so was his voice when he said, “You’re about to get fucked. My way. Right now. It won’t be easy. It won’t be slow. And you will get absolutely no enjoyment out of it.” His teeth caught my earlobe. “Still think this is funny?”

      No, I didn’t. I believed everything he said. But he was wrong about one thing. I would enjoy it. Very much.

      With an abrupt shove forward, he commanded me to walk. Though he didn’t tell me where to go, I knew where I would take him. Shaw Matthews was in my hometown, in my house, and I would have him in my bed. Or rather, he would have me.

      I didn’t turn to look over my shoulder as I went toward my room because I didn’t need to. He would follow and he didn’t need any light to see me. No doubt, my body’s pheromones were leaving a trail he’d be able to track as if we were animals in the wild at the height of mating season.

      As soon as I stepped into my bedroom, I turned, coming chest to chest with him. The picture window allowed a flood of moonlight to infiltrate the darkness, so I could see every minute detail of his face. Shaw’s eyes were dilated, his jaw ticking and nostrils slightly flared even as the muscles in his body coiled in preparation for his attack. One flinch was all it would take to set him off. A wicked grin lifted the corner of my mouth. God, I wanted to set him off. So my lips parted to exhale the breath I’d been holding.

      Shaw pounced, his lips crashing to mine and his strong, capable hands crushing my hips to his. There was a frenzy of activity then, both of us working to get me undressed.

      Grabbing my sweater with both hands, I yanked it over my head, and that was where I stopped. Shaw already had my pants down to my ankles, impatiently waiting for me to kick my shoes off so he could finish the job. I did, only then feeling the kiss of cool air on my naked ass. I guessed the panties were wrapped up in the leggings. My bra wasn’t even a factor, apparently, because before I could tend to it, Shaw had lifted me up and laid me across my bed, occupying the place between my thighs.

      His mouth was on me then, furiously kissing my mouth, neck, jaw, and shoulders while he unfastened his pants. I tried to help him with the shirt, but he was so focused on his pants that the shirt didn’t seem to matter.

      Desperate. Shaw’s movements were so hurried and desperate and I knew exactly why. He wasn’t going to chance another interruption. I sort of felt sorry for him. He’d been denied his release while being more than generous with mine. It wasn’t fair. So I gave in, offering myself up to him like a sacrificial lamb to do with as he wanted.

      And he did.

      Without a word, without even a precursory stroke of his finger to be sure I was ready, Shaw entered me. My back arched to his sudden presence. Although I’d had him inside me before, he was very well endowed and no preparation made for an uncomfortable stretch.

      Shaw moaned, the sound of pleasure and relief making me swell with pride because I’d done that for him. He didn’t pause, didn’t wait for me to acclimate to his penetration, didn’t stop to make sure I was okay, and that was just fine by me. His face was buried in the crook of my neck as he grabbed my thighs at the knees and spread me wide for him. Pinned in place by his hold and his body, I could do nothing but endure his wild thrusts. They were deep, hard, and for his enjoyment alone.

      Shaw wasn’t normally a selfish lover. He’d always made sure I’d been well taken care of, but it was so clear that in this instance, he was putting his own needs before mine. There was something wholly erotic about knowing you were being used for someone else’s pleasure. Something that had an orgasm edging closer and closer. But it would not come to fruition.

      There was nothing more than three carnal grunts that preceded his quick withdrawal. Shaw’s fisted hand was working up and down over his length so savagely that I couldn’t fathom the pleasure it brought him, but then hot semen spilled onto my abdomen in stuttered spurts. I touched myself while watching him because it was sexy and I was still so close to having my own orgasm.

      Shaw grabbed my hand and pinned me to the bed. “I don’t think so,” he growled. “Twice you left me less than satisfied. And then you decided to toy with me at the dinner table, with others in the room because you knew I could do nothing about it.”

      His free hand went to my pussy, his fingertips lightly massaging my clit just enough to make me squirm under his manipulations. More. I needed more pressure, more movement, more of anything. Shaw gave me more taunts.

      “You caused me a great deal of discomfort… a great deal of frustration.” He watched his own fingers work me, seemingly fascinated by my body’s reaction to his touch. And I certainly reacted, not that it did me any good. With an arch to my back, I rolled my hips, seeking more friction. I was denied.

      “Did you think I wouldn’t get even?” His voice was menacing. “I could, you know. I could leave you. I should leave you.”

      I closed my eyes, knowing he might while willing him not to. It would be what I deserved, after all.

      “But unlike some people, I would never be that cruel.” Shaw plunged a finger deep inside me, burying it to the knuckle. I clenched my fists and bit back the moan in my throat because that was all I could do. And then he started doing this thing with his finger inside me, teasing my G-spot with his thick length. God, the man should’ve been a pianist.

      It occurred to me that this could quite possibly be a trap, some cruel form of torture like the night he edged me over and over again on my balcony before letting me come. But eventually he had let me come. Maybe he would do so again. Either way, the things he was doing to my body could not be ignored. I reveled in it, soaked up every minute stroke and let it drive me to the brink.

      “Not yet,” he whispered.

      Before I could register what was going on, Shaw was gone and so was his hold. He grabbed the back of my knees and pulled me to the edge of the bed, flipping me and forcing me to bend over, face-first until my cheek was kissing the mattress. Holding me by the neck, his fingers stroked the wet folds of my pussy from front to back and then retracing the path again.

      “So pretty,” he said. I could still see him from the twisted angle of my neck, but he wasn’t looking at me. At least not my face. No, Shaw’s attention was focused down below. My arousal was heightened by his fascination, and I could feel myself moisten even more as if my girly bits were preparing to put on a show for him.

      He dipped his finger into the wetness, collecting it before moving to circle my anus. Some part of me wanted him to take it, even though I knew it would hurt like hell. But that wasn’t his intention. Again, his finger was inside me, flicking back and forth as if beckoning my orgasm. He’d have it soon. Especially if he kept the pressure of his thumb on my anus like that.

      Apparently dissatisfied by the position, Shaw dropped to his knees behind me and added another finger, thrusting them in and out of me at a pace that matched the maddening pace of his cock just moments before. I gripped the duvet under me, biting my lip and wishing for all the world that I’d been able to sink my teeth into his flesh as the heel of his hand smacked at my clit with each knuckle-deep plunge. The depth of each stroke hit that special spot inside me, and I could do nothing but clench and wait for the orgasm building to spill forth. Faster and harder he fucked me with his fingers, his soft lips kissing the cheeks of my ass while his other hand spread me wide for him. I could feel the stretch on my anus, a delicious tease that only amplified the other marvels playing havoc on my senses. And then the hot, wet sensation of his mouth on that forbidden entrance pushed me over the edge.

      It happened. The dam cracked and the force of my orgasm broke free, the warmth of it trickling down my thigh as it gushed forth. My body tensed and my teeth clenched as my abdomen contracted and I let it go. I’d never come with such intensity, such ferocity.

      “Fuck. There’s my good girl,” Shaw growled, and then he nipped at my ass.

      His fingers retreated, but continued a gentle stroke of my tender flesh as if soothing a wild animal after a tantrum. My body could take no more and I finally collapsed. I couldn’t move, couldn’t speak, and could barely breathe. My eyelids felt heavy and my mind fuzzy as an orgasm-induced coma crept up my paralyzed body and hovered on the edge of my consciousness. It was only a matter of time before I went lights out, but I did manage to register Shaw’s movement at the end of the bed and the blanket I kept there being pulled over my naked body.

      “You’re welcome. Sleep tight,” he whispered before I felt his lips on my cheek and then I drifted off to sleep.

       

      The next morning, I rolled over and reached my arms overhead, pointing my toes for a delicious stretch that I capped off with a curl back into myself to snuggle my cuddle-buddy pillow from the night before. It was a beautiful morning, and I knew it before I even cracked an eye open. So I did them both at the same time, sighing with a huge grin when I saw the stunning sunrise coloring the skyline with vibrant oranges, pinks, and blues.

      I remembered that sunrise. I’d woken up to it every single morning for years that spanned my earliest memory to the day I left Stonington for college. But it seemed different somehow. For the first time in a really long time, I felt… refreshed, maybe even a little rejuvenated.

      Kicking the covers off to start the day, I had a sudden shock of awareness when the chill of the room kissed my naked flesh. Well, I was still wearing my bra, it seemed, but everything else was scattered about the floor. A smile stretched my cheeks when all the memories of the night before flooded my mind.

      Shaw had given me one hell of an orgasm. The best orgasm I’d ever had in my entire life. Feeling something hard under my hand, I looked down at the cover to see Shaw had also given me a mess to clean up. Maybe I should’ve been grossed out by it, after all, Shaw’s little swimmers had found their final resting place on my duvet, but my bigger concern was finding a way to get it down to the laundry before Abby could see it.

      And I should probably get a shower.

      Minutes later, Abby popped her head into the laundry room just as I’d started the washer.

      “There you are. Come on, we have to get breakfast going. What are you washing?” she asked, going over to look for herself.

      They say the truth shall set you free, so I went with it. “It’s just my duvet. It smelled a little musty, so I guess it hasn’t been washed in a while.” Half-truths were still better than outright lies.

      “Oh,” she said and then looked me over, shaking her head. “Good Lord, child. You’re still not dressed?”

      I looked down at myself to confirm what I already knew to be true. I was dressed, having found a pair of sleep shorts I’d worn during my high school years still tucked into one of my drawers, just not for the day.

      “You’ve been away from Stonington too long. Keeping those movie star hours, I see.” She laughed and then turned to walk out, waving her hands at me. “Go on. I’ll get breakfast going, Hollywood.”

      I loved Abby. Everyone loved Abby.

      My shower and dress routine didn’t take long. Stonington women kept their appearances simple, and fuss-free. Though most of them didn’t wear any makeup at all – and that was how their men preferred it – I wasn’t one of them. Still, I decided on only a little eyeliner and mascara. I left my hair down and threw on a cami and one of my old flannel shirts with a pair of jeans and a pair of boots I hadn’t seen since my last trip home, and then I made my way down to breakfast. Last thing I needed was for Abby to come up and drag me down by my ear.

      I didn’t need to worry about Abby, though. She was preoccupied with Shaw, serving him up a lumberjack portion of hotcakes and sausage links while he scarfed them down and leaned into the pat on his head. I’d never seen Shaw so… boyish. It was sort of cute in a very disturbing way.

      “What’s got you in a such a good mood?” Abby asked when she saw me in the doorway.

      I felt my cheeks fall. Apparently, I’d been smiling. And why not? It was a gorgeous day and I felt good.

      “Yes, please tell us what’s got you glowing this morning,” Shaw said, his voice a dare.

      I shrugged on my way over to the coffeemaker. “You know, I have no idea. I think I just got something I really needed last night.” I paused, glancing over at Shaw with a grin as I poured my coffee.

      He winked at me, chewing his food with a little too much sexy. It was the first time I’d ever seen someone make chewing a slightly pornographic event. I even shot a look at Abby to be sure she hadn’t noticed.

      “Well, a good night’s sleep is always nice,” Abby said, oblivious.

      There was a ruckus at the front door then and we all turned in that direction. As I walked over and leaned into the doorway, I felt my smile broaden even more.

      “Ma! You’re home!” I said, setting my cup down and going to help Da.

      Ma was in a wheelchair, bless her, with her cast leg elevated, and the two of them had been fighting the door to keep it off her while he got her inside.

      “Why didn’t you come in through the mudroom?” I asked.

      Da grumbled. “I thought the gravel would make it harder to push her in this damn thing. Besides, we had that ramp out front put in for a reason. Might as well get some use out of it.”

      “He’s an old, stubborn mule,” Ma said, stretching her arms out for me to give her a hug.

      “Here, let me help with that,” Shaw said, stepping around Abby and taking the bag from Da.

      “And who are you?” my father asked.

      “He’s a guest, so be nice,” I told my father.

      “Guest or not, I think I’m capable of carrying my wife’s unmentionables,” he said, nodding toward the bag.

      Shaw held it out, surprised. “Oh, sorry. I was only trying to be helpful, sir. Shaw Matthews,” he said, handing the bag back to Da and offering his handshake as well. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      Da took his hand. “Duff Whalen,” he said. “And this lovely daredevil is my wife, Anna. We own this place.”

      “I hope you’ve had a lovely stay so far.” Ma smiled up at him. “Abby’s so attentive to guests.”

      “She absolutely has been,” Shaw agreed.

      “Well, Ma,” I said with a sigh. “It’s a good thing your room is down here. Otherwise, I don’t know how we’d get you into bed.”

      My da puffed out his chest and sucked in his gut. “I’d carry her,” he said, not about to let anyone think he was incapable of it.

      “Lucky for your back, you won’t have to,” I said, giving him a quick hug for still wanting to be Ma’s hero.

      “Come on, Ma, let’s head that way,” I told her, unlocking the brake on the wheelchair and aiming her in the direction of the back of the house.

      Ma grabbed the wheel, stopping me. “I’ve been doing nothing but lying around in a bed for days now. If you think you’re going to get me into another anytime soon, you better think again. Besides, there’s no time for rest. We have to get ready for tomorrow.”

      Oh, dear God, what had this woman done now? “What’s tomorrow?” I asked, even though a part of me already knew the answer.

      “The whole town is throwing you a welcome-home party with a potluck picnic in your honor.”

      My shoulders sagged. I knew it! “Ma, come on. Seriously? You just got home from the hospital.”

      “And I’m just fine.”

      “You know you’re fighting a losing battle, right?” Da asked.

      “Oh, don’t worry, Cassidy,” Abby interjected. “My Anna’s going to be the one giving out the orders while I do her heavy lifting.” She winked as if that would somehow make me feel better. Maybe it did, but only a little.

      Though I was concerned about Ma, I knew she was okay and Abby and my da would never let her overdo it. I think maybe I was more concerned with the big deal that was being made over my short return home. Because it was just a short trip. But like I’d said before, Stonington hated to lose one of its own. So this town get-together was nothing more than an attempt to convince me to stay with all of its residents pitching in. The women, anyway. As for the men, this was simply an excuse to eat, drink, and probably show off their boats.

      “She’s a tough cookie,” Da said.

      “And speaking of cookies,” Abby turned to Shaw. “There’s a fresh batch in the kitchen. Go put yourself a few in a baggie to take with you.”

      Shaw gave her a spoiled grin. “Aw, bless you, Abby,” he said before giving her a kiss on the cheek and bounding off in that direction.

      I was astonished. Shaw had been here, like, two days and already those two had a thing. Not a thing thing, but certainly something that surpassed guest and hostess territory and teetered over into “Is that your mom?” land. If Casey had seen that exchange and knew Abby was giving away his cookies… I shuddered to think of his reaction.

      Abby turned to me then. “I’ll take care of things around here while the two of you are out. Make sure you take him by the quarry. He seemed to really be interested in that when I told him about it.”

      She took Ma’s wheelchair and headed to the back. No doubt the family room would become ground zero for Operation Make Cassidy Stay.

      “And then there were two,” I said with a chuckle to my father.

      Da just studied me, something stirring up behind those X-ray eyes of his.

      “Out with it, Da.”

      He shook his head. “Nothing. You go have your fun, but we’re going to talk about this later.”

      “Talk about what?”

      Da nodded toward the kitchen. “You and your new boyfriend under the same roof. My roof. You best be sleeping in separate bedrooms.”

      I rolled my eyes. “He’s not my boyfriend, Da.”

      “When you were younger and got into trouble, you always thought someone in town was telling on you.”

      That’s because they were, I thought.

      “They weren’t,” he continued, and then he stopped, turning to point a finger at me. “You were telling on yourself. I always knew when you’d done wrong because the corner of your mouth twitches when you lie.” He tapped the place to prove a point. “It just did it a little bit when you said that fellow isn’t your boyfriend.”

      I didn’t know how to respond to that. First, I apparently had a tic I wasn’t aware of. And secondly, Shaw as my boyfriend? My inner teenage girl gave a mental pfft and an as if.

      “The question is who are you lying to? Me or yourself?”

      Da walked away then, leaving me to ponder the question. I didn’t get to do so for long though because Shaw came strutting out of the kitchen with a cookie sticking out of his mouth and a baggie full of them in his hand.

      “All set,” he said with a spoiled grin.

      I shook my head and laughed at how adorkable he looked. Abby’s cookies had claimed yet another victim.
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      Shaw

      The tour around town was… short. Deer Isle was nothing more than a speck on the map, and Stonington occupied only about forty square miles at the tip, only ten of which was actual land, the rest, water. I got a lot of attention from the locals, especially the fishermen as they came in from their day out on the water to stock up on pizza – made fresh by the deli at the only convenience store – and booze.

      Though most of the men were as young as me, if not younger, they looked at least a decade older, with their scruffy facial hair and sun-weathered skin. Each and every single one of them was so fit that I felt the need to suck in my gut and puff out my chest a little bit, and none of them missed the opportunity to look me up and down. I guessed my well-pressed attire sort of stood out in a sea of flannel shirts and jeans riddled with holes. At least my hair seemed to be in line with the local trend, though I’d say their messy dos were a result of rolling out of bed like that rather than product and sculpting time in front of a mirror.

      They all knew Cassidy. Most everyone we encountered stopped to ask if she was back, though, duh, she was standing right in front of him or her, so of course she was. For the most part, Cassidy smiled and assured everyone she’d catch up with them at the picnic the next day, though she grumbled about it when we walked away. I couldn’t understand it. The woman’s freaking hometown was throwing her a welcome-home party and everyone seemed genuinely happy to see her, and she was grumpy about it. God, what I’d give if she and I could trade lives for just one day so she could see how lucky she was.

      Walking down Main Street back toward the Whalen House, at least a dozen trucks sped by, honking their greeting to Cassidy. I started to pay attention then, looking around at all the vehicles parked on the side of the street, but particularly down at the dock. With the exception of maybe a handful, they all had one thing in common.

      “Does everyone around here drive a truck?” I asked.

      A breeze came in from the bay, blowing Cassidy’s long, ginger hair across her face. She brushed the locks away, a playful sarcasm in her voice when she said, “Nah. Just the real men.”

      Hardy, har, har, I thought, seeing my tiny rental car parked in front of the Whalen House.

      “I’ve heard men who drive big trucks are overcompensating,” I countered.

      “Well, we can flag one of the guys down and find out.”

      “Yeah, right. That wouldn’t be awkward at all. ‘Excuse me,’” I said, switching gears and doing a very poor impersonation of a mousy scientist, “‘but we’re conducting a survey to find out if men who drive big trucks have tiny penises. Can we see yours?’”

      Cassidy shrugged. “You don’t know the men around here. They’ll whip it out and not even have to be asked.” She laughed. “Trust me, there is no shame in their game.”

      “You say that like it’s a normal occurrence.”

      “You have to understand where you are. We don’t have shopping malls or nightclubs. There’s nothing to do around here but hang out at the convenience store or ride around drinking beer. Boredom equals shenanigans.” Cassidy took my hand and started across the street. With an impish smile, she peered back over her shoulder at me. “Of course there is one other thing that can pass the time and ease the destructive behavior of a bored man.”

      I yanked on her hand, forcing a full stop. When she boomeranged back to me, I arched a brow. “If you tell me you played the part of Stonington’s activities director, I’m going to need bail money. Lots of bail money.”

      The thought of Cassidy keeping men entertained made me want to decapitate every man within a thousand-mile radius and tear him limb from limb.

      Cassidy’s head fell back with laughter, her neck so long and graceful that it soothed the green-eyed monster inside me. “First, we don’t have a jail. Our police force equals a whole whopping one, and he’s more of a rent-a-cop. We just keep him around to badger middle-aged women over expired tags on their vehicles. We police our own. It’s more effective that way. And second…”

      Cassidy’s attention was suddenly stolen and redirected to a girlish squeal down by the pier. It seemed Lobster Casey and Mia had returned from their fishing trip and Mia was having a hard time finding her balance while stepping from a rocking boat to the pier. As luck would have it, Casey had caught her, though so clumsily, she’d fallen back into his arms. Cassidy couldn’t take her eyes away, and I… couldn’t stop looking at her.

      “And second,” she continued without averting her attention. “Before you, I’d only ever been with one other man. But that was a very long time ago.” She turned toward me then, an uncomfortable smile making her no less beautiful. “We’d better get inside so I can help with dinner before Ma hobbles out on that cast leg to round me up. And don’t think for a second she wouldn’t.”

      Cassidy headed up the drive, turning one more time to steal another glance toward the pier. Damn, it wasn’t until then that I realized how very much we had in common. Maybe neither of us would ever be able to get over our past, no matter how far away we tried to run from it.

       

      Blueberry bread pudding was the dessert at dinner. I’d given Abby high praise for it, only for her to tell me she couldn’t take the credit this time because she hadn’t been the one to make it. Right on, Mrs. Whalen could also throw down in the kitchen, but she, too, said it wasn’t her. Imagine my surprise when I turned toward the only other possibility in the room to find Cassidy positively beaming with pride while studying the food on her plate.

      Fuck, I wanted her. A fact I didn’t think Papa Duff missed. In fact, I didn’t think her father missed much of anything. He was a quiet man, but I could feel the weight of his stare on me as he studied every move I made and dissected every word I said. The same way Cassidy had always done, in fact. I supposed that was where she’d gotten it. I had to wonder how much Cassidy had told him about me because it sure as hell felt like she’d told him I’d been boning his daughter on the regular and he was planning to murder me in my sleep. No doubt a man like Duff Whalen knew how to hide a body. And if he didn’t, I was positive the whole town would conspire for the cover-up. With Cock-block Casey taking the lead.

      A little afraid for my life, I decided against sneaking into Stonington’s favorite daughter’s bedroom for a second night in a row. Instead, I thought maybe a little brisk sea air would put my food-induced hard-on at ease, and I went out on the porch to relax in the swing. Stonington was fast asleep again, quiet and dark. It dawned on me that it was probably the same old routine around here, day after day: wake before dawn, eat, fish, eat, sleep. Rinse and repeat. How boring. No wonder Cassidy ran away from home.

      Speaking of, Cassidy came out to join me with a blanket wrapped around her shoulders. “Aren’t you cold?” she asked.

      Although it was springtime, there was still a chill in the air when night fell. Having been born and raised in Detroit, I was used to it, but that didn’t mean I’d miss the opportunity before me.

      “A little. Why don’t you come share some of that with me like a good little hostess?”

      Though she gave me a look, she still came over and sat beside me on the porch swing. I wasn’t satisfied with just sharing the blanket, so I put my arm around her shoulders and pulled her into my side.

      “There, that’s better,” I told her. I had no clue why she was looking at me like I’d grown two heads. It was cold. Body heat was a logical solution. So was taking my ass inside the house where the heat was on, but that wasn’t the point. I really wasn’t sure what the point was. I just knew that I wanted her closer and I was glad she didn’t make me look stupid for it.

      “So,” I said, sighing. “Big picnic tomorrow, huh?”

      I could sense the roll of her eyes even as her head dropped back onto my shoulder with a groan. “Don’t remind me.”

      “Man, you’re like a local celebrity around here,” I told her, tightening my arm around her shoulders. “You should feel good about that. A picnic in your honor?”

      “It’s not as grand as it might sound. It’s just their way of making me feel bad.”

      “No one’s ever thrown a picnic for me. And if they ever did, I can’t imagine it would make me feel bad.”

      “You have to understand this is nothing more than a trap. They lure you in with the promise of food and a good time, and then blammo! Everyone who has ever known you shows up to welcome you back home, where you belong,” she added with air quotes, “and make you feel guilty about ever having left in the first place by telling you how they’ve suffered because of your absence. You’re lucky you haven’t had to endure the torture.”

      “Lucky? Cassidy, my parents don’t even know where I am right now. Nor do they care. You think I abandoned them. I didn’t. They abandoned me.”

      “Jesus, I’m so sorry, Shaw.”

      “Don’t be. It made me stronger. But being here has really made me see what I’ve been missing all my life.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like I haven’t had a single meal by myself.” When her brows furrowed, I explained, “I can’t remember ever sitting down to the dinner table with my parents. In fact, they never even made me a warm meal. I practically lived off cereal, and most of the time, I had to keep my fingers crossed that the milk wasn’t spoiled.”

      I had no idea why I was suddenly telling her all these things. I’d never told a single soul anything about my personal life. Cassidy knew more than anyone only because she’d kept digging until she found shit out. But not this time. This time I wanted her to know I wasn’t a selfish bastard. This time I wanted her to know how lucky she was to have people care about her. Even if it was the entire population of her hometown. At least she had a home. At least she had a mother.

      “Abby has been more of a mother to me in the couple of days I’ve been here than the woman who gave birth to me has over my entire lifetime,” I admitted.

      Cassidy turned her head toward me, that familiar pitying look in her eyes. And though I expected it to grate like a son of a bitch, it didn’t.

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      Shit. Maybe it grated just a little bit. “Don’t be. It’s not your fault.”

      “No, I’m sorry for the assumptions I made about you,” she confessed. “Back in Detroit. And in San Diego, for that matter. God, I was a total bitch.”

      She had been. She’d read me the riot act because she’d thought I was living in the lap of luxury while my parents lived in a shitty apartment smack-dab in the heart of a city well known for its crime and ruin. The assumptions she’d made had been my own fault, really, but I wasn’t about to tell her.

      “It’s all good,” I said, nudging her until she settled her head back onto my shoulder. I was surprised I’d taken that look for as long as I had. There was no sense in pushing it. “However annoying it might be, just please don’t ever complain about someone caring too much about you. Because I promise, it could be a whole hell of a lot worse.”

      There was a stretch of silence then. Something had changed, and I wasn’t really sure what that something was. When the fuck had I become that guy who talked about feelings?

      Cassidy must have been thinking the same thing because she gave a soft laugh and said, “You’re going soft, Matthews. You’re supposed to hate me, remember?”

      And I knew exactly how to respond. “I don’t have to hate you anymore. I’m your boss now, remember?”

      A jolt of pain shot through my ribs, courtesy of the quick jab from Cassidy’s elbow. All in jest, of course, so I laughed because yeah, I’d probably earned it. And it was well worth the bruise that would likely be there by morning.

       

      Every citizen of Stonington, young and old, turned out for the picnic the next day. It was amazing to me how this community came together all in the name of showing their support for one of their own. Maybe “community” wasn’t the right word for it. Even someone like me who’d never known what it was like to be part of a family knew that that was exactly what this was.

      Duff was tending to the fish fry and grill with Thomas and a couple of other burly men standing by to offer their support. Abby was running around like a chicken with her head cut off, bless her, but she still managed to find the time to come over and ruffle my hair and give me a quick peck on the cheek. I could’ve sworn I heard Casey growl a warning, which might have humored me. It had to suck for him to know I’d taken his girl and was on the verge of becoming his mother’s favorite son.

      But Anna? Anna was in beast mode. Despite her temporary handicap, she was all over the place, issuing orders, greeting guests, and generally being the ultimate social butterfly. With the exception of her ginger hair, Cassidy was a mirror image of her mother, which she should have been ecstatic about since Anna made for a decent MILF. But she definitely hadn’t inherited the social gene. Though Cassidy seemed friendly with everyone who approached her – and believe me, there were a lot of people – I saw it for what it really was. She didn’t like all the attention.

      Seeing her unease, I couldn’t help but remember the countless times I’d seen her in action during a board meeting or while romancing a client. In those situations, she was every bit as fierce as her mother was here. Then, it seemed like no big deal for the spotlight to be on Cassidy, it seemed natural even. Maybe that was because the light didn’t feel as harsh when it was cast in a superstar athlete’s shadow. If she treated this situation the same way, maybe it wouldn’t feel so awkward.

      I was just about to cross the yard to tell her that when a raven-headed beauty stepped directly into my path. She was petite, but curvy as hell. A fact that was obvious without the need to be dressed as provocatively as she was in short shorts. It wasn’t even warm enough for shorts in the first place. That was one thing, but what really stuck out was her chest. Literally. She’d put an overly pronounced arch in her back to put her rack on display, which wasn’t really necessary with the blouse that she was wearing. One wrong move and her tits were going to pop out all over the place. Though I doubted she’d be embarrassed by the wardrobe malfunction.

      “Well, well, well… What do we have here?” she asked as her eyes made an intrusive sweep up and down my body. She cocked her head to the side and smiled at me. “I’m Brittnie, and this is Whittney,” she said, pointing a thumb toward her sidekick. Said sidekick had opted to use her back arch to showcase her ass instead of her chest. It was a nice ass, I’d give her that much. Just not as nice as a certain redhead’s I knew.

      Giving them a polite nod, I responded in kind. “I’m Shaw. Nice to meet you.”

      Before I knew it, I was flanked by Brittnie and Whittney, each of them linking an arm through mine. Then they whisked me away toward an empty picnic table. There was a flurry of conversation between the two of them. A conversation I thought they were having with me, but since I didn’t have to say a word, maybe not.

      “Oooh, you’re so strong,” Whittney said, molesting my bicep.

      “Someone should get you some food so we can keep you that way,” Brittnie agreed. “Whitt, go get him a plate.”

      “You go get him a plate,” she countered.

      “And leave you all alone with him? I don’t think so.”

      I let them have it out, not really wanting either of them to get me a plate, to be honest. I just didn’t want to be rude. Though I felt a little smothered, they didn’t particularly bother me. Both women were very pretty in a natural sort of way. Much like Cassidy. Maybe that was the sort of women Stonington bred. But unlike Cassidy, their behavior was a little too desperate for my taste.

      Just then, a plate filled with a mountain of food slid before me. I looked up to see my Abby smiling down at me. “There you go, darlin’. Eat up.” The smile dropped when she turned to regard my company with a warning glare. “Don’t even think about it, you two. He’s Cassidy’s guest.”

      Whittney wore a mask of false confusion, her tone completely innocent as she said, “What are you talking about? He was standing all alone, so we just thought we’d be friendly and make him feel welcomed.”

      “Mmhm. I’m aware of your definition of ‘friendly,’” Abby said. “And I know where your welcome mat is. You heard me. And if I have to say it again, I’m going to tell your fathers what that definition is, too. And then I’m going to tell them just how friendly the two of you have been all over town. I’m sure that’ll make them proud.”

      I loved Abby in mama bear mode. Swear to God, I was going to put her in my pocket and take her back home with me.

      Abby returned to her duties, but not before giving me a conspiratorial wink. As soon as she was out of earshot, Brittnie and Whittney straddled the picnic bench, waiting for me to take the seat between them. Instead, I picked up the plate Abby had brought me and dug in right where I stood, which didn’t seem to deter the ladies at all. I could’ve walked away, but then that would be rude. Besides, if the way they were looking over the crowd of people was any indication, they were about to get their gossip on. And maybe, just maybe, some of that gossip would be beneficial to me.

      I was not disappointed.

      Whittney crossed her legs, shaking one so vigorously that her whole body moved in time. “So you’re Cassidy’s guest, huh?”

      I nodded even though, technically, I wasn’t. Guests were normally invited. I hadn’t been, and certainly not by Cassidy. Maybe Abby should’ve said I was Cassidy’s creepy stalker. Something told me not even that disturbing title would’ve deterred these two.

      “From California?” Brittnie asked, hopeful.

      Again I nodded.

      Brittnie adjusted her top. To show more cleavage, not less. “Oh, I’d love to go to California. I’d love to go anywhere that isn’t Stonington.”

      Whittney rolled her eyes. “Why? You’d just come right back. Everyone comes right back.”

      Once I’d swallowed the creamy bit of potato salad I’d been eating, I finally spoke. “Really? What’s that mean?”

      “You’re not from here, so you wouldn’t understand,” a gruff voice answered from behind me. I turned to see Duff Whalen standing there. “Run along, girls. I need a word.”

      Though they obviously weren’t happy about it, Brittnie and Whittney did as they were told. For a second, I contemplated begging them not to leave me alone with Duff. Truthfully, he sort of scared me. Again, I wasn’t really sure what Cassidy had told him about me, but the vibes I’d been getting off him hadn’t been anything nice. I didn’t know why I was so nervous; I knew how to handle men like Duff. I’d wooed my fair share of clients’ mothers and fathers. This shouldn’t be any different. But it was. This was Cassidy’s father.

      That’s right. This was Cassidy’s father. And I knew how much it irked her when she thought someone was placating her or wasn’t being respectful of the things she felt were important. Clearly, this small fishing village was important to the man who’d made his life here.

      I set my plate down and looked him in the eye. “Help me understand.”

      He just looked at me for a moment and then finally nodded.

      “Look around you,” he said, pointing toward the crowd. “You probably wouldn’t know it by looking at them, but a lot of these young men and women are well educated. That one over there,” he said, pointing to a sandy blond guy standing with a couple of his buddies, “went away to college and got a degree in engineering. Know what he’s doing now?” He didn’t wait for my answer. “He’s back here, lobstering right along with the rest of us.”

      “Why?” I asked, shocked. “An engineering degree pays very well.”

      “Lobstering pays better.”

      “Really? Wow.”

      “Most of these boys start going out with their pops the summer of their fourteenth year and start sterning, making their own money. Do you know what it’s like to walk around with that amount of cash in your pocket at fourteen?”

      I didn’t. When I was fourteen, I was hanging out at stadiums, eavesdropping on conversations between athletes, coaches, and agents to learn the ropes. I didn’t have any money, went hungry most of the time, and wore clothes I’d picked out of the lost-and-found bins.

      “Some of them blow it, of course, on stupid stuff that don’t add up to much. But if they’re smart, they save up to get their own boat and gear. The ones that do that will probably drop out of high school before they graduate, and that’s just fine because they’ll be making plenty of money on their own.” He sighed. “And some of them might use that money to go to college, but like I said…”

      “They end up back here,” I finished for him.

      “That’s right. Lobstering is what they know. It’s good, honest money. But that’s not the only reason they come back,” he continued. “See, Stonington is its own way of life. The rules are different in the outside world, so most of them can’t hack it out there. They might leave with big hopes of going away and staying away, but after about a year, two at the most, they find themselves right back where they belong.”

      He put his big paw on my shoulder, leveling a meaningful stare. “My little girl is one of the very few exceptions to that. She’s the most stubborn and determined woman I know, and when she’s faced with a challenge, she rises above it.

      “All of this,” he said, gesturing toward the picnic, “is for my wife, not Cassidy. And though I’d never tell the missus this, I don’t want my little girl back here. Truthfully, I don’t think someone who’s been away from Stonington for as long as she has can ever really come back again. Not permanently, that is. She’s changed. And there ain’t a damn thing wrong with that. I’m proud of who she’s become.”

      “Why are you telling me all of this, sir?”

      He grinned. And for the first time since I’d met him, I felt like we had something in common that wasn’t quite evident to me yet.

      “You’ll figure that out once she figures it out. And when you do, just remember: it’s a mighty big ocean out there. An ocean filled with cage after cage of meaty bait.” His laugh was as robust as his barrel chest and slightly serial killer–ish when he clapped me hard on the arm.

      “And watch out for Whitt and Britt,” he said, turning to stand beside me and giving a backward nod toward them. How he’d known where they were with his back to them, I’d never know. “They’ve been circling like a couple of vultures since I shooed them away.”

      Leaning in, he lowered his voice. “They’re the number two and three. Cassidy’s the number one, and they’ve been trying to take her spot.”

      Huh? I was definitely missing a key piece of information. “I’m sure you’re trying to tell me something really important, but I have no clue what you just said, sir.”

      “I told you it’s a different world here. There’s a ranking order among the single boys and girls. The boys are ranked according to their earning potential, who’s the best lobsterman. And the girls are ranked on beauty. Cassidy’s the number one girl, and since Casey is a legacy, he’s the number one guy.

      “It was a given that those two would end up together, but when Cassidy left, it was free game. Now that she’s paying attention to you, the other girls will try to lure you away.” He shook his head incredulously. “These kids will step all over each other to land someone as high up on the ranking order as possible. Your best friend will steal your girl right out from under your nose, if you’re not paying attention. Of course I never had to worry about that with Thomas. He’s always been true blue.”

      “Sir, Cassidy and I aren’t…” I didn’t know how to finish that statement, but I didn’t need to. Duff got it.

      “Yeah, well, just remember what I said and you won’t end up as lobster bait.” With one more clap to my shoulder, he headed back to man his station.

      On cue, Brittnie and Whittney reappeared.

      “We’re baaaack,” Brittnie sang.

      “I see that,” I said, grinning and bearing it.

      Brittnie linked her arm through mine again, pressing her tits against me. “How about if we get you out of here? Maybe show you some secret hiding places where all three of us could get to know each other better?” The suggestive tone to her voice couldn’t be missed.

      I chuckled, thinking how cute it was that these two thought they might be offering me something I’d never had. They weren’t. Threesomes were okay, but really, they just made for more work on the man because he had two women to tend to while they shared the responsibility of taking care of one man. Doing the math, that didn’t seem fair.

      But I wasn’t a lazy lover. And there was only one woman in the vicinity who could attest to that. Only one woman who I had an interest in putting that much work into. And she was standing across the lawn, staring down another couple that was engaged in what looked to be an entertaining conversation.

      Casey and Mia. For Cassidy, this was becoming a pattern. Maybe even an obsession. One that I didn’t much care for.

      The set of Cassidy’s body was all too familiar for me. She was pissed and having a damn hard time containing all that explosive energy running through her. Finally, her attention broke from Casey and Mia, but she was obviously determined to fixate on something else. Tossing her head back and forth, looking for that something else – maybe someone else – she stopped when our eyes met, and I knew she’d found it. Target located, Cassidy turned and headed in my direction, stomping across the yard, each step only fueled by her determination.

      Her eyes flashed to Brittnie and Whittney, who’d become even more friendly while I’d been distracted. The sort of friendly that was just short of molestation. And then it occurred to me… 

      Holy shit. She was going to kill Brittnie and Whittney. Or maybe I was her intended victim. Either way, a murder was about to be committed. If I’d been a pussy, I would’ve grabbed one of the girls and used her as a shield, but that would’ve been wrong.

      When she reached us, she set her shoulders and stepped past Whittney and into Brittnie’s space.

      “Excuse me, Mount Inappropriate,” Cassidy said, waving a hand over Brittnie’s exposed cleavage, “but I need to borrow him for a bit. Go find another bone to bury.”

      Ouch!

      Grabbing my hand, she dragged me along behind her as she made her way toward… 

      “Where are you taking me?” Asking questions was a risk I had to take.

      “Away from here.”

      Great, they’ll never find my body. I started mentally ticking off the names of people who knew where I was. Demi, Sasha, Quinn? Nope, they’d probably help her with the cover-up. Ben? No, he’d keep his mouth shut so he could take my position. Chaz? Demi would threaten to cut off his balls and follow through on it. Landon? Yes! Landon was a soldier; surely he’d feel it was his duty to expose the crime.

      But maybe there was a logical explanation and I just needed to keep my cool and ask her. So I did. With my fingers crossed. “Why?”

      “Because I need to be away from here.”

      “Why do I have to go?” It was a fair question. One that I’d feel more comfortable knowing the answer to.

      “Because I need to be with you away from here.”

      At least she’d said she needed to be with me and not that she needed to kill me. Still, I felt it necessary to point out that someone would notice her absence.

      “You’re the guest of honor. Don’t you think people will start looking for you?”

      “Probably, but they won’t find me. Or you.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of,” I mumbled.
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      Cassidy

      I was not Dorothy. I didn’t own a pair of ruby slippers or a little dog named Toto, and I didn’t have an Auntie Em. But Stonington was starting to feel an awful lot like Oz. All the people I knew were there, familiar yet different somehow. The same names, faces, and places surrounded me, but all I wanted to do was rip my skin off like it didn’t belong to me. Like I didn’t belong there among them.

      Droves upon droves of people kept coming up to me, welcoming me back home and telling me I’d been gone for far too long. Each of them felt the need to fill me in on everything that had happened in their life while I’d been away, as if my leaving had caused their hardships in the first place and my return was suddenly going to make everything better. It didn’t and it wouldn’t. And I wasn’t home for good, dammit.

      That old smothering feeling I’d thought I’d left behind was back in full force, so naturally I searched out the one person who’d always whisked me away from it before.

      Casey.

      Popping up on my tiptoes and bobbing and weaving to see around the crowd, I finally found him. He was standing under the giant maple tree, one booted foot propped up on a picnic bench as he leaned over with his arm resting on his knee in that easygoing way of his. No doubt he was talking about boats and lobsters with one of his buddies because his hands were animated as he spoke, and a breathtaking smile was on his lips that magically swept me away from the conversation before me. And then the crowd parted and I saw that the company he kept was not one of the boys. It was Mia.

      I made a mental note to check the reservation book to see how long this Mia would be staying with us because she was taking up a little too much of my Casey’s time. Honestly, how much information could she possibly need to write her stupid book? And something about her must have been blocking Casey’s Spidey senses, that knack he’d always had for knowing when I needed him the most, because as hard as I was willing him to turn and look at me, he wasn’t. I needed him. He was my Tin Man, my Scarecrow, my Lion, my Toto, and my ruby slippers all rolled into one. But right now it felt as if I was looking at him through a crystal ball and he couldn’t hear a word that my head and my heart were screaming.

      I was mad and frustrated and jealous and my stupid feelings were hurt, and all I wanted to do was go home. Only I didn’t know where home was anymore. But I knew who could help me find it. The wizard, of course.

      Another search of the crowd and I’d found him. Unlike Casey, Shaw’s attention had already been locked on me. Maybe I’d messed up and sent my damsel-in-distress vibes out to the wrong person. Then again, seeing the flying monkeys, Brittnie and Whittney, surrounding him, maybe he’d been the one to send out the SOS.

      Excusing myself from the conversation Mrs. Paddock had all but been having with herself, I made my way across the yard. Shaw didn’t break eye contact with me as I approached, though I thought I sensed a spark of fear. That was probably my fault. My lip may have pulled back to bare my canines when I saw Brittnie rub her tits all over his arm. He was mine, the only thing in this town that still was, and no one was going to stop me from staking my claim.

      Grabbing Shaw, I pulled him along behind me, wanting nothing more than to get him alone somewhere. He’d been asking questions, which I’d answered, but I wasn’t in the mood for talking. What I wanted was something exciting. Something that would remind me that Stonington’s dull and boring existence was not my own.

      So we set out on the yellow-brick road to hike the short distance to the park, not stopping until we reached the Emerald City, Stonington’s only playground. The wooden jungle gym I’d played on as a child had been replaced with a bigger, fancier one with suspended bridges, nettings, swings, and slides. There was also a play tower that was covered by a green roof, though it still felt open and roomy. That was our destination.

      “Come on,” I told Shaw. Walking over to the ladder, I started my climb.

      “Are you trying to relive your childhood?” he asked with a chuckle.

      “Quite the opposite, actually.” With quick footing, I crossed the suspended bridge, balancing out the tilts with my body weight until I’d reached the tower.

      When I turned, I almost expected to see Shaw still standing on the ground, but he wasn’t. He’d followed me, not really knowing what I wanted with him there. That was Shaw. He took risks, did things on a dare, leaped with blind faith. He was white-knuckled excitement. I wanted to be that. But more than anything else at the moment, I wanted to feel the adrenaline rush of having him inside me.

      “Now what?” he asked once he reached me.

      I fisted the front of his shirt and yanked him toward me, rising up on my toes to answer him with a kiss that should’ve told him anything he wanted to know about the purpose of our quest. Shaw kissed me back, his expert lips and tongue doing that thing that made me seriously wonder whether they, alone, could impregnate me. Jesus, the man could kiss.

      I had no intention of wasting any time, so I got on with it, turning and walking him backward even as I worked his belt loose. Once I had satisfactory room, I slipped my hand down his pants to grip his long, thick cock firmly.

      Shaw grabbed my arm and suddenly broke the kiss, but he didn’t pull away. “Whoa, whoa, whoa, whoa! Here? Out in the open?”

      Ignoring the brakes he’d put on, I revved the engine, my fingers continuing to stroke the soft skin of his hard length. “Yes. Right here. Right now. Because I want you.”

      “But what if someone sees us?” Though he was questioning whether or not we should be doing what we were about to do, he was moving against my hand. Yeah, he wanted me, too.

      Leaning in again, I kissed his neck. “Don’t be scared, Shaw. Everyone is at the picnic.”

      He chuckled. “‘Don’t be scared,’ she says. I’m a stranger in the middle of a town that doesn’t even have a police station, and the town’s most favorite daughter wants me to defile her on a jungle gym while its very scary residents could leave a picnic they threw in her honor and catch us.” His words were a protest, but the tilt of his head to give me better access to his neck was an invitation to keep going.

      “They won’t,” I whispered into his ear before taking his lobe between my teeth. All the while, I undid the button on his pants and lowered the zipper.

      Shaw groaned, his large hands kneading my ass. “They might.”

      Pushing his jeans over his hips to set him free, I stepped back to ogle my prize. Shaw’s cock was quite the sight to behold. I sighed, knowing I was about to have him inside me.

      “I really don’t care,” I told him. Because I didn’t.

      I pulled my shirt over my head, leaving my cami in place, and then I spread the shirt over the wooden bench in the corner before giving Shaw’s shoulder a push so he’d sit on it.

      “I’m pretty sure your dad threatened to make me lobster bait,” he said as I stepped out of my pants. He finally shut up when I straddled his lap and rubbed my bare pussy on his exposed cock.

      “Please?” Rocking back and forth to let my wetness coat his cock, I took his bottom lip between mine for a soft suckle. Good God, but the man felt so good between my legs. And his lips tasted so sweet.

      Shaw’s hands gripped my thighs and then cupped my ass. His voice was raspy, quiet but sure when he said, “There’s no need to beg. You can have whatever you want. All you need to do is take it.”

      There was a dare in his eyes, a challenge on the lip he bit into as he encouraged my movement. “What do you want, Cassidy?”

      I lifted my hips, angling my body so that his cock was at my entrance. “You,” I whispered, and then I sank down onto him.

      I groaned at the sensation of the stretch and fill. Shaw did as well, the sound only doubling my pleasure. Holding on to his shoulders, I undulated over him, working his cock deeper and deeper until I’d acclimated to his size.

      Shaw wrapped his arms around my back and pulled me closer as he nuzzled the cleavage of my still-covered breasts. “You don’t want me. You want my cock,” he corrected.

      Whether it was true or not, it didn’t matter. Being back in Stonington after having been gone for so long was like doing a zombie’s frolic through a field of poppies, and it was time for me to wake up. Maybe Shaw had been onto something when he’d ignored the truth about his life for all those years and made people see what he wanted them to believe. The smoke and mirrors, the grand illusions… they were magical and awesome, and no one could say Shaw Matthews was a dull person. He was the wizard, and I wanted to live in his world.

      Take me away from here, were the words I thought, though I wouldn’t dare say them out loud for fear he’d get the wrong impression. But Shaw had suddenly developed a knack for reading my mind, something I’d have to evaluate further when I wasn’t straddling the lap of an egomaniac with a massive cock. Taking my hips in his hands, he assumed control, moving me back and forth so that my clit was gifted that delicious bit of friction I loved so much.

      “Jesus, woman. Why can’t I ever get enough of you?”

      The feeling was mutual. Even in this place where every nook and cranny held a memory of someone else, I still couldn’t get enough of Shaw. I should’ve felt guilty, but I didn’t. Why should I? Casey sure as hell didn’t seem to feel guilty about spending all his time with someone else.

      Shaw lifted me up and slammed me back down on his cock, like shocking my thoughts back to him… back to now. It worked. I opened my eyes and saw him there, his lips parted and pupils dilated, his brow peppered with beads of sweat even in the crisp air of Maine’s spring. I fisted his hair and yanked his head back to crane his neck. And yes, I even relished the resulting warning growl and rough handling of my hips. He’d leave bruises and he wouldn’t regret doing so because I’d earned them.

      Yes, take me away from here… 

      Casey would’ve never agreed to this. He would’ve insisted on something more romantic and respectable. He would’ve made love to me, tenderly stroking my face and hair while whispering sweet things that would make me feel all girly inside. He would’ve looked into my eyes in search of a deeper meaning… much like Shaw was doing now, I suddenly realized.

      My head was a jumbled up mess then, a tornado of thoughts spiraling out of control. The faces of the two most prominent men in my life meshed like two worlds colliding. Where did one end and the other begin? My hero had become the person I needed rescuing from, and my enemy had become my savior. That wasn’t what I wanted. And it definitely wasn’t what I needed.

      “Don’t,” I told him, and then I closed my eyes and buried my face in the crook of his neck.

      “Don’t what?” Shaw nudged me back, but I clung to his shoulders, refusing to sit up. “You just asked me to take you away from here. What does that mean?”

      Crap. I hadn’t realized I’d said the words out loud. God, what he must think.

      “You’re going to ruin it,” I mumbled against his skin. “Please don’t ruin it.”

      I was desperate then. Desperate for that dose of oxytocin, the connectivity that would undoubtedly make me feel whole again. My movements were hurried and awkward, selfish in my quest. Not Shaw, though. He was silent as I rode him, but it was too late. Try as I might, I couldn’t erase from my mind the way he’d just looked at me. He’d seen something different in me. Or maybe I was seeing something different in him now. Gone was his arrogance, his selfishness, the asshole I’d come to hate. When had the great and powerful wizard become just a man hiding behind a curtain?

      “Hey?” Again he nudged me, his voice too kind, too soft to be ignored. I gave in, lifting my head and letting him see me. Shaw cupped my face, scanning it for the answer to an unspoken question. I supposed he found it when his expression changed to one of understanding.

      “I’m not going to ruin anything,” he said. His thumb brushed my bottom lip. “Use me.”

      And that was the tether I’d needed. With renewed fervor, I rocked back and forth, moving along his still-hard cock like my life depended on it, because dammit, it did.

      Shaw kissed me deeply, his tongue stroking mine in time with the roll of my hips. And then he let go, gave up the control, sat back, and let me take the lead.

      It was exactly what I needed.

      I rode him. Hard. My knees burning from the scrape of the wood through the thin material of my shirt beneath. But I watched him. I maintained eye contact with Shaw even though I knew I’d regret it later. He was my anchor, my escape from a world that no longer made sense. Maybe he wasn’t the wizard after all. Maybe he was Kansas.

       

      Shaw

      It was damn near nightfall by the time Cassidy and I made it back to the Whalen House. After she’d worn herself out on my cock, I’d gathered her in my arms and just let her be. I don’t know why. I guess it felt like the right thing to do. I didn’t even get off, and this time I didn’t give a shit about it. For one, we didn’t have any napkins or anything, and I wasn’t about to come all over a bunch of kids’ jungle gym – that’d be disgusting and just plain rude – and I never came inside a woman since baby-daddy material I was not. For two – probably the more important reason – none of what had gone down between us had been about me. It had been about Cassidy and what she’d needed. I knew it the second I saw that desperate look in her eyes when she asked me to take her away. Still didn’t know what the hell she’d meant by that, but it didn’t matter.

      Cassidy Whalen was the most together person I’d ever known, all logical and business-minded, no girlie shit like being run by emotions. If that was ever the case, she’d done a damn good job of hiding it. Not today. Today, whatever fucked-up confusion she was feeling – and, believe me, she was definitely having a moment with some what the fuckery – it was spilling out of her eyeballs. Guess that was why they called them the gateways to the soul, or some philosophical whatevers. She wasn’t together. She was all bedlam and disorder on the inside, and I’d been more than glad to let her use me to gain whatever perspective she’d needed.

      Damned if Shaw Matthews wasn’t “growing” as a human being. My mother would be so proud… if she’d actually given a shit about me. Cassidy’s mother did give a shit about her, though. Which was exactly the reason she was all over her the second we walked through the door.

      “Cassidy, my God, where did you run off to?” Two days in and Anna Whalen was driving that wheelchair around like a Nascar pro. Hmm, maybe I’d sign her if I ever decided to venture into the sport.

      Cassidy huffed like a petulant child. “Don’t be on my case, Ma. Shaw and I were feeling a little crowded, so we went for a walk.”

      Crowded? Her disappearance today had nothing to do with feeling crowded. Smothered, maybe. Discombobulated, definitely. Having an out-of-body experience… well, she was definitely in her body while it was riding mine, though I was confident her orgasm had felt out of this world. Just as mine had, all the other times.

      We always had phenomenal sex.

      Cassidy started toward the back of the house, but Anna refused to let her daughter make another escape, so she followed. “Oh, you did, did you? Well, thank you for leaving me there to make excuses for you. Everyone wanted to see the guest of honor, but the guest of honor was nowhere to be found. And then there’s all the work around here that had to be done, but luckily, Casey and Mia pitched in. Honestly, Cass, I don’t know where your head is. It’s just not like you to…”

      Her voice faded off as mother and daughter got farther and farther away. I sort of felt sorry for Cassidy, but in a way I was also jealous. My mother had never given a shit about where I’d been for whole days at a time.

      On a different note, I finally understood where Cassidy got her argumentative powers.

      “You made the right decision.”

      I turned to see Duff leaning against the doorframe to the kitchen with a pocketknife in one hand and an apple in the other.

      “Excuse me?” I said, because what else do you say to a man holding a knife when you’d just let his daughter fuck you in a very public place and you weren’t sure if he knew about it?

      He sliced off a piece of apple and popped it into his mouth while nodding down the hallway. “Not putting your two cents in the pot with all that,” he clarified.

      I fought the urge to wipe the sweat from my brow. “Yeah, it seemed pretty intense.”

      “The wife will say her piece, Cass will apologize, and then all will be right as rain again.” The knife carved out another chunk that he offered to me. When I politely declined with a shake of my head, he continued, “You made another good decision today as well.”

      “What’s that?” I doubted he meant my sticking my thingy into his daughter’s thingy, so I thought it best not to say it out loud.

      “Getting her out of there this afternoon.”

      Oh, that.

      “I didn’t really have much choice in the matter. She sort of made me,” I confessed. She made me do other things, too, but again, I didn’t think it would be wise to kiss and tell.

      Duff laughed. “That’s my little girl,” he said. “She’s more like her ma than she’d care to admit. Whenever she and Casey would get into trouble, he’d always take the blame. But I knew better. Cassidy was the one wearing the pants in that relationship.”

      She might have worn the pants with Casey, but she’d taken them off for me. Again, wasn’t going to verbalize that.

      “Maybe he just didn’t like to argue,” I offered.

      “And you do?”

      “Yeah. I guess I do,” I admitted, and then I leaned in, lowering my voice. “Don’t tell her, but she’s the only one who can give me a run for my money.” It was the truth. In more ways than one.

      Feeling the exhaustion from the day and knowing I still needed to check in with Denver before I called it a night, I stretched out a yawn. “Well, I think I’m going to head on up to bed.”

      “What do you have planned for tomorrow?” Duff asked, stopping me before I hit the first step.

      Shaking my head, I answered with a shrug. “I’m really not sure yet, sir. Why?”

      Duff stood erect and walked over to clap me on the back. “Get some sleep tonight. I’m taking you out with me in the morning, son. It’s all hands on deck.”

      Dammit! Someone had seen Cassidy and me and I was going to be sleeping with the fishes by this time tomorrow. Though, wait… he called me “son.” Did murderers call their victims “son”? I supposed they might if they were psychopathic killers.

      Before I could err on the side of caution and bow out gracefully, Duff was nearly halfway down the hall. Clearly, I had no say in the matter. And clearly, Cassidy had gotten the whole “wearing the pants” thing from her father, not her mother.
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      Cassidy

      I couldn’t be sure what had woken me so early in the morning, but I was bright-eyed and bushy-tailed before anyone else in the house. Try as I did to get back to sleep, it wasn’t going to happen. So rather than continue to toss and turn in frustration, I dragged myself out of bed, though I wasn’t entirely sure what I was going to do. The thought crossed my mind to pay Shaw a visit in his room, but after Ma’s rant the night before, I’d found out Da had planned to take him out on the boat and I didn’t want to risk getting caught.

      Maybe I should’ve ridden to Shaw’s rescue and kept him from being tortured by my father, but the truth was that I had a lot on my mind and could use the alone time to sort things out. So I headed for the one place that had always aided me in the past in my quest.

      The polished wood floors were cold under my bare feet as I softly walked the hall to the end, opening the door that could’ve been the entrance to any room. It wasn’t. On the other side there stood a winding staircase that led to the crow’s nest at the top of the Whalen House. It was just a small room with a glassed panoramic view of Stonington, including the harbor. This place had been my sanctuary, the place where Casey and I would go to be alone when either of us had needed the escape or simply a really cool make-out spot.

      I wondered how many times he’d been there without me while I’d been gone. How many times must he have been here thinking about me, missing me, wishing I’d been there with him instead of a million miles away? Maybe he hadn’t at all.

      Taking a seat on the red-cushioned bench that Da had built into the wall, I propped my elbow on the windowsill and rested my chin while looking out toward the harbor. Dawn was just coloring the horizon past Isle au Haut with its dusky pinks and oranges, surrounded by the still star-filled sky above that faded into blues and purples at the edges. Red and green starboard and port lights dotted the dark waters of the harbor, as gulls trailed behind in the wakes of boats silently easing through the peaceful tranquillity of a new day just at its beginning.

      Stonington really was beautiful. To the people outside our little world, it was a thing of fantasy, something Photoshopped onto postcards, an illusion painted by movie creators in films. But this place truly existed. Maybe I had to leave in order to appreciate its beauty.

      The pier below was already bustling with activity, dockhands moving equipment around in preparation for the fishermen who had just started to arrive in pickup truck after pickup truck. Casey would be among them. But then so would my da and, today, Shaw as well.

      Jesus, the look on Shaw’s face the day before, the intensity behind those baby blues… I’d used him as an anchor after seeing Casey with another woman. And he’d let me. Somehow I think he’d known it, and he’d let me anyway. My view of Shaw Matthews was slowly changing. Maybe he wasn’t the selfish asshole I’d always thought him to be. Maybe I was the selfish one. The way he looked at me was a dead giveaway to the fact that he would’ve given me anything I’d asked of him in that moment. He’d looked at me like that a lot lately.

      I had to close my eyes to push back the image before it overwhelmed me again. “Confused” wasn’t even the word for how I felt about that situation now. I couldn’t go there. I couldn’t take it anywhere but where it was supposed to be. And that was just sex. Nothing more. If I allowed myself to have feelings for him, I’d be taking a huge risk with my heart.

      Casey, on the other hand, was a different matter. He was the one constant I could always count on. The one person I knew would be in my corner, come what may. Maybe I’d taken it for granted that he forever would be, that things would never change, that no matter where I went in my life, he’d be there waiting for me.

      “Wow. You are so selfish, Cassidy Rose. Selfish and egotistical,” I said aloud, needing to hear the bite of the words.

      Maybe Shaw and I had more in common than I’d care to admit.

      Because things between Casey and me had definitely changed.

      We had changed.

      Even though we’d technically broken up a long time ago when I’d left town, I don’t think I ever really felt, in my head and most definitely in my heart, that we were no longer together. Seeing him treat someone else the same way he’d always treated me, even making me an afterthought, hurt more than I’d ever imagined it could. And I knew that look. The way he looked at Mia was the same way he’d looked at me. The way he smiled at her with a bit of a twinkle in his eyes like he was looking at the brightest star in the sky… that was the smile that had been reserved for only me.

      I’d been replaced. But then so had he. After all, it was Shaw whom I’d turned to when I’d gotten all up in my feelings about being ignored by Casey in the first place. Though that was a purely physical thing, right? Jesus, I didn’t even know anymore.

      It wasn’t like I had any plans whatsoever of coming back to Stonington on a permanent basis. I had no desire to be with Casey; physical or otherwise. I knew it didn’t make any sense for me to feel the way I was feeling, but I just didn’t want to lose him. And I was losing him, my safe place. I could feel it. All the crazy that had accompanied this whole cat-and-mouse thing between Shaw and me, my inability to now separate the physical from the emotional, had made me want to desperately cling to something familiar. Casey was safe. But Casey was no longer mine.

      Was he Mia’s? And if he was, did that mean I’d lost Casey completely?

      And the confusion just went up a notch or two on the WTF scale.

      I was probably jumping to conclusions about Casey and Mia. Casey was always a nice guy. Yeah, that was it. He was just being nice to the outsider. Right? It didn’t mean anything at all. Mia was a romance novelist writing about a lobster fisherman, and what better way to get that information than straight from the lobster fisherman’s mouth? And Casey was probably playing up the part for her benefit: the strapping young hero, a little rough around the edges, with broad shoulders, a gorgeous smile, perfect body, deep voice, and eyes so beautiful and sincere that they made women want to drop their panties on the spot.

      No doubt, Mia had been caught under his spell. It was just the effect he had on females. I almost felt sorry for the heartbreak she would inevitably endure if she’d allowed herself to believe he’d ever be hers. Many had tried and failed. I was the only exception. For Mia’s sake, I hoped she’d get her information and then get the hell out of Stonington. Because unless you were from here, you didn’t stay here.

      Then again, I was the one feeling like an outsider lately. The familiar had a foreign air about it, and it didn’t seem to fit anymore. I didn’t seem to fit anymore. Which begged the question: once you left home, could you ever really go back?

      It didn’t matter. I wasn’t planning on coming back. At least not for any reason other than the occasional visit. So I had to wonder why I was jealous of Mia in the first place. Casey deserved to be happy. I wanted that for him. Maybe I’d just never considered he’d be happy without me. And I was fucking another man, for Christ’s sake! With some very mixed-up emotions about said man. What right did I have to be jealous?

      “Jeez, Cassidy.” I ran my hands over my face, frustrated and annoyed at no one but myself. I’d just done a complete three-sixty in my thoughts, bringing myself back around full circle with no progress toward a solution.

      God, I couldn’t wait to get back to San Diego, my friends, and my job. That was my life now. At least there I was too busy to get all caught up in my thoughts. A moment to contemplate wasn’t always a good thing. There was such a thing as overthinking. Especially when it was to the point of driving yourself and those around you crazy. Screw it. Ma always said idle hands were the Devil’s playground, so I decided to head downstairs to get breakfast under way for our lone guest.

      And maybe… just maybe, I’d do a little recon to see what was up between her and my boyfriend. Er, ex-boyfriend. Whatever.

      Hauling myself up, I stopped and did a double take when I spotted my father’s boat getting under way with one other body on board that I hadn’t expected. A lantern and the binoculars Casey and I had used to spy on people as teenagers were still sitting there on the sill, so I grabbed the binoculars to get a closer look.

      Casey Michaels was the other body. Not that I couldn’t have guessed it by his stance. A stance that was very much towering over Shaw in that “I am Poseidon, god of the sea” sort of way.

      “Oh, this is so not going to end well,” I mumbled to myself.

      But there was nothing I could do about it from here other than to send up a silent prayer that Shaw’s body would return instead of becoming shark chum. Served him right for being a stalker and following me cross-country in the first place. His one saving grace would be if he managed to keep that sarcastic mouth shut, which I knew wasn’t likely to happen.

      Oh, well. I’d deal with the aftermath of the testosterone-filled lobstering excursion later. For now, I had a little fishing of my own to do. After all, the intense research of a subject of interest was what I did best.

      Just as I’d stood to get on with my investigation into Mia’s story, I noticed something odd down at the pier. The dockhands weren’t moving equipment and preparing to bring in the day’s haul when the boats returned. Rather, they were removing equipment and securing the cranes. Something they did only when a wicked storm was approaching. I looked out toward the water to see the puddle pirates preparing their boats to ride out the weather as well, and not getting under way to check their traps.

      Turning to scan the view to the right, I noticed for the first time the blackened clouds coming in from the southeast. All that peaceful tranquillity I’d just noted had been nothing more than the calm before the storm. Crap. Though I hadn’t been paying attention at the time, my very organized brain had recorded and stored the discussion Mrs. Paddock had been having with an otherwise distracted me at the picnic, and said brain was now playing back the details. She’d been talking about the hurricane moving in.

      We’re not ready, was the thought that screamed through my mind. How much time did we have? There was so much that needed to be done, and the Whalen House had not yet been secured. Or had it? Was that the thing Ma had been going on about last night? Damn. Now I knew why I’d waken so early. Once again, my brain had been keeping tabs on things while my emotions had whisked me off to some nonsensical place where I’d been exploring my feelings and becoming increasingly oblivious to the real world around me.

      That was going to end right here. It was time to kick it into gear and do something productive, something that made sense.

      I made a quick stop off in my bathroom to wash my face, brush my teeth, and change out of my nightclothes, and then hurried down the stairs to check on Ma. Ma, of course, was already up and about and watching the news in our private den.

      “Morning, Cass,” she said with a worried smile and then patted the arm of the couch next to where she’d settled in her wheelchair.

      “What are they saying?” I asked, folding my legs under me as I sat.

      Ma shushed me just as the broadcast got under way.

      Harmony Hale was poised behind her news desk with a bright smile on her face as if Mother Nature hadn’t gotten her panties in a wad and decided to take it out on Stonington. “Batten down the hatches, Maine… Tropical Storm Ayla has been upgraded to a Category 1 hurricane and is making her way closer to shore. For more about that, let’s turn it over to our weather anchor, Kipp Edgington. Kipp?”

      The camera angle changed to a tall, lean man with perfect posture, bleached teeth, and a spray tan. Kipp was so obviously not from Maine. “That’s right, Harmony. Everyone has an eye on the sky, and for good reason.” He moved around the screen behind him, pointing out this and that as he continued, “The current trajectory of Ayla’s path is centered on the island coasts of Maine, but it is uncertain if she will actually make landfall. Though it’s unheard of to have a threat of this magnitude this early in the year, the unseasonably warm temperatures of the Atlantic Ocean have pushed up along the southern and eastern coastline to create the perfect recipe. And make no mistake about it, folks, this one has the potential of turning into a demon. She’ll likely be upgraded to a Category 2 or 3 by the time all is said and done.

      “That’s the bad news,” he said. “The good news is that a warm front coming in from way down here in the Gulf of Mexico is going to keep us from getting feet upon feet of snow. Flooding will, of course, still be an issue, as will the wind damage, but at least when it’s over, there won’t be mounting snowbanks to contend with.”

      He went on and on about meteorological stuff that I was sure he explained in layman’s terms for the viewing audience, but I was already in damage-control mode.

      “What still needs to be done?” I asked Ma.

      Ma looked at me, a worry-free and determined expression on her face as she set her shoulders in confidence. “Breakfast,” was her response. And then she unlocked the break on her wheelchair and began to maneuver herself to head toward the kitchen.

      “Ma… the storm?”

      “Doesn’t keep our guests from getting hungry,” she said. “Besides, we don’t know how much time we have before we lose power, so we need to get in there and see what we can whip up now that will hold over for as long as we might need it.”

      Food? Food was her concern? “What about the house?”

      Ma stopped and pivoted the chair around to face me. Impressive move. “Did you not hear anything I told you last night? While you were out gallivanting around, everyone else pitched in to help get the house ready. Including our guest.”

      Confused, I looked toward the windows in the front sitting area. The storm shutters had not been pulled closed yet, but they’d certainly been hung. How had I missed that when Shaw and I had returned last night? Jesus, maybe all the sex I’d been having with Shaw lately had jarred something loose in my head.

      Shaw! 

      “Da took Shaw out to pull in the traps, didn’t he?”

      Ma was already turned again and nearly at the kitchen, so I quick-stepped to catch up.

      “He needed the help, Cass.”

      Panic set in. I knew how choppy the waters got when a system was moving in, and they were even worse as far out to sea as legacies fish. “But Casey can help!”

      “Casey is helping.” She didn’t even glance back at me when she said her next words. “Are you as worried about him?”

      “What? I don’t need to worry about Casey, Ma. He’s used to this. Shaw isn’t. I don’t know if he’s even ever been out on a boat, let alone in storm waters. He could get killed!”

      Ma waved me off. “Stop worrying. You know your father and Casey will take care of him.”

      My father? Yes. Casey? Well, I couldn’t be so sure of that. He was as protective as they came, and with all the bad things I’d told him about Shaw and our standoffs back in San Diego… 

      Shaw may never be heard of or seen again.

      “Good morning!” came the too cheerful voice of the Whalen House’s other guest as we came into the kitchen.

      Mia Morgan was sitting at the island in the middle of the room with her tiny fingers wrapped around a piping-hot cup of coffee like she was about to get cozy in front of a fire. Her dark hair spilled over her shoulders as she adjusted the crocheted blanket she wore like a shawl.

      There was a dreamy look in her eyes as she said, “So our men are out braving the elements to get everything prepared for the long night ahead, leaving the three of us at home to wait for them and do what we can here. Where should we start?”

      I cocked a brow. “‘Our men’?”

      That disillusioned smile dropped from her girl-next-door face as her cheeks flamed pink from embarrassment. “Oh, I’m sorry. I just meant that…”

      She didn’t finish, though she didn’t have to. I knew what she meant. She was trying to be cute, which might work on everyone else, but she didn’t know me like that yet. What I did know was that “our” men were not ours. They were my father, my best friend, and my… Well, whatever Shaw was, he was mine. So sayeth my vagina. And each one of them was a part of my story. A story that was getting rough, both figuratively and literally. My men were out there on a very fickle ocean in dangerous conditions, and I just wanted them all to get back home safe before all hell broke loose.

      Miss Mia Morgan needed a reality check. This was no romance novel. The Whalen House was not a cabin in Vermont. There was no fire to cozy up to, we were not settling in for a romantic snowstorm, and she would not be snuggling naked with Casey under a blanket for body warmth.

      It wasn’t until Ma stabbed a boney finger into my ribs that I realized I’d been staring Mia down like I was daring her to utter another word. Not that Mia was even making eye contact at that point. Her head was bowed in submission and she was studying that cup of coffee like there were sea monkeys putting on a water ballet show inside of it.

      I cleared my throat and relaxed the muscles that had coiled tight in preparation for a pounce. What had gotten into me? “No, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that the way it sounded,” I lied, like a seasoned pro, I might add. Guess Shaw had been rubbing off on me. “I’m just worried about them.”

      Ma gave my hand a reassuring squeeze. “They’ll be fine, Cass. We, on the other hand, need to get to work.”

       

      Shaw

      In Detroit, the only people awake at four o’clock in the morning were thieves, murderers, rapists, prostitutes, crack heads, and the boys in blue tasked with the responsibility of keeping them all in check. Scary-ass creeps that thrived during the hours of darkness right before the dawn. In Stonington, only the fishermen and dockworkers were out. And they were no less scary.

      Casey was waiting on the pier when Duff and I had arrived. The prick made it a point to tell us he’d been waiting for a while before Duff explained the clothing faux pas we’d had that morning, what with the two of us having to work together to make his oversized rubber pants and beat-up jeans and shirt fit my much smaller frame. It wasn’t like I’d packed for the occasion. Not that it was any of Casey’s business, but apparently he’d already gotten his own boat secured for the storm and had volunteered to tag along on team Duff to help him do the same. It might have been nice to know that tidbit of information beforehand, though I didn’t suppose it would have changed Duff’s mind about dragging me along. I was doing it for Cassidy, and because there was a real sense of urgency about it all. I’d never been anywhere near a tropical storm. I didn’t even know the damn things came this far up north. But I was willing to help in any way I could. If nothing else, it would certainly be one adventure I wouldn’t soon forget.

      It was dark, cold, wet, the water was getting choppier by the second, and I almost slipped about half a dozen times while trying to get down the ladder and onto the boat from the pier. The last thing I needed was to fall and bust my head open, but to do so in front of Cassidy’s father and ex-boyfriend would have been more insulting than the injury itself.

      Don’t get me wrong; I was tough, but I was street tough, whereas these two were rugged-seamen tough. I’d fought thugs. They’d fought Mother Nature. So technically, they were the bitches, because who fights a chick?

      Once we’d loaded all of our gear – and I couldn’t tell you what any of it was – Duff manned the helm and the engine roared to life. Despite the deep rumble, the buzz of smaller engines whipping past us was the thing that most caught my attention.

      “Why are the other fishermen in smaller boats?” I instantly regretted asking the question when Casey looked at me like I was stupid. My jaw ticked a little bit because I absolutely detested people thinking I was ignorant.

      “You mean the skiffs?”

      Whatever. How was I supposed to know the technical word?

      “Their boats are the ones you see anchored out in the bay. They ride skiffs back and forth because they can’t tie off to the pier.”

      “Why not?”

      Again with the look. “Because that privilege is reserved for legacies.”

      “And legacies are what?” At some point, my questions stopped being less about curiosity and more about wanting to annoy Lobster Casey.

      It worked.

      Lobster boy huffed. “Legacies are the families that have been fishing the longest. The slip where they dock is reserved for only them. Duff is a legacy. My father is a legacy. And when he retires, I’ll be a legacy.”

      “So your boat is anchored in the bay, too?” This was a question I’d wish I hadn’t asked.

      He pointed across the way to a shiny white boat with blue accents. “Yep. She’s right there.” The name Shooting Star was scrawled in elegant script across the aft end. My jaw ticked a little more when I recalled an identical shooting star etched onto Cassidy’s hip with this numbnuts’s name beneath it. I guess this was their version of matching tattoos.

      “Beautiful, isn’t she?” Casey asked, and all I could do was nod because yeah, Cassidy was very beautiful, indeed.

      Duff yelled down from the helm, “Time to get under way, boys. The weather’s moving in faster than I thought. Let’s not get caught in it.”

      Casey hopped down from his perch and pulled in the mooring at the bow. “You ready for this?” He pointed toward the stern, and I went over to pull in that line as well.

      No. Not really. But I wasn’t going to tell him that. So with a shrug I simply replied, “Sure. How bad can it be?” The line was simple enough, anyway.

      I took no comfort in the foretelling chuckle he and Duff shared at my expense.

      “I guess you’re about to find out.” The boat took off with a jerk and I nearly lost my balance again while Casey’s Captain Morgan stance on the bow hadn’t been displaced in the least.

      What had I gotten myself into?
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      Shaw

      What was once a blue ocean had turned black as night with wave caps of white that dotted the expanse without any rhyme or reason. Buoys tossed back and forth, bending so far over onto their sides at times that I didn’t think they’d come back up. The clouds that had been slowly creeping in were now upon us, blocking out the sun and throwing us into darkness. I had to admit, I was intimidated by the sheer, raw power of Mother Nature.

      Five miles or so off the tip of Isle au Haut, Duff was fighting against the force of an unreasonable current. Even I could see the skill it took to maneuver that boat, and he had it in spades. He would forever have my respect.

      Casey had said I’d find out how bad it could be, and man, did I ever.

      I’d worked hard for all my life, struggled every single minute of every single day for my job, but all of that had been a mental struggle. This? This was pure physical labor. Seven hundred steel traps had to be hauled on board Duff’s vessel. Seven hundred waterlogged, weighted traps that required a great deal of arm strength and the shoulder and back muscles of an Olympic weight-lifting champion. No amount of topical pain relief was going to cure the ache screaming through said muscles, but I did a damn good job of hiding it. I think.

      We were being pummeled by heavy winds and rain. Cold rain that stung like a son of a bitch and was likely leaving welts on my skin. Plus the boat was getting tossed around like a rubber ducky in a rambunctious toddler’s bath, so I could add a churning stomach on top of it. Damn if Casey didn’t notice it.

      “Looking a little green around the gills there, city boy. Maybe you should sit the next one out,” he said as Duff used those mad skills to move us to the next spot. The last spot, thank God.

      I straightened my shoulders and plastered on a mask. I’d been used to donning it in every other situation. I just had to reach deep into my bag of tricks for this particular one. As afraid for my life as I was, no way was I going to let Lobster Casey think I couldn’t handle anything he could. He’d yet to break a sweat, hadn’t shown the slightest hint of strain, and rode the rocking boat like a seasoned cowboy on a bucking bronco. The only victory I could take away was that at least he was drenched also. He wore it better, though.

      I hated him.

      Swallowing down the urge to upchuck all over the place, I gave him the same smile I gave to every prospective client. The one that assured him of my confidence and tendency to win. He would not beat me. No one would ever beat me. Except for the fact that Cassidy already had, technically, but I’d come out the victor in the end of that situation as well.

      “Shaw Matthews does not sit one out,” I said, quoting him.

      He grinned at me and then shook his head. “Cassidy was right about you. You are an egomaniac.”

      “She told you that?”

      “She tells me everything.” The expression on his face begged me to read between the lines, but I doubted she’d told him I’d had my cock inside her on multiple occasions. I wondered if he’d be so smug if he’d known that.

      “Though even if she hadn’t, I’d have figured it out the second you referred to yourself in the third person anyway.”

      The boat pulled alongside the next trawl, so Casey and I went over to start the haul. The sooner we got the traps in, the sooner we could make it back to land, and I was very partial to that idea.

      I likely looked like a drunk crossing the street as I made my way across the deck, but I’d given up on trying to walk a straight line and considered it a personal accomplishment if I got to the other side without falling on my ass. “I see nothing wrong with having a high opinion of myself. I happen to think I’m a pretty great guy.”

      “You’re the only one.” He hooked the line and brought it closer, grabbing and hooking it onto the wench once it was within reach.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Casey grabbed the first cage and then stopped to look at me. “Why are you even here?”

      I shrugged. “Same reason you are. I’m helping Duff.”

      “No, not here, here,” he said, referencing the boat. “Here in Stonington. And you haven’t earned the right to call that man by his first name, so don’t. Show some respect.”

      Wow, that one kind of threw me for a loop. I looked toward Mr. Whalen to see his reaction and apologize, only to find him in his own world with captaining the boat. But there was something else Casey had asked me, a question that I realized the answer to only at that moment.

      “I’m here because I couldn’t let her run away.” The words shocked me just as much as they’d apparently shocked Casey.

      “If Cass was running away from anything, it was you. But don’t give yourself that much credit. Truth is, she was running to something.”

      “You think you know her that well, huh?”

      He arched a brow. “You think you know her at all? Cass and I are childhood sweethearts, best friends. I know her better than anyone ever has or ever will.”

      “Is that right? Well did you happen to notice how it’s affecting her that you’re spending so much time with Mia? Because I did.”

      Casey yanked the next trap on board and straightened, his face hard and the muscles in his body even harder. Classic defensive mode. “Who the hell do you think you are?”

      “I’m the man paying attention. You should try it sometime. It comes with its own rewards.” Maybe I’d said too much, but I didn’t care. I just kept seeing the desperation in Cassidy’s eyes the evening before, feeling the way she’d clung to me. And all of that was after I’d watched her heart break from across the yard as she watched this man with another woman; this man that she’d trusted so much.

      “Cassidy hates you, and I’m done talking to you about her. Get back to work.”

      Casey grabbed the next cage and slid it toward me. Ignoring the searing pain in my muscles, I snatched it up like it was nothing and turned to stack it with the others.

      “Maybe you’re right. Maybe she does hate me. But you know what they say… There’s a fine line between hate and love. Only in this case, I suppose we’d have to trade out love for lust.”

      I turned back around to give him my famous smug grin, only I was met with a sucker punch to the face. There was no way to prepare for a blow I never saw coming, but should’ve expected. It had all the impact of a wrecking ball to a brick building, only much faster. An instant throb pulsed through my jaw that I wasn’t entirely sure hadn’t been dislocated. What was with these people and their violent tendencies? In Detroit, I expected that sort of thing. But in a quiet little fishing community, not so much.

      Duff yelled something from the helm that I couldn’t quite make out for the ringing in my ear, but whatever it was it didn’t matter. I saw red then, anger gushing through my veins, which probably didn’t help the throbbing in my jaw. Finding my balance, I swung at Casey. He ducked, but I followed through with an uppercut to his chin that knocked him backward.

      The boat tossed to the side, making me have to think quick to stay on my feet. If there had been anything I’d learned on the streets of Detroit, it was to never let your opponent get you on your back. But everything was working against me: the weather, the ocean, the wet deck, and Casey’s agenda. He charged forward and tackled me, sending the both of us crashing against the lobster traps that had once been stacked neatly. The unforgiving corners of the steel cages dug into my back, adding insult to injury.

      Having had enough of that bullshit, I fisted Casey by his stupid rubber jacket and used all my strength to toss him off me. It bought me enough time to get to my feet, but in my effort to do so, one of the cages got me good on the head. Not to mention that all that time had also given Casey the chance to regroup and set up for another charge. I braced for the impact, knowing that this one would knock the breath from my lungs, but I couldn’t predict what happened next.

      One second I was planting my feet, and the next I was swallowing seawater. I’d been knocked overboard and the ocean was claiming me for herself. Instinct got my legs and arms into gear and I propelled myself upward, gasping for a breath of air the second I broke the surface. I’d only barely gotten it when I saw a wall of water barreling down on me. It crashed with a force that felt like someone had grabbed my head and held me underwater. Again I fought, not really sure which direction was up by this time, but determined to find it. I kicked and clawed until finally I burst out of the water with another sharp inhale.

      I shouldn’t have bothered. It was a cruel tease. Having a moment to tread water, I twisted and turned myself around, searching for Duff’s boat. It was still there, but I’d somehow been pulled very far away.

      “Over here!” I yelled. At least I thought I’d yelled. Thanks to the gallons of salt water I’d swallowed, my voice was croaky and my throat raw.

      And then another wave took me under. This one was bigger than the last, stronger and more determined in its quest to send me to the bottom of the ocean. Pulling and pushing, kicking and twisting, I tried so hard to find my next breath again. Everything was dark. I couldn’t find the light of the surface, and I wanted nothing more than to take a breath. But I couldn’t. Because if I did, it would be over. Of one thing I was sure: Mother Nature was not going to let me go.

      At some point, I just became too tired to move my arms anymore. I wasn’t even sure if they’d been working for or against me in the first place. My legs were the next to go. Everything was fading in and out and I was struck with the realization that this was the way Shaw Matthews was going to die. I’d survived Seven Mile and a life in which the odds had been stacked against me only to succumb to a force that could not be stopped.

      I could be beaten. And I was.

      Releasing the breath I’d been holding, I gave up and just let go. It was odd how peaceful the ocean felt beneath the tumultuous surface. It would be a fine resting place for my remains. And I could’ve sworn it cradled me as my body sank.

       

      Casey

      I should have let him drown. I really should have. I thought about it, even thought about the explanation I’d give Cassidy and the authorities.

      “Oopsie! He fell overboard and there was simply no way to get to him. Tragic loss,” I would’ve said, while hanging my head and pretending to feel bad about my inability to rescue him.

      But I was the hero, dammit. Always had been. At least that was the way Cassidy had seen me. And the one thing I never had been and never would be able to stand was knowing I’d disappointed her.

      Sometimes it really sucked to have to be the bigger man.

      Putting my own life at risk, I jumped into the frigid abyss and swam to the last spot where I’d seen Shaw. It wasn’t easy either. The elements worked against me, but I was a seasoned sailor and, therefore, one hell of a swimmer. Not to mention strong. Diving deep, I caught a glimpse of the bright yellow raincoat that had been way too big for him in the first place. With any luck, it would still be on his body because no, I couldn’t see shit else.

      By the time I got to him, he wasn’t moving. Pale skin and blue lips, he looked for all the world like a lifeless corpse floating in a laboratory tank. I really didn’t know if there would be any bringing him back, but if nothing else, I could at least make sure he wasn’t lost at sea.

      Grabbing his outstretched hand, I made my way toward the surface with his body in tow. Jesus, my lungs burned with the need to take a breath. The light from Duff’s boat penetrated the darkness like the light at the end of the tunnel. Fat lot of good it would do for us both to die here. And damn, all I could think about was how devastated Cassidy would be to lose us both at the same time.

      Summoning all my strength, and it took a lot with Shaw’s deadweight, I made like a porpoise and jumped out of the water with a huge gasp for air. The waves had gotten even bigger, something I had to be wary of while hooking an arm under Shaw’s chin to keep his head out of the water. Not that it mattered by then. As far as I could tell, the guy wasn’t breathing.

      Duff was already hanging half off the side, prepared to lift him on board, and that sucked like a motherfucker because what if he got tossed into a watery grave like Shaw and I had? The old man was a sea dog, though, so he was good to go.

      “Is he alive?” Duff called over the howling wind and rain.

      “I don’t think so,” I told him.

      Once I reached the boat, I grabbed the rope ladder Duff had thrown over and yanked Shaw within his reach. I helped as much as I could, but that wasn’t saying a lot considering all the energy I’d expelled just getting him to that point. When Duff nearly took a tumble, I got a sudden jolt of adrenaline and lifted Shaw up, shoving him over the port side.

      By the time I got myself out of the water, Duff was already getting down with the resuscitation. “Goddammit! He doesn’t have a pulse!” he yelled.

      I let him have his way with the mouth-to-mouth because no way was I kissing the asshole, but I did rip open that jacket to take over the chest compressions. Thirty quick pumps later and Duff checked for a pulse again. Nothing.

      “Keep going!” he said, abandoning his post and heading toward the helm.

      Shit. I kept working on the compressions. “What are you doing? He’s still not breathing,” I said.

      “I’m getting us the hell out of here and back home. Now save his goddamn life!”

      The motor kicked into high gear, feeling more like a surfboard riding a wave as Duff got us under way. I did my best to keep Shaw in place while still trying to bring the son of a bitch back around. Swallowing down my pride, I pinched his nose shut and put my mouth over his, pushing air into his stubborn lungs. Fuck it. Only the two of us would ever know my lips had touched his. Even if Shaw pulled through, he’d not remember it, and I’d take it to my grave.

      Leaning down, I put my ear to his mouth to listen for a breath, but I couldn’t hear jack shit over the wind, the sloshing waves, and the engine. I searched for a pulse, but my fucking hands were frozen, my whole body was frozen and probably on the verge of hypothermia, so I couldn’t feel a thing.

      I went for thirty more chest compressions and then finally, Shaw went into a coughing seizure, expelling seawater from his lungs. The poor bastard’s throat was going to hurt like hell for a few days after that. His eyes popped open in a panic, and for a second I saw his fear. Not wanting to have gone through all of that just to watch him choke to death, I rolled the guy onto his side and let him get it all out. Within a few minutes, he was holding himself up with a palm to the deck, still coughing, but very much alive. I clapped him real good between the shoulder blades, only to help him out – kind of, sort of – and then backed up to give him some room.

      Shaw tilted his head and gave me an evil glare.

      “What? No thanks for saving your life?”

      “My… mistake,” he said, trying to catch his breath. “Thanks for the sucker punch and knocking me overboard to begin with, asshole.”

      I simply grinned. “You’re welcome.”

      I should’ve let him drown.

      The engine began to back down and I got to my feet, seeing the pier coming closer and closer. Also coming closer were my mother, Mia, and Cassidy. Of course. They were sprinting toward us with panicked and worried faces. I’d never seen my mother run so fast. I’d never seen her run at all, in fact. But I had seen that fear in Cassidy’s eyes before.

      It was a really long time ago. She and I had just stepped out into the parking lot of a store when those thug wannabes, Jeremy and Kennedy – what kind of thug name was Kennedy, anyway – had pulled a gun on me because of some beef they’d had over fishing territory. They’d ventured too far into my family’s, so I’d cut their lines. Fuck ’em. And fuck their pussy-ass gun. Said pussy-ass gun had gone off during the scuffle that had followed, and the bullet found a temporary home in my shoulder. Even wounded, I’d taught those boys a lesson they’d never forget. You didn’t mess with legacies. Legacies were some crazy bastards.

      But what had once been a look of fear at the thought of losing me was now directed elsewhere. Cassidy was damn near in tears, hyperventilating when she saw Shaw.

      “Oh, my God! Move out of my way!” she shouted to the dockworkers scrambling to get our mooring in place.

      When Cassidy got into position to climb onto the boat, Duff put a stop to it. “We don’t need to be dragging your butt out of the water, too. You just stay right where you are.”

      “What? Who fell overboard? Shaw! Are you okay? Somebody call nine-one-one!”

      Yeah, thanks for your concern, Cass. I’m fine, too. 

      “No! Do not call nine-one-one!” Shaw shouted back. “I’m all right.”

      “You do not look all right. Da, we need to —”

      Duff cut her and the engine off. “No, he’s right. Doesn’t make any sense to anyway. It would take them too long to get here, especially with the hurricane barreling down on us like she is. We need to get to the house. Now.”

      Duff and I waited until Shaw was off the boat, Cassidy and my own mother lending a hand, before we followed. The dockhands took orders from Duff to secure his vessel to safely ride out the storm, while I watched the mother and girlfriend thief being escorted back to the Whalen House for, I assume, some much-needed TLC.

      Mia remained behind with me, trying to appear calm, cool, and collected even though her eyes told a different story. That was what I liked so much about Mia. Her eyes were stunning on their own, but add to that the truth they spoke, and I never had to wonder what was on her mind.

      Mia was shivering, her arms crossed over her chest for what little warmth she could get from them. Standing there, drenched by the pouring rain, her beautiful hair dripping wet and clinging to her face, and her voice so meek when she said, “Casey? Are you okay?”

      Finally, someone showed a little bit of compassion and concern for the unsung hero.

      I did something then that I hadn’t planned. Ever the protector, this time for a different woman, I put my arm around Mia and pulled her into my side. I didn’t have much warmth to offer either, but she could have it all. “I’m good. Let’s get you somewhere safe.”
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      Cassidy

      I’d been pacing the house, going from one window to the next, waiting and watching for any sign of Da’s boat. Hurricane Ayla had really gotten her bitch on, upgrading to Category 2 in record time. Abby and Thomas had come over to ride out the storm with us because our families always did everything together, and if we were all going to die, we were going to do that together as well.

      I wanted to yell at Thomas for not being the one to go help my father and his son, but I got it. He’d been securing their home before they left it and couldn’t have helped them even if he’d wanted to. Which I was sure he probably did.

      Ma and Abby had done most of the work in the kitchen, shooing me away because I was apparently making them nervous wrecks with all my worrying. Mia got to stay, though, because she was “so eager to learn” and “such a joy to have around.” I might have given her a dirty look or two on my way out. I didn’t need to learn how to cook. I might have spent a lot of time in my early years down by the dock, but when I wasn’t there, you’d better believe I was in the kitchen with Ma. She’d insisted.

      Whatever. I was glad to have the time to stalk the harbor, even if only from the living room window.

      The sky was dark and getting darker with each passing second, and the first of the rain bands had already come to shore. But the worst of the worst was the wind. My imagination had gotten well away with me as I kept picturing all these scenarios where the boat had capsized or had been broken in half and was bobbing around in the ocean like the Titanic before it sank. And the water… The Gulf of Maine was absolutely frigid in the spring. I didn’t care how unseasonably warm the weatherman said it was, it wouldn’t have had that much effect on the water.

      Relief flooded me, much like the streets of West Main Street, when I finally caught a glimpse of Da’s boat. The closer it got, the more convinced I was that something was wrong. I ran up to the crow’s nest, ignoring Ma when she yelled after me to slow down before I fell down the steps, just like she always had when I was a child. Once I got to the top, I went for the binoculars and saw for myself that I was right. Shaw was down on the deck with Casey hovering over him. Without a second thought, I dropped the binoculars and ran back down the stairs.

      But Abby was blocking the way once I got to the ground floor. “Where do you think you’re going? There’s a hurricane out there, or have you forgotten?”

      “Sorry, Abbs.” I moved past her and wrenched open the door. “You can yell at me later, but they’re out there, and something is wrong.”

      “Something’s wrong?” I hadn’t meant to panic her, but I didn’t exactly have time to offer her reassurances that I didn’t have, either. “I’m going with you.”

      “Me, too,” Mia said, popping out of the kitchen where she’d obviously been eavesdropping.

      I paid no more attention to it. I didn’t give a crap about her at the moment. And I knew I should’ve stopped to convince Abby to stay inside, but all I could think about was getting to Shaw. So I ran. As fast as my legs could carry me, jumping puddles and juking obstacles along the way like a wide receiver gone pro. I paid no attention to the rain, didn’t give the wind a second thought. My focus was trained on the end zone, which just happened to be Da’s boat and the men inside. One man in particular.

      My heart fell into my stomach once I reached the boat and saw how pale Shaw was. The color of his lips didn’t look normal, he was shivering, there was a gash on his forehead, and his jaw looked slightly swollen.

      I tried to get to him, but Da wasn’t having it. And there was also no convincing any of them to call an ambulance, though my father did have a point about that. I was just grateful that everyone was alive and breathing and back home where they belonged. And all I wanted to do was get Shaw back to the house so I could see for myself that he really was okay.

      Mama bear, Abby, was all over that, though. She helped me get Shaw back up to the house, while along the way, Shaw ignored questioning by both Abby and me about what had happened out there.

      “Nothing. I’ll explain it later,” he said as if it was no big deal. It was a very big deal. “I’m freezing and I just want to get inside.”

      Da had managed to catch up, most likely due to the slower pace we had to keep for Shaw’s sake. He climbed the ramp to the porch where Thomas was already busy closing up the Whalen House. I went ahead to hold the door open for Abby and Shaw, but before I could follow them inside, my father stopped me.

      “Cass, start securing those windows,” he said, nodding toward the other end of the house.

      “But Da, Shaw —” I began, though I should’ve known he’d cut me off.

      “Will be just fine. Abby’s got him. We’re running out of time. Go on now, do as I said.” He used the tone that indicated he meant business.

      “Wait, where’s Ma?” I asked Thomas.

      Thomas snapped a shutter closed and punched the sliding bolt in place with the palm of his hand. “She’s doing what she does best, wringing her hands and worrying herself to death while staying plastered to the news and giving a minute-by-minute update on the weather as if we don’t already know it’s a shit storm.”

      And there was just one more person unaccounted for that I had to worry about. Though by the look of things, maybe I didn’t need to worry about him at all. Casey and Mia came up the ramp, Mia snuggled in close to Casey’s side. It sure as hell didn’t look like she was trying to hold him up, either. That was definitely a snuggle. Maybe I’d been wrong. Maybe romance novelist Mia Morgan was going to get her cuddle under a blanket in front of a fireplace with my Casey, after all.

      I slammed a shutter closed as well, giving the two of them the evil eye as they stepped onto the porch. Casey noticed and suddenly pulled away from Mia, the look on his face apologetic. He should be sorry. Not for Mia, but for Shaw. Because I’d bet my bottom dollar that he’d somehow been responsible for all his injuries. So when he rushed over to help me with the shutter, I stiff-armed him.

      “I’ve got it.”

      Casey pulled up short, no doubt shocked that I wouldn’t let him play my hero this time. “Let me help you, Cass.”

      “I said I’ve got it. Just take your little friend inside.” That one looked like it hit home. For both Casey and Mia. I wasn’t sorry. “I’ll deal with you in a bit.”

      He put his hands up in surrender and slowly backed away. “Fine. Have it your way.”

      “I always do,” I mumbled, getting back to work.

      I’d forgotten how many windows were on our house. Though I don’t know how I could’ve possibly forgotten since cleaning them had always been one of my monthly chores while growing up. It was fine. I needed the time to calm down, but I wasn’t going to get that time because Da couldn’t stand to see his little girl out in all the weather and had sent me inside. I bolted at the chance, anxious to see how Shaw was doing and find out what in the world had happened in the first place.

      He was in mid-conversation with Abby when I walked in, already stripped of his wet clothes and wrapped like a burrito in a heavy-duty thermal blanket. I didn’t want to interrupt, so I was careful to hover just outside the doorway to do a little eavesdropping of my own.

      “I know it wasn’t any of my business, but that look Cassidy had on her face while she was watching him with another woman at the picnic… He really hurt her. Whether she’d admit it or not.”

      “And she probably wouldn’t,” Abby agreed.

      “I don’t know why it bothered me so much. It just did.”

      “Well, maybe you like our Cassidy a little more than you thought.” Abby soaked a cotton ball in alcohol.

      “Honestly, I’ve always liked her. Admired her even. She’s smart, funny, and beautiful.” He suddenly went quiet as if he’d just realized he’d said too much. “If she knew I said that, she’d find some way to use it against me.”

      Abby smiled down at him. “Your secret’s safe with me. Now, hold still. This is going to sting a little.”

      Shaw winced with a hiss when she dabbed at the cut. The big baby.

      “Sorry, sweetie. Probably takes you back to a time when your mother used to clean your boo-boos, huh? You’d think as you get older it wouldn’t sting so much, but it does.”

      “Actually, no. The lady who gave birth to me wasn’t really a mother, you know? If we’d had a first aid kit in the first place, she just would’ve told me to do it myself.” Shaw’s uncomfortable chuckle was a failed attempt to make light of a very sad situation.

      I wanted to hug him. I also wanted to add his piece-of-crap mother to the list of people I wanted to punch in the throat.

      Abby put the cotton ball down and sat on the stool facing him. “A boy needs a mother, darlin’. I can’t imagine why any woman wouldn’t want to be yours, but some simply aren’t equipped to do the job in the first place. Lucky for you, I’ve got plenty of love and attention to go around. So how about if I unofficially adopt you?”

      Shaw looked stunned, his expression morphing into childlike wonderment. “I think I’d like that very much,” he said. For the first time ever, I heard some genuine warmth in his voice.

      Abby took the hug I’d wanted to give him, and I wasn’t even jealous about it. I was glad she was there for him. Though I wasn’t sure how Casey would feel about it once he found out.

      “Wow,” Shaw said when she pulled away. “That almost made the sucker punch from your other son worth it.”

      “He sucker punched you?!” Abby and I said at the same time.

      Shaw and Abby turned to see me there. I probably looked like Carrie at the prom, my Irish skin flaming as red as pig’s blood with my anger. A sucker punch? That wasn’t how we did things around here. We faced our opponents and let them know what was coming because that was the only fair, non-pussy way to do it. I was outraged that Casey, of all people, would pull a stunt like that. And he was going to face my ire.

      “Cassidy, calm down,” Abby said, knowing full well what was about to go down.

      “Abbs, don’t even try to defend him,” I warned.

      “I’m not,” she assured me. “I just want you to calm down. Everyone is okay, and that’s what’s important.”

      “Really? Everyone’s okay? Shaw fell overboard!”

      “That wasn’t from the sucker punch, though,” he said, actually defending Casey.

      My hand went to my hip. “No? Well then how about you tell me how that part happened?”

      Shaw started to say something but then stopped. “It doesn’t matter. The point is, I can take care of myself, Cassidy. I don’t need you to fight my battles.”

      “It does matter. And if you won’t tell me, I’ll just ask Casey,” I said and then turned on my heel to go find the big jerk for myself.

      “Cassidy!” he called after me, no doubt jumping off his stool to give chase.

      “Let her go,” I heard Abby tell Shaw as I climbed the stairs. “Listen to your mother on this one, sweetie.”

      Yes, Shaw. Listen to your mother. Despite my anger at Casey, my heart warmed for Shaw.

      I knew exactly where Casey would be, and I was right. But I was surprised to find he wasn’t alone in our crow’s nest. I guessed I’d found the answer to my earlier wonderings; Casey had indeed had other women there. It pissed me off even more that he would violate our sacred place. Our place. Not his and Mia’s. Yet when I opened the door to the staircase that ended in our place, I distinctly heard her voice.

      Casey had some nerve. We’d see if he still had it by the time I was through with him. But first, a little more eavesdropping. Hey, Mia had done it earlier. Why couldn’t I?

      “You’re still in love with her,” Mia was saying. “It’s perfectly normal for you to be upset about the situation.”

      “I lost my temper. I shouldn’t have. I swear I didn’t mean to knock him overboard.”

      “But you’re the one who rescued him, Casey. You put your own life at risk to save his. That makes you the hero, not the bad guy.”

      I could just imagine her batting those long, fake lashes at him. Okay, so I couldn’t prove they were fake. But come on, they had to be. Either way, the vision nauseated me. She probably thought she was going to play Lois Lane to Casey’s Superman.

      “She won’t see it that way, though. It’s probably only a matter of seconds before she comes up here to rip me a new one.”

      “I think maybe you’re making more of it than what it really is.”

      No, Miss Morgan, he isn’t. And you should probably mind your own business before I make you victim number two. 

      Casey’s guffaw was low. “You don’t know Cassidy like I do. When that woman gets mad, whew!”

      “So she’ll yell at you. Big deal.”

      “No, she won’t yell. I wish she’d yell. She’ll hold a grudge.”

      I grinned a little to myself, remembering some of the spats we’d had as teenagers. This one time I’d gone a whole month of giving him only one-word responses and never even looking him in the eye when I did that much. All because he’d avoided my phone calls for an entire day, and I’d found out that it was because he’d gotten a call from Brittnie, who’d told him her car had broken down and her father was out fishing, and she didn’t know who else to call. Well, she could’ve called anyone except my boyfriend. But the point I was mad about was that he could take her phone call but he couldn’t take mine, nor could he pick up the stupid phone before he left the house to let me know what was going on. It looked shady as all get out, and I figured if he couldn’t talk to me, I wouldn’t talk to him. Yes, I’d taken it a little too far, but again, we were teenagers. And Casey had never let something like that happen again, so I’d say it was a lesson well taught.

      “Oh. The silence routine again?” Mia asked.

      What? She knew about that? Good God! Did he give her every single detail of our life together?

      “You got it,” Casey answered, and I was pretty sure it was the correct answer not only to her question, but to mine also.

      “Well, if I were her…” Mia began.

      Ha! You wish. 

      “I’d want you to tell me the truth about what really happened, what really set you off. She needs to know how you feel. And if she doesn’t feel the same way, at least you’ll know and you can finally move on.”

      Apparently, being a romance novelist qualified her as a couples therapist. Not.

      That seemed like just about as perfect a time as any to interrupt. I made my presence known by the sound of my footsteps on the stairs. Casey and Mia got quiet, and when I reached the top, they were both staring right at me.

      Well, didn’t they look cozy in their mirrored positions, sitting knee-to-knee with one leg crossed under the other? At least they weren’t naked, though I couldn’t help but wonder if they’d changed out of their wet clothes together.

      The lantern was on, casting a romantic glow around the room that was amplified by its reflection on the glass behind the two lovebirds. It would’ve been the perfect setting for one of Mia Morgan’s sappy love scenes had it not been for the rain pelting the windows – which sounded more like someone throwing handfuls of pebbles at them – and the ferocious wind that was shaking them in their frames. Hurricane Ayla was barreling into town, and she was on her period.

      But I was more concerned about the storm inside than outside. Inside my head, inside my heart, and inside this room.

      “I’d like a word with you,” I told Casey, crossing my arms over my chest. “In private, if you don’t mind. And even if you do, I don’t care.”

      Mia put her hand on Casey’s knee like it was the most natural thing in the world. I wanted to smack it off, but I pushed back the urge. “I’ll see you later?” she asked him.

      He nodded, the corners of his eyes crinkling with the reassuring smile he gave her. It wasn’t my smile, but it was unlike any smile I’d ever seen him give to anyone before. And then she took her cue and stood to leave, smart despite all her whimsy.

      I didn’t budge as she maneuvered her way past me, which was rude, but I didn’t feel like being polite at the moment. She’d obviously done enough research to write a book about me, so she should’ve understood my mood and not taken it personally. Fine, I’d apologize later. I honestly had no reason to be mad at her. I was just jealous, unreasonably so. It was the age-old “I don’t want you, but I don’t want you to want anyone else” thing. Maybe men were right. Maybe women really were crazy. I knew I was certainly borderline at the moment.

      Casey was on his feet, his hands tucked into his pockets and his shoulders sagging as he cautiously came toward me. He had the same look in his eyes that he’d had the last time we’d said goodbye. The same look he’d had every time we’d said goodbye. It was always as if he’d thought that this time might be our last. And though I wanted to rage at him for what he’d done to Shaw, my instinct was to make sure he was okay.

      There were no lumps or bruises, no cuts or scrapes to his face or anywhere else that I could see. He didn’t walk with a limp, and he didn’t grimace in his movements. He looked perfectly fine. If I hadn’t known better, I’d say the fight had all been nothing more than a nasty rumor. It was nasty, all right, but not a rumor.

      Meeting him in the center of the room, I took Casey’s chin between my fingers and turned it from side to side to be sure the shadows hadn’t been hiding any marks. “Did he even get a punch in?”

      He pulled back, finally showing a modicum of discomfort. “Yeah. One hell of an uppercut to my chin that jarred my teeth. I think I might have chipped a molar.”

      “Oh. Sorry,” I said, not entirely meaning it. “Do you want me to take a look, or did your little girlfriend already do that?”

      Casey rolled his eyes and turned his back on me. “Cass…”

      “What?”

      When he faced me again, he hung his head and shook it. “She’s not my girlfriend.”

      “No? Because the two of you sure seem pretty inseparable to me. Since I’ve been here you’ve spent all your time with her, time you’d normally spend with me. Jeez, you were practically finishing each other’s sentences at dinner, Casey. And then she ran down to the pier tonight, so worried about her big, strapping lobsterman, that she felt the need to give you a personal escort back… snuggled into your side like she’s your girl.”

      He finally looked up at me. “Yeah? What do you care? You were more concerned about that asshole than me!”

      I don’t know what it was about what he said, but it really set me off. “Because you sucker punched him in the face, Casey! Really? Why? Why would you do something like that?”

      Casey tried to answer, but I was so pissed, I wouldn’t let him get a word in over my rant.

      “It wasn’t bad enough that you and Da had him out there in the middle of hell’s soup, you had to go and start a brawl with him on top of that! You didn’t even fight fair!”

      Again, he tried to defend himself, “I didn’t mean to —”

      “And then you both ended up overboard! You could’ve died, Casey! Shaw could’ve died! It was so stupid! And for what? I know Shaw has a mouth on him, and believe you me, there have been a lot of times that I’ve wanted to punch him in the face – and well, I did once, but he’d earned that one – but you? You’re better than that. You’re better than a fucking sucker punch, Casey Michaels. So you tell me… what could’ve possibly made you stoop so low?”

      Casey didn’t say anything. He just stood there, grinding his teeth with his jaw ticking and head shaking, not even looking me in the eye. I could tell there was something on the tip of his tongue, but he was fighting hard not to say it. And the more he hemmed and hawed over it, the madder I got.

      “Spit it out!”

      Jesus, he pinned me with a wild glare then. “Fine! I saw you, Cassidy! I saw you with him on the playground. Fucking.”

      I was stunned, shocked into silence. Casey’s face was twisted up in pain, the hurt in his eyes like a cannon that shot through my chest and into my heart. I felt it break for him then. No, not break. Shatter.

      “Oh, my God, Casey. I’m so sorry.” I tried to go to him, but stopped short when he backed away.

      “Don’t.”

      What had I done? “I never meant to —” This time, I was the one unable to finish.

      “Do you have any idea how goddamned much it killed me to know I’ve been waiting for you all this time only to see you with another man? I’m right fucking here!” Casey pounded on his chest with each word, the ferocity like the rumbling of an earthquake that made me flinch in tandem, but it was the aftershock that shook me to the core. “I’ve always been right fucking here. Waiting. Like the biggest dumbass in the world.”

      I didn’t know what to say. I don’t think I ever thought Casey had been waiting for me. Though really, how could I not have seen that? He’d always been available to me when I’d called, had always been available when I’d come into town. There was never another woman around, he’d never talked about any relationships, and we’d had sex during each visit. I knew Casey well enough to know that he wouldn’t have done that if someone else had been in the picture.

      “I thought you hated him. So I’m confused. How do you go from hating the guy to fucking him on a playground?” They were valid questions. His words held venom, but I knew he was just hurt.

      “I don’t know,” I said with a shake of my head. “But I don’t hate him anymore.”

      “Well, that’s great,” he said, throwing his hands up. “Glad the two of you could work it out. Hope you didn’t get any splinters during the mediation.”

      That was unnecessary. “Casey, don’t be a jerk.”

      “Don’t be a jerk? Did you not hear me? I’ve been waiting on you, Cassidy. Wasting all these years on something that was nothing.”

      Waiting for me? Well, I was sure that was a romantic gesture his new friend could appreciate and maybe even swoon over. But me? I was a mover and a shaker. I didn’t wait on anything. If there was something I wanted, really wanted, I did something about it. So it was hard for me to make sense of his words when his actions spoke something different.

      “That was a choice you made, Casey,” I reminded him. “You stayed here in Stonington and you let me go across the country to live another life. A life separate from yours.”

      “I gave you what you wanted, Cassidy. Like I always did. Like I continue to do even to this day. What was I supposed to do? Move to San Diego and be a good little wifey waiting for you at home?”

      “No. You were supposed to love me enough to ask me to stay.” The words just fell out of my mouth. I didn’t even know I’d felt that way. Maybe in all my effort to be independent and in control, I’d convinced myself I’d been fine with his decision all along.

      “Oh, Cass…” He sighed. “Don’t you get it? I loved you enough to let you go.”

      “That’s right. You did. You let me go, Casey, and you waited.” I paused. “But Shaw came after me.”

      That last part looked like it stung. I hated hurting him, but it was the truth.

      Though his voice was low, I still heard every syllable of every word he said next. “He doesn’t love you. I love you.”

      “I know you do.”

      “So what do you want now? Who do you want?”

      I ran my hands over my face, frustrated with myself, frustrated by the situation, frustrated by the question. “I don’t know. I’m really confused right now.”

      Shaw could be a real egotistical ass most of the time, but he’d shown me something different the last few days. Casey had consistently been that man that other men aspire to be, good to the core, and that wasn’t likely to ever change. Choosing Casey was exactly what every other woman in my position would do, but I wasn’t like every other woman.

      I needed a man who would let me stand on my own two feet, make my own decisions, and clean up my own messes. And at the same time, someone who instinctively knew when to rescue me from myself, when to step in and say, “Enough. I’ve got you.” I needed to be in control of my own life… outside the bedroom. But inside, I wanted to be dominated, devoured, and devastated. But would the walls of that bedroom adequately confine the devastation to my sexual needs and not infiltrate my emotional sense?

      Casey was the safe choice. But he wasn’t Shaw.

      “Well, I’m not confused. I want the same thing, the same person I’ve always wanted. You.” He moved closer, encircling me in his arms and pulling me against his chest as he dipped at the knee so he could look me in the eyes. “I’ve missed you, darlin’. The way you smell, the way you feel… the way you taste.” Casey’s breath was warm and sweet, like Abby’s fresh baked cookies being pulled from the oven, the enticing aroma teasing my senses and confusing me even more.

      I closed my eyes, falling prey to the familiarity of it all. And then I felt his lips on mine, soft and supple, tender in his silent plea for me to kiss him back. I’d missed his kiss. I’d missed Casey. And although my mind told me it wasn’t right to do so, that I’d regret it later, I gave in and kissed him back.

      The moment I parted my lips, Casey’s passion took over. He cupped my face and held me there as if he was afraid that if he let me go, I’d pull away. Covering his hands with mine, I removed them with every intention of doing just that, but instead I guided them to encircle my waist again. And then I wrapped my arms around his neck, cradling his head and holding him to me. Tilting my head, I gave him better access to my mouth, inviting his tongue inside to sample the taste he’d said he’d been missing. And taste me he did. Our tongues met and I melted into him. Casey’s kisses had always been fueled by his emotions for me, and I felt it all then. Mia was right. He was still in love with me. And judging by the hardness growing and pressing against my belly, he still wanted me, too.

      Casey’s hands moved to my ass and he lifted me up so I could wrap my legs around his hips. I was lost to him, to his kiss, to a world I’d once known long ago. My back met the cushioned bench and Casey was on top of me. His lips left my mouth and started a hot trail down my neck even as his hardened cock rubbed against my center with slow but deliberate strokes.

      “That’s my good girl,” he said against my neck.

      And then I freaked. Those were Shaw’s words, but that wasn’t Shaw’s voice.

      “Stop… Casey, stop,” I said, pushing him away and wiggling out from underneath him.

      Casey sat up to give me room, but still hovered close. His breathing was heavy and he was obviously still aroused, which made me feel like the biggest tease in the world. But what I noted most was the pained expression etched into his ruggedly handsome face. He looked like I’d just slapped him. “Why? What’s wrong?”

      “I can’t,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m sorry, but I just can’t.”

      “Because of him?”

      “No. Yes. I mean, no.” I jumped up and growled, frustrated and mad at myself. Taking a deep breath, I tried again. “I can’t because it’s not right, Casey. I love you. That’s never going to change. But the way I love you has.”

      I remembered a time when I’d been with Shaw and felt like I was cheating on Casey. Now, the tables had turned. Whether Shaw felt the same way about me or not didn’t matter. I did feel something for him. And although I had no clue what that something was, I knew I had to figure it out.

      Meanwhile, it wasn’t right to treat Casey like a safety net. He had been my constant; the one person I knew would always be there to catch me if I fell. Maybe some part of me had sent him mixed signals to keep him in that place, should everything in my life go to hell in a handbasket. It wasn’t fair and it wasn’t right. And I refused to do it to him again.

      Casey sat back and his shoulders slumped. “So that’s it, then? There’s no more you and me?”

      “No, that’s not it, Casey. You’re my best friend. You always will be. We’re just not meant to be together in any other way.” I paused, not to let the words sink in or because I was waiting for his reaction, but because there was something else I needed to say and I was having a hard time pushing the words out of my mouth.

      He was no longer my Casey. I had to let him go.

      “You’re free, Casey. Really free. Be happy. That’s all I’ve ever wanted for you.”

      “And you’re going to be happy with Shaw?”

      That wasn’t a question I could answer. Not yet. I didn’t know if Shaw wanted me. I didn’t know if I wanted him. I just didn’t know anything right then, but I definitely didn’t want Casey to wait for me any longer. So I gave him a smile and leaned in to kiss my best friend on the cheek. I realized then that this was the only sort of kiss we would ever share again.

      Rubbing my thumb over the spot when I pulled back, I told him, “I’m going to be happy knowing you’re happy.”

      And I meant it.
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      Cassidy

      I was absolutely exhausted, having ridden some epically emotional highs and lows throughout the day, not to mention the mental strain of trying to figure out my life, and then the physical exhaustion of readying the Whalen House for Hurricane Ayla. Despite said hurricane making landfall and sounding like a train whistle doing the nasty with a banshee scream, all I wanted to do was crawl into my bed and hide under the covers until it and all the dramatic bullcrap had passed.

      I’d just finished my shower, changed into my nightshirt and panties, and gotten comfortable in my bed of a million fluffy pillows when there was a knock at my door. With an aggravated huff, I threw back the down comforter, landed my feet hard on the floor, and stomped over to greet the intruder of my sanctuary.

      Abby was standing on the other side. Not that I was surprised, really. There was a freakin’ hurricane outside, so of course the parents would be worried.

      “You’re lucky it’s me and not Anna,” she said, registering my attitude. “If she could’ve gotten that wheelchair up here – and trust me, she tried – she’d have probably tied you off to the back and dragged you down the stairs.”

      It wasn’t an exaggeration. Ma would’ve done it.

      “Jeez… Abbs, will you please get her to chill out? I’m in the house, safe and sound. If the roof starts coming apart, I promise I’ll be down there. But for now, I just want to be left alone.”

      “All right. I’ll do my best,” she said, that understanding ever present in the fine wrinkles of her face. “Where’s my boy? Did you leave anything of him to bury?”

      “I didn’t lay a finger on him,” I told her. Well, I had, just in a nonviolent sort of way. “Find Mia, and I’m sure you’ll find him. What about Shaw? Is he okay?”

      She shrugged. “Seemed to be when he went up to his room. A little shaken still, contemplating life maybe, but physically fine.”

      “Thanks for what you did for him, Abbs. I don’t think you understand how much that means for him.”

      Abby patted my cheek. “I understand more than you think,” she said with a wink. “Get some rest, sweet girl. I’ll hold the fort down. And put some pants on in case you’ve got to scatter in a hurry.”

      She turned to leave and I closed the door behind her. Screw the pants. Shuffling back over to the bed beckoning me to get lost in its comforts, I snuggled in deep and tried to concentrate on nothingness, willing the sleep to come. But the more I tried to think about nothing, the more I thought about everything.

      Had I made the right decision where Casey was concerned? Yes, definitely. Most women were never lucky enough to find one good man. I, as it turned out, had two. Choosing between them had not been easy, but when I put my analytical powers to work, I could see the differences between my best friend and the man who had become the long shot.

      Where Casey always let me find my own way in my own time, Shaw pushed and shoved. Where Casey supported whatever decision I made without putting up much of a fuss, Shaw never let me become complacent and issued new challenges. Where Casey was my loudest cheerleader in the stands, Shaw ran alongside me as I raced to the finish line to meet those challenges. And where Casey helped mold me into the woman I had become, Shaw helped me realize the woman I wanted to be.

      Yes, Shaw was a long shot, the last of the draft pick, but somehow he’d still managed to make the playoffs despite his less-than-impressive stats. With the big game at hand, I realized I was no longer playing referee, but rather I was the opposing team. Would he be the one spiking my heart in the end zone with the game-winning play?

      There was another knock at my door, which irritated the living daylights out of me. Jesus, Ma had probably dumped herself from her chair and hobbled all the way up the stairs. Again, I stomped across the floor like a petulant child preparing to throw a tantrum. But when I opened the door, Ma wasn’t standing there. Neither was Abby.

      I nearly tripped over my own feet as I tried to move out of the way of a charging Shaw, as he blew past me and into my room. If our turbulent history had taught me anything, it was that when Shaw Matthews was in a tizzy, as he seemed to be now, a less-than-quiet confrontation was about to go down. So I closed us in together, hoping the fit that Hurricane Ayla was throwing would keep the parents and Casey from overhearing. Especially Casey. The last thing I needed was to give him a reason to bust down the door so he could finish the brawl he and Shaw had started earlier.

      When I turned around, Shaw was so close that I nearly collided with his chest. But it didn’t keep me from noticing the way those jeans sat sinfully perfect on his hips, or the way they hugged his thighs, or the way they accented the bulging package in the center. His white T-shirt was stretched too tight across his toned shoulders and chest, the collar snug around a perfectly sculpted neck. For the first time in my entire life, I wanted to mark a man. I wanted to mark this man.

      It was yet another difference in the way I saw Shaw versus Casey. With Casey, I’d wanted to snuggle into the warm protection of his embrace. But Shaw? I wanted to climb him. Climb him and sink my teeth into him. And I wanted him to shove me away so that I’d have to work for it. There was something unhealthy about that, disturbing even. Then again, he was the one person who’d always managed to make me insane.

      Judging by his expression, now was not the time to attack. There was no cocky smirk on his lips, no ticking of his scruffy jaw, and no high-and-mighty set to his chin. His eyes were electric, swarming with white lightning. Yet there was a gentleness about them. He hadn’t come here to argue. So what had he come here for?

      “I almost died today, and it made me realize something.”

      My heart plummeted, and the thought of Shaw dying made me sick to my stomach. I don’t think I’d thought about how much his near-death experience had affected him, which was so incredibly stupid of me. None of this was about me. It was about him. I had to find a way to fix this.

      “Shaw,” I started, but he cut me off.

      He grabbed my shoulders, holding me in place, and though it was firm, it wasn’t meant to be forceful. “No, let me finish. If you don’t, I’ll never get it out.”

      “Okay.” I looked down at my shoulder and he eased his hold as if he’d just realized what he’d done.

      “I almost died today and I was alone. Just like I have been for my entire life. And I always thought I was okay with that, but I’m not.” He stopped, cupping my face in his hands. “Cassidy, I don’t want to be alone anymore. Not tonight. Not any other night.”

      Before I could even process what he’d said, Shaw was kissing me. And though his body was taut with restraint, his lips were tender. I couldn’t put my finger on what was different, but something had definitely changed. Maybe it was his near-death experience. Maybe it was the hurricane beating down with all its fury outside. Or maybe it was Shaw’s internal fury, rising to the surface to finally surrender.

      A contradiction to his kiss, Shaw’s hands were at my hips, his fingertips pressed into my skin with a firm grip. And then he fisted my shirt and broke the kiss to pull it over my head before fusing his lips back to mine once more. He was still dressed, and even though I wanted nothing more than to rectify that situation, Shaw was running the show.

      He walked me backward, his mouth moving to my neck, my shoulders, and the valley between my breasts until he pushed them together to devour first one and then the other nipple. When the back of my knees hit the bed, his hands abandoned my breasts to cup my ass and lift me up to sit on top of the mattress. The crown of Shaw’s disheveled pecan brown hair was all that I saw and felt against my lower belly as he went even farther and… 

      I gasped. “Oh, my God,” I groaned when I felt the warmth of his mouth soaking me through my panties.

      Well, maybe his mouth hadn’t been fully responsible for the soaking. My wanton vagina probably had a thing or two to do with it as well. But Christ, the man knew how to awaken the woman in me. I’d have to remember to check this pair of panties to see if I’d purchased them with a bull’s-eye over my clit because Shaw had managed to find it with absolutely no problem. Even hidden as it was.

      Gripping his hair in both hands, I held on for dear – “Sweet baby Jesus” – life. The interruption to my thought was a very welcome one, indeed. Though I wasn’t sure how I’d been able to think of anything when Shaw was doing that thing he was doing… through my freakin’ panties.

      I tried to lie back in order to enjoy the gift being bestowed upon me, but Shaw’s muffled “Mm-mm” and tight hold on my sides kept me from going anywhere. So I did what any other woman in my position would do. I watched him, and I was ever so glad I did. Slow and steady was his pace as his head moved back and forth while his tongue made love to me. And then finally, the panties were breached when he pulled them to the side and plunged two fingers deep inside.

      My back arched, and this time I was permitted to recline back onto the mattress. Shaw’s tongue, lips, and teeth aided him in his quest to drive me insane. Back and forth he moved his fingers, alternating with knuckle-deep thrusts meant to keep it unpredictable. I couldn’t stand it anymore. I couldn’t stand that he was so far away, and I couldn’t stand the damn panties that were keeping him from doing anything more than teasing me into oblivion.

      I could’ve come. And I was sure that was Shaw’s intent, but I didn’t want to. I wanted my first orgasm with him tonight to be on his cock.

      “Shaw, I need you.”

      He stopped what he was doing, and for a moment I almost changed my mind about letting him continue. But when he looked up at me with that same sense of surrender coupled with a hungry need in his eyes, goosebumps broke out across my flesh.

      “You have me,” he said with a quiet conviction.

      I don’t know what it was about his choice of words, but I sat up and took his face into my hands to kiss him, to taste myself on his lips. He needed to know he had me, too, and I tried to convey as much with that one simple, yet passionate action. Because words were meaningless without the physical proof.

      Shaw gripped my thighs and pulled me closer, and I felt the warmth of his chest through a shirt that was every bit as annoying as my stupid panties. It had to go, so I gave it a tug and pulled it over his head. When he sat back and looked at me as if to say, “What now?” I put the words to good use.

      “I meant I need you inside me.”

      My onetime adversary, now turned lover, got to his bare feet. Remaining focused on me, he undid the button and zipper of his jeans. My attention shifted to the toned planes of his chest, the ripples of his abdomen, and the sloping curves of the Adonis belt he wore so well. Chancing movement, I reached out and let the tips of my nails gently comb through the fuzzy trail of hair that started at his navel and ended at his groin. Shaw took a deep breath, the muscles there flexing involuntarily under my touch.

      He was beautiful.

      And impatient.

      Shoving his jeans over the narrow hips that paired well with his muscle definition, Shaw kicked them free of his feet and then stood erect once more. And speaking of erect… His cock was already hard for me, almost begging me to have a taste in the way it jutted out from his body toward me. But there was no time for that before Shaw leaned in, forcing me to recline back once more. It was a good thing, because when he hooked his fingers under the waistband of my panties and gave them a yank, I didn’t even have the chance to lift my ass to aid him. He didn’t need a lovely assistant; he just needed me naked and bare for him.

      As Shaw followed onto the bed, he scooted me up to lay on the pillows, the palm of one of his capable hands planted next to me to hold his weight. And then he did something too sweet for the Shaw Matthews I knew. With a tender touch, he raked his fingers through my hair, being sure to brush it away from my face, almost methodical in the way he arranged it like a crimson halo about my head.

      The veins in his forearm were so mesmerizing, I couldn’t turn away and I couldn’t squelch the savage craving for a taste. So I selfishly took what I wanted, my tongue following a vessel ripe with pulsing blood beneath his skin. The sound Shaw made was half protest, half approval – as if he didn’t know whether to stop me in favor of his own control, or to encourage me so he could lose it.

      My mouth closed over his skin to give him a suckle, and that was when he made his decision. With the dominating insistence of a lion, he leaned forward and nudged my mouth away from his arm so he could capture my bottom lip between his teeth. He could have his way. I loved him like this.

      Except I didn’t love him, did I? Confusing love with lust was one sinkhole I wouldn’t fall into. Not with a man who had the power to devastate me. Not with a man like Shaw.

      My lion’s thick mane of hair was soft between the fingers of my clenched fist. I tugged, attempting to force him to release the hold on my lip before he broke the skin, but there was no victory to be had. Mercifully, Shaw’s appetite for flesh subsided in exchange for that same tender, yet fiery passion he’d shown when he’d first entered my room.

      Wedging first one knee and then the other between my own, he forced my legs to part so he could occupy the space. And Jesus, his cock lay heavy and thick in the crook of my thigh. His kiss intensified, becoming almost impossible to match until, without warning, he abandoned it altogether to look down at me. I was sure I must have looked confused, dazed, and breathless at the sudden charge in the air crackling with anticipation.

      And then he entered me. The broad head of his cock penetrated my tight opening, the defined ridge leading the way through the narrow channel to prepare me for his girth. My breath hitched at the slow intrusion, the stretch on the cusp of painful thanks to his large size. But the pain would subside and he would give me nothing but pleasure. I’d come to expect nothing less, and Shaw had never disappointed.

      Once he’d pushed all the way inside, he began a slow pace, filling me completely before retreating again. The next push forward was accompanied by the reward of a purposeful grind to stimulate my clit. Oh, and how very delicious it was.

      I closed my eyes, absorbing Shaw’s presence on my skin, in my mind, inside my body, letting him burrow deeper into a space I’d never imagined he would ever occupy. My heart.

      “No, Cassidy. I told you I don’t want to be alone. I need you to be here with me in this moment. Not just physically, but in every way imaginable. See me.”

      I really didn’t know how to process those words, but I knew that no matter how much it would likely destroy me in the end, I wanted to give him anything he asked for.

      With a barely perceptible nod, I whispered, “Okay.”

      I wasn’t even sure he’d heard it over the sound of the shutters straining at the hinges and the debris hitting the roof overhead, but something must have convinced him that all systems were Go because the way he moved inside me, the way he kissed me… may the powers that be have mercy on my soul as it crossed over into the afterlife. Because this new Shaw was going to be the death of me.

      Though we’d just begun, we had to stop to catch our breaths, and not even that kept us from wanting more. He kissed me again and again, resting his forehead against mine in between and staring down at my lips. This was the sort of kiss that went straight to your head and made you forget about everything else, including how to breathe. No oxygen to the brain tended to make one dizzy, so I had to hold on to keep from falling. But Jesus, I was too late. I’d already fallen, and fallen hard. There was no safety net, no bottom in sight. All I could hope was that Shaw would be there to catch me.

      Clutching him to me, my thighs squeezed his hips even as I tried desperately to bring him closer. His hands cradled my face while my fingers sought to find purchase in his hair. It wasn’t enough, so I dropped my arms and wrapped them under and over his shoulders instead. Finally, safety. Something to hold on to. Something to give me balance.

      I wanted even more control, but Shaw wasn’t giving it. For each time I tried to take the lead, he showed his dominance, countering every move with a redirect or a nip to my lip. No. God. I couldn’t let him. I couldn’t let him have that much control and I couldn’t let him know it was his to give. If he knew how I felt, if he knew I was in love with him… 

      My breath hitched. I was in love with him. Crap.

      Everything went still under the weight of my realization as if some higher being had hit the pause button on the world. It was quiet. Too quiet. Even the howling winds and pounding rain had come to an end.

      Shaw slowed his movements, his hips abandoning the thrust to focus on the grind instead. He was so deep. So very, very deep inside me. Closer than he’d ever been before.

      “It’s the eye of the storm,” he whispered. “But it isn’t over yet. In fact, things are about to get rough again. Are you ready?”

      I knew he was talking about the back end of Ayla, but I couldn’t help but think how well his statement fit everything that was going on between us now.

      “No. I really don’t think I am. But I’ve never backed down from a challenge,” I told him. And I meant it.

      “That’s my girl,” he said with a slow and steady grind that nearly made me orgasm on the spot. “My girl.”

      And then he nuzzled my neck, sucking and nipping… marking me. His girl. God help me, but it was true.

      Running my hands along his back, I reveled in the flexing muscles there until I reached his ass. Closing my eyes, I stepped through the looking glass of my mind and recounted the memory of the way his back looked in the mirror while he’d fucked me in the bathroom of that private jet. Only, he wasn’t fucking me now. He was making love to me. Maybe it was wishful thinking from a mind that was still freaking out about my most recent revelation, but even if that were the case, I didn’t care. I’d let myself believe he loved me, too. If only for this one moment.

      I sank my nails into the cheeks of that divine ass, feeling the flexing of muscles underneath my fingertips as he ground against me. Closer. I wanted him closer. So I lifted my legs until my knees were at his ribs and then wrapped them around him, cupping his ass and drawing him deeper inside me.

      Shaw moaned at my ear, whispering, “Fuck, sweetness, you feel so good. I never want to not be inside you. Not ever again.”

      God, I didn’t want him never to be there either. But I couldn’t tell him that. It would give him way too much power over me. Though, truthfully, the power was already his.

      I loved him. And for the first time, I felt like we were truly connected. Not just physically, but on some other level. A level that penetrated the core of me that was almost as deep as what his cock was penetrating now.

      His groin massaged my clit with a delicious pressure that beckoned my climax forward. I couldn’t have called it back, even if I’d wanted to try. And I didn’t. I wanted to come on his cock, wanted him to feel the pulsing pull of my orgasm, and I wanted to milk him of his own.

      His skin was hot against mine, fevered more by his passion than the blood running through his veins. Each grunting thrust forward propelled me further, his thick cock moving so purposefully inside me and the broad head doing something very wicked to that gland of pleasure. It had to be swollen from the stimulation. Swollen and ready to burst. Oh, but I was ripe and on the verge of a dual orgasm; one from my G-spot and the other from the pressure on my clit.

      “Shaw, I’m almost…” I moaned out, unable to finish the sentence.

      “I know, sweetness. Me too. I’m trying to wait for you, but you’re so goddamn tight —” He paused, grunting through another deep grind.

      I bit into his shoulder and he bucked forward.

      “Fuck, you can’t do that. You’re going to make me come.”

      I didn’t care. I was almost there myself and it set off a sort of feeding frenzy inside me. I wanted to taste him, to feel his flesh between my teeth and savor the salty flavor of his skin. So I went for his neck, sucking with the groaning pleasure of the orgasm at its cusp. And then Shaw really got busy, the thrusting grind jarring my body with its force. My hypersensitive nipples ached in a wonderful sort of way under the compression of his chest, and the raging beat of my heart became heavy and dense.

      I moaned, the sound no doubt vibrating against his skin. Every muscle in Shaw’s body went even more taut, his ass still flexing beneath my hands. He needed more control, more room to move.

      I started to release the lock I had around him with my legs, but Shaw stopped me with a shake of his head and a raspy “No. Hold on to me, Cassidy. Don’t let go.”

      So I tightened the embrace, undulating beneath him and meeting the rolling grind of his hips. Oh, my God… the slippery stroking of his groin against my clit, the engorged cock moving inside me, the feel of his skin on mine, and the sound of his grunted pleasure at my ear… I had no choice but to succumb to it all.

      My moan started low, building and building in tandem with the mounting orgasm. With a one-two punch, the clitoral release hit first and the G-spot followed hot on its trail. Shaw pulled back to watch my face.

      “Oh, fuck,” he mumbled, and then his lips covered mine as he moaned into my mouth.

      I felt it. The pulsing heat of his semen as he came. Not on my belly. Not on my thigh. No, his orgasm mingled with mine deep within the protection of my pussy. I could feel my walls contracting around his cock, milking him while still indulging in the pleasure he gave as his movements slowed to a stuttered pace.

      And then finally, Shaw’s kiss became less carnal, tender in the way his mouth softened and his tongue retreated. With one last suckle to my bottom lip, he pulled back to catch his breath and allowed me to catch mine.

      Shaw wasn’t moving, but I could still feel his cock throbbing inside me, and it was the most intense thing I’d ever felt before. Almost as intense as the way he was looking down at me. His lips were parted to ease his breathing, and a light sheen of sweat kissed his skin. But the thing I noticed most was the way his brow furrowed with a mix of contemplation and confusion. He wasn’t the only one confused.

      I felt his absence before he’d even completely withdrawn his cock, but somehow I still felt fulfilled. Lowering my legs, I gave him room to roll off me, but he stayed right where he was.

      What was it about the way he was looking at me that made the butterflies in my belly go berserk?

      “Do you want me to leave?” he asked.

      I didn’t even need to think about it. I’d done enough thinking tonight to last a whole lifetime. And if this one night was all I’d have with Shaw in this way, I’d take it. Without regret.

      So with a shake of my head, I answered truthfully, “I don’t want to be alone anymore, either.”

      The smile that spread across his face nearly took my breath away. And then he flopped onto his back, slipping his arm under my shoulders to gather me to him so that I was forced to lay my head on his chest.

      “Good,” he said, and I could still hear that smile in his voice.

      Yeah, it was very good.
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      Mia

      I was fast at work back in my room, cataloguing every detail of the storm raging outside, making notes of everything I saw and heard because if ever I found myself in a position to write a hurricane in the future, I knew that retelling the experience from my own point of view would make it as real as possible for my reader.

      But the hurricane wasn’t the only thing I was making note of.

      Casey had had some extreme emotional reactions that had led to a fistfight, a man overboard, a near-death experience, and the heartache of losing the one woman on the face of the planet that he’d ever cared anything for. Well, at least I assumed he’d lost her. He’d seen her screwing another man with his own eyes, for goodness’ sake. And if I’d learned anything about Casey while I’d been studying him, it was that he was as loyal as they came and expected the same in return.

      I was as shocked as he was by the interesting twist of Cassidy hooking up with a man she’d supposedly despised. We’d talked so much about her and their life together that I felt like I knew her personally. Though truthfully, she intimidated the hell out of me. She had it all: a loving and supportive family, a superstar career, local fame, and a boyfriend (excuse me, ex-boyfriend) who was a one-in-a-million rare find. How could she have left it all behind?

      People fascinated me. I was completely obsessed with figuring out what made them tick. I studied the way a subject walked, talked, dressed, gestured, their facial expressions, words they chose and the inflection upon them, the choices they made… everything. All those things that made each of us an individual. Not only did I study all the things of the present, but also of the past. We were a product of our surroundings. The way we reacted to situations was part genetic makeup, part the surroundings in which we grew, and part the lessons we learned on our own. Everything we did was preprogrammed at some point along our journey, and I wanted to reason it all out. It was a game, a riddle to be solved.

      But getting to know these people – getting to know Casey – had put an end to the game for me. It was real. His emotions were real. And I just wanted to live in his world. So I did it the best way I knew how. I wrote about it. Within the pages of my own musings, I was in control. I could feel his touch, taste his kiss, and calm his hidden fears… I could give him his happily ever after. And I could imagine it was with me. Though the line between what was a matter of my imagination and what was real had become blurred.

      Casey and Cassidy were the fictional characters within a made-up world inside an overactive romantic mind. It was every author’s dream to be able to reach out and touch them, to interact in a way that was tangible, real. My Jayson Bass and Janell Kain had come to life right before my very eyes, and I couldn’t help the overwhelming excitement it had given me. Of course that might have also meant that I’d become too familiar with their real-life counterparts in my own world, a familiarity Casey and Cassidy couldn’t understand and certainly didn’t feel. But in them, I saw my characters. They likely saw a crazy lady who they’d probably thought was being way too intrusive. Hopefully, they’d indulge my fantasy for just a little while longer so I could get my manuscript completed.

      I should’ve already been gone, but then Anna had hurt herself and Casey had told me Cassidy was on her way back home. I just couldn’t leave without meeting this infamous woman and seeing if she was anything at all like my Janell. Admittedly, after all the discussions about her – all the oohing and ahhing over how smart she was, how beautiful, how successful, how loved, and how absolutely perfect – I’d developed a girl crush. But she didn’t like me much.

      Cassidy was less than receptive toward me, but I tried not to take it personally. After all, I was a stranger and I’d been spending an awful lot of time with her ex-boyfriend, who didn’t quite get that he was an ex per all of our conversations. It was so obvious to see. Casey was still over the moon for her. In fact, he’d sworn the moon was her. Apparently, that had been their thing.

      I wished I’d had a thing with someone.

      A knock sounded at my door, giving me a start so that I nearly fell off my bed. Then I literally did fall off when I tried to get out of it and got tangled up in the sheets. Again with the knock, more insistent this time, urgent. Jeez, with the hurricane raging as it was outside the Whalen House, I hoped it wasn’t some sort of emergency.

      Finally gathering myself off the floor and finding my clumsy feet, I went over, willing myself to stop overthinking things. I had a really bad habit of doing that. But my instinct to do so kicked into overdrive when I pulled back the door and saw what was waiting on the other side.

      Casey was standing there, his chest rising and falling in that “quiet just before the storm” sort of way. Which was poetic because the actual storm outside was deafening. Soft baby blues that once promised comfort and security now matched the lonely, tumultuous dark waters of the bay and gave thought to a sailor lost at sea, looking to use every tool at his disposal to find his way back to the shore. Ooh, that was good. Where was my notebook?

      Swallowing the clichéd lump in my throat, I decided to say something rather than continue to stand there looking like an idiot. “Is something wrong?”

      “Yeah. Something is very wrong.” Casey’s voice sounded even more gravelly than normal in a very sexy, though dangerous sort of way.

      I was forced to back up as he walked inside and closed the door behind him like he owned the place. There was something in his eyes, something that changed everything and excited me while also putting the fear of God into my soul.

      “You said you could tell a lot about a person by the way they kiss.”

      I nodded.

      Getting right to the point, he grabbed the back of my head, holding me in place as his mouth came down hard on mine and his tongue pushed inside. There was nothing sweet about his kiss. No light nips of my lip, no precursory suckles at the corner of my mouth, no sweeping tease of the tongue begging for entrance like you read about in all the cookie-cutter romance novels. It wasn’t slow, nor was it gentle. It was desperate and rough and looking to prove a point. So unlike the man I’d thought I’d come to know, but still exactly what I’d expected.

      The intensity of his gaze when he pulled back was no different from the kiss. “And what did that tell you?”

      Again I swallowed, and then I said the first thing that came to mind: “You need to be fucked.” I couldn’t believe I’d been so bold.

      “Wrong. I need to be the one doing the fucking. If you don’t want to be on the receiving end of that, you better say so now.”

      I didn’t say a word. Even if I’d wanted to, my lips would’ve denied my brain’s request. But he must have seen my acceptance of the offer in my expression because the already supercharged atmosphere ignited into something I wasn’t entirely sure I’d been prepared for.

      “Get undressed.”

      I followed the order, not because I was terrified of him, but because I was terrified he’d change his mind if I didn’t. I wanted to be his outlet. I needed to be his outlet. So I made fast work of shedding my yoga pants and oversized T-shirt, and thanked the powers that be I’d just had a shower and hadn’t bothered with the panties or bra. Once I was done, I stood there, awkward and very naked, waiting for Casey to finish undressing himself. I wanted to help, would’ve helped, but something told me my assistance would be unwelcome.

      Casey stood when he’d finished and I gawked. And probably drooled. Holy fucking shit, but the man was even more glorious naked than I’d imagined my Jayson to be in my wildest fantasies. And yeah, there’d been a few of those during my special alone time since I’d come to the island. Casey’s chest was thick and firm with a small patch of hair between the pecs, his gorgeous arms were veiny and bulging, and that trail down his abdomen was worthy of a paragraphed description. But there was no time to write now because even farther below, there was a granite trophy in need of attention. Casey’s erection hung long and thick from his body, and I was feeling mighty attentive.

      He didn’t take the time to check me out as thoroughly as I had him. I was almost grateful he hadn’t. I wasn’t built like the women I wrote about. My breasts were only about a B-cup, and my figure didn’t look anything like an hourglass. I was average – not skinny, not fat – with the sort of thickness that came along from sitting behind my laptop day in and day out while snacking on junk food.

      Taking me by the arm, Casey walked me over to the bed and turned my shoulders so that I faced it. All business in order to get down to the business. I liked it. And then he nudged me forward until I was bent over the mattress. I liked that, too.

      “Are you ready?”

      More than. “Yes.”

      Without any preparation – though, truthfully, I was already more than wet for him – Casey pushed inside me, burying his cock balls deep. My back arched as I whispered, “Oh, my God. Yes…”

      “No talking,” he said as he leaned forward, the heat of his body nearly scorching the exposed skin of my back. “And you might want to hold on to something.”

      I felt the swift retreat of his cock, which nearly made me shout a protest despite his order of silence, but then I was again gifted with every agonizing inch of the next drive forward. His pace quickened and the power of his thrusts became more demanding. He was right; I needed to hold on to something, so I found purchase on the sheets right next to his hands. The way he covered me with his body, those perfect teeth buried in the skin of my shoulder… it was carnal, intense. Perfect.

      Pinning me down by the neck, I was trapped and unable to move. I couldn’t see Casey’s ruggedly handsome face, which meant he also couldn’t see mine. And that was just as he needed it to be. However, I could definitely hear the grunting at my ear. Closing my eyes, I let the sound of him, the feel of him, the smell of him whisk me away to that place inside my mind where I’d recorded every nuance of my Jayson, and the two became one.

      Much like the kiss, there was a purpose to his fast and steady strokes. No deviation from the angle from which he worked, no slow and steady grind. He wasn’t working to bring me pleasure. He was seeking his own, though I couldn’t help but wonder if his release would bring him anything other than pain.

      I had no grand delusions about what all this meant. His cock wasn’t inside me because he’d fallen madly in love with the woman who’d come from out of nowhere when he was at the most desperate point of his life. It wasn’t even there because I was voluptuous and seductive and he simply couldn’t resist me. And none of this was about my sassy mouth turning him on and making him want to fuck some manners into me.

      Casey was not Jayson Bass, and I was not Janell Kain. But I wanted him all the same.

      Yanked from my imaginary world and thrust back into reality, I was confused when the glorious cock that had been occupying my very needy vagina suddenly disappeared. And even more so when Casey snatched me up like I didn’t weigh a thing, only to find myself in a straddled position with that beast of a man between my thighs.

      Apparently needing no help from me, Casey guided my hips until he was completely sheathed again. I groaned, relishing the stretch and feel once more. But this wasn’t about me, a fact proven when he began to move me up and down on his cock, fast and hard. So I did the only thing I could do; I held on to his shoulders and let him have his way, regardless of how contradictory the position may have been.

      As a woman and a romance author, I’d always considered cowgirl style to be a position of dominance over a man, my chance to be in control. That simply was not true with Casey. Like a horse without reins, he controlled the ride. He was wild and free, the lean muscles of his body flexing with each movement, the huff of his labored breaths every bit as powerful as the momentum behind them. Casey was a thoroughbred free of fences, free of restraint. Finally.

      I was going to write about this. I was going to immortalize him and this moment in the pages of one of my books. Because it was worthy of immortalization. Inside my writer’s brain, I memorized every minute detail – the flex of his strong shoulders, the grip of his capable hands, the feel of the rough calluses from his palms against my cheeks, the exquisite pull of my anus with each lift up, and the sound of skin meeting skin with each push down. But most of all, I’d remember and hope to capture every shade of the raw emotion behind eyes as blue as a marlin on a hook making its last-ditch attempt to free itself from its captor’s line. Because no matter how free his movements seemed to be, those eyes told a different story.

      I was locked on his gaze, unable to turn away for fear I’d miss something intrinsically important. What Casey saw as he looked back at me wasn’t me at all. In the place of dull brown hair, he saw robust locks of shimmering auburn. In the place of amber skin, he saw flawless ivory. And in the place of boring brown eyes, he saw orbs the color of springtime leaves. What he saw, who he saw, was Cassidy.

      The grip on my ass softened, but the cock inside me was still very rigid. When Casey also stopped moving me up and down, I wondered if he’d changed his mind and no longer wanted to follow through on the task he’d started. So I stopped moving as well, waiting for him to tell me to get off him. He didn’t.

      Instead, he pulled my hips forward, encouraging me to take over, to move as I wanted… to ride him. My heart raced in my chest, thrilled by the opportunity to have this man the way I’d wanted him from the moment of our very first greeting. Casey was tall with broad shoulders, sturdy and strong, a mountain of a man that made we want to get out my climbing gear and go for his summit. But I’d somehow managed to control my impulses, intimidated by his mere presence as he towered over me. Now he was between my thighs, all that raw power mine for the taking. So I seized the once-in-a-lifetime opportunity and accepted his offering.

      Leaning into him, I positioned my hips for an easier glide, rolling forward and back with a pace that was much more sensual than the pounding he’d been serving up. I didn’t want him to feel angry. I wanted him to feel needed, desired, worshipped. Holding him close, I nuzzled his neck. When I heard his slow exhale as he craned his head to the side to give me better access, I took full advantage. But I knew I needed to be careful not to spook him. So I took my time, gently sucking at his skin and taking nips, though I was sure not to mark him. He was not mine. I was only borrowing him.

      When my lips captured his earlobe and my teeth scraped it, his breath stuttered. I took great power from being able to affect this man in such a way. I’d found his button and my research was complete. But I wasn’t quite done with him. There had been one other thing I’d wanted that I hadn’t yet had the opportunity to do. It was a risk, but one well worth taking. So I suckled his earlobe one more time to hopefully guide him to a more receptive state, and then I kissed along his chiseled jawline to his mouth.

      Casey hadn’t kissed me since the one and only kiss we’d shared before all of this began. I wasn’t even sure if it would be okay to go there again, if it was too intimate for him to handle. But kissing Casey wasn’t the plan. I simply wanted to sink my teeth into the meaty flesh of that damn bottom lip of his. So with the forward roll of my hips, I took his cock deep inside me, inhaling sharply and throwing caution to the wind as I covered his mouth with mine.

      And oh, God, yes! Casey’s large hands splayed across my back and he held me to him, his mouth receptive and his tongue seeking the comfort of my own. His taste was sweet and I grew light-headed from the sugar rush. He was so hard inside me, so warm and naked against my skin, so fucking manly in every way. For one brave moment, I pretended I could have my way with him. My arms wrapped around his neck and I fisted his hair, pulling back ever so slightly and forcing him to release my mouth. And then I did it. I took that sin-worthy lip between my teeth and scraped the tender flesh with my bite.

      Casey growled. Not in warning but in approval. I gave him my best seductive smile, the kind all the sassy heroines in my books gave their male leads to drive them bat-shit crazy with lust, and then I bit him again. This time I didn’t pull away. I deepened the kiss, taking control of it and giving him a taste of his own medicine. Maybe I was sweet, but innocent I was not. If this was the only time I’d ever have him in this way, I was going to make damn sure it was as memorable for him as it would be for me.

      Holding on to his shoulders, I used my body the way a woman’s body was meant to be used in order to please a man. The arch of my back put me in the perfect position to ride his thick length while still teasing his lips with the brush of my nipple. I wanted him to take it, and he did.

      Casey captured the pert bud between his teeth, gently scraping it with a delicious sort of pain. Though I was careful not to say a word – he still hadn’t given me permission to – I whimpered at the sensational tease. More. I wanted more. Reading my cue, he took the wanton peak fully into his mouth, suckling and licking, while looking up at me. There was a shift behind those eyes, and I got a glimpse of the man who lived to please his woman.

      I watched as he moved from one breast to the other, kneading them both with his strong and roughened hands. Each draw backward and push forward of my undulation teased my G-spot and sent me higher and higher, like an elevator climbing to the top floor of a tall building. Anticipation to reach the final destination dueled with the impatience of the long ride up, but I knew once those doors opened, my orgasm would come flooding in.

      Second floor… third floor… fourth floor… 

      Quickening my grind, my focus shifted to the sensation of my swollen clit against that sinful patch of hair on Casey’s groin. It tickled yet stimulated the highly sensitive button to my pleasure, so I bore down, pressing closer and closer. So enraptured was I – by the expression in Casey’s eyes, his mouth on my breasts, every minute detail of his engorged cock deep inside me – that I hadn’t even noticed I’d been biting down on my lip until it started to throb in warning that I was about to break the skin.

      Fifth floor… sixth floor… seventh heaven.

      Destination reached. No sooner had the doors opened than the elevator went crashing down, the sudden shift sending wave after wave of euphoria through every nerve ending in my body. My chest felt light and airy, almost cold in the absence of the blood that had vacated it to converge upon my center only to explode and then spread through my veins like a wildfire demanding the scorch and burn. I swooned and swayed, basking in the aftermath of a rush that left my head dizzy with bliss.

      I’d only barely registered the stillness of my movements when Casey took over, pushing and pulling at my hips to prolong the event. The walls of my pussy gripped his impossibly harder erection, squeezing and tugging, begging him to join me in a place that should be shared by lovers.

      And I almost believed we were exactly that. Until I opened my eyes and came face-to-face with reality once more.

      The shift I’d seen only moments before had suddenly changed, like he’d snapped back to some reality I couldn’t fathom. Gone was gentle Casey, desperate Casey having resumed his place, and I found our positions changed yet again.

      Lying flat on my back with my arms pinned to the bed above my head, I felt exhilarated. Yes, I wanted this.

      “Wider,” was his order, and I was his to command, though he didn’t give me the chance to comply. Instead, he hooked an arm under one knee and spread me to his liking. Angling his hips, that very thick cock entered me again with a delicious stretch and fill. Sweet Jesus, but I wished I had the power to rewind time so I could feel it again.

      Holy shit, but his glorious cock was abundant and… and glorious. It was also unyielding in its selfish endeavor. Casey pounded into me hard, each punishing thrust shoving my body forward on the mattress with only a quick reprieve before being jostled again.

      Although he was rough, I craved the next retreat and advancing drive. But as they had been at the start, these thrusts were not for my benefit. They were for his. I was merely a willing participant. He could use me for his purpose. I didn’t care. I just wanted to feel him, just wanted to keep him inside me, just wanted to have that one fleeting connection with him. His pleasure was my own.

      Casey’s grunts became more anxious, his hips more insistent, his rhythm direct and hurried. And then finally, his cock was free of my pussy and lying thick in the crook of my thigh and pelvis. I felt it throb with each stuttered release of his erupting orgasm and relished the carnal sensation of his teeth at my neck while hot semen coated my skin.

      Closing my eyes, I held him to me because I knew I’d never feel him like this again. I wished I could say that for that one moment in time he was mine. But he wasn’t. He would never be mine because he would forever be hers. What a stupid, stupid girl Cassidy Whalen was.

      Breaking free of my hold, Casey rolled off me to rest at my side. The chill of the room was unwelcomed against my flushed skin and I was aware of my nakedness for the first time. Chancing a glance at Casey, I found him with an arm arched over his head, his eyes shut, and his chest heaving with breaths he was trying to get under control. I wanted to lay my head over his heart to hear its loud pounding. I wanted to snuggle into the crook of his arm and throw my leg over his, peppering his sweaty skin in thanks. But I wouldn’t because I couldn’t. He was not my boyfriend and we were not lovers. We just were.

      Casey’s eyes popped open and he turned to look at me. No doubt he’d felt my stare. I turned away, not quite sure what to say in the awkward silence that followed or if I should say anything at all. I had my answer when he jumped up and grabbed his pants, pulling them up in a hurry and not even bothering with the button. His socks and boots were next as he sat on the edge of the bed. He didn’t look at me as he went about his task, didn’t utter a word. When he finished, he stood and grabbed his shirt, holding it in his hand with his back, toned and fanned like a cobra’s hood, to me.

      “Sorry,” he said, and then he made for the exit like he couldn’t get out of my room fast enough.

      Once I heard the door click into place, I chanced my own words. “I’m not.”
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      Shaw

      I’d barely slept a wink all night. Not because of the storm but because I’d been contemplating the meaning of life. Okay, so maybe that was a slight exaggeration, though not by much. I had nearly lost my life the day before, after all. Shit like that tended to make you take stock of the things you had and didn’t have. Not the materialistic stuff I’d coveted for most of my life, but all the other more meaningful things those self-help gurus wrote about. Things like family, happiness, self-actualization, core values… and time – what I had left of it and how I was going to use it. I’d thought those things were absolute bullshit before. Not now. Now, instead of a warehouse full of shiny toys, all I saw was a prideful waste of space. Needless to say, I wasn’t very proud of who I’d become.

      Despite all my efforts to be nothing like my parents, my selfishness had made me exactly like them. My father’s greed and my mother’s addictive personality were both nestled inside a bouncing baby boy who wasn’t a bundle of joy, but rather a giant pile of regret fueled by a lifetime of self-indulgence. If I’d died in that ocean, there’d be no legacy, nothing of Shaw Matthews left behind.

      I’d never wanted that before, wouldn’t have given two shits about it. But now I was obsessing over it. What the hell had changed? Damned if everything in my noggin wasn’t topsy-turvy and in complete disarray.

      To add to the chaos, I’d come inside Cassidy. And that just wasn’t the type of shit I did. So I’d been trying to figure out why I’d done it in the first place, and why Cassidy. That was enough to explain the restlessness on its own, but then there was also the matter of my not wanting to miss a second of that woman sleeping in my arms. The way she fit into my side perfectly, her quiet snore, and even the endearing way she drooled just a little bit made me one happy and content motherfucker. Happy, content, and befuddled.

      Sleeping alone would just plain suck now.

      Cassidy stirred in her sleep, snuggling closer though her head was already on my chest, her legs entwined with mine, her beautiful breasts pressed against my side, and her arm draped around my waist. Fuck, was I smiling? Yeah, I was.

      Turning toward her, I pressed a kiss to her forehead while stroking her hair, loving the way she settled in with a sigh of contentment as if my attention had been what she’d been seeking. Whether it was or wasn’t, it didn’t matter. She had it. She had my full attention. And like the creep I apparently was, I sniffed her hair because her scent was simply amazing and did some shit to me that I couldn’t explain.

      I was going to make her mine. Though the fear that she’d reject me was scary as hell. If she’d have me, if she’d give me just one chance to prove myself to her, I’d make damn sure she’d never regret it. Christ, I was willing to relinquish the title of partner at Striker Sports Entertainment, the same title my little ice queen and I had gone toe-to-toe over, because I knew it was the only way we could be together openly. I didn’t care. Cassidy Whalen was fucking worth it.

      Yep, Shaw Matthews was on some new type of shit, all about becoming a better person, someone she might be proud to call hers. But the kicker was that I wasn’t going to make changes to make only her happy; I was going to do it to make myself happy. And there wasn’t a damn thing selfish about that.

      First things first, I needed to check on Abby, who just happened to be the sweetest lady in the world and who was quickly changing my perspective on the whole parental thing. Jesus, this perma-grin thing was going to get painful after a while.

      While I knew Abby had Thomas and Casey to look after her, I’d taken on that responsibility as well. It was a badge that a good son – adopted or not – wore with pride, after all. I was going to be that for her. I was going to make her proud, and I’d even try to get along with Casey because I knew it would make her happy. Not that I’d have to kiss his ass because, you know, sibling rivalry was a real thing and all, but still. We had something in common now. Something other than the fact that we’d had our cocks inside the same woman. Which made me growly to think about, so I smashed and banished the thought from my mind, never to be heard from again.

      Cassidy was my girl, Abby was my mom, and nothing else fucking mattered. Period.

      Except the fact that I was going to have to wake up Cassidy in order to get out from under her. Not that I wanted to – because, hell no, I didn’t – but I knew we couldn’t stay there like that forever and my help would be needed for whatever shit storm the hurricane had left behind, and I was all about pitching in. The problem was, I was suddenly a nervous wreck about waking her. What if she’d have the same reaction she had the morning after we’d spent the night together in Detroit? It had been fine then, but now I’d messed around and caught some feelings for her. Funny thing about feelings; they were some fragile motherfuckers, prone to hurt. Hence the reason I’d avoided them all my life.

      Nah, I wasn’t going to go back behind that brick wall. If she flipped out, she flipped out. I’d deal with it and find some way to move past it. But I’d damn well respect her wishes. Either way, I couldn’t avoid the unavoidable.

      Giving her a slight shake of my shoulder to nudge her awake, I kept my voice soft to avoid a total freak out. “Sweetness?”

      Yeah, I called her “sweetness.” So what?

      She stirred with a “Hmm?” and her hair fell over her face.

      I brushed it away with my fingertips and tried again. “Sweetness, we need to get up.”

      “No,” she mumbled in this pouty sort of way that made me want to flip her onto her back and kiss her hard.

      “Aww,” I fucking aw’d like the girly man I’d apparently become. “Is someone still sleepy?”

      Cassidy’s eyes remained closed, but she answered nonetheless. While snuggling in even closer, I might add. “No. I’m just really comfortable and don’t want to move.”

      Fuck it; I wasn’t going to make her. Except damn it, I had to.

      “I’d be perfectly content with letting you stay right here for the rest of forever, but the truth of the matter is that reality is right outside the door, and before long, your father will be as well.” I leaned in and whispered conspiratorially, “Gotta tell ya, I do not want to be caught naked in bed with Duff Whalen’s baby girl when he comes knocking.”

      Cassidy giggled. “He’s not going to do anything because he likes you.”

      “Yeah? He likes me?” Admittedly, I found this new information a little hard to digest. I’d fallen overboard from the man’s boat, while brawling with a guy he’d considered a part of his own family, for Christ’s sake. Oh yeah, and I’d been screwing his daughter on the regular.

      Cassidy nodded, her cheek doing this cute little smooshy thing against my chest. And she wasn’t freaking out. Not in the least.

      “What about you? Do you like me, too?”

      “Maybe a li’l,” she mumbled, and then this smile pushed at her cheeks that made the cute smooshy thing go away, but I couldn’t be sad about it because, yeah, she fucking liked me.

      “Oh, maybe a li’l, huh?” I mimicked her, which made her giggle again, so of course she had to be punished for laughing at my pain.

      While the fingers of one hand found her ribs, the tips of the other slipped beneath her arm to give her dainty armpit a tickle. Cassidy startled and bucked, those gorgeous green eyes of hers popping open while her pearly whites stole center stage with a hearty laugh accompanied by a snort that wasn’t anything near dainty.

      Good God, but she was beautiful.

      Seizing the opportunity, I rolled with her and assumed the dominating position overtop to continue my tickle siege. Cassidy laughed so hard, slapping at my shoulders and doing her best to push my hands away, to no avail. There was even a really close call between her knee and my boys, but I managed to dodge that unnatural disaster with a quick juke of my hips and some pretty fancy footwork that earned me the spot between her thighs. Eat your hearts out, every pro running back who ever existed.

      My girl’s head was thrown back, her hair a tangled mess on the pillows, and tears of delight glistening at the corners of her eyes, and all I could think about was how much I wanted her to always look like that. It wasn’t until Cassidy began to show signs that she was having a hard time catching her breath that I eased up.

      Before she had a chance to come down completely, I took advantage of our position and pushed inside her. Yeah, my cock was fucking hard as all get out and even if morning wood wasn’t a thing, we were both still naked and rolling around together, and that tended to do shit to a man.

      Cassidy gasped at the unexpected intrusion, but not in protest. All that hee-hee–ha-ha’ing was replaced by a moan that made me want to come on the spot. Holy fuck, but I loved this woman.

      “What’s wrong?” Cassidy asked.

      It wasn’t until then that I realized I’d stopped moving and was just staring at her. Raging hard-on inside a beautiful woman aside, my befuddlement suddenly made sense in a nonsensical way. I loved her?

      “Baby? Are you okay?” Cassidy’s brow was furrowed with concern while her nails brushed through the hair just behind my temple in an endearing sort of way.

      She fucking called me “baby”… and I suddenly felt like the Grinch on Christmas morning, my heart swelling to three times its size.

      “Yeah. Leg cramp,” I lied. An absurd kind of lie, at that. But I didn’t want to press my luck on the whole “Cassidy not freaking out” thing, and balls deep inside the woman of my dreams wasn’t the proper time to blurt out something I needed to evaluate further. I’d never loved anyone other than myself. Did I even know what it meant?

      Faking the shake off of the cramp, I found my stroke again and settled on the pace she seemed to favor from last night. Deep and purposeful with a grind that brought us as close as any two human beings could physically be without wearing each other’s skin. But I’d flay myself alive, too, if she’d wanted that.

      Christ, she felt so good around my cock – warm and tight yet soft at the same time. It was all too much and I was going to come way too early like this. Easily fixed, I flipped us over so that Cassidy was on top, a move she clearly hadn’t been prepared for. Then again, I’d been throwing us both for a few loops this morning already, so what difference did another make?

      Cassidy giggled at my abruptness, the walls of her pussy constricting my cock with each contraction of her abdomen. My brain started concocting all kinds of ways to make her do it over and over again, but it wasn’t necessary because my girl was riding me, her fingernails were digging into my chest, the tips of her hair were tickling my face, and her fucking gorgeous breasts were full and round with hardened peaks that begged to be palmed and plucked. It occurred to me then that it didn’t matter which position we were in, who was in control, or whether I was all up in my feelings or not. She just did things to me that no other woman before her had ever done. And I’d been with a lot of women.

      Cassidy Whalen was special. Cassidy Whalen was… the one.

      So I let her have her way with me because, truth be known, she always had. And though she was wrapped around my cock at the moment, I was wrapped around her little pinky. Yeah, I fucking loved her. Now if I could just figure out a way to tell her.
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      Casey

      I was an asshole.

      As I stood there under the shower with the water beating down on top of my head, I realized it didn’t matter how far I turned the knob to the left because I could Bugs Bunny it and bathe in a pot over a blaze and it still wouldn’t be hot enough to wash my asshole-ishness away. Maybe I should just set myself on fire. Or better yet, tie myself to a stake at the heart of a pyre in the middle of town, with angry waving pitchforks all around me, and let the masses torch me to death while I am forced to look Mia in the eye.

      I’d used her. Plain and simple. Mia. Sweet, innocent Mia.

      She hadn’t deserved the way I’d treated her last night. She’d simply been caught in the cross fire of the great Casey and Cassidy tragedy. Or maybe it was the cease-fire. Because things between Cassidy and me had definitely come to an abrupt halt. Though that had happened a really long time ago, so maybe it wasn’t quite as abrupt as I’d liked to believe. I’d just been clinging to something that was no longer there.

      I think maybe we both had. Me more than her.

      I hadn’t ever been with anyone other than Cassidy, hadn’t even considered it, really. But Mia? Mia had come into town with the wind change, and she’d been like a breath of fresh air despite the near-constant breeze from the sea. All that innocence about her in the midst of a seemingly untainted environment. Those doe eyes, a natural beauty that needed no makeup to cover up who she really was, hair that flowed about her face like the waves that danced on the ocean’s top under calm weather, and the body of a mermaid. She was every seaman’s dream come true. And I’d ruined her.

      I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t had an inkling about her attraction to me. I’d known it was there, had seen it in the subtle hints. The way she leaned in ever so slightly to be closer. The way she looked at me like I’d hung the moon. The things she’d said; her choice of words were so intimate, familiar yet not, at the same time. She’d been unbelievably cool to talk to, and for the time I’d held Mia’s attention, I truthfully hadn’t thought about Cassidy. And hadn’t that been the nitty-gritty of why Cassidy had been upset with me?

      Damn. Hadn’t seen that one coming, though I didn’t have to strain my brain trying to figure out why that was either.

      So unlike any woman I’d ever known before, Mia had hung on my every word. I’d thought it was about nothing more than gathering the information she’d needed for her research, but more often than not, she’d put her pen and paper down, rested her chin in her hand, and just listened to me. She’d made me feel important, more than the other half of a whole. Not like I wasn’t complete unless I had Cassidy Whalen on my arm, but like I was a man with his own story to tell. I think it had surprised even me. I think it had changed the way I started to see myself.

      But that hadn’t stopped me from trying to salvage what I could of my relationship with Cassidy. We’d been together our entire lives and I’d always believed we’d be together until our dying days. So when Cassidy had caught me with Mia in the crow’s nest, a place that had been ours, I’d felt the sudden guilt of having another woman there. And I could see the disappointment written all over Cassidy’s face. She was jealous. And that had confused me even more.

      I’d seen her with that bastard on the playground, of all places. The playground we’d frequented as kids. My Cassidy was in the arms of another man. She was in the arms of a man she’d supposedly despised. Not only that, but she was riding him. Everything I’d thought I’d known had come crashing down around me in that moment.

      It should have been me. Me, the man who’d been waiting for her to live her dreams and eventually come back into my arms, where she belonged. But it wasn’t. And she’d left me in that crow’s nest with a cock as hard as the devil’s and a very wicked seed looking to make a break from the fiery pits of hell. You’d think Cassidy breaking my fucking heart would’ve made my erection deflate like an anvil popping a balloon, but it hadn’t. And I’d needed to relieve the pressure.

      Mia had been all too willing to play Cassidy’s understudy. But somewhere in the middle of the phenomenal sex we’d had, something had changed. I saw Mia. I saw Mia seeing me. She’d wanted it, wanted me. And that had been more than I could handle with a wound as fresh as the one left behind in my heart from Cassidy. What made matters worse was that being with Mia had felt right. How could that have been?

      Stepping out of my guest room at the Whalen House, I heard the voices of our parents down below. For whatever reason, I really didn’t feel like facing them yet, so I went to the crow’s nest to look out and survey the damage left in the wake of Hurricane Ayla. She’d finally blown past sometime in the middle of the night, and as far as I knew, everyone in the house was okay. Though I’d really hated leaving Mia alone to ride it out, I knew I couldn’t be with her after what I’d done.

      The hallway was dark, but there was a faint light coming from under the door of one room. Mia’s room. She was up. My conscience pushed and shoved at my morality, refusing to allow me to avoid the talk I needed to have with her. I owed her one hell of an apology, and though I knew I’d never be able to come up with the flowery words to give her the one she deserved, I supposed a half-assed one would be better than none at all. Stalling wouldn’t be right, and the longer I waited, the worse I would feel. Manning up, I decided to get it over with.

      The floor outside her room creaked under my weight as I stepped forward to meet whatever awaited me on the other side. She’d be completely within her right to refuse my apology, even justified if she decided to throw a lamp at my head. And I’d stand there and take it like a man because whatever it took to make her feel better, she’d have it.

      Not wanting to clue in the rest of the house on the massacre that was about to go down, though I’d deserve their admonishment as well, I rapped lightly on the door with one knuckle.

      “Come in!” I heard her call from inside. Selfishly, I was glad she was soft-spoken by nature.

      My hand shook as I lifted it and gave the doorknob a turn. Damn. I was nervous. That was a first for me. Then again, I’d only ever had to beg for forgiveness from Cassidy, and I’d always known she’d eventually give it after some groveling. With Mia, I couldn’t be so sure.

      Other than the glow of the white light coming from the screen before Mia, the room was mostly dark when I went inside. Of course it would be when the electricity had been knocked out somewhere in the middle of Hurricane Ayla. There was just enough illumination to see that the sheets were still a crumpled mess on the bed, and I wondered if her tears had stained the pillows. Jesus, but that mental image was a punch to the chest. Yep, I was an asshole, all right.

      But you couldn’t tell it by looking at Mia.

      She was sitting cross-legged in the chair before the desk, looking for the entire world like a coed student trying desperately to finish up a term paper right before class. The oversized T-shirt, yoga pants, and messy bun didn’t do anything to distract from her beauty. That was Mia. She was fucking gorgeous without even having to try.

      “Good morning.” Mia didn’t look at me, and I really couldn’t blame her. She just kept hammering away at the keyboard of the laptop in front of her. It was her tool of the trade, which was probably the only reason she hadn’t chucked it across the room at me.

      “Mornin’. You’re up early,” I said. Because stating the obvious seemed like the best way to baby step it into the daunting conversation to come.

      “You mean I’m up late,” she countered, obviously having been awake all night.

      “You haven’t been to bed?” Fuck, that was because of me. I really was worse than an asshole. I was the whole ass.

      “Well, when inspiration strikes, you have to go with it or risk losing it forever.”

      The glow from the laptop was harsh on her normally angelic face and I could see the dark rings under her eyes. “You look tired.” Again, I was baby stepping it.

      Her eyebrows lifted, but she still didn’t turn away from the screen. “Do I? Because I don’t feel tired.” She gave a halfhearted laugh. “Besides, it’s kind of hard to sleep with a hurricane in full force right outside the window.”

      Well, didn’t that just make me feel like the biggest douchebag on the island? An ass and a douchebag, now that was one hell of a combination. “Shit. You were scared. I should’ve stayed here with you.”

      Mia finally sat back in her chair and turned away from the screen to give me her undivided attention. “Casey, honestly… you’re just entirely too hard on yourself.” When she smiled, I swear the whole damn room lit up despite the boarded-up windows and powerless lamps. “I wasn’t scared. And before you go there, I wasn’t upset about what happened between us last night, either. I couldn’t sleep because Jayson was in the mood to talk, so I had to purge him from my mind.”

      “Jayson?” Was he her boyfriend from back home? The little green monster inside me stuck his head out of the cave where I’d banished him after I’d nearly let a man drown to death all over a woman.

      “Oh, I never told you,” Mia said, her eyes lighting up with excitement. Sitting forward, her whole body came to life as she explained further. “Jayson Bass is my protagonist’s name. I swear I’m not crazy. The voices I hear in my head are completely normal for an author and not a Sybil complex or whatever. Says my therapist,” she added with a wink. It was the cutest thing I’d ever seen.

      Putting an index finger to the tiny dimple in her chin in thought, she continued, “Though we can’t rule that out completely when there are so many personalities bouncing around in there. Hmm…” She cocked her head to the side. “Maybe writers cover up a multiple personality disorder under the guise of artistry, and we’re just really good at fooling everyone else.”

      She laughed, the sound fluttering toward me like a thousand butterfly wings. My flesh pebbled all over from its delicacy, which was weird as fuck because laughter was not a tangible thing that could be physically felt.

      “So you’ve been up all night writing?” I asked because, of course, a douchebag of an ass would egotistically assume he had been the reason.

      “Yep! That’s my happy place.” She put her hands on the desk and maneuvered herself back toward the laptop, getting busy with her fingers on the keyboard again. Man, but the woman typed at the speed of light.

      “A happy place in the middle of a hurricane, huh?” Not just in the middle of a hurricane, but in the middle of my douchebaggery as well.

      If Mia could only hear the assholes inside my head, she probably wouldn’t be as calm as she was. “My happy place is always there. The weather has no bearing on it. Writing is a way for me to escape. Do you know what I mean? Sort of like how I imagine fishing is for you.”

      Well, damn. She’d pegged that one. But I was no doubt the reason she’d needed to escape in the first place. Though there was no way for me to take it all back, even the feel-good parts, I knew I had to find some way to fix the unfixable.

      “I need to apologize for last night,” I blurted out before I lost my nerve.

      She remained facing forward, her expression unchanged. “Need to or want to?”

      “Both.”

      Leaning in toward the screen to read over what she’d written, she still managed to answer me. “Don’t. Really. It was great inspiration.”

      It was hard to tell by the inflection in her voice whether she’d meant that or not. “Can you look at me, please?”

      “I can and I will,” she said with a sassy grin.

      Note to self: Remember to use proper grammar when speaking to an author. 

      “Just let me save this real quick,” she said, moving the wireless mouse around. With a simple click, she closed the laptop and turned back toward me. “What’s up?”

      I looked her in the eyes, not only so I could tell how she really felt about what I was saying, but because that was what a man was supposed to do when owning up to his fuckups. “I don’t want you to hate me.”

      She linked her fingers together in front of her and casually propped her elbows on the armrests of the chair. “Why on earth would I hate you? Didn’t you hear me? It was great inspiration. I should be thanking you.”

      Nope, didn’t see that one coming. “You were inspired?” Admittedly, I was confused. I hadn’t even put forth my best effort. The sex we’d had was good, but it wasn’t great. If given another chance, I was sure I could blow her mind. Because, yeah, I wanted to give it another go. Whether it ended up in her book or not.

      “Oh, definitely.” She cocked her head to the side and studied me for a moment before continuing. “You’re obviously out of sorts about it, so I’ll make a deal with you. I’m willing to tell you all about what I wrote, if you promise you won’t get mad.”

      Not that I had any right to get mad, but like I said before, whatever it took to make her feel better, she’d have it. Plus, I had to admit I was a little curious. “Deal.”

      “No, you have to say you promise,” she said, pointing a finger at me, which we all knew was the international sign for I mean business.

      Again, author, so I was sure that meant I literally had to say those words to satisfy her. My lips parted to do just that, but she interrupted before my vocal cords formed the first syllable.

      “Before you do, just know that I take promises very seriously. So if you say the words, you have to mean them.”

      I sighed, which made her brows lift in question.

      “Okay,” I said, finally. Taking a seat on the bed across from her, I leaned forward to put my elbows on my knees and spoke the words she wanted to hear. Not only because she wanted to hear them, but also because I meant them. “I promise I won’t get mad.”

      That spoiled grin that made its way across her gorgeous face made me want to promise her anything she’d ever wanted. “So Jayson has just found out that the woman he loves, Janell Kain, no longer loves him back. And it’s sort of a mess because Janell is in love with someone else.”

      Wow, she really was writing my life. I’d been expecting her to tell me about some mind-blowing sex or about how the dude made a giant ass out of himself. I wasn’t sure how to feel about my broken heart serving as inspiration. Then again, Mia had always been pretty insightful where I was concerned, so I was curious as to how it had all played out in her “fictional” book. Because those sorts of stories always had a problem and a resolution, right?

      “And what does Jayson do about it?” I asked, hoping she’d gotten that far.

      Mia’s teeth tugged at her bottom lip. “Um… Well, he um… He sleeps with another woman.”

      Her face drew up like she was waiting for me to blast her over it, which I had zero intention of doing. But damn. Talk about opening wounds. Mine weren’t only open, they were oozing crimson gunk all over the place. I wasn’t mad. I really wasn’t. I’d earned all four knuckles of reality’s punch to the teeth.

      “Why would he do that?” This was where I got to see Mia’s feelings about what I’d done to her. Hard as it was going to be to have to hear, I had to know.

      Damn, but I wished she wouldn’t look at me with so much pity.

      “Because he’s hurt and frustrated and he just needs to feel something other than the pain.”

      Hearing her say it out loud was like having salt poured into those wounds. It stung like a son of a bitch, only because that was some real shit. And through my own pain, I couldn’t help but be in awe of Mia. Not only did the woman write books about people, she read people like they were books, as well.

      But the truth was the truth was the truth, so I put it out there. Blunt as blunt could be. “So he uses one woman to get over another? What a dick.”

      “I don’t see it that way, and neither does his concubine.”

      “Concubine” was an interesting word choice. I wondered if that was the way she saw herself when she looked into the mirror this morning. Because I really wasn’t okay with that.

      “Oh, really? And what’s this concubine’s name?”

      She hedged, and then her voice was soft. “Maria.”

      Maria… Mia… Nope, not a coincidence.

      “Maria knows she’s being used and she’s okay with that?”

      Her eyes glassed over while the tip of her nose turned a shade of pink. Fuck me, she was trying so hard not to cry. Mia swallowed and forced a smile before saying, “Of course. She actually gives a shit about him. Besides” – she blinked away unshed tears and then shrugged – “what are friends for?”

      Bullshit. I was going to kick my own ass. Any douchebag that could make someone as virtuous as Mia cry had it coming. The woman had a heart of pure gold, good to the core, and she didn’t deserve to be made to cry. Not one day in her life. No one would ever convince me otherwise. Yet I’d done it. I’d fucked her with a total disregard for her feelings. What kind of friend does that? And the thing was, I’d never even seen Mia as just my friend. She was something I couldn’t explain.

      She was… a possibility.

      I slid off the bed and onto my knees before her. “Mia, when you look at me, what do you see?”

      It took a moment before she answered. A moment during which she seemed to study everything about me, leaving my eyes for last. And when she looked into them, it was as if she’d found her answer there. “I see Jayson… just a figment of my imagination.”

      For whatever reason, that wasn’t okay with me.

      “You know, when you came to town and said you wanted to interview me for the book you’re writing, I figured you were trying to get some of the technical details about lobstering and a lobster fisherman’s way of life. I didn’t realize you were going to write my life.”

      “I honestly didn’t intend to. But, Casey, you’re the ultimate alpha hero: flawed yet perfect; confident, not cocky; passionate about everything you do; strong and strong willed; smart without being a smart-ass; you have the swagger of a bad boy with a boy-next-door’s heart; you’re dominant, yet not aggressive; and you are a very capable lover.”

      That last part made my cock flinch in my jeans. Huh. I didn’t have the heart to tell her an alpha male would never use an innocent woman to get over another.

      Mia must have taken my contemplative silence as a sign that I was insulted because she said, “I’ll scrap the whole manuscript. I promise. Contracts be damned. I’d never want to offend you or make you feel like your whole life is on display.”

      That wasn’t at all what I wanted. Truth be told, I was honored that she thought me worthy of being a topic in the first place. And to make me the hero? Well, I didn’t feel very much like the hero at the moment. Be that as it was, she saw me that way. Maybe she was the only one. And I didn’t want that to stop. Having had an insight into her beautifully creative mind, I wondered if the answers were hidden somewhere within all that brilliance.

      “No, you don’t have to scrap any of it. But maybe you can help me with one thing.”

      Her voice was soft again, a gentle swallow drawing my attention to a neck I suddenly wanted to mark. “Anything.”

      “Tell me what happens to Jayson.”

      “You know what happens, Casey… You are Jayson.”

      “No, not that. I meant, what happens to him at the end of the book?”

      “He sails off into the sunset and lives happily ever after, of course.”

      “With who?”

      A meek smile tugged at her lips and a flourish of pink tinged her cheeks. “Guess.”

      “Maria?”

      She nodded. “He’s all she’s ever wanted but never knew she’d been searching for.”

      “I don’t see how that’s possible after what he’s done to her. Maybe you should just kill him off.”

      Mia laughed. “That’s impossible.”

      “Why is that impossible?”

      Her smile never fell, but those eyes? Those eyes did some wicked shit to the rhythm of my heart. “Because, silly… if a writer falls in love with you, you can never die.”

      My eyebrows reached for my hairline and damn near permanently relocated. “You’re in love with me?” Shaking my head, I made a quick correction. “I mean, Jayson?”

      “I’m in love with all of my characters.”

      “Mia —”

      She cut me off before I could say another word. “Casey, please don’t freak out on me, okay? I’m a romantic. It’s not a big deal. Really. I do this all the time – with fictional characters, not actual men – and I eventually get over it. I promise. You don’t have to worry that I’ve dreamed up some real-life scenario born of fantasy in my head. And while it’s true there’s a fine line between brilliance and insanity for artists, and we walk it every single day, I haven’t yet crossed over to the delusional side. I know I’m not Maria, and I know exactly what last night was all about. You needed a concubine, and I was glad I could be there for you. And hey, I got a breakthrough in my plot and a couple of really awesome orgasms out of it. So it’s cool. We’re cool.” She stopped and took a much-needed breath before her shoulders drooped with the exhale. “Right?”

      Catching her completely off guard, I grabbed her around the waist and pulled her to me, forcing her legs to unfold and form a cage around my ribs. Just as I’d wanted. And then I kissed her. She’d told me she could tell how a person felt by the way they kissed, and that was something I’d used the night before to let her know I wanted to fuck. This time, I used it to show her something else.

      Her lips were so sweet, so pliant beneath mine, and when I deepened the kiss, her mouth was receptive. Mia moaned, a sound that went straight to my cock, and then she wrapped her arms around my neck to push her fingers through my hair. With an arch to her back, she pressed her center to my chest, the warmth nearly scorching me through my shirt. Mia was no concubine. And she was more than a possibility. She was… everything.

      I pulled back ever so slightly to allow her a moment to catch her breath. She kept her arms and fingers just as they were and pressed her forehead to mine, simply breathing.

      “Wow,” she whispered, and I had to smile because, yeah, my message was received.

      “You don’t get seasick, do you?” I asked, knowing damn well she didn’t.

      The shake of her head was almost imperceptible, but I caught it. I also caught the sexy little way her teeth pulled at her bottom lip.

      “Casey, please be sure. If you’re just looking for a rebound —”

      “I’m sure,” I said, not letting her go there. “What man wouldn’t want to live forever? Make me immortal, Mia Morgan.”

      Leaning in for a soft, chaste kiss, she said, “You’re already halfway there.”

      “Yeah? Does that mean I’m like bulletproof or something?” I asked, because I sure as shit felt like there was a giant S on my chest at the moment.

      Mia laughed. She laughed and my heart soared like a bird, like a plane, like a speeding bullet, like it could leap tall buildings in a single bound. I’d be her hero in the flesh, despite the fact that she was the one who’d rescued me.

      But I’d fight for her because I knew she’d fight for me. Fuck it; we could be some dynamic duo or whatever. I didn’t care as long as we could take on the world together; her with a gold lasso on her hip, and me with a red cape blowing in the wind.

      And no, I wasn’t delusional either. She’d be leaving Stonington, just like Cassidy did. I knew that. Though this time, I wasn’t going to leave fate to the wind. This time, I was going to get off my ass and make damn sure I convinced Mia to stay.
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      Shaw

      People always talked about the calm before the storm, but no one ever mentioned how deafening the silence afterward could be. Cassidy and I were fine within the four walls of her bedroom, but outside those walls lurked the reality I’d warned her about. The only way to identify that reality was to open the door and walk out to meet it. Together.

      Right after we showered. Together. I’d had to sneak into my room to grab a change of clothes for that one, but we managed to pull it off without getting busted. I didn’t want this thing between us to be a secret anymore, though I wasn’t sure how she’d feel about it. Not that I was planning on hiring a blimp with a scrolling neon advertisement to proclaim my feelings. Especially when I hadn’t even told Cassidy, but still, I was all about making damn sure that happened in the very near future. Telling Cassidy, not the blimp thing. That would be overkill.

      Cassidy tightened the laces on her second gym shoe and looked up at me while tying the bow, a graceful smile lighting up her entire face. Jesus, the woman even made tying her shoes look sexy as hell.

      When she was done, she slapped both knees and stood with her hands on her hips. Hips that were covered by yoga pants that she’d pulled up to her knees to show off those toned calves, by the way. I thought about asking her if she’d brought any of those fuck-me heels with her, but the distraction wouldn’t have been conducive to the work waiting to be done.

      “Well, are you ready to see what the aftermath looks like?”

      I was sure she meant from the hurricane, but really, the question could apply to not only that but whatever had taken place between the two of us last night. A near-death experience and an emotional awakening within a man who’d prided himself on not feeling anything at all was a recipe for a whole lot of what-the-fuckery. Things were going to get very messy. Especially if she was still in casual-fuck mode, the way we’d started. The only way any of this thing between us had ever been meant to be.

      Taking a moment to appreciate her bare shoulder, courtesy of the oversized V-neck raglan she’d chosen to wear for the cleanup process, I gave her an answer that could also apply to both situations. “Is anyone ever really ready for something like that?” I for damn sure wasn’t, but I’d never backed down from a challenge before, so I was full steam ahead. On both counts.

      “Good point,” she said, seeming to be in good spirits despite the inevitable work that lay ahead. “Time to face the music, then.”

      Reaching for the doorknob, I stepped back as I swung the door open to let her pass through, because that was what a gentleman was always supposed to do for his lady. Whether she knew she was his lady or not. But once we stepped out into the hallway, we stopped in our tracks. It wasn’t the music we’d come face-to-face with. It was Casey and Mia, side by side in the exact same stance as Cassidy and me.

      No good-mornings were uttered, not a sound was made, but I noticed the look Cassidy and Casey shared. Right before she reached out and took my hand, lacing her fingers through mine. It surprised me, though, thankfully, not enough to make me do something stupid. I did, however, grin like a motherfucker because, yeah, I’d won the girl and my position as the alpha male was set in stone.

      And then Casey reached out and took Mia’s hand. Huh… two alpha males occupying the same space? Well, there was a new and interesting concept. Another interesting twist was the tender smile exchanged between Casey and Cassidy, followed by a quite intense stare-down from him to me that ended with a respectful nod. I heard him loud and clear: I’d better take damn good care of her. And I would.

      It was funny how so much information could be exchanged without one word being said between four people. But it was quite clear that Casey was with Mia, Cassidy was with me, and Casey and Cassidy were genuinely happy and okay with that. All was where it was meant to be.

      Casey and Mia were closest to the steps, so Mia was the first to head in that direction with Casey at her side. Cassidy and I followed, the four of us descending two-by-two, like animals off the ramp from Noah’s ark after the flood. It was a fitting visual considering the bit of epic-ness that Mother Nature had thrown at us during the night.

      Filing into the kitchen where the parents were already moving about, also quiet, four sets of eyes turned toward the two newly emerging couples. And still, no word was said. Abby, Thomas, Duff, and Anna all took in the sight before them, with a particular interest in the hand-holding. Hmm, I made a note to do a lot more of that everywhere Cassidy and I went after this so that everyone would know she was my girl.

      Abby’s face lit up with complete approval of the way things had worked out. For both Casey and me. I really didn’t notice what the other parents thought because Abby’s approval was all I needed. Well, Abby’s and Duff’s, of course. He gave it in his own way.

      With a loud clap of his hands, Duff finally broke the silence. “Well, all right, then. Let’s go face the music,” he said, and it made me smile because it was obviously a phrase he’d used often enough for his only daughter to have picked it up as well. I was so going to love this family shit.

      We cleared the path as Duff escorted his wheelchair-bound wife toward the front door. When everyone else had gone ahead, Cassidy looked at me and sighed, not altogether prepared to see what ruin might have been left of her hometown. I gave her hand a squeeze, and with that, we brought up the rear.

      The morning sun was bright, in contrast to a house darkened by shuttered windows and no electricity, and the seabirds were calling just like they would have on any normal day. But standing shoulder to shoulder with two families stretched eight wide across the porch, each person in absolute shock from the scene before them, it was clear to see that this was anything but a normal day in Stonington, Maine.

      The Whalen House’s position on the side of the hill, coupled with its very strong foundation, had been its saving grace. Others in town hadn’t been so fortunate. Looking out over Main Street, it was hard to tell where some properties began and others ended. The streets were littered with the normal debris you might expect to see – gobs of seaweed, tree limbs, shingles off roofs and siding, and just plain garbage – but what you didn’t expect to see were whole-ass trees that had been pulled up by their roots and smashed through houses, or homes crushed, their contents spilled out into the streets and bobbing around in the bay.

      Mother Nature’s power was something to be respected. The way she picked and chose which families lost everything, which suffered only minor damage, and which remained untouched was a puzzler indeed. We still didn’t know how much actual destruction had been done to the Whalen House because we hadn’t stepped out to really survey the property, but no way could it have been as bad as most of the other homes.

      Quite a few of the townspeople were already out and about, some of the elderly shaking their heads in disbelief while mothers hugged their children close, helping them over piles of who the fuck knew what it had once been. Instinct kicked in and I released Cassidy’s hand to go help, not shocked in the least that Casey was already on the move as well. But I pulled up short when I heard a sniffle to my right.

      Looking over my shoulder, I was frozen in place when I watched a tear stream down Anna Whalen’s face. That was my girl’s mother and she was heartbroken for her town. I was heartbroken for her. This was real shit. Not a negotiation gone south, not a major deal missed, but a real-life catastrophe.

      Duff put his hand on Anna’s shoulder and gave it a loving pat. “It’s okay, darlin’. Everthing’s going to be okay. You’ll see.”
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      Cassidy

      Hurricane Ayla was a nasty bitch. She’d reached Category 4 before making landfall and had ripped through Stonington, shredding it to bits like confetti. So much destruction had been left in her wake; homes broken, lives turned upside down and inside out, and crippling financial ruin.

      And she did it all without a care in the world for those who were left to pick up the pieces.

      The townspeople of Stonington wouldn’t wallow in self-pity, though. They were resilient, tough, determined to get on with their lives and salvage what was left. Stonington would come back from this. We would all come back from this.

      In the hours following Ayla’s departure, we’d gone through all five stages of grief: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. Acceptance was where we all shined and showed the stuff we were made of. The cleanup process had already begun, and by some miracle the power was back on. Hope and strength were the foundation upon which this island had been built, and no storm was going to change that.

      Lives had been spared. I’d yet to hear of a single one lost, and most of the injuries were to the pride of hardworking lobstermen. As competitive as each one of them could be, they pulled together for the sake of their community. I was proud to be counted among its people.

      Despite all my moaning and groaning about coming back to Stonington, I realized I’d never really left. A tether attached at birth had bound me to it, and even though I’d stretched that tether as far as it would go – to the extreme opposite end of the country – it was still tied to Stonington.

      I looked up from a pile of debris I’d been sorting and wiped the sweat off my forehead. It was hot out here, with loads of moisture still in the air and the sun beating down so hard I turned to give it my WTF brow, as if it and I had a casual relationship like that. The sky was painted an azure blue, with wispy white clouds streaking through the color like the world was nestled inside a marble. I snorted thinking how very Dr. Seuss the idea was. Though Dr. Seuss’s stories all had happy endings and a moral to be learned.

      There was a grunting sort of growl behind me, one that a giant gym junkie might make when lifting a barbell loaded down with three times his own weight. Shaw had been in that direction, as had Casey, so I turned to be sure those two weren’t back at each other’s throats. Imagine my surprise when I saw they were working together to raise what appeared to have once been the roof of the Harbor Master’s shed.

      Shaw Matthews, a man who’d never cared about anyone other than himself, had pitched in to lend a helping hand. And my very dearest friend, the man who had sucker punched him the day before, was now watching his back. Yes, natural disasters were devastating, but they always seemed to bring people together in a way that might not have ever happened otherwise. I was proud of my boys.

      To my right, Mia was struggling with dislodging a microwave from the mountain of mud surrounding it. Throwing all of her weight behind it, I saw the end result before she eventually lost her footing and fell flat on her derriere with mud splashing up all around her. But I wouldn’t delight in her predicament, nor would I sling even more mud in her face. If my boys could be big enough to bury the hatchet, so could I.

      Propping my foot on the same microwave, I stretched out a hand in Mia’s direction. She looked up at me, puzzled at first, and then she smiled. I totally got what Casey saw in her. She really was pretty in an unassuming way, sweet like the girl next door, and just Casey’s type. Plus she was a romance author, so yeah, I was sure he could get down with that.

      Mia took my offered hand, an unspoken truce passing between us as I hauled her to her feet.

      “So… You and Casey, huh?” I asked.

      The smile that radiated from her overshadowed the beams of sunlight streaking down from our marbled sky. Oh, yeah, she was smitten. She was also looking down at the ground as if she hadn’t wanted me to see it. And that just wasn’t right, so I lifted her chin to look her in the eyes.

      “It’s okay. Honestly,” I assured her. “He really likes you.”

      Mia turned, her whole body gravitating in his direction. “You think so?”

      I laughed. “Oh, yeah. Trust me, no one knows him better than I do. He’s my best friend, and that’s never going to change, but I’m really happy for you two.”

      That bright smile turned demure as she attempted to knock the mud from her pants. “Thanks. It means a lot coming from you.”

      I decided to help her with the mud situation by wiping what she couldn’t see from her cheek. Her situation with Casey was still new, and I was sure she wouldn’t want him to see her that way. Chicks had to band together on these sorts of things, after all. Unless you were being catty, in which case you “accidentally” smeared even more. I wasn’t in a catty mood.

      “A word of advice?” I offered.

      “Oh, sure!” she said, eagerly.

      “Don’t lead him on. Casey is Stonington. This is his home, and it’s all he knows,” I told her while moving to clear the mud from her hair. “I’m not sure how a long-distance relationship between the two of you would work, but if you just visit often and stay true to him, I promise he’ll remain loyal to you.”

      Mia nodded. “I promise to be good to him, Cassidy. For as long as he’ll let me.”

      Pointing a finger, I gave her a playful smile. “You’d better. Oh, and if he messes up, just give him the silent treatment. He can’t stand it. Works every time,” I said with a conspiratorial wink.

      Just then, Ma called down from the house, “Cass, go tell that husband of mine his dinner is ready. The rest of you come get your bellies full, too.”

      “Okay, Ma! Where is he, anyway?” I asked, looking around and not seeing him.

      “Where he always goes when he’s trying to get out of work,” she said.

      “I’ve got him!” I knew she was exaggerating because that was her way. Besides, my da never shirked on responsibility. He disappeared to get away from her nagging, and it was always to the same place: the beach.

      Before I even had a chance to say anything, Mia was quick on the draw. “You go ahead. I’ll get the guys together.” She was a take-charge type of gal, too. I liked that. Casey was in very capable hands, indeed.

      “Don’t worry about the mud. Guys around here like a woman who isn’t afraid to get a little dirt on their hands,” I told her, and then I set off to drag my father back to the homestead with the lure of Ma’s cooking.

       

      Shaw

      A few weeks ago, no one would have ever believed their eyes if they’d seen me getting down in the dirt with a village full of fishermen. Hell, I wouldn’t have believed it myself. Still didn’t, but there I was… lending a helping hand to my fellow man. And better? I was doing it right next to the guy who’d been swinging at me just the day before. And I didn’t even want to get square with him for the whole attempted involuntary-manslaughter thing.

      What I did want, however, was an ice-cold glass of sweet tea and my girl.

      “All together now, boys,” Thomas barked his direction after I, along with four other young men, got into position to lift the roof of the Harbor Master’s shed.

      At the count of three, we put all we had behind it, managing to elevate it enough so that Casey could run steel cables underneath, which would then be attached to a crane that would do the really heavy lifting. Damn thing weighed a thousand tons, and every muscle in my body was putting in 110 percent to make sure Casey got to do his thing safely. Unfortunately, Billy Jo Bob on the other end had himself a case of the slip-’n’-falls and lost his footing.

      “Whoa! Whoa! Whoa!” Thomas yelled, running in and trying to take the guy’s place before the aftermath of Hurricane Ayla claimed her first victim, his son. “Get him out of there!”

      Casey was right in front of me, the rooftop bearing down on his legs and leaving him no room to move. Not an ounce of fear registered in his features, though I knew he had to have been saying his final prayers.

      “Gimme a little more room!” I called back.

      With another burst of energy, I shoved upward, using all my might to help as much as I could with my left arm while extending my right for Casey to grab hold of. His gloved palm clasped mine and he looked up at me, pupils dilated even as his brow furrowed in determination. A fierce sort of sound came out of me, somehow giving me strength I never knew I’d possessed, and I yanked the shit out of his arm.

      The next thing I knew, a whole bunch of incidental shit was flying up around a rooftop that had come crashing back down to the ground. A swift glance to my right, and I found Casey lying safe and sound on the concrete next to me, those wild eyes turned toward the sky and his upper torso making with the breathe in, breathe out.

      Thomas came around and gave his son a once-over. “You all right, son?” he asked. When Casey nodded, Thomas clapped me on the back with a “Good job” and granted us both permission to take a break before he stalked off and yelled at the boys to get back to work.

      Casey and I looked at each other like the old man was off his rocker, and then we both started laughing. Once we’d gotten that out of our systems, I took a deep breath to get my heart rate back under control and then offered my palm to Casey yet again.

      There was something in the way he looked up at me that made my chest swell with pride, an unspoken truce that accompanied a newfound trust. He took the damn thing, and I pulled him to his feet.

      “Thanks, man,” Casey said, dusting himself off, an act that was probably a force of habit since it really didn’t make a difference.

      “You did the same for me,” I reminded him.

      Casey chuckled. It was the kind of chuckle that was every bit an admission that he’d been the reason I’d almost met my maker, but we’d let that go. “Guess we’re even now.”

      “Yeah, guess so,” I said, fidgeting in the awkwardness between us, and knowing there was still a pink elephant doing the squeeze on us.

      “Hey, about Cassidy,” I started.

      Before I could go any further, Casey looked me square in the eye and asked, “Do you love her?”

      He was methodical with the way he tugged at each finger of a glove to remove it. Damn, maybe we were going to go for round two. Okay.

      “I… um…” I hedged, not because I was afraid of him but because I wasn’t entirely sure I wanted to exchange that bit of information with anyone when I hadn’t even had the conversation with Cassidy about what was up with my feelings.

      “Look, man, you don’t want to tell me? I respect that,” he said, tucking the first glove in his armpit and moving to the next. “But if you do, ya gotta fight for her. Don’t be an idiot like I was and let her get away from you. Ya know?”

      I nodded, knowing it had to take some mad nerve to admit his folly.

      “As for Cassidy and me,” he continued. “Don’t sweat it. Had nothing at all to do with you. Truth of the matter is that Cassidy was just too much of a woman for me.” He laughed in spite of himself, shaking his head. “Damn, she’s headstrong. Loves to argue. She was definitely the one wearing the pants in our relationship. I need a woman who’s a little more docile. One who’s willing to be the little lady while I treat her like a princess. Ya feel me?”

      I laughed along with him. “Mia that for you?”

      Casey put both of his gloves in one hand then fisted it on his hip as he looked toward the house. I turned to see Mia walking in our direction with a definitive sway to her hips. Casey grinned like the cat that ate the canary. “Maybe…”

      “Well, all right then,” I said, finding I was sort of happy that he was okay, maybe even better off, with how things had turned out.

       

      Cassidy

      Stonington’s beach wasn’t anything like the beaches in San Diego. Firstly, because San Diego had too many to count, while Stonington had only the one. And whereas San Diego’s beaches were usually smooth and flat, Stonington’s was mostly giant boulders. The thing that made Stonington win out was the natural beauty, clean and without the thousands of visitors throughout the day, or their litter. Not today, though. Thanks to Ayla, there was debris everywhere. Still, sea moss and driftwood made for a much better view than just plain garbage.

      I found Da perched atop his favorite boulder looking out over the cove with surprisingly small waves lapping at the stone. I knew before I reached him that he’d have a handful of pebbles, their smooth edges a weird sort of contrast to his calluses. My father had been a hardworking man all his life, rough around the edges but smooth as a pebble on the inside, and he always took time out to appreciate nature’s marvels, big and small.

      I often wondered what must have been going through his mind as he sat there all alone, but it simply wasn’t my place to pry. The man was entitled to his personal musings, despite his wife’s contrary opinion.

      Without a word, I took a seat next to him on the rock, unwilling to disturb his peaceful tranquillity when the heart of where this man lived and breathed was in such upheaval. He didn’t turn to look at me, didn’t change the expression on his face. He just stretched out his cupped hand and offered me one of his stones, which I took without hesitation.

      I could remember being sent there many times as a child to fetch him for Ma, but I’d faked a lot of those times just so I could be with him. Da had always called me his little duckling and had even walked around in a zigzag to watch me follow his exact path, which I did without fail. I loved my mother, I really did, but I was daddy’s little girl. He and Ma would even have to pull fast ones on me so he could get out the door without having me in tow. I’d throw a fit when I finally got wise to it and go in search of him anyway. In fact, there were times when I’d sit on the dock for an entire day just waiting for him to return from his day of lobstering.

      My da had been the reason why my love of sports had begun in the first place. Sitting on his knee in his favorite recliner, he’d schooled me on football as if knowing everything about it would make the difference between life and death in a postapocalyptic world. And I even had my very own stool down at Maggie’s, Stonington’s one and only pub.

      The sun reflected off his beard, its direct attention bringing the golds and tangerines of his Irish genes to life.

      “Do you remember that time when you bet the boys down at the pub that I could recite the starting lineup for Dallas? It was 1993, I think,” I asked.

      “Yep. Offense, defense, and special teams,” he added with a proud smile. “Took three seasons of us doing that before those dimwits figured out you were a prodigy. We made a lot of money off that old trick. Even more when you could take any player they chose and go through their stats as well.” Da laughed and then patted my knee. “I knew then you were destined for greatness someday.” He nudged me lightly. “Thanks for never ratting me out to your ma.”

      “Thanks for giving me half the take,” I said with a nudging of my own, to which he laughed again, because you bet your sweet patootie I’d blackmailed him.

      My father wrapped his arm around me so I could lay my head on his shoulder, and it was as if time suddenly rewound and I was his little duckling again. Life was so much simpler when I could just follow his lead. Figuring out how to fool Ma and the boys down at Maggie’s was one thing, figuring out how to fool Shaw about my feelings for him would be something else entirely.

      “What’s on your mind, kiddo?”

      “Boys,” I answered truthfully with a pitiful sigh.

      “Ew!” Da said, shoving me away. “Boys are gross and they have cooties!”

      I laughed because I couldn’t help myself. “Da, stop.”

      “Why? That’s what you used to tell me when you were but a wee thing.” He skipped a pebble across the water. “I was sure glad of it then.”

      “And you’re not now?”

      He shrugged. “Your mother wants grandchildren. I suppose that might not be such a bad idea.”

      “Oh, God. She’s rubbing off on you,” I said, rolling my eyes.

      “So tell me about this boy problem,” he said, skipping another stone. “Did you and Casey get things worked out?”

      I threw my rock as well, but it hit the water with a kerplunk instead of skipping. I was so out of practice. “We broke up.”

      “I didn’t realize you’d gotten back together.”

      “We hadn’t. It’s just… it’s complicated.” I took another go at the rock skipping and the second attempt was worse than the first.

      “Matters of the heart usually are, pumpkin.” He looked off into the distance, watching the ripples on top of the water from what was likely a turtle being a busybody beneath the surface. I wondered whom the turtle would be reporting back to on this latest gossip. “You two were brought up together, so people made a lot of assumptions about what that meant for your future. The problem is, just because he was all you’d known, it didn’t mean he was all you’d ever know.”

      Da handed me another stone, nodding for me to try again, which I did. And failed.

      “You throw like a girl,” he said and laughed. “It’s all in the wrist. Like this.” He threw his stone and it made five skips before sinking.

      “Show-off.”

      Da laughed again and then sobered. “I don’t know if you’ll remember it or not, but when you were seven, I brought you down to this exact spot to teach you how to do this.” He leaned in – because that was just the sort of thing smart-asses did – and whispered, “You were much better then.”

      “Whatever,” I said, shouldering him.

      “Anyway, you looked up at me, completely out of the blue, and told me they have buildings in the cities made out of this rock” – he patted the chunk of granite that had become our favorite spot – “and that you’d like to see them. Threw me off because I couldn’t figure out how in the hell you knew what those buildings were made out of, but then again, you were always smart.”

      I laughed. “I do remember that. Though I don’t remember how I learned that, either.”

      He looked at me then, a story untold lurking behind his eyes. “Do you remember that I asked you if there was anywhere in the world you could go, where would it be?”

      I shook my head.

      “I do. Never forgot it. Never will. You said anywhere but here.” Da got quiet, contemplative. “That was when I knew I’d lost you. That was when I knew I had to make sure you got off this rock.”

      A prickling of emotion tingled on the tip of my nose. It was always the first indicator that tears would soon follow, no matter how hard I tried to hold them back. “You didn’t lose me, Da.”

      “I know I didn’t. You were never mine. I was yours, baby girl.”

      A rebel tear slid down my cheek. My da was never a sentimental man. He was either all business or full of laughs and chuckles. This was a side of him I’d never seen before. Not when I’d left Stonington for college, and not even when I left college for San Diego.

      He smiled, throwing his arm around me once again to give my shoulders a comforting squeeze. “I know I’ve been a stubborn old man, too afraid to let his baby girl go. And for that, I’m sorry. It’s okay to make a home somewhere other than Stonington, Cass. Just like it’s okay to love someone other than Casey. If you want to sail off into the sunset with Shaw, do it. Just don’t forget your anchor.”

      And just like that, the tether that had bound me to this place snapped. My father had set me free. Though I didn’t feel I could soar just yet.

      “I love him, Da. I love Shaw,” I confessed. Hearing the words said aloud wasn’t such a bad thing. The sky did not darken, the water before us did not turn to blood, demons did not escape from the Gates of Hell, and the end of the world did not happen. And what do you know… my lips did not fall off. So why was I still so terrified?

      “I know that. But does he?”

      Sometimes my father was wiser than I gave him credit for. His question was the answer to mine. Shaw didn’t know how I felt about him and I was terrified to clue him in. Rejection sucked. Plain and simple. I wasn’t sure I could put myself out there like that only to have Shaw look at me like I was some pitiful little schoolgirl with a crush on a boy band’s lead singer.

      “I can’t tell him.”

      “Why the hell not?”

      “Because I don’t want him to think I’m stupid.” I sounded really pouty. I knew I did. But a woman in the company of her father, no matter how grown she might think herself to be, no matter where she’d been or what she’d done, always had the right to revert back to the girl who’d cried on his shoulder as a child. Dads just made it all better somehow. Maybe because he was the one man whose love for her would always be unconditional.

      “Ah, darlin’… The last thing anyone would ever accuse you of being is stupid. You’re not. And neither is he. In fact, you might be surprised by what he says back.”

      I fiddled with the thread that was unraveling on his sleeve. “He’ll probably tell me I’m fired. He is my boss now, after all.”

      “Is that right?” Da’s voice registered his shock at the news. “When did that happen?”

      “When I lost the Denver Rockford contract to him. He made partner, so he’s my boss, technically.”

      “You lost it? Or gave it up?”

      I drew my head back to look at him. “You knew? But how?”

      Da chuckled. “Cassidy Rose, you’re the most competitive person I know. There’s no way someone is going to beat you in something you want, no matter how slick they might be. You gave up that partnership because your ma needed you here. Didn’t you?”

      “You can’t tell her,” I said, wagging a finger at him.

      “Don’t you worry about that. It’ll be our little secret,” he assured me. “Just like my using our only daughter to win some bets in a pub that daughter had no business being in in the first place.”

      “Good. We should both get back to the house before dinner gets cold and she sends a search-and-rescue posse out to drag us both back.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right,” he said with a groan as he hopped down from the rock.

      I was about to follow, but Da put his big, meaty paws on my waist to help me down. Just like he did when I was a child. And even though I knew it was likely killing his back to do so, I rested my hands on his shoulders and let him. He was my da; my unconditional love, my partner in crime, and the only man I’d ever have wrapped around my little pinky.

      All that was left for me to do was to just pull up my big-girl panties and face Shaw as the woman my father had raised me to be today.
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      Shaw

      Anna Whalen could cook her ass off, too. I was going to be so fat when I left Stonington, but fuck it. I’d have Ben schedule some one-on-one sessions with one of the trainers at my gym when I got back, and that would fix the issue. Until then, I was going to enjoy the hell out of the home cooking for as long as I could.

      Chicken pie, baked apples, and fried green tomatoes were on the menu, complemented by Abby’s sweet iced tea. I was in heaven and would probably need a very long shower and an early bedtime as soon as dinner was over. But the early bedtime would not happen because there was still so much work to be done outside.

      Casey and I had been working together well all day without an ounce of animosity. And after our talk? All the tension between us seemed to just melt away. Oh, there’d always be the underlying alpha competition going on, but I respected the man and his rightful placement in Cassidy’s life. I got it. They were best friends; always had been, always would be. Not only that, but they were basically family. I didn’t want to come between that.

      Casey and I had an understanding now. Cassidy didn’t know it, and maybe I wouldn’t ever tell her, but he’d played the protective role earlier, letting me know in his own words that I’d better treat her right. Or else. I couldn’t get upset about the veiled threat because I saw it for what it was, and I was glad she had someone who cared enough to be protective of her in the first place.

      He seemed different, and I knew I was different. Partly because of my near-death experience the day before, partly because of my unofficial adoption by Casey’s own mother – which he seemed to be just fine with – but mostly because I’d suddenly gotten in touch with my feelings for Cassidy and recognized them for what they were. Fucking love, man. It changed people. Sometimes for the better, sometimes for the worse. I was pretty sure the man I was before was the worse part, so it could only get better for me now.

      If she didn’t crush me once she found out.

      This love thing was sort of emasculating now that I thought about it. Maybe I should just keep those feelings to myself.

      “Well, it’s about time you two decided to join us. Where have you been?” Anna sounded none too pleased with whoever had dared arrive late. As if I didn’t already know who was missing at my side.

      I looked up to see Cassidy being escorted into the room on Duff’s arm like he was walking her down the aisle on her wedding day, a thought I quickly pushed from my mind because no way was marriage ever going to be in her future. At least not if that future included me. Not only wasn’t I baby-daddy material, but thanks to the sham of a union between the man and the woman who’d spawned me, I didn’t believe in the institution of marriage. Regardless, my heart nearly jumped out of my chest at the sight of her. I knew then that it would be impossible to keep my newfound feelings to myself, because all this mushy stuff inside of me was going to fight its way to the surface in due time anyway. That’s how potent it was.

      Cassidy’s hair was falling loose from its ponytail; she was sweaty and dirty, and absolutely sexy as hell. Damn.

      “Ma, don’t fuss. We were on our way back, but then Da spotted Jax stuck in a tree, so he insisted we stop to get him down.”

      “Who’s Jax?” Mia asked.

      “Mrs. Jones’s cat,” Casey told her.

      “You should’ve seen him, Ma. Da was quite the hero. You would be proud.” Cassidy kissed her father on the cheek after he’d taken his seat.

      “I’m always proud of him,” Anna said, satisfied by their excuse and going about her task of making her husband a plate. How she managed to get around so well to make dinner from that wheelchair, I’d never know.

      Cassidy gave her father a conspiratorial wink when her mother wasn’t looking and then she took a seat. Right next to me. But she was lying through her teeth, the fibber. I nearly choked on the laughter I tried to hide with a cough, which Abby noticed but didn’t give away. And then what do ya know? Cassidy’s hand went right to my thigh, as if it were the most natural thing in the world for her to do.

      “Sorry,” she mumbled when I stared at her hand. She made to move it, but I covered it with mine to keep it in place.

      The heat from her palm penetrated through the thick denim of my jeans and gave me the warm and fuzzies all over. Which, of course, made all that mushy stuff on the inside go berserk. There was nothing sexual about it. Her hand was just there under mine. Where it really fucking belonged.

      A ringing came from the foyer – somewhere in the vicinity of the check-in desk, I assumed – and everyone stopped what they were doing to look in that direction like it was a puzzle they were trying to figure out. It was a distinctive type of ring, like that of a rotary phone. Considering how old-fashioned Anna Whalen was, I imagined it was exactly that.

      “Well, looks like they got the phone lines back up and running,” Thomas said. “Rude for someone to call during dinner, though.”

      It was an odd thing for him to say considering the Whalen House was a business, but I chalked it up to one more of those things people in Stonington just did not do. Small-town life had its own rules.

      When Anna began to wipe her hands on the kitchen towel, Abby stood. “I’ll get it, sweetie. You get that plate in front of your husband.”

      “How’s the dock look?” Cassidy asked Casey.

      Casey shrugged, swallowing down a mouthful of food before answering. “It’s getting there. Shaw and I are going to ride out to my boat tomorrow morning to take a look at her. She’s still there, so I’m guessing if there’s any damage, it’s minimal.”

      Cassidy turned toward me with a tilt to her head. You’d think I’d grown two. “Look at you being a grown-up,” she said as she rubbed my thigh.

      Of course I had to roll my eyes at that. “Don’t make a big deal out of it, Whalen. I am capable of letting bygones be bygones.”

      “Shaw?” I looked up when I heard Abby call my name. She was peeking through the doorway to the kitchen with a puzzled expression. “A young man by the name of Ben is on the phone for you.”

      I hadn’t been expecting that, but of course I should’ve been. There was something about being in Stonington that made you forget the outside world existed. I was a superstar sports agent – correction: partner of Striker Sports Entertainment – and I’d been away from the office for quite some time. Away and smack dab in the heart of a major hurricane’s ground zero. And I hadn’t thought to contact my assistant to let him know I was okay? I was definitely off my game.

      Wiping my mouth with my napkin, I scooted my chair back and excused myself from the dinner table with an apology for the interruption. Before I left, I was sure to plant a chaste kiss on Cassidy’s cheek. “I’ll let them know you’re okay, too,” I told her, earning an appreciative smile.

      In the foyer, I took a seat behind the desk and picked up the receiver from where it lay. “Ben?”

      “Oh, you remember my name?” was his smart comeback.

      “Yes, but I could forget to sign your time sheets, if you want,” I countered. “What’s up?”

      “Dude, you gotta get back here.”

      If I hadn’t been partly responsible for his casual approach with me, I’d rip him a new one. “Ben, I’m your boss and a newly appointed partner at the agency for which you work. Don’t call me ‘dude.’ What’s going on?”

      “Wade’s trippin’… sir,” he tacked on the formal title. It was at least a little better, but not by much.

      “And what’s he trippin’ about?”

      “Colorado’s been blowing up his phone because Denver still hasn’t reported for training camp.”

      My blood pressure shot through the roof. “What?! Why not?”

      “I wish I could tell you. He’s not answering any of my calls.”

      “Well then why didn’t you call me?” That seemed like the sensible thing to do.

      “I tried to. Hello? No cell service, remember? Sent you a couple of emails, too, but I’m guessing you haven’t checked them.”

      Damn, he had me there. I’d really dropped the ball on this one.

      “I’ve been trying this landline for the last couple of days, but I’m guessing the phones have been out due to the hurricane, huh? That’s the excuse I gave Mr. Price, anyway. Don’t know how much longer I can hold him off with that one, though.”

      I could just picture Wade pacing back and forth in his office, loosening his tie as he did his best to make excuses not only for Denver but for me as well. I was sure there was probably also a whole lot of him yelling orders over the speakerphone and slamming files down on his desk. All of which were probably scaring the shit out of the entire staff.

      “Where is Denver?” I asked, exasperated and starting to freak out a little bit myself.

      “No clue. I even drove to his house and knocked on the door. No one answered.”

      Shit. If Denver wasn’t already dead, I was going to kill him. He was probably holed up in another Vegas penthouse suite, hiding from the world. Though I’d thought he’d come to terms with the fact that he was gay and was prepared to face coming out to the world about it, a thing like that could be terrifying. I hoped he hadn’t decided to make a run for the hills instead.

      “All right, look. I’ll try to get ahold of him and see what his deal is. In the meantime, I need you to start booking me a flight back home,” I told him, hoping like hell that I could even make it off the island and to the airport. The roads were bad enough as it was, add downed trees and power lines to that mix, and they might be completely impassable. Amazingly, the tin can of a car I’d rented had survived the hurricane with minor scratches and dents, but it was in no way the sort of vehicle one took four wheeling.

      “I’m on it,” he said. “Just don’t get too preoccupied to check your email because that’s where I’ll send your flight details and confirmation.”

      Ben was pushing it, but I’d let him get away with that one because I’d earned it. I was in crisis mode now, though.

      “Assure Wade I’m all over this and will come to see him as soon as I land. You got it?”

      “Yep! And hey, boss?”

      “Yeah?” I braced for even more bad news, not sure I could take much more.

      “I’m really glad you’re okay,” he said, his voice sincere. I could never stay mad at the guy. “How about Cassidy?”

      “Everyone here is fine, Ben. Thanks for asking,” I answered, just as sincere. “Now, hop to it. I need to get busy tracking down our diva of a quarterback.”

      With that, I ended the call. And then put my head in my hands. I had one hell of a headache coming on. Stonington had made me soft.

      “Is everything okay?” I heard Cassidy’s voice.

      I popped my head up to see her, and was really glad she was there because I had no clue what I was going to do about this mess. “No, not really. Denver’s gone MIA.”

      “Oh, crap!” she said, genuinely concerned. “Want me to call his mother?”

      Despite my panic mode, I smiled so wide it hurt my cheeks. The woman never ceased to amaze me.

      With a sigh of relief, I melted back into the chair. “Will you? It would really help if you can just find out where he is. I’ll handle the rest from there.”

      “Sure, no problem. Let me go grab my cell. I have Delilah’s phone number saved in it.”

      She started to go, but I grabbed her hand and yanked her back to me, planting a kiss on those delicious lips. “Thank you.”

      Cassidy smiled down at me, that one small act making me feel tons better. “We’re on the same team, Shaw,” she said with a wink, and then she was on her way.

      Damn right we were.

      Within moments, Cassidy had gotten Delilah Rockford’s phone number and had given her a call. Delilah was all too happy to get in touch with Denver and get on his ass, telling him to expect my call, which he’d better answer. And as luck would have it, the town’s Wi-Fi was back up – though sketchy, at best – so I could reach out to Denver by FaceTime. I loved technology. Even a small town like Stonington relied on it in some way, shape, or form to get on with business as usual.

      Back in my room, I pulled up the app on my phone and hit Denver’s contact information. It rang twice before he answered, but answer he did. I guessed even big, beefy superstar athletes still feared the wrath of their mothers.

      “Hey, man! How’s it hanging?” he asked with a cheesy smile. He was propped up against some pillows, shirtless, and obviously in bed. I checked the clock and did the calculation on the time difference between the East and West Coasts. It was only two o’clock in the afternoon.

      “Denver, what the hell, man? You’re supposed to be in Colorado at training camp,” I said, knowing the buddy approach would work best with him.

      “Yeah, I know. I’ve been tending to some important personal business.” He waggled his brows and nodded toward a lump in the shape of a body under the sheets next to him.

      “Great. So you’re putting your career on the line for a piece of ass?”

      “Not just any piece of ass,” a familiar voice came from next to him. The lump started to move and then an arm appeared to push back the covers.

      “Quinn?” I asked, shocked by what I was seeing.

      “Hey, Shaw,” he said with a mischievous grin and a finger wave as Denver wrapped his arm around his shoulders.

      My eyebrows reached for my hairline. “Holy shit! How long has this been going on?”

      Quinn laid his head on Denver’s chest and looked up at him. “How long would you say it’s been, honey?”

      Denver rubbed his arm, lovingly. “I don’t know. What day is it?”

      “Oh, it doesn’t matter,” Quinn said, snuggling in closer. “What does matter is that we’ve been inseparable and having the time of our lives since you two have been gone. Don’t shit all over our happiness, Shaw.”

      “Shit all over your happiness?” I asked, flabbergasted. “The only person shitting on anything here is Denver on the contract of a lifetime that Cassidy and I worked really hard to get for him. I’m glad you two are happy, but, Denver, you can’t put your entire career at risk like this.”

      “Dude, I’m Denver ‘Rocket Man’ Rockford,” he said like that was all that mattered. “The most sought-after quarterback. Remember? Missing a couple of days of training camp isn’t going to make me any less fabulous, and Colorado is still going to be kissing my ass.”

      I ran my fingers through my hair and over my face. “You’ll be fined,” I told him.

      He gave me a cocky grin. “So? I’ve got plenty of money.”

      I decided to go after the thing that mattered most to him: his appearance. “You’ll look bad. Really bad. And not only will you look bad, but I will look bad. So will Striker Sports Entertainment… the agency where I just made partner because I signed you. Or did you forget about that? Come on, man. Do me a favor here. I’m going to get my ass chewed as it is. If you don’t get to training camp, I’m probably going to lose my job.”

      “Honey, you can’t let him get fired. He’s not just your agent, he’s our friend. Plus, he’s my roommate’s boy toy. She’ll kill me. Do it for me? Please?” Quinn stuck out his bottom lip in a pout.

      “But I want to be with you,” Denver told him. I had nothing against his sexual preference. Quinn could’ve been a chick and I’d still think Denver’s whining was a comical thing to see from a man with his reputation in the world of football.

      “How about if I go to Colorado with you?” Quinn offered, and then added – quite suggestively, “I’ll sit in the stands and watch you get all sweaty.”

      “Okay, fine,” Denver conceded. “I want to introduce you to my parents, anyway.”

      Quinn’s face lit up. “Really?”

      “Of course, babe.” Denver hugged Quinn to him.

      This was probably a conversation I didn’t need to be a part of, but I was glad to see them both so happy. Especially knowing how much it had hurt Quinn that his previous lover, Daddy, had kept him hidden for so long. He finally had someone who was proud to claim him.

      “Wonderful!” I said, relieved I could report to Wade that the fire had been put out. “You’ll hop a flight tomorrow?”

      “You know how I feel about flying, man.” Denver’s fear of flying meant he had to pretty much be sedated in order to do so.

      “Aw, don’t worry, sweetie,” Quinn told him. “I’ll be there to distract you.”

      “Perfect. So… tomorrow?” I wasn’t going to give up until he agreed.

      “Yeah, we can do that,” Denver said. “Sorry if I got you into trouble, man.”

      “No worries, Rocket. I’m used to putting out fires,” I assured him. “I’ll call Colorado and let them know you’re on your way.”

      “And tell Cass her ass is grass for not checking in with me,” Quinn said and then giggled. “That rhymed. I’m so clever.”

      “Will do. You two have fun, but make sure you get on that plane,” I stressed. With that, I ended the call.

      While I had a decent Wi-Fi signal, I checked my email to see if Ben had sent details for my own flight. He had. In two short days. He’d added a note that the airport had shut down operation until then to allow for the storm cleanup. Doable, but then I started to feel a little chick-ish myself. I’d be leaving Cassidy. Not only Cassidy, but also Abby and the whole town of Stonington. It sort of felt like I was abandoning them.

      There was no way to avoid it. I had to get back to assume my place as partner with Striker Sports Entertainment, something I’d worked really damn hard for and wasn’t willing to give up. For anyone other than Cassidy Whalen. Who, ironically, was the one person who’d wanted to keep me from it in the first place. I shook my head at myself. Fate was a real kick in the pants sometimes.

      But I wasn’t going to cross that line until I knew how she felt about me. Because if she was just going to laugh in my face about how serious I was about her, no way was I giving up my dream. So it seemed like it was the fourth quarter with seconds remaining on the clock and one play left to be made. Everything was on the line. If Cassidy was my wide receiver, I was her quarterback, and there was nothing left to do but send the damn ball down the field and hope she’d catch it and run it in for the game-winning touchdown.

      And it was exactly that thought that led me down the hallway of the second floor until I found myself standing right outside her door.
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      Cassidy

      The knock at my door was expected. Or at the very least, I’d been hoping it would come. Shaw had said he didn’t want to be alone anymore, and I was really glad it didn’t turn out that all of that talk was about the storm and the trauma of drowning, making it a one-night-only thing or a fleeting moment of desperation.

      Showered and smelling less like a tomboy, with legs as smooth as a woman’s should be, I checked myself in the mirror one last time – rolling my eyes at how chick-ish I was being – and went to let him in.

      When I opened the door, he was standing there, fresh as a daisy as well, dressed in a simple gray T-shirt that hugged his neck in a sexy sort of way and a pair of jeans that did the same thing to his hips. Jesus, he was gorgeous. And quiet.

      “Hey,” I greeted him with a warm smile in place.

      Why did he look so nervous?

      “Hey,” he echoed, his eyes making a sweep over my body so intimately that I could feel my skin warm as if they’d been his hands. And he still wasn’t moving or saying anything. He was beginning to make me nervous, even more so than I already was.

      “Is something wrong, Shaw?”

      Finally meeting my gaze, he smiled. “No. I was just wondering… So, um… did you want to be alone tonight?”

      Oh, thank God, I thought, relief washing over me.

      I laughed and shook my head. “Not in the least. In fact, come here. I want to show you something.” Taking his hand, I practically yanked him inside and then dragged him across my room to the open window. Stooping, I stepped through and onto the roof, making sure to check my footing. “Careful,” I warned Shaw before releasing his hand so he’d have them both free to follow safely without a slip.

      Traversing the eave, I made my way toward the pitch, leaning forward to distribute my weight evenly. That was hard enough on its own, but there were also some shingles missing, courtesy of Ayla, that made the foot placement tricky. I’d have to be sure to tell Da about those.

      When I looked back over my shoulder, I noticed Shaw was just standing in place. “What are you doing?” I asked.

      Good Lord, but that sexy little smirk of his had come out to play. “Admiring the view.”

      “Well, it’s better up here, if you’ll stop dillydallying,” I said, laughing.

      He cocked his head to the side and licked his lips as his attention went straight to my backside. “We’re going to have to agree to disagree on that one, Miss Whalen.”

      “Shaw!” I said, quickly straightening as if that would hide my ass. But the sudden movement succeeded only in making me lose my balance. I caught myself, though, just in time to also catch the fear on Shaw’s face when he’d realized the accident that had almost occurred.

      “That’s it. We’re getting down,” he said, his tone all business as if he was the boss of me. Again, technically, he was. But in San Diego, not Stonington.

      “If you’re scared, say you’re scared,” I taunted with a smirk of my own.

      Shaw made that growly sort of sound I’d heard too many times while pleasuring him and it went straight to my girly bits. So much so that I’d started to calculate whether or not we could fuck on the roof of my parents’ home and livelihood before deciding that the shingles might not feel very pleasant on a bare rump.

      Reaching the roof of the center dormer, my bedroom window, I finally took a seat, letting my legs fall to either side of the ninety-degree pitch, and then I waited for Shaw to join me. I might have delighted in ogling the way the tendons in his forearms flexed with his climb and the way he had to bend over just a bit to equal out his balance, allowing me a breathtaking view of an ass I’d become obsessed with.

      When Shaw finally reached me, he took the only seat left, mimicking my position as he also straddled the pitch right behind me. Apparently not satisfied with the distance between us, he moved closer to hug me to his chest, wrapping his arms around my waist. I was glad he did.

      “Can’t have you falling off,” was his excuse. As if he’d needed one.

      And then we just sat there.

      Casey and I had had the crow’s nest for our special place, but this spot was my personal secret. No one had ever been there with me. Until now.

      Tilting my head back to let it rest on Shaw’s shoulder, I looked up at the sky. The stars were bright and plentiful, a twinkling light show to accentuate the half moon so brilliant and so high above. There was a gentle yet steady breeze blowing in from the bay, balmy thanks to the wind streaming in from the south. I sighed, feeling within my element and allowing the energies of the night to help steel up my nerve.

      The sound of crickets was almost deafening, or maybe it only seemed that way in light of the silence between Shaw and me. I’d had so much to say, and now that we were alone, I was at a loss for words. So I said the first thing that came to mind.

      “You know, if you don’t look down, you can almost pretend Ayla never happened.”

      Shaw tenderly pulled my hair away from my neck, and then his cheek was at my ear. His warm breath tickled my skin before his soft kiss followed. “Is there anything else you’d like to pretend never happened?”

      I closed my eyes, as the feel of his palms to the inside of my thighs was intoxicating and sending me into sensory overload when mixed with our setting and the wicked thing he was doing with his lips to my neck and ear.

      “No,” I whispered.

      “I really love these legging things,” he said, his hand inching closer and closer to my center. “Are they warm? Because they feel… warm.” He swept my center, the pressure from his fingertips finding its mark without error.

      I gasped, my back arching and any rational thought evacuating as a flood of “yes, please” rushed to meet his touch. Reaching to hook my hands under his thighs, I held on, loving the thrill of sitting so precariously on the edge of a roof while this man whom I would never get enough of made me feel as if I could soar.

      “God, you smell so good.” Shaw inhaled deeply, humming his approval on the exhale while he continued to rub me through the leggings.

      His tongue was on my neck, a string of openmouthed kisses leaving a hot trail cooled only by the breeze. My body tingled, my flesh pebbling from the sensation. I was lost to him, to his touch, to his mere presence.

      What was I going to say to him? I decided it didn’t matter. Well, it did, but it could wait because Shaw’s hand was drifting up my abdomen and slipping under the waistband of my pants for some skin-to-skin contact. My muscles contracted, that thing we women did to make our stomachs seem flatter when a man touched us there. And then Shaw was inside my panties, touching and caressing.

      Cupping my pussy, he slipped his fingers between the folds to coat them with my wetness. “That’s for me?” he asked, curling his fingers back to tease my clit with a slow approach.

      I could do nothing but nod. If I thought words had failed me before, it was nothing compared to now. Shaw was well skilled at the art of finger play, like a guitarist masterfully strumming his instrument to make the most beautiful music ever composed. Back and forth, round and round, slow then fast then slow again. His movements were accompanied by varying degrees of pressure applied in a legato fashion. The symphony he created was maddening and unpredictable, but it was harmonic.

      His cock was hard against the small of my back. I could feel him ready and in need of release, but his only concern seemed to be giving me mine. He’d have it if his persistent fingers had anything to say about it. And it wouldn’t take long.

      Shaw’s teeth scraped my earlobe, tugging and sucking at it before he moved down to my neck again. I could hear his breaths, feel them against my back with each rise and fall of his chest. He loved this, loved making me see stars behind my eyes even though there were so many to behold if I’d just open them. I did. I opened my eyes and looked up at those stars, dreamed of reaching out to touch them. All while Shaw pushed me closer and closer as if I were weightless and adrift in a never-ending universe.

      It was almost impossible to describe an orgasm. But not tonight. Tonight it was like kicking off the surface of that moon and reaching for the brightest star in the galaxy, and then hugging it to me to let it burn in the most blissful sort of satisfaction.

      Putting one hand over his and wrapping the other around his head, I turned my face into Shaw’s neck as I reached for that proverbial star and held my breath. My orgasm washed over me with a whimpered “Unnmph,” which was meant for him and only him to hear.

      The death grip I had on his head was likely creating a very uncomfortable bend to his neck, though he didn’t seem to mind in the least. In fact, he resituated himself, taking my jaw into his free hand and kissing me fully. He’d stolen my breath, but it wasn’t the first time. He could have it. He already had my heart, so the need to breathe was useless anyway.

      Shaw pulled back, rubbing his nose back and forth against mine before kissing the tip. “Let’s get you inside,” he said.

      I honestly wasn’t sure my legs would be steady enough for the precarious climb back down the roof, but I was sure Shaw would guide me to safety without fail. So I put my trust in him, something I never would’ve thought I’d do before our time in Stonington, and let him lead the way.

      Once we were back inside, Shaw closed the window behind us and then turned to face me. He looked nervous, like something was on his mind he’d yet to say. Or maybe he was still just super horny. I chanced a look down at his crotch, but the erection I was sure had been there before was gone.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      Shaw raked his fingers through his hair. “I think we need to talk.”

      Uh-oh. Nothing good ever followed those words. So then I got nervous, a thousand scenarios swarming my brain and trying to come up with a counter to the problem I didn’t yet know existed. Was this the part where he dumped me? Was the orgasm he’d just given the last he’d bestow?

      “Wait,” I told him, not quite ready to let him go before he knew how I felt, and really not sure if it would change his mind even if he did. But if I didn’t tell him what I needed to tell him, I knew it would take a whole lot of jazzing myself up to get the nerve to do so again.

      Shaw started to pace. “This can’t wait any longer, Cassidy. I have to go back to San Diego, but I’m not going a damn place until I get this off my chest.”

      He was leaving. I wasn’t sure why that shocked me so much. It wasn’t like either of us could stay here forever. But it felt an awful lot like the bubble we’d found ourselves in within the relatively safe confines of this little island was about to pop. As much as I’d liked to think I’d escaped, I’d found myself right back in the Stonington frame of mind, that the outside world didn’t exist. It did, and I had no choice but to get back to reality – a reality that was staring me right in the face. “Fine. Say what you’ve got to say, then.”

      “Look, there’s a whole lot that’s gone on in the last few days – the last few weeks, actually – and it’s all been happening really fast. So fast I’m having an incredibly hard time keeping up, and I’m all mixed up in the head. Everything I’ve known, my whole way of life, has changed. I don’t know if I’m coming or going, who I am or what I want to be. But what I do know is this thing between us has to change.”

      He wasn’t the only one mixed up in the head, and his chaotic rant wasn’t helping the matter. “Just say whatever it is you’re trying to say, Shaw.”

      “I want more, Cassidy.” His words were very precise in the way they cut through the air between us.

      Understanding dawned on me. The cold, hard truth. “I’m not enough.” I let the words hang in the air until they really sank in. “I read you loud and clear.”

      “Obviously not,” he said. “Because I want more of you. Like on a permanent basis, more.”

      I furrowed my brow, not quite sure I understood what he was saying and unwilling to make any assumptions without further clarification, because the last thing I wanted was to look or feel like an even bigger fool if I got it wrong.

      Shaw must have read my distress. “My whole way of life has changed… because of you. Don’t you get it? All I’d ever known was struggle. I’d had to fight my way out of the slums. I’d had to fight to keep a roof over my head and food on my table. I’d had to fight my way into the boardroom. And I’d had to fight to prove I was worthy of being there.

      “I’m tired, Cassidy. I’m tired, and I don’t want to fight anymore. Not unless I’m fighting to stay by your side. Not unless I’m fighting my way into your heart.”

      “Don’t say that to me, Shaw. Don’t say that unless you mean it.”

      “I do mean it.” He stepped to me, cupping my face in his hands and looking me in the eyes. “I love you. I have never loved anyone. And as egotistical as you think I am, the truth is I haven’t even loved myself.”

      I was as frozen as an ice statue, with all the mobility of one, as well. But I didn’t feel its arctic chill. No, quite the opposite. Shaw’s words had set me aflame with their potency. I was stunned. Maybe even a little confused. Crap, this must have been what going into shock felt like.

      Shaw’s baby blues turned a rainy-day gray. “Please say something.”

      Well, there was a novel idea. “I don’t know what to say.” What the hell was I talking about? Of course I knew what to say! So why were the words refusing to come out?

      He released the hold on my face and stepped away. “Oh, God. I’m making a total ass out of myself here.” He turned toward the window and then back again, exasperated. “I just told you I love you and you don’t know what to say?”

      There was a pleading in his eyes, a sort of desperation and vulnerability I’d never seen there before. Like a man dying from a self-inflicted wound to the chest who suddenly changed his mind and wished he could take it back. And I was the only one with the ability to keep his heart from bleeding out all over the place, but I was too terrified to do anything about it.

      Did he mean it? Of all the women who had likely passed in and out of his life, why was I more special?

      Fed up with my stalling, Shaw shook his head in defeat and turned to walk away. And that simply was not okay with me. In fact, it terrified me even more than applying pressure to that gaping wound.

      Closing my eyes and swallowing my pride, I let two syllables slip past my frozen lips and hoped they would be enough. “Shaw, stop.”

      He did, though he kept his back to me. “Why?”

      “Because there are a million things I want to tell you right now, and they’re all coming at me at the same time. But I know if you walk out that door, I’ll never get the chance to say any of them. Especially the most important thing.”

      He faced me, everything about him demanding an answer to a question that had not yet been spoken. “Then say it. What are you so afraid of?”

      I needed him to understand my fear, even if I didn’t understand it myself. “If I do, it changes everything. There’s no going back. You understand that?”

      “You’re the one who doesn’t understand.” Shaw’s shrug and the exasperated shake of his head was the proverbial towel being thrown in. “That Hail Mary I just threw already pushed me past the point of no return, anyway. You got the interception, now run the ball back.”

      “This isn’t a game, Shaw.”

      “You’re right, Cassidy. It isn’t. So stop playing with me.”

      It suddenly occurred to me why I’d been so terrified to tell him what I knew to be in my heart. And it was time he knew it, too.

      “Shaw Matthews, you’re pretentious, domineering, melodramatic, stubborn, and vain. You break all the rules, think you can sweet-talk your way out of any situation, and most of the time the simplest of human emotions is lost on you.”

      “Well, don’t hold back. Tell me how you really feel.”

      “You’re a risk,” I told him.

      Shaw’s eyes dropped to the floor, and I couldn’t stand to see him that way.

      So I approached him slowly, lifting his chiseled chin so he’d see the truth written all over my face. “But you’re a risk I’ll always take. Just don’t make me regret it.”

      That winning smile spread from cheek to cheek as he wrapped his arms around my waist and pulled me against him. “So you like me, huh?”

      I grinned. “Maybe just a little.”

      He quirked a brow. “Oh, just a little?”

      Laughter bubbled up and out of me because he was just too damn cute for his own good. He had me… heart, body, and soul. “Shut up and kiss me.”

      “Not until you say it,” he baited.

      I feigned annoyance. “Fine. I love you. There. Are you happy now?”

      “Extremely,” he said. “Especially now that I finally understand the true definition of happiness. I owe that to you.”

      I furrowed my brow at him. “If you’re trying to make me girly…”

      He laughed. “I wouldn’t dream of it. I love you just the way you are.”

      “This is getting entirely too mushy,” I told him, only half-joking.

      Shaw fisted my hair and pulled it back so that I was forced to crane my neck to look up at him. And then he kissed me hard on the mouth, sucking and biting on my bottom lip and then pushing his thick tongue inside to caress mine with deep, probing strokes of domination. And I let him… because he was “the” Shaw Matthews, and he was mine.

      When he was done proving his point, he pulled back to look at me, a gaze steeped with desire in his eyes and a very prominent bulge hard against my belly.

      “You’re right,” he said. Releasing the hold on my hair, he was lightning quick when he grabbed the waistband of my pants and shoved them, none too gently, over my hips and ass. “Bend over the goddamn bed, Miss Whalen. I’m going to fuck that pretty little pussy until you come, and then I’m going to fuck your mouth until I do.”

      Yes, we loved each other. We were both clear on that now. But that didn’t mean our sexual dynamic had to change in the least because of it. So I did what I always did. I set my chin in defiance and got my sass on. “You don’t get to tell me what to do.”

      One side of Shaw’s mouth lifted into that cocky, albeit sexy, smirk I loved so much. Challenge accepted. He grabbed my hips, turned me around, and put one hand on my back to shove me into the position I’d refused to assume. And then he held me there while he worked his pants loose, never once seeing the satisfied grin on my face as he did so.

      With a quick, hard thrust – that very well might have caused some damage to my girlie bits – he entered me. My whole body would’ve come off the bed if he hadn’t been holding me down, but I wasn’t complaining. He was mine and I was his, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.

      Once he’d worked himself completely inside, he leaned over my back, encompassing me until his mouth was at my ear. “My title of partner says differently. And you bet your sweet, delectable ass I’m going to take full advantage of it.”

      With slow, yet deliberate strokes, he fucked me. Hooking his arms under mine to hold onto my shoulders, he made sure I wasn’t going anywhere. Not that I would have even if I could, but I loved his closeness and his labored, grunting breaths at my ear.

      Shaw’s thrusts were short, his grind on point, and his teeth on the back of my neck on the mark. I came, the pulsing of the walls of my pussy even more pronounced thanks to the very well-endowed thickness of his cock.

      “You’re welcome,” he said, like the egomaniac he was.

      Then he unhooked my shoulders to rise into a standing position, grabbing my hips to pound into me harder.

      “And that goddamn tattoo is getting removed the second we land back in San Diego,” he ordered, apparently none too pleased by the reminder of Casey’s name there. “You’re fucking mine.”

      Yes, I was, and I’d happily oblige his request that wasn’t really a request. Lots of things would need to be dealt with upon our return to the real world. Though for now, he was dealing with giving me yet another orgasm. His possessiveness was a driving force. I almost hated to admit it to myself because I’d always been such an independent woman, but I didn’t mind being submissive to him. In the bedroom alone, of course. Outside the bedroom? Well, that was another story, another storm, and another part of who we were.

      When my second orgasm had subsided, Shaw’s cock abandoned the confines of my pussy and he maneuvered my body yet again until I was facing him. Stroking himself with one hand, his expression softened. “I love you,” he told me in the sweetest tone I’d ever heard him use.

      “I love you, too,” I answered, not only with my voice but with my eyes, as well. Because I meant it.

      “Good. Now suck cock,” he ordered, putting his other hand on my shoulder and pushing me down in front of him.

      And I loved that, as well.

      Sinking to my knees, I let him cup the back of my head and press the head of his cock to my lips. It was sticky and wet with my orgasm, so I stuck out my tongue to taste him, an act that made him groan in approval. Shaw was a visual sort of lover. He liked to watch, and he appreciated the show. So I gave it to him. Swirling my tongue around the head, I closed my eyes and moaned at the taste of myself on him.

      “Jesus, that’s sexy,” he said in that breathy sort of way.

      I looked up at him, a sudden rush of wetness coating my still-exposed pussy again when I saw the way his teeth were pulling at his bottom lip. I wanted to bite that lip, so I chanced a little dominating act of my own and yanked at his arm, making him bend over and release his hold as I grabbed his head with both hands and kissed him. I was pretty sure the only reason he’d let me was because he’d wanted to taste me, too, but I’d only just begun before he’d gotten wise to my agenda and tried to pull away again. I was pretty damn proud of myself for managing to hold on long enough to bite into that juicy morsel I’d been craving and forcing him to nearly split his lip with his attempt to pull free.

      “Enough,” he said, straightening again. He licked the spot, checking for blood and giving me a look of admonishment when he saw the way I delighted in it.

      “Yeah? You think you’re cute?” he asked, and I nodded. “Take your shirt off,” he told me, and I pulled the stupid thing over my head, reaching behind my back to also pop the clasp on my bra and tossing it to the side.

      “That’s my girl,” he said with approval. “Now let’s see how cute you look gagging on my cock. Suck me off.”

      Grabbing the back of my head again, he pushed his cock past my lips and into my mouth. “Wider,” he ordered, and I fell in line, letting him stretch the corners of my mouth with his thickness until he could go no farther. And his “Good girl” was my reward.

      Though we were both playing our roles, Shaw was careful not to get too rough. He knew my limits, and though he tested them, he never pressed too far.

      With a pace that was preferable to him, he thrust in and out of my mouth. I did my best to keep up, and I did a pretty good job of it, too, but there was a whole lot of Shaw to take. He helped with the task, stroking that part of his cock that he couldn’t fit into my mouth, watching the whole time.

      The veins in his arms were thick with his blood, the tendons taut and moving fluidly beneath the skin with his strokes. Shaw’s lips parted as his breathing became labored, and I knew he was close. God, I would’ve loved to have been able to see those glorious ass muscles flexing as he fucked my mouth, but I would be denied. It didn’t matter because I could see his face; his brows furrowed in concentration, his messy hair hanging over his forehead and in need of a trim, and those blue eyes looking down at me like I was the most beautiful, most seductive woman in the world.

      And then he made this sound that I lived to hear. A sort of whimper that turned into a grunting growl. His engorged cock swelled even more in my mouth and I braced for the eruption, even though I really didn’t want him to come in my mouth. I would’ve let him because I wanted to please him. But Shaw proved himself once more when he chose to respect my preference on the matter, and instead, he pulled out of my mouth, continuing to work himself until his semen made an appearance, a stuttered spurting that sent the hot, creamy substance all over my bare breasts.

      I’d thought the sound he’d made before was sexy, but it was nothing compared to the one he made with his release. I loved it. So much that I didn’t even care that he had come all over my tits. I’d give this man anything he ever wanted. And I knew he’d do the same for me.

      Life could be rough. Shaw was a walking testament to that. And it was stupid hard to face alone, though we’d both proven we could do it. But why do it alone if we didn’t have to? Even a person as independent and capable as the two of us were, needed someone else they could depend on, someone to be their ride-or-die. And I was glad Shaw turned out to be that for me. Because if I was going to face the world with someone at my side, I couldn’t think of a more worthy person.

      We’d started out as each other’s most formidable competitor in business, but had somehow become partners on a personal level. And yes, the personal partnership was a risk, but one well worth taking. Our mentors, Wade Price and Monty Prather, would be proud. Though they really didn’t need to know about the coming-on-the-tits thing. Shaw and I would keep that our very dirty little secret.
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      Mia

      Mornings were my most absolute favorite time of the day. Sitting behind my desk with my laptop in front of me and a beautiful view of downtown Stonington and Penobscot Bay, I could watch the new day’s sun crest on the horizon while letting my imagination run wild. The move to my new home had been like a dream come true, and the townspeople of Stonington had welcomed me with open arms as one of their own.

      And speaking of the townspeople, I was in absolute awe of them. In two months’ time, most of the cleanup from Hurricane Ayla had been completed and construction was well under way to restore some of the homes and businesses lost. Tourism had not suffered, and the lobstering industry had not taken much of a hit. Everything seemed to be business as usual. I wasn’t sure any other town or major city could’ve been quite as resilient, but I guess that was just the sort of stuff Maine’s islanders were made of.

      I’d tried to use their resilience as inspiration for my own career. As the deadline for the manuscript I’d been working on drew nearer, I was in full-on panic mode. The words had been harder to come by and I was running out of story to tell, falling short of the word count I’d been contractually obligated to provide. I was worried. And the more I worried, the more I stressed. The more I stressed, the harder it was to write.

      Maybe I should’ve waited until after the manuscript was complete to move. Maybe I should’ve been less distracted by my personal life and more concerned with my career. But I was a Pisces, and Pisces were notorious for being overly romantic and dreamy, which was both helping and hurting my career at the same time. Though finally, with more stability now present in my life, I was settled enough to get my head back in the game and the words were flowing a little easier.

      I just hoped it wasn’t too little too late.

      A fresh cup of coffee, mixed with three Splendas and plenty of Cinnabon creamer, magically slid in front of me on my desk.

      “Good morning, beautiful,” a sleep-laden voice said at my ear.

      I smiled without having to see where the voice had come from, but of course I wanted to. All my worries about the deadline melted away the moment I turned to look up at my roommate. Casey. My Casey.

      His hair was still sticking up all over the place – which might have been compliments of his pillow, but I knew it was because of my own fingers – and his beard was nice and scruffy, just the way I liked it. He was shirtless but had managed to put on his favorite sleep pants – though I would have preferred he hadn’t – and still smelled like sex.

      “Good morning, gorgeous.”

      Casey leaned down and kissed me, the sort of kiss that made my toes curl, and then he peered over my shoulder to read what I’d written.

      “Wait, I’m pretty sure we did that last night,” he said.

      “You are correct, sir,” I confirmed. “You are my muse after all. I’m still stuck on this one part of the scene, though,” I said, scrolling up to show him the gap at the beginning.

      He read over the part I’d indicated, as genuinely interested in my career as I was in his. And he was always quick to offer suggestions about the story, though he was a guy, so he’d thrown in the idea of a murder or two. Which was a gruesome twist for a romance novel, but at least he tried.

      “Huh. Well, let’s see if I can give you some inspiration,” he said with a wicked sort of glint to his eye. Over time, he’d caught on to, and had become quite fond of, the more sexy elements of my job. He’d reaped the benefits, after all.

      Casey turned my chair to face him as he went to his knees before me and hooked his fingers under the waistband of my panties, giving them a hard tug. I giggled as I lifted my bottom to make the task easier for him. God, but I loved the way this man inspired me.

      I wasn’t sure where my panties landed once he’d thrown them across the room, but then again, I really didn’t care. Casey had me bare before him and had pushed my knees apart so he could kiss the inside of my thighs. And even though I was perfectly aware that it was his mouth suckling at my skin, I closed my eyes and let him take me away to a place inside my head where fictional stories came to life.

      I was a lucky, lucky girl, and he was a talented, talented man.

      With his hands behind my knees, he yanked me forward until my ass was on the edge of the seat. And then he tasted me.

      Casey was never hurried when he ate my pussy. He liked to savor the experience, and I was all too happy to let him. His lips were soft as he lightly kissed my clit, and his tongue was generous between my folds. Two thick fingers eased inside me and he worked them back and forth, slow at first and then quickening once I’d acclimated to the presence and he’d found my G-spot. He was an expert at finding it now. Having been quite traditional when we’d first started making love, I’d convinced him to open up to new experiences, which had led to a whole lot of pleasure not only for us but for my characters, as well.

      His thumb found my ass and he slipped it inside, a move that forced me to fist his hair from the all-encompassing pleasure his multiple manipulations gave. His mouth on my clit, his fingers working my pussy, and his thumb’s presence in my ass would make short work of my journey toward one hell of an orgasm.

      Casey’s head moved back and forth between my legs, his hair tickling my thighs while the warmth of his face beckoned them closer. But it was the scruff of his beard that teased me to no end. He knew it, and he used it to his advantage every chance he had.

      Suckling my clit, he moaned when I tugged at his hair. It was a warning, one he knew I’d ignore because my punishment would be my reward. His fingers plunged knuckle deep inside me and his mouth became more persistent while his thumb began to move in and out.

      “Baby… Oh, God… Don’t stop,” I begged, even though I knew he wouldn’t.

      Harder and faster his fingers and thumb worked. I spread my legs wide, giving him room because it would only benefit me more if he had free rein. Casey did not disappoint. I abandoned all thought of my characters and their story, opening my eyes to watch him as his tongue and lips did unspeakable things to my clit and the muscles in his arms became taut with his insistence. The thumb abandoned my ass, but I was okay with that because it was the only way he could fuck me with his fingers properly, really utilizing their length. And yeah, they were as long as they were thick.

      His mouth was the next to go, and he sat back to watch as the end result of all his glorious work came to a head. Casey knew my body like no other. All the signs were present that my orgasm was there, and he loved to watch it coat his fingers. Harder, he pounded into me, his knuckles smacking against my folds and jarring my entire body.

      My breathing and heart rate were off the charts, and my abdomen tightened. Baring down, I allowed my orgasm to come flooding forward with a hearty moan that was none too quiet.

      Casey watched. Watched and licked his lips. And then just as it ebbed, he pulled his fingers free and gathered his reward in his mouth. Another orgasm hit, and although instinct made me want to close my eyes and arch my back to it, I didn’t. Because I was hypnotized by the sight of him between my thighs.

      He continued to work me with his mouth until I finally came down. And then with one last soft kiss to my very sensitive clit, he sat back with a smirk.

      Getting to his feet, he leaned over and kissed me fully on the mouth so I could taste myself on his lips. “Write that,” he whispered into my ear, and then he sauntered out of the room with all the swag and confidence of a man who’d earned the right to.

      “I love you!” I called after him.

      “I love you, too!”

       

      Cassidy

      Having an affair with the boss was not an easy thing to manage. But so far, so good. Shaw and I had kept up our previous bitchiness toward each other while stealing precious moments together behind closed doors. Truthfully, the arguments had fueled our lust for each other even more. Neither of us was the sappy type, and it had been the constant cutthroat attitudes we mutually shared that had landed us in bed with each other in the first place. So it was just like any normal day. Only when Shaw was done bending me over a desk to fuck some manners into me after I’d shown him up in front of the boardroom, he’d cap it off with an “I love you.”

      We’d spent every night together, except for the few between the time Shaw had had to return to San Diego and when I was able to leave Stonington to join him. Those were tough nights, but I’d thrown myself into helping out Ma and Da as much as I could before they’d practically shoved me out the door and onto a plane to send me back to him. Apparently, I’d been moody without him and driving them up the wall. Go figure. They’d spent years making me feel guilty about not returning home often enough only to tell me I’d overstayed my welcome.

      I was glad to get back to my reality, though. And I couldn’t wait to get back into Shaw’s arms. I’d spent every night curled up next to him in bed. Sometimes his, sometimes mine. We hadn’t done anything stupid like move in with each other, but we did keep things like pajamas and toothbrushes at each other’s apartments.

      Shaw had managed to hang on to his title as partner of Striker Sports Entertainment despite the catastrophe Denver’s little disappearance act had nearly caused him. A catastrophe my roommate, Quinn, had been in the center of. I was happy for Quinn. Denver had come out of the closet during a press conference, and despite the derogatory backlash that we’d all expected would happen, he and Quinn and their relationship had survived. It was big news for all of about a month, though eventually it had settled down. I honestly thought Denver would be disappointed when the circus left town, but he was still making headlines with his skills on the field, which kept him in the limelight, so he was satisfied. He was a total attention hound. As was Quinn, which made them the perfect couple.

      And speaking of perfect couples… Landon and Sasha were still going strong. He treated her like a perfect gentleman should treat a lady, and the only tears she cried now were tears of joy. We honestly expected he’d propose any day now. Landon was one of those undercover romantics, so it wouldn’t surprise me in the least.

      What I was surprised by was the fact that Chaz had finally gotten over himself and his hang-up about his financial ranking long enough to ask Demi out. The little slut had been so excited, she’d given it up to him on the first date – a fact that Sasha, Quinn, and I reminded her of every chance we got. And she used every chance she got to brag about how good he was in the sack. Good for her.

      Monkey Business was still our favorite hangout spot, and it was becoming more and more crowded. Though our table was still safely guarded by our favorite barkeep, Chaz. There was something to be said for preferential treatment. It was our place, our home away from home. So that was where we found ourselves sitting today, just like any other normal day. Only thing was that I hadn’t had a cold beer in a really long time. I wasn’t sure my stomach could handle it.

      I’d been sick for a couple of weeks now. Nothing more than a bit of queasiness that came and went. I’d attributed it to the stress of travel and readjusting to life back in San Diego with a hurried routine, while trying to catch up on all the work I’d missed while away. Things had really been piling up. Not that Allie hadn’t done all she could to keep things nice and tidy. Some of my clients simply required one-on-one attention from their agent and weren’t satisfied with speaking to anyone other than me. I was okay with that, just really exhausted all the time.

      Shaw was at the bar with Landon and Chaz, nursing a frosty mug, and it made my mouth water. Well, I wasn’t sure if it was the sight of Shaw or the ale that turned on all the gotta-have-it, but since I couldn’t exactly mount Shaw here, I’d decided to go for the amber. With no more than a nod in his direction, Chaz caught the cue and slid one down the bar.

      The bottle was ice-cold in my hand, the aroma of the hops teasing my olfactory senses and really making me crave the taste. I’d no sooner raised it to my lips than it was yanked away. My narrowed eyes and a growl took aim at the culprit, Demi.

      “Not gonna happen,” she said, handing off the bottle to her partner in crime, Sasha, who passed it over to a confused Landon.

      Just then, the bell above the door chimed and Quinn came bounding in. He was light on his feet, giving the evil eye to a couple of patrons who’d crossed the beeline path he’d been making toward us.

      “I’ve got it,” he said, motioning toward a plain brown paper bag under his arm. “Come on, let’s go.”

      “You guys, this is so stupid,” I whined when Demi and Sasha jumped up, prepared to abandon our table.

      “It’s not stupid. You agreed to do it,” Demi reminded me.

      I really hated them sometimes.

      “Fine,” I said with a huff as I got to my feet. “Let’s get this over with so you can see how silly you’re being.”

      Like the president of the United States under the protection of the Secret Service, I found myself in the middle of my friends being escorted to the restroom in the back of the building.

      Sasha pushed open the glossy wooden door, popped inside, and then stuck her head out again. “Clear,” she said.

      Demi peered over her shoulder toward the bar and satisfied that our sudden disappearance had gone unnoticed, shoved me inside. Aside from the handicap stall, there was only one other and a shared sink. Which meant it wasn’t nearly a big enough space to hold four people with very giant personalities, but we squeezed in regardless.

      As though he wasn’t satisfied by Sasha’s check, Quinn pushed open both stall doors to be sure no one was there. “Here,” he said, handing off the brown paper bag to me.

      Just then, the bathroom door opened and a tall woman with a shapeless figure popped in. Or at least she tried to.

      “Nope! Occupied-o!” Quinn told her, holding the door to keep it from opening any farther while pointing back toward the way from which she’d come.

      The woman drew back her head and snarled at him. “You’re not even supposed to be in here. This is the ladies’ restroom,” she told him.

      Quinn put a hand on his hip and squared off with her. “Honey, I’m more of a lady than you’ll ever be. You ain’t fooling nobody with that water bra. Maybe if you waxed those hairy-ass legs,” he said, looking her over. “And your lip,” he tacked on, snidely.

      The woman gasped. “How dare you!”

      “How dare I?” Quinn asked, insulted. “How dare you? I know fashion trends run in cycles, but you’re trying to take us all the way back to the cave. Shame on you, Wilma. Ya better go see what Fred and Betty are up to down at the quarry. ’Cause don’t no woman giggle like that unless she’s getting tickled right,” he said with a mocking giggle of his own. Then he gave her a finger wave and shoved the door closed, forcing the woman out and locking it behind her.

      Demi high-fived him while Sasha got her giggle-fit on. And then they all turned their attention to me again, with three pairs of raised eyebrows.

      My head fell back as I closed my eyes and sighed. They weren’t going to let this go. “Okay, fine!” I turned and stomped into the stall, the three of them moving in closer and just standing there, staring at me.

      “Do you mind?” I asked, motioning for them to back up so I could close the door. God, they could be so rude.

      “This testy attitude of yours is just further proving our suspicion,” Demi said through the door.

      I silently mimicked her, though she couldn’t see my sass, but got on with the task presented before me anyway. If for no other reason than to simply prove them wrong. Pulling the contents from the package, I yanked down my pants and assumed the position. Once I was done, I stood there and waited. And waited.

      “Time!” Sasha called.

      My hands shook as I picked up the little pink and white stick and read the result.

      When I opened the stall door, they were all there, crowding me in and not leaving any room for me to move past. All I could do was stare blankly at my friends as dead silence filled the room.

      Quinn was the first to make a move, slowly maneuvering himself to get a look at the stick with his own eyes.

      “What’s it say?” Demi asked him.

      “Rizzo’s got a bun in the oven.”

      Crap.
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      I’ve thought about what and whom to include here for, like, a million hours, running through all the regular material and the normal people. And while I’m still going to include those people – because, yeah, they were there for me – I’ve decided to do it in a way that will really let them and you, the reader, know how much of an impact they truly did have on this book.

      In past acknowledgments I’ve said the book was hard to write, but they were a piece of cake by comparison. Getting Rough got really rough. And not because of the storyline or the characters being difficult. This one was personal. Very personal. I’ll spare you the gory details, but everything that happened to me – that I allowed to happen to me – while writing this book can be summed up because of one reason: I’d forgotten who I am.

      There were a lot of invaluable people present in my life who tried their damnedest to get me back on track – Patricia Dechant, Whittney Sherman, Kimberly Rackley, Maureen Morgan, Janell Ramos, Melanie Edwards, Brittnie Day, and Bobbie Butler – and while their efforts made all the difference in the world because they know me better than anyone else, I had to figure things out for myself. Which took a huge chunk of my time and energy as I struggled to find the words to the story I knew I wanted to tell.

      Not for one second did I take for granted the opportunity before me, though an author is still a human being capable of having to weather through real-life drama of her own. Things going topsy-turvy in the real world can and will have a direct effect on the work she produces. As such, there are bits and pieces of my soul scattered throughout this book. You’ll see it in Cassidy’s confusion, Shaw’s figuring out what’s really important in life, Casey’s learning to let go, Mia’s escape from reality, and in the storm that wreaked havoc in the lives of innocent people.

      My incredibly understanding editor, Shauna Summers, and agent, Alexandra Machinist, had my back like you wouldn’t believe. I honestly don’t have the words to thank them for being so accommodating and supportive. And a special note: Thank you, Shauna, for giving me the freedom to express myself and trusting me to tell a story that’s real.

      The “aha!” moment came at a time in my life when I – a romance author – had started to believe fairy-tale romances were only a thing of fiction. Fate introduced me to a man who defied that ideal and changed my mind. Thank you, my Superman, for making me believe in fairy tales again.

      My incredibly difficult journey to self-actualization was hard fought, but I came out the victor. So here’s to you, Ms. Parker… May you never forget yourself again.
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      Read on for a sneak peek at the final book in C. L. Parker’s 

      sizzling Monkey Business Trio:

       

      Coming Clean 

       

      
      
 

      Prologue 

      Shaw 

      “Okay, now. I need you to roll over and get on your hands and knees for me.”

      Cassidy’s eyes popped wide. “On my hands and knees? But why?”

      “Because it’ll give me a better angle to work with,” said the British gentleman whom Cassidy had insisted we use. Though I was seriously considering how much of a gentleman he truly was at this point.

      I could do nothing but watch as Cassidy complied with the soft-spoken command, her movements awkward as she shifted around in the small bed, much like a turtle on its back. When she finally assumed the position, the sheet slipped off her hips, falling to barely dangle from her delicate ankles and exposing her ass for all to see. For the first time in my life, I couldn’t get hard at the sight of a naked woman’s backside, even though it was attached to the woman I loved.

      “Cassidy, I want you to listen very carefully. What I’m about to do might be a bit uncomfortable, but I need you to try to relax as much as possible.” The deep timber of the Brit’s dreamy accent – per my girl – pulled me out of my trance, and I had to stop myself from launching across the bed and knocking the bloke away from her. Especially when he slipped his large hand between her legs and starting doing God knows what to her vagina.

      My vagina. 

      I heard Cassidy’s slight intake of breath, followed by a string of mumbled curses, and my stomach heaved in protest. The lousy cup of stale coffee I had drunk earlier threatened to make a reappearance on the linoleum and my knees started to give. Before I could kiss the floor, a none-too-gentle shove had me seated in a nearby chair with my head between my legs.

      “Is everything okay?” Cassidy’s voice came from far away, sounding as weak as I felt.

      A cool cloth made its way around my neck and the nausea eased somewhat so I could respond. “I’m fine, sweetness.”

      “Not you, Shaw. The baby. What’s going on?”

      “There, I’ve got a pulse,” Dr. Edwards, aka Dr. McDreamy said. “Not a bloody good one, either. Get the lot of them in here. Now.”

      I lifted my head as the door opened and what seemed like a swarm of people scurried into the room like ants at a free-for-all buffet. Controlled chaos reigned over the room as IV bags were hung and nurses scuttled around, grabbing supplies and placing them on the bed. Someone wearing blue-colored scrubs and a surgical mask around her neck stood at the head, pushing medicine into Cassidy’s IV. Words like emergency C-section and prolapsed cord were singled out of the verbal montage coming from different people in the room. I couldn’t tell who was saying what.

      All the while, Dr. McDreamy still had his arm up my woman’s no-no zone and hadn’t even broken out in a sweat. Maybe that was because I was wearing it for him.

      My eyes darted to the fetal monitor beside the bed. The volume had been turned all the way down, though the heart icon continued to flicker. I had no idea what the flashing numbers meant, but the hurried movements of the staff had panic rising up with the force of a tsunami.

      I had never felt so fucking helpless in my life. The room seemed to shrink and my vision blurred around the edges until I couldn’t catch my breath. I struggled to hold on to my resolve with each passing second. Shit wasn’t going right, and there was absolutely nothing I could do about it except be there for her. With her.

      “Shaw… Oh no! Shaw, something’s wrong!” Cassidy’s voice acted as my lifeline and pulled me back into the moment. I turned to see the woman who had become my reason for breathing looking panicked and afraid as she was rolled off her knees and onto her back once again. And that scared the shit out of me. Nothing frightened Cassidy Whalen. She was fierce, a force to be reckoned with, unshakable. But the tears swimming in her green eyes confirmed just how fragile she was and how I needed to man up.

      Working the boulder-size knot down my throat, I feigned a confidence I in no way possessed and pushed my way between two nurses, ignoring the one giving me the evil eye as I did so. Being careful not to show my own worry in my expression, I gave the hand of the mother of my unborn child a reassuring squeeze. “Everything’s going to be okay, sweetness. I promise. I love you.”

      “I love you, too,” she said, and then a tear slipped down her cheek.

      Fuck. I’d just made a promise I knew I couldn’t keep, seeing as I really had no control over the situation. If anything happened to our child, if anything happened to Cassidy… I just couldn’t go there. But someone in this room had better damn well make sure I wouldn’t have to.

      “We need to move, people. The baby is in distress.”

      “We’re going to OR C. Call NICU for standby.”

      “I’m only thirty-eight weeks. It’s too early. Can’t you stop it? You were supposed to stop it.” Cassidy was frantic, begging for answers from anyone who would give them.

      “Shh, sweetie, you need to calm down,” one of the nurses with a gentle voice said as she patted Cassidy’s arm. “Yes, it’s early, but luckily not too early. Your baby should be fine. You’ve got the best of the best working for you, but we need to take the little one now.”

      “Should be? Should be fine?” I repeated, hung up on those two little words. Should be was not a guarantee, it was an opinion. It might be worth noting to this particular nurse, however caring she might be, that this child’s mother and father preferred fact to opinion. I’d just been unscrambling the words in my jumbled-up brain to do so, but I was too late. The “best of the best” were on the move.

      “Shaw, don’t leave me.” Cassidy’s hand slipped from mine as I was jostled to the side as if I were of no importance to the woman carrying the baby they were trying so hard to save. But how do you get mad about something like that when it’s your baby?

      The hospital staff pulled the bed away from the wall, yanked the cord from the monitor and proceeded out the door. I went to follow but an iron grip wrapped around my wrist and held me back.

      “I need to go with her.” I growled the words and tried to yank out of Nurse Evil Eye’s hold.

      “And you will,” she promised. A scowl was etched on her face, accentuating her features into one long line of disapproval. She slapped a plastic-covered package to my chest. “As soon as you put this on. I’ll be waiting just outside the door to escort you when you’re ready.”

      “Okay.” I ran my fingers through my hair, not really sure where to start first, but knowing I needed to get my ass in gear.

      “Unless you want to miss the birth of your child, I suggest you get a move on,” Nurse Evil Eye said, reading my mind. Or maybe she’d just done this a gazillion times during her career and had already known what to expect.

      “Right.” Dropping the package at my feet, my fingers went straight to the belt of my jeans.

      “No, no, no,” my escort said, stopping me. “They go over your clothes, genius. Hurry up.” And that was all she said before she turned and made a speedy exit, shutting me in the room that had just been bustling with activity only moments before and leaving me all alone.

      Alone. I definitely felt the weight of that word, but I didn’t have to because I wasn’t the only one likely freaking out about all of this. Though she was no doubt surrounded by too many people, Cassidy was the one who was alone. The medical staff – adept as they may be – were strangers. Not the father of her soon-to-be-born child. And that wasn’t okay with me.

      Holy shit, I was about to be a father. I’d had thirty-eight weeks to prepare for this moment – actually, twenty-eight weeks, considering Cassidy had been eight weeks along when she’d first found out, but had waited another two weeks before telling me – and I was suddenly aware of how unprepared I really was. From the moment I’d heard those two little words – “I’m pregnant” – I’d gone through a whole lifetime of emotions. My lifetime.

      I’d had the shittiest parents in the world. They couldn’t even be called parents as far as I was concerned. Born the only child to a swindler father who was never around and an alcoholic mother who wished she wasn’t, I’d been left to fend for myself on the brutally hard streets of Detroit. I’d seen nightmares happen before my very eyes, survived by any means necessary, and my seed donors never knew or even cared to know how I’d done it. I was a burden, plain and simple, just an extra mouth to feed that they never fed, but the government funding sure was a nice bit of icing on their dysfunctional cake.

      I was going to be different. I was going to make my child, gender as yet unknown, the center of my world. Everything I did from here on out would be all about making a better life for him or her. Fuck my hang-ups over my own parents. Fuck the flip-flopping between being terrified, anxious, happy, and then terrified again. Failure had never been an option for me, and it sure as shit wouldn’t ever be now.

      Besides, I had the most determined partner in life that I’d ever known. Cassidy Whalen.

      We’d started out as adversaries, and not one single person I’d encountered in my life had been able to give me a run for my money quite the same way Cassidy had. Not even close. We’d gone toe-to-toe for a partnership at the same sports agency where we worked, Cassidy winning, though I’d ended up with the title when she’d turned it down. And what had started out as an underhanded evasive maneuver to throw her off her game and into my bed had only managed to catapult her into my heart instead.

      The impossible had been made possible by her doing. She’d tamed me.

      I loved her. Really fucking loved her. And I’d never thought the emotion was possible for a man like me who’d done a damn good job of keeping illogical shit like that at bay. If it wasn’t driving the bottom line, it didn’t deserve my time. Now, because of her presence in my life, I was a regular guy; a domesticated man with a little woman at home and an unofficial family, her family, in Stonington, Maine.

      And our family was getting bigger. Christ, moments from now, I’d know if I had a son or a daughter. I’d be someone’s daddy… provided he or she survived the birth process. My heart hammered hard and fast in my chest with trepidation and anticipation.

      Shoving one leg after the other into the scrubs, I grabbed the rest of the blue stuff in the bag and donned it the best I could figure out. I’d just tied the cap on my head when Nurse Evil Eye popped the door open again.

      “They’re not going to wait on you, sunshine. Let’s go.” Why couldn’t I have gotten the nice one?

       

      Cassidy had a death grip on my hand and it was starting to hurt, but I refused to tell her that. Not after seeing all she had been through for the last few hours. Shortly after three A.M. she had woken up with contractions strong enough to take her breath away. Things seemed to move pretty fast after that and there wasn’t time to think about how early the baby was coming, how unprepared I felt, and how scared shitless I was at the thought of being a dad. When Cassidy’s water had broken in the car, I’d wished to hell I had said yes to those stupid birthing classes. I was starting to feel light-headed as my breathing picked up and matched laboring Cassidy’s erratic pace.

      Now sitting on a small swiveling stool in the OR, my fingers were about as numb as the rest of me.

      Cassidy tugged at my arm. “Can you see anything? What’s happening?”

      God, please don’t ask me to peek over the blue drape. I don’t think my stomach could take it. 

      “Aren’t you, like, supposed to be knocked out or something? Why are you awake?”

      Not waiting for a reply, I repeated the question to the doctor beside me, the same one who had given Cassidy medicine through her IV earlier in her room. “Why is she awake?” My leg was doing an imitation of a Mexican jumping bean under the paper scrubs I was given back in the exam room. Armani it was not.

      I had since learned that said doctor was the anesthesiologist, and he would be making sure that Cassidy was comfortable during the C-section. Panic bubbled and fizzed inside my gut and I was suddenly unprepared for this moment. The constant beeping from machines coming from something that resembled a prop used on a Doctor Who episode wasn’t helping. And I had yet to figure out if I should be concerned with all those squiggly lines dancing across a monitor, spiking up and down in an erratic pattern.

      “She’s fine, Mr. Matthews. And she has an epidural for pain relief. She should be fairly comfortable throughout the procedure.”

      “Fairly?” First should be and now fairly. I had the sudden urge to ask everyone present in the room for their credentials. Starting with the anesthesiologist, aka Dr. Feel Good.

      “What the hell does that mean?” Cassidy asked as she tried her best to give Dr. Feel Good the stink eye. Which, admittedly, was kind of hard to do when you were strapped down to a table with your insides about to be brought out to play by the medical staff.

      Ugh, that visual is so not helping you, Matthews. 

      “It means you might feel some tugging shortly, Mrs. Matthews, but that’s totally normal.”

      “Ms. Whalen,” Cassidy corrected him. “We’re not married.”

      “My apologies,” Dr. Feel Good said, with a cut glance in my direction, I might add. “What you shouldn’t feel is pain. If you do, let me know.”

      At that point, Cassidy winced and I leaned in closer, kissing her cheek. Sweat coated her face and neck, her copper hair damp. She looked what she would call a hot mess. But she was my hot mess, and she was about to give birth to my child.

      She had never looked more beautiful.

      “You okay?” I didn’t like the way Cassidy’s color seemed to drain from her face.

      “Yes… it’s just… a lot of pressure.” She managed a weak smile.

      Feeling helpless, I pushed her hair back and away from her face, stroking her scalp with the pads of my fingers, offering her some sort of comfort in the only way I knew how. My gaze never left hers and a single thought ran through my mind with utter clarity. This was where I belonged. I had found something essential, something invaluable, and it was mine. Ours. Cassidy and I had created a child; a tiny, living human made up of pieces of ourselves. A connection no one could take away or break. As overwhelming as that was, it also felt so fucking right.

      “Get ready to meet your little bundle of joy, folks.”

      Forgetting how much I didn’t want to see Cassidy’s insides, I rose from the stool and peered over the drape.

      Okay, let’s just say what was on the other side was not pretty. In fact, I forced my eyes away from things that needed to be unseen and zeroed in on what could only be described as a tiny alien covered in blood and body fluids. I felt a little green behind the gills until I spotted what looked like an impressive package dangling between the smallest legs I have ever seen.

      “Holy shit, it’s a boy! Look at the size of his cock…” I cleared my throat. “I mean, his penis.” Damn, but the little dude took after his dad.

      The surgeon quickly cut off my son’s dick, and before I could blink, he passed the baby off to someone standing near and holding out a blanket. “Whoa, Doc. I didn’t know you did the circumcision so soon. Did you have to cut off that much?” My poor son, minus part of his junk, was then whisked away to the corner of the room where a shitload of other people had gathered.

      “Um, no. That was the umbilical cord,” came the subdued reply from the doctor. “But you were right, Mr. Matthews. Congratulations, you have a son.”

      The most unbelievable wave of pure warmth and joy spread through every fiber of my being. A son. I had a son. The smile that bolted up my cheeks made my face instantly go numb.

      I had a son… 

      But something was wrong. You could sense it with how quiet the room grew as the staff huddled around some sort of contraption where they had placed my little man. I couldn’t see anything. There were too many people. And my throat had shrunk down to the size of a grain of sand, allowing only a wheeze to escape as I stood frozen, unable to breathe.

      “What’s going on?” Cassidy sobbed, trying to lift her head. The anesthesiologist bent down and tried to console her. Something I should have been doing. But I knew if I turned to her – looked at her – I would lose it.

      “Shaw, why isn’t he crying?”

      God, please let everything be all right. Please cry, little man. 

      I have never been a religious man. But in that moment, I prayed. Hard. I would have begged and bartered my own soul with the devil himself. Every second that passed without a sound from that corner felt like a thousand minutes. A million lifetimes.

      Muddled voices giving explanations I couldn’t comprehend bounced around my head. I was drowning. Again.

      “Shaw… stay with me.” The feminine, docile tone pulled at me, as I struggled to keep my head above water. Blindly, I reached out and felt Cassidy’s cold fingers grasp my own. Her touch grounded me and gave me the strength I needed.

      Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, the most wonderful earsplitting wail filled the operating room.

      I collapsed back on the stool like a stone and let loose a long, shaky breath. “He’s okay.” I squeezed her hand and tried to squelch the lingering fear under my skin. “I mean, he’s truly okay? Right?” I asked for confirmation from the doctor, who I couldn’t see behind the drape. My palm was sweaty but I refused to let Cassidy’s hand go.

      “Sounds like he has a strong set of lungs, Mr. Matthews. He just needed a minute to clear out his airway, and it didn’t help that the umbilical cord had been wrapped around his neck. That’s what was causing all the trouble in the labor room.”

      Really, I heard nothing past strong set of lungs. All the rest was gibberish; medical mumbo jumbo that meant nothing to me. The little bugger hadn’t stopped bawling, and a niggling of doubt resurfaced. “All that crying is good, right? He’s not in any pain, is he?”

      One of the nurses – hell, it was hard to tell with all the blue scrubs, masks, and awful head covers in the place – approached the bed. In her arms was a tiny blanket-wrapped bundle. She arranged the squirming wad of cotton on Cassidy’s chest. “Why don’t you take a look for yourself,” she murmured behind the mask.

      I lost the ability to move. I had no words.

      Peeking out from his warm cocoon, his pink face scrunched up in midcry, was the most amazing thing I had ever seen.

      When I remained frozen and didn’t respond, the nurse chuckled and placed my arm behind my son to help keep him in a protective hold before stepping away.

      “You have your legacy, Shaw. He’s beautiful.” Cassidy’s soft-spoken words had the effect of a battering ram, right in the solar plexus.

      Shaw Matthews, a rehabilitated selfish asshole extraordinaire, had a legacy. It was hard to tell which of us he looked like in his current state, but there was no denying he had his mommy’s ginger curls. A lot of it, too, which I’d been told would explain all the heartburn she’d had. And then he took a chance and slowly opened his eyes to take a glimpse at the world. Baby blue peepers. Just like his papa, who, incidentally, was the first sight he beheld.

      “No, he’s more than beautiful,” I told her, falling in love with the way he blinked his eyes. “He’s perfect.” My voice cracked, my face hurt from smiling nonstop, and my vision may have blurred a little with unshed tears, but I was too damn happy to give a shit.

      I reached out and stroked his cheek with my thumb. Incredible. He was soft and warm. And when he turned his head toward my touch, his tiny mouth working in a sucking motion, I was a goner.

      “So?” Cassidy said around a dazzling, brilliant smile of her own. “Have you decided which name we’re going with?”

      We’d opted to wait until the birth of our baby to know the sex, but Cassidy had picked two names for each. Although I’d liked both of the names she’d come up with for a boy, I’d wanted to wait until I met him to decide. One look at him, and I knew.

      With a nod, I said my first words to our son. “Welcome to the world, Abe. It can be a cold, cruel bitch, but we’ve got your back.” The words felt thick on my tongue, but were no less true. I would not fail my son like my parents had failed me. I would be there, for everything.

      “Always,” I swore.

      And I fucking meant it.

      “Abraham Whalen Matthews.” Cassidy’s voice caressed each syllable as if embracing them in that motherly tone would cement them in time. I think it did. “We’re going to love you forever. You’ll see.”

      As Cassidy leaned forward to kiss his forehead, I did the same to her. She shivered as if an invisible, yet unbreakable, bond between the three of us had formed with our dual action. Real or not, it didn’t matter. It was there, and I was going to protect it at all cost.

      This was my family.
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NOTE TO THE READER

Obviously, I took a lot of creative liberty in respect to the therapy, in general, that our characters undergo during this installment of the Monkey Business Trio to serve the purpose intended, which was to give Shaw and Cassidy the kind of finale that best suited their love story. I’m asking you to see it for how it is meant to be: fun…and maybe a little sexier than what the real thing might be.



PROLOGUE




Shaw


“Okay, now. I need you to roll over and get on your hands and knees for me.”

Cassidy’s eyes popped wide. “On my hands and knees? But why?”

“Because it’ll give me a better angle to work with,” said the British gentleman that Cassidy had insisted we use. Though I was seriously considering how much of a gentleman he truly was at this point.

I could do nothing but watch as Cassidy complied with the soft-spoken command, her movements awkward as she shifted around in the small bed, much like a turtle on its back. When she finally assumed the position, the sheet slipped off her hips, falling to barely dangle from her delicate ankles and exposing her ass for all to see. For the first time in my life, I couldn’t get hard at the sight of a naked woman’s backside, even though it was attached to the woman I loved.

“Cassidy, I want you to listen very carefully. What I’m about to do might be a bit uncomfortable, but I need you to try to relax as much as possible.” The deep timbre of the male’s dreamy accent—dreamy, per my girl—pulled me out of my trance, and I had to stop myself from launching across the bed and knocking the bloke away from her. Especially when he slipped his large hand between her legs and started doing God knows what to her vagina.

My vagina.

I heard Cassidy’s slight intake of breath, followed by a string of mumbled curses, and my stomach heaved in protest. The lousy cup of stale coffee I had earlier threatened to make a reappearance on the linoleum and my knees started to give. Before I could kiss the floor, a none-too-gentle shove had me seated in a nearby chair with my head between my legs.

“Is everything okay?” Cassidy’s voice came from far away, sounding as weak as I felt.

A cool cloth made its way around my neck and the nausea eased somewhat so I could respond. “I’m fine, sweetness.”

“Not you, Shaw. The baby. What’s going on?”

“There, I’ve got a pulse,” Dr. Edwards, a.k.a. Dr. McDreamy, said. “Not a bloody good one either. Get the lot of them in here. Now.”

I lifted my head as the door opened and what seemed like a swarm of people scurried into the room like ants at a free-for-all buffet. Controlled chaos reigned over the room as IV bags were hung and nurses scuttled around, grabbing supplies and placing them on the bed. Someone wearing blue colored scrubs and a surgical mask around her neck stood at the head, pushing medicine into Cassidy’s IV. Words like emergency C-section and prolapsed cord were singled out of the verbal montage coming from different people in the room. I couldn’t tell who was saying what.

All the while, Dr. McDreamy still had his arm up my woman’s no-no zone and hadn’t even broken out in a sweat. Maybe that was because I was sweating enough for the both of us.

My eyes darted to the fetal monitor beside the bed. The volume had been turned all the way down, though the heart icon continued to flicker. I had no idea what the flashing numbers meant, but the hurried movements of the staff had panic rising up with the force of a tsunami.

I had never felt so fucking helpless in my life. The room seemed to shrink and my vision blurred around the edges until I couldn’t catch my breath. I struggled to hold on to my resolve with each passing second. Shit wasn’t going right, and there was absolutely nothing I could do about it except be there for her. With her.

“Shaw…Oh no! Shaw, something’s wrong!” Cassidy’s voice acted as my lifeline and pulled me back into the moment. I turned to see the woman who had become my reason for breathing looking panicked and afraid as she was rolled off of her knees and onto her back once again. And that scared the shit out of me. Nothing frightened Cassidy Whalen. She was fierce, a force to be reckoned with, unshakeable. But the tears swimming in her green eyes confirmed just how fragile she was and how I needed to man up.

Working the boulder-sized knot down my throat, I feigned a confidence I in no way possessed and pushed between two nurses, ignoring the one giving me the evil eye as I did so. Being careful not to show my own worry, I gave the mother of my soon-to-be-born child’s hand a reassuring squeeze. “Everything’s going to be okay, sweetness. I promise. I love you.”

“I love you, too,” she said, and then a tear slipped down her cheek.

Fuck. I’d just made a promise I knew I couldn’t keep, seeing as I really had no control over the situation. If anything happened to our child, if anything happened to Cassidy…I just couldn’t go there. But someone in this room had better damn well make sure I wouldn’t have to.

“We need to move, people. The baby is in distress.”

“We’re going to OR C. Call NICU for standby.”

“I’m only thirty-eight weeks. It’s too early. Can’t you stop it? You were supposed to stop it.” Cassidy was frantic, begging for answers from anyone who would give them.

“Shh, sweetie, you need to calm down,” one of the nurses with a gentle voice said as she patted Cassidy’s arm. “Yes, it’s early, but luckily, not too early. Your baby should be fine. You’ve got the best of the best working for you, but we need to take the little one now.”

“Should be? Should be fine?” I repeated, hung up on those two little words. Should be was not a guarantee, it was an opinion. It might be worth noting to this particular nurse, however caring she might be, that this child’s mother and father preferred fact to opinion. I’d just been unscrambling the words in my jumbled-up brain to do so, but I was too late. The “best of the best” were on the move.

“Shaw, don’t leave me.” Cassidy’s hand slipped from mine as I was jostled to the side as if I were of no importance to the woman carrying the baby they were trying so hard to save. But how do you get mad about something like that when it’s your baby?

The hospital staff pulled the bed away from the wall, yanked the cord from the monitor, and proceeded out the door. I went to follow but an iron grip wrapped around my wrist and held me back.

“I need to go with her.” I growled the words and tried to yank out of Nurse Evil Eye’s hold.

“And you will,” she promised. A scowl was etched in her face, accentuating her features into one long line of disapproval. She slapped a plastic-covered package to my chest. “As soon as you put this on. I’ll be waiting just outside the door to escort you when you’re ready.”

“Okay.” I ran my fingers through my hair, not really sure where to start, but knowing I needed to get my ass in gear.

“Unless you want to miss the birth of your child, I suggest you get a move on,” Nurse Evil Eye said, reading my mind. Or maybe she’d just done this a gazillion times during her career and had already known what to expect.

“Right.” Dropping the package at my feet, my fingers went straight to the button of my jeans.

“No, no, no,” my escort said, stopping me. “They go over your clothes, genius. Hurry up.” And that was all she said before she turned and made a speedy exit, shutting me in the room that had been bustling with activity only moments before and leaving me all alone.

Alone. I definitely felt the weight of that word, but I didn’t have to because I wasn’t the only one likely freaking out about all of this. Though she was no doubt surrounded by too many people, Cassidy was the one who was alone. The medical staff—adept as they may be—were strangers. Not the father of her soon-to-be-born child. And that wasn’t okay with me.

Holy shit, I was about to be a father. I’d had thirty-eight weeks to prepare for this moment—actually, twenty-eight weeks, considering Cassidy had been eight weeks along when she’d first found out but had waited another two weeks before telling me—and I was suddenly aware of how unprepared I really was. From the moment I’d heard those two little words, “I’m pregnant,” I’d gone through a whole lifetime of emotions. My lifetime.

I’d had the shittiest parents in the world. They couldn’t even be called parents, as far as I was concerned. Born the only child to a swindler father who was never around and an alcoholic mother who wished she wasn’t, I’d been left to fend for myself on the brutally hard streets of Detroit. I’d seen nightmares happen before my very eyes, survived by any means necessary, and my seed donors never knew or even cared to know how I’d done it. I was a burden, plain and simple, just an extra mouth that they never fed, but the government funding sure was a nice bit of icing on their dysfunctional cake.

I was going to be different. I was going to make my child, gender as yet unknown, the center of my world. Everything I did from here on out would be all about making a better life for him or her. Fuck my hang-ups over my own parents. Fuck the flip-flopping among being terrified, anxious, happy, and then terrified again. Failure had never been an option for me, and it sure as shit wouldn’t ever be now.

Besides, I had the most determined partner in life that I’d ever known. Cassidy Whalen.

We’d started out as adversaries, and not one single person I’d ever encountered in my life had been able to give me a run for my money quite the same way Cassidy had. Not even close. We’d gone toe-to-toe for a partnership at the same sports agency where we’d worked, Cassidy winning, though I’d ended up with the title when she’d turned it down. And what had started out as an underhanded evasive maneuver to throw her off her game and into my bed had only managed to catapult her into my heart instead.

The impossible had been made possible by her doing. She’d tamed me.

I loved her. Really fucking loved her. And I’d never thought the emotion was possible for a man like me, who’d done a damn good job of keeping illogical shit like that at bay. If it wasn’t driving the bottom line, it didn’t deserve my time. Now, because of her presence in my life, I was a regular guy; a domesticated man with a little woman at home and an unofficial family, her family, in Stonington, Maine.

And our family was getting bigger. Christ, moments from now, I’d know if I had a son or a daughter. I’d be someone’s daddy…provided he or she survived the birth process. My heart hammered hard and fast in my chest with trepidation and anticipation.

Shoving one leg after the other into the scrubs, I grabbed the rest of the blue stuff in the bag and donned it the best I could figure out. I’d just tied the cap on my head when Nurse Evil Eye popped the door open again.

“They’re not going to wait on you, sunshine. Let’s go.” Why couldn’t I have gotten the nice one?

—

Cassidy had a death grip on my hand and it was starting to hurt, but I refused to tell her that. Not after seeing all she had been through over the last few hours. Shortly after 3:00 A.M. this morning, she had woken up with contractions strong enough to take her breath away. Things seemed to move pretty fast after that and there wasn’t time to think about how early the baby was coming, how unprepared I felt, and how scared shitless I was at the thought of being a dad. When Cassidy’s water had broken in the car, I’d wished to hell I had said yes to those stupid birthing classes. I was starting to feel light-headed as my breathing picked up and matched a laboring Cassidy’s erratic pace.

Now sitting on a small swiveling stool in the OR, my fingers were about as numb as the rest of me.

Cassidy tugged at my arm. “Can you see anything? What’s happening?”

God, please don’t ask me to peek over the blue drape. I don’t think my stomach can take it.

“Aren’t you, like, supposed to be knocked out or something? Why are you awake?”

Not waiting for a reply, I repeated the question to the doctor beside me, the same one who had given Cassidy medicine through her IV earlier in her room. “Why is she awake?” My leg was doing an imitation of a Mexican jumping bean under the paper scrubs I was given back in the hospital room. Juicy Couture, they were not.

I had since learned that said doctor was the anesthesiologist and would be making sure Cassidy would be comfortable during the C-section. When I came into the OR, I was directed to sit down on this tiny stool and told to stay behind the drape. Panic bubbled and fizzed inside my gut and I was suddenly unprepared for this moment. The constant beeping from machines coming from something that resembled a prop used on a Dr. Who episode wasn’t helping. And I had yet to figure out if I should be concerned with all those squiggly lines dancing across a monitor, spiking up and down in an erratic pattern.

“She’s fine, Mr. Matthews. And she has an epidural for pain relief. She should be fairly comfortable throughout the procedure.”

“Fairly?” First should be and now fairly. I had the sudden urge to ask everyone present in the room for their credentials. Starting with the anesthesiologist, a.k.a. Dr. Feel Good.

“What the hell does that mean?” Cassidy asked as she tried her best to give Dr. Feel Good the stink eye. Which, admittedly, was kind of hard to do when you were strapped down to a table with your insides about to be brought out to play by the medical staff.

Ugh, that visual is so not helping you, Matthews.

“It means you might feel some tugging shortly, Mrs. Matthews, but that’s totally normal.”

“Ms. Whalen,” Cassidy corrected her. “We’re not married.”

“My apologies,” Dr. Feel Good said. With a curt glance in my direction, I might add. “What you shouldn’t feel is pain. If you do, let me know.”

At that point, Cassidy winced and I leaned in closer, kissing her cheek. Sweat coated her face and neck, her copper hair damp. She looked what she would call a hot mess. But she was my hot mess, and she was about to give birth to my child.

She had never looked more beautiful.

“You okay?” I didn’t like the way Cassidy’s color seemed to have drained from her face.

“Yes…it’s just…a lot of pressure.” She managed a weak smile.

Feeling helpless, I pushed her hair back and away from her face, stroking her scalp with the pads of my fingers. Offering her some sort of comfort in the only way I knew how. My gaze never left hers and a single thought ran through my mind with utter clarity: This is where I belong. I had found something essential, something invaluable, and it was mine. Ours. Cassidy and I had created a child, a tiny, living human made up of pieces of ourselves. A connection no one could take away or break. As overwhelming as that was, it also felt so fucking right.

“Get ready to meet your little bundle of joy, folks.”

Forgetting how much I didn’t want to see Cassidy’s insides, I rose from the stool and peered over the drape.

Okay, let’s just say what was on the other side was not pretty. In fact, I forced my eyes away from things that needed to be unseen and zeroed in on what could only be described as a tiny alien covered in blood and body fluids. I felt a little green behind the gills until I spotted what looked like an impressive package dangling between the smallest legs I have ever seen.

“Holy shit, it’s a boy! Look at the size of his cock….” I cleared my throat. “I mean, his penis.” Damn, but the little dude took after his dad.

The surgeon quickly cut off my son’s dick, and before I could blink, he passed the baby off to someone standing nearby and holding out a blanket. “Whoa, Doc. I didn’t know you did the circumcision so soon. Did you have to cut off that much?” My poor son, minus part of his junk, was then whisked away to the corner of the room where a shit load of other people had gathered.

“Um, no. That was the umbilical cord,” came the subdued reply from the doctor. “But you were right, Mr. Matthews. Congratulations, you have a son.”

The most unbelievable wave of pure warmth and joy spread through every fiber of my being. A son. I had a son. The smile that bolted up my cheeks made my face instantly go numb.

I had a son….

But something was wrong. You could sense it with how quiet the room grew as the staff huddled around some sort of contraption where they had placed my little man. I couldn’t see anything. There were too many people. And my throat had shrunk down to the size of a grain of sand, allowing only a wheeze to escape as I stood frozen, unable to breathe.

“What’s going on?” Cassidy sobbed, trying to lift her head. The anesthesiologist bent down and tried to console her. Something I should have been doing. But I knew if I turned to her—looked at her—I would lose it.

“Shaw, why isn’t he crying?”

God, please let everything be all right. Please cry, little man.

I have never been a religious man. But in that moment, I prayed. Hard. I would have begged and bartered my own soul with the devil himself. Every second that passed without a sound from that corner felt like a thousand minutes. A million lifetimes.

Muddled voices giving explanations I couldn’t comprehend bounced around my head. I was drowning. Again.

“Shaw…stay with me.” The feminine, docile tone pulled at me, as I struggled to keep my head above water. Blindly, I reached out and felt Cassidy’s cold fingers grasp my own. Her touch grounded me and gave me the strength I needed.

Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, the most wonderful earsplitting wail filled the operating room.

I collapsed back on the stool like a stone and let loose a long, shaky breath. “He’s okay.” I squeezed her hand and tried to squelch the lingering fear under my skin. “I mean, he’s truly okay? Right?” I asked for confirmation from the doctor, who I couldn’t see behind the drape. My palm was sweaty but I refused to let Cassidy’s hand go.

“Sounds like he has a strong set of lungs, Mr. Matthews. He just needed a minute to clear out his airway and it didn’t help that the umbilical cord had been wrapped around his neck. That’s what was causing all the trouble in the labor room.”

Really, I heard nothing past “strong set of lungs.” All the rest was gibberish, medical mumbo jumbo that meant nothing to me. The little bugger hadn’t stopped bawling and a niggling of doubt resurfaced. “All that crying is good, right? He’s not in any pain, is he?”

One of the nurses—hell, it was hard to tell with all the blue scrubs, masks, and awful head covers in the place—approached the bed. In her arms was a tiny blanket-wrapped bundle. She arranged the squirming wad of cotton on Cassidy’s chest. “Why don’t you take a look for yourself,” she murmured behind the mask.

I lost the ability to move. I had no words.

Peeking out from his warm cocoon, his pink face scrunched up in mid-cry, he was the most amazing thing I had ever seen.

When I remained frozen and didn’t respond, the nurse chuckled and placed my arm behind my son in a protective hold before stepping away.

“You have your legacy, Shaw. He’s beautiful.” Cassidy’s soft-spoken words had the effect of a battering ram, right in the solar plexus.

Shaw Matthews, a rehabilitated selfish asshole extraordinaire, had a legacy. It was hard to tell which of us he looked like in his current state, but there was no denying he had his mommy’s ginger curls. A lot of them, too, which I’d been told would explain all the heartburn she’d had. And then he took a chance and slowly opened his eyes to take a glimpse at the world. Baby-blue peepers. Just like his daddy, who, incidentally, was the first sight he beheld.

“No, he’s more than beautiful,” I told her, falling in love with the way he blinked his eyes. “He’s perfect.” My voice cracked, my face hurt from smiling nonstop, and my vision may have blurred a little with unshed tears, but I was too damn happy to give a shit.

I reached out and stroked his cheek with my thumb. Incredible. He was soft and warm. And when he turned his head toward my touch, his tiny mouth working in a sucking motion, I was a goner.

“So?” Cassidy said around a dazzling, brilliant smile of her own. “Have you decided which name we’re going with?”

We’d opted to wait until the birth of our baby to know the sex, but Cassidy had picked two names for each. Although I’d liked both of the names she’d come up with for a boy, I’d wanted to wait until I met him to decide. One look at him, and I knew.

With a nod, I said my first words to our son. “Welcome to the world, Abe. It can be a cold, cruel bitch, but we’ve got your back.” The words felt thick on my tongue but were no less true. I would not fail my son like my parents had failed me. I would be there, for everything.

“Always.” I swore.

And I fucking meant it.

“Abraham Whalen Matthews.” Cassidy’s voice caressed each syllable as if embracing them in that motherly tone would cement them in time. I think it did. “We’re going to love you forever. You’ll see.”

As Cassidy leaned forward to kiss his forehead, I did the same to her. She shivered as if an invisible yet unbreakable bond among the three of us had formed with our dual action. Real or not, it didn’t matter. It was there, and I was going to protect it at all costs.

This was my family.




CHAPTER 1




Cassidy


“Come on, we talked about this, little man. Mr. Binks needs to get under way so he can find the next little boy or girl who needs him. You can’t be selfish.” Shaw was doing his best to re-convince Abe to give up his pacifier, for the millionth time.

Abe crossed his arms over his chest, his chunky fist still holding tight to his best friend, and then he stomped his little foot in defiance. “I not a shellfish, Daddy. I da baby.”

“No, you’re not. You’re a big boy now.”

While it was true that Abe had been knocking down milestone after milestone—giving up the bottle, walking, and getting the potty training down with ease and in record time—like he’d been born to conquer, he was only three. And he was still a baby. He was my baby. My gorgeous baby.

Though Abe was only a toddler, it was clear to see he’d be a heartbreaker when he got older. The child was Shaw’s mini-me, with his father’s bone structure, crystal blue eyes, and long lashes that brushed his cherub cheeks. He had my pale skin and ginger hair, but those thick locks were a tousled mess atop his head…just like Shaw’s. Abe even dressed like Shaw in blue jeans and button-down shirts—sometimes with a tie, sometimes without.

And he was being so brave to give up Mr. Binks, even if he’d had to be bribed to do so. Shaw had managed it with a promise to take him to Dixon Lake, a beautiful park just outside San Diego that Abe had really grown to love. And in addition to that, Mr. Binks was captaining one of the many toy sailboats Casey and Mia—my best friend and his wife—had gotten him for his third birthday. Mr. Binks was to set out on a voyage to find his next grand adventure. But Abe was having second thoughts about that.

Right on cue, Shaw looked down at his wrist…and the watch my father had given to him as a gift when Abe was born. It had been a family heirloom, one passed down through the Whalen generations when each male had become a father. Since I’d been Duff Whalen’s only child, a daughter, Shaw was the lucky inheritor. Originally a pewter pocket watch that showcased its inner workings in the center of a Celtic knot in the twelve o’clock position, it had since been altered to be worn on the wrist and had seen a fair turnover of leather bands. Engraved on the back was a reminder to all the Whalen men, a note that read: Time makes men of men who make time.

I gave an annoyed sigh that I didn’t bother trying to hide. Knowing the glimpse at his favorite trinket meant the father of my son was about to cut things very short—again—agitated me to no end. Shaw noticed. He knew I hated that watch. Not so much the watch but his obsession with it. An obsession that might have been okay if it had centered on the sentimentality that should’ve been attached to it, but that wasn’t at all what it was about. No, Shaw’s obsession was with his schedule and how late he was running. Always.

Business was good for Shaw, though hectic. Since becoming a partner at Striker Sports Entertainment, the partnership we’d gone head-to-head to win, he’d been slammed with not only the corporate part of the business but also his own clients. Clients he’d refused to give up. Superstar clients who demanded a lot of attention.

I knew exactly what that was like. Or at least I used to.

Was I jealous? You bet your sweet ass I was. For several reasons. Several good reasons. For one, I’d technically won that partnership but had defaulted it to Shaw when a family emergency back home in Stonington, Maine, had left me with no choice. For two, though it would have been acceptable for a partner and an agent to date, I’d become pregnant and my duty was to stay at home to raise our child. Not because Shaw had insisted, but because I had.

Antifeminist as it might have seemed, I was the daughter of an Irishman from a small fishing village in Maine; it was in my blood to put family first, to be a mother first, to put my son’s care before my own career. No matter how hard I’d worked to become successful as a sports agent—and that had been pretty darn hard, considering it was a male-dominated industry—Abe was so much more important. And considering an agent’s grueling schedule—cue another glance from Shaw to his watch—would have me away from home more often than not, Abe would practically be raised by a total stranger. I wasn’t okay with that. Honestly, though he’d never voiced it, I knew Shaw wasn’t either. His very effed-up absentee parents had really done a number on him, and he was hellbent on making sure Abe would never have to suffer the same fate.

So Shaw got to live the glorious life of a sports agent, yukking it up with the rich and famous while furthering his career, and I was living the glorious life of a mother. An unwed mother. That’s right, Shaw had yet to marry me. He hadn’t even proposed and had zero intention of doing so. Which was another side effect of the number his effed-up absentee parents had done on him. Shaw didn’t believe in the institution of marriage, citing it was nothing more than a piece of paper, a legal document that had no bearing on how he felt about me. I was of the mind-set that if it was nothing more than a piece of paper, one that didn’t determine whether we would be together or not, what was the big deal about having it?

Of course, I’d never pushed the issue. Traditional as I might have been, my living together with Shaw as a family unit without having said the “I do’s” had become commonplace over the last decade or so. I was still a “wifey,” I just wasn’t wearing a ring to prove it.

I squatted down to Abe’s level, a feat made easy by the soccer mom outfit I’d donned this morning. I’d gone from pencil skirts, high heels, jackets, Wayfarer glasses, and my hair in a no-nonsense bun to khaki shorts, deck shoes, contacts, polo shirts, and a ponytail. And I even had the hybrid SUV with smashed Cheerios in the seats, tiny arms and legs from broken superhero dolls in the floorboards, and the Kidz Bop station queued up on the satellite radio. Hey, it was better than listening to a grown man dressed in a giant purple dinosaur costume singing a love song to my three-year-old…because that was just plain creepy.

“Abey Baby,” I started, using my pet name for him, “Daddy doesn’t have a very long lunch break, so the sooner we bid a bon voyage to Mr. Binks, the sooner you can play with Daddy. Yeah?”

Abe tilted his head to the side, the breeze blowing a wavy lock over an eye. He was past due for a haircut, but that was Daddy’s duty. One he’d kept putting off because of his many meetings. “What’s a bon voy-osh, Mommy?”

“It’s something people say to someone going on a trip. It means goodbye and safe travels.”

Looking down at the silicone and plastic pacifier in his hand, Abe ran a thumb over the smooth grooves etched into the blue shell. “Mr. Binks is going bye-bye? When will he be back?”

My heart broke for him. The sting of tears prickled the tip of my nose and made my eyes water. Much the same way as Abe’s did now. Not until Abe had I ever known how much a child’s pain hurt a mother. I was so close to calling off the whole thing and telling him he could keep Mr. Binks forever.

Shaw must have sensed my wavering because he chose that moment to step in, also squatting down to our baby boy’s level. “He’s not coming back, little man.”

Abe sniffled. “Never?” he pressed, hoping for a different answer.

Shaw and I both shook our heads.

Taking his hand, I changed the tone of my voice, hoping like crazy that the cheerfulness might help my son over the hump of letting go of something that had become a source of security for him. “Hey, do you remember what you packed in your bag?”

Abe’s eyebrows furrowed in contemplation and then shot up to his hairline the moment he remembered. His eyes were wide with excitement, a smile finally lighting up his face. God, he was such a little heartbreaker.

“Let’s put Mr. Binks at the helm, and then you can show Daddy. Okay?”

The vigorous nod of his head and the slight bounce of his toes said so much more than words ever could. Without hesitation, he handed off Mr. Binks to Shaw, and then watched studiously as his father secured the pacifier in place behind the helm. Taking Abe’s other hand, Shaw stood and we walked Abe and the boat over to the water’s edge.

“Is there anything you’d like to say, little man?”

The breeze off the lake ruffled Abe’s wayward hair and he was still bouncing up and down with excitement. “Put him in, Daddy! Put him in! I gots some’sing in my bag!”

Shaw chuckled when the ants in Abe’s pants seemed to be getting the better of him before we’d even finished. His smile still devastated me to this day. Though stress had added years to his features, they’d been distinguished years. His dark brown hair had started to gray a bit at the temples and the laugh lines at the corners of his crystal blue eyes had become more pronounced. He’d also been wearing a stubble on his strong jaw that made me weak in the knees. I’d never get tired of looking at him, though I sure wished I could touch him more.

With a ceremonious salute, Shaw steadied the toy boat atop the water and then said, “Fare thee well, Mr. Binks. May you have calm waters and smooth sailing. Because trust me, drowning sucks.”

And Shaw knew that all too well, having fallen overboard while helping my da during hurricane weather. He’d nearly died. Would have, if it hadn’t been for Casey diving into the churning, dark ocean to pull him out. The near-death experience had changed Shaw somehow, making him a more caring, less selfish man. For a split second, I entertained the thought of pushing him into the lake to see if it might jog his memory a bit, but that would be cruel. And illegal. And damaging to Abe’s mental well-being.

“Bye-bye, Mr. Binks!” Abe gave a quick wave to his friend and then took off.

Shaw gave me a shrug. “Well, guess he’s not much for long goodbyes.”

Abe ran over to his bag, unzipping it to pull out his most prized possession. When he came back, he was wearing his Superman cape around his neck. Stopping to stand in that classic superhero pose with his fists at his hips and the cape flapping in the wind, he looked up at Shaw and said, “I ready, Daddy!” Then he raised his hands into the air, waiting for his father to pick him up.

Again, Shaw looked at his watch, rubbing his chin with his other hand. “Uh, I don’t have time to play Superman right now, son. I have to get to a meeting.”

“Another meeting?” I asked, exasperated with him. “Shaw, you promised Abe you’d take him to the park if he agreed to give up Mr. Binks. He kept up his end of the deal.”

“So did I.” He threw out his arms, turning to gesture toward our surroundings. “We’re at the park, aren’t we?”

Closing my eyes, I reined in my anger. “Don’t do this to him. Please?” Opening them again, I tried with all my might not to break into a fit of tears. The same way Abe had just started to. “He packed his backpack all by himself. He even put the last of his chocolate chip cookies into a Baggie for you.” They were broken into pieces, but bless him, he’d done the best he could, adamant to do it all on his own. He’d even helped me bake the cookies from Abby’s—the “adopted” mother Shaw shared with my ex, Casey—recipe because they were Shaw’s favorite.

Guilt sat heavy on Shaw’s features when he looked down at our son. Good. He should feel guilty. Reaching down to scoop up his legacy, he kissed the tip of his nose and said, “Sorry, man. Sometimes Daddy’s job really sucks. But I’ve got time to help you leap at least one tall building in a single bound. What do ya say?”

The smile that spread across Abe’s face as he gave another one of his excited nods was infectious.

“Yeah? Well then,” Shaw said, splaying his hand across Abe’s chest so that his fingertips and thumb cupped him under the arms while placing his other hand at Abe’s waist so that his little body was horizontal to the ground. Lifting him over his head, Shaw yelled, “Up, up, and away!”

Abe giggled as Shaw flew him through the air, his tiny fingers wrapped around Shaw’s large hand on his chest. I used to be so apprehensive when Shaw first started doing this, afraid he’d accidentally drop him, but I knew he loved Abe more than life itself, and he’d never let anything happen to his baby boy.

“Look up in the sky,” Shaw started, and then Abe and I joined him for the “It’s a bird! It’s a plane! No, it’s Super Abe!”

Abe let go of his father’s hands then, making one arm straight with a fist at the end and putting the other at his hip. Just like his favorite superhero. His cape fluttered in the breeze with each swooshing sound effect his daddy made, dipping him low and then high again until Shaw finally set him upright on his feet and back onto the ground.

“Again! Again!” Abe squealed, bouncing up on his tiptoes and reaching for Shaw.

“No, no, little man. That’s enough for right now. Daddy’s gotta go.”

Abe’s bottom lip poked out into a pout and the fat tears started to well in his eyes. “No, Daddy! Don’t weave. Have a pic-a-nic with me and Mommy,” he said, wrapping his hand around Shaw’s finger and trying with all his might to pull his father toward his bag under the tree.

To Abe, Shaw was larger than life. He adored his father, wanted to be just like him in every way. I often thought he loved Shaw more than he loved me, but maybe that was because he was with me all day, every day, and he knew his time with his father was nothing short of…limited.

“Abe, stop. I can’t. I’m sorry, but I have to go.” Shaw bent over and picked up Abe again. “How about if I fly you to the car?”

Abe still cried, even as he nodded in agreement. As Shaw headed toward the parking lot where his company car sat reflecting the sun’s glare off its sleek black paint, flawless wax, and chrome wheels, I grabbed Abe’s backpack and followed behind. He stopped at my dull brown hybrid, which was seriously in need of a bath, and waited for me to unlock the doors.

“What’s the attitude about?” he asked when I wouldn’t look at him.

“I don’t have an attitude, Shaw. I just can’t understand why you’d schedule a meeting that would interfere with a promise you made to our son, but I’m not really surprised.”

“Seriously? I’m out here busting my ass for us, and you’re pissed?”

I could’ve predicted his response. The fact that he was the breadwinner in our family was something he threw in my face every time I got my panties in a wad over his broken promises. It wasn’t like I didn’t have my own savings. “Nope. Worse. I’m disappointed, but then I always am lately, so maybe it’s my problem, not yours.”

“Cass, don’t start. I’m so close to signing Ingram, and I’m still drowning in Denver’s newest endorsement contracts, not to mention headhunter recommendations for the agent opening—”

Before he could go any further on his tangent, one filled with all the excuses I’d heard a thousand times, I cut him off. “Don’t forget we have that appointment at four o’clock this afternoon,” I reminded him. “Might want to set an alarm on that watch so you’re not late for that either.”

I knew the watch didn’t have the capability of setting an alarm, but it was a pop shot I couldn’t resist getting in.

Shaw’s shoulders slumped with a roll of his eyes and an annoyed sigh. “Do we really have to go through with that?”

Hoisting Abe’s bag of essential toys, snacks, and a change of clothes onto my shoulder, I arched a brow at him and that was enough to make him concede the unspoken argument. Actually, it had just been spoken so many times that he was likely as exhausted by it as I was, but there’d be no budging on this subject, and he knew it.

“Fine,” he huffed. “But I still think it’s a giant waste of time…and money.”

Giant waste of time? His precious, precious time. As I lifted a crying Abe from his arms and situated him on the hip opposite his bag, I huffed right back at my baby daddy. “Shaw, we need this.”

“Respectfully, I disagree, but I don’t have time to have this conversation again. I’m already going to be late.” He kissed me so fast it was over before I’d realized he’d even leaned in. “Love you,” he said. “You, too, little man. Promise, I’ll make it up to you.” With a kiss to Abe’s forehead and a ruffle of his hair, Shaw was gone.

As I watched him walk away, he pulled his ringing cellphone out of his pocket, giving a boisterous greeting to whoever was on the other end with a hardy laugh. Staring after him, I said, “Yet another promise you’ll break.” But he hadn’t heard me. Shaw heard very little I ever had to say, and he listened even less.

My frustration got the better of me and I resorted to a very childish side of myself, flipping him the bird.

Abe sniffled, his voice thick with tears when he said, “What’s that mean, Mommy?”

Crap! “Oh, nothing, sweetie. It’s just sign language. And you are to never do it.” Dropping the subject, and hoping it wouldn’t come back to bite me in the ass, I did my mommy duty and put a very disgruntled little boy into the SUV. Abe’s tears were back in full force, and he kicked and screamed, making it incredibly difficult for me to fasten him into his car seat with any kind of ease. But I’d become practiced at working around his mini-tantrums since he’d hit the dreaded terrible twos.

“I wanna play with Daddy!” Abe wailed over and over again, his face flaming red with big, fat tears streaming down his cheeks.

“I know, baby. Daddy wants to play with you, too, but he has to work.” I was so sick and tired of making excuses for his father. It was one thing when Abe was smaller, quite another now that he understood his emotions a little better.

Snapping the last buckle of his car seat into place and making sure he was snug as a bug in a rug, I kissed him on the forehead, wishing for all the world that I could take away his disappointment and sadness. I knew the feeling, but as an adult, I could process those emotions better.

“Daddy promised! Daddy promised, ’n’ I want Mr. Binks!” He stretched his hand toward the lake, but Mr. Binks was already out of sight.

There was nothing I could do to quell this episode, so I decided to ride it out. My baby boy was perfectly within his right to be upset, after all. “I’m going to kill Daddy,” I mumbled under my breath through clenched teeth as I closed his door. Getting into the driver’s seat, I shut mine as well. As I clicked my own seatbelt into place, Abe continued his tantrum, and a very nasty headache started to develop at the front lobe of my brain. My nerves were absolutely shot.

After starting the motor, I took a moment to gather myself, flipping down the visor and finding the reflection of a woman I didn’t know staring back at me in the mirror. God, I looked exactly like I felt. Exhausted. Where Shaw had gotten better-looking over the time we’d been together, I’d become haggard. Not wanting to dwell on all the ways my outward appearance had changed over the last four years, I flipped the thing shut and put the vehicle into gear.

“Let’s go have a playdate with Uncle Quinn, Abey Baby. Huh? Doesn’t that sound like fun?” I looked up at him through the rearview mirror as I pulled away from the curb.

Abe’s crying quieted, though he still sniffled. “And Uncle Denver?”

“Maybe,” I answered him, not wanting to make promises I might not be able to keep.

He loved his uncle Denver, and Uncle Denver was a master at getting Abe to take a nap. Judging by the heavy droop of his eyelids, I’d say he was due for one. And I was due for some adult time. I loved every second of every day that I got to have with Abe, but that didn’t mean I didn’t need a break from time to time. Lord knows Shaw wasn’t going to be the one to give it to me, so I had to get it where I could for my own sanity.

Yet another valid reason for Shaw to make sure he showed up for our appointment this afternoon. If he didn’t, I wasn’t sure there’d be much hope for our future.




Shaw


“Is he here yet?” I asked Ben the second I stepped into my office suite. He’d know whom I was talking about.

Ben was already on his feet, taking my jacket and handing me the most important messages that had come in while I’d been at the park with my family. “Yep! He’s waiting for you in your office. I didn’t think you’d mind.”

I might have, if I hadn’t already been running late myself, thanks to the hour drive from Lake Dixon. My next meeting deserved the respect of punctuality, but I didn’t want to come off as being too eager, nor did I want him to turn diva on me before he’d actually made the big time, so it worked out just as well. I’d seen plenty of good kids turned into spoiled brats with an obnoxious sense of entitlement to last a lifetime, and I didn’t want that for my latest conquest. I wasn’t sure what it was about him, but I had a feeling he would be my greatest contribution to the industry yet.

Marcel Ingram was a Kentucky native who’d made big plays for Alabama as a running back, rushing for a school record of 291 yards as a redshirt freshman. And he just kept racking up the records after that, holding fifteen by the end of his senior year, as well as the Heisman Trophy. He could’ve gone pro much earlier, but he’d kept his cool and hadn’t let the fame and endless ego boosting go to his head. He’d stayed in school to earn his degree…and the respect of every lover of the game—coaches, players, and fans alike. Clever kid. As such, it was a gimme that he’d be drafted in the number one slot on Draft Day. That number one slot would earn him a payout of somewhere around twenty-two million dollars, including a hefty signing bonus and a guaranteed four-year contract with a team option for a fifth season.

Three percent of twenty-two million dollars was great money and all for an agent, but not the thing that drew me to him the most. Although it was against the rules for agents to even speak to a player before the end of his last college game, they were notorious for doing so, to not risk losing that player to another rule-breaking agent. Young rookies were dazzled by the gifts and promises a smooth-talking agent could give, whether they could follow through on them or not, and often fell for them, signing representation agreements pre-dated and then stored in a safety deposit box until they could legally be revealed.

But not Marcel Ingram.

Marcel had refused to speak to an agent until after his last bowl game, and even then, he simply entertained the suckasses. I know because I was there. Only, I hadn’t stood in line behind a single one of them, and I hadn’t fought my way through the horde to get to Marcel. Alabama’s head coach—a very good friend of mine—had given me a personal escort into the locker room and had taken me straight to Marcel without my even having to utter a word. That is, until I found myself standing in front of the golden boy himself. But I didn’t fawn all over him and I hadn’t been starstruck. Why should I be? I was Shaw Matthews, after all.

Marcel’s eyes had been big as saucers when I’d stood before him. He’d even stopped talking right in the middle of an interview with a major sports television station, the reporter all but disappearing when he’d caught sight of me.

“Good game,” I’d said, offering my handshake.

Marcel had taken my handshake with a “Thank you, Mr. Matthews.” Because yeah, my reputation had preceded me, and no introduction was necessary.

And then I’d handed him my business card before turning and walking away, leaving the swarm of reporters buzzing with speculation for Marcel to deal with. “Marcel! Marcel! Will Shaw Matthews be your representation?” I’d heard at least half a dozen different voices ask him. I hadn’t stuck around to hear his response. They’d all know soon enough anyway. As would I.

See, most athletes choose an agent because they have family members in the industry who use that agent, or the agent represents players from the same school they attended, or, most likely, the agent has a close relationship with the coach the rookie knows and trusts. But sometimes…sometimes an athlete makes up his own mind about what is important to him.

Marcel, as it had turned out, was one of those athletes.

I’d gone about my business after our first meeting and waited for him to make the next move. I’d really had no idea if he’d call. Truthfully, he could take his pick of which agent he wanted to go with, or he could follow the Elam model and choose none at all. It would be one way to pocket as much cash as possible, and I certainly wouldn’t blame him. Though it would be stupid. The money for his contract was guaranteed, but the added perks were not. He needed someone to weed through all the legal bullshit, someone to negotiate extras like his signing-bonus payment terms and off-season injury protection, to name a couple. Most important, he needed a confidant he could trust, someone who knew the ins and outs of our world and how to work them.

He needed me.

It had taken Marcel a few days, but he did contact me. The first call had been all about the introduction—where he’d been in his career and where he wanted to go. The second call had been the generic questions about fees, services, financial and injury strategies, and how I planned to divide my time with all the other clients I represented. I had a damn good answer for that one. In the three years since I’d become co-partner of Striker Sports Entertainment, I’d handed off all but my major athletes to some of the other agents. And although those major clients could be quite demanding of my time, they were all settled in their contract negotiations, so I could give Marcel my full attention.

He liked that. Or so I’d assumed, since the third call had been all about setting up a face-to-face, not at his home in Kentucky but right here in San Diego at my office with SSE. He was coming to me, and that spelled all kinds of “in the bag.”

Which was exactly the reason I felt comfortable enough to make him wait in there right now. Not that I had anywhere else to be at the moment.

Leaning back against Ben’s desk, I checked my watch—shit, I didn’t have much time—and then crossed my legs at the ankles and my arms over my chest. I was already fifteen minutes late for this meeting. Another five should just about do it.

My assistant perked up, his brows asking the question his mouth didn’t need to, but that didn’t stop him from getting verbal with it anyway. “You’re making him wait?”

I shushed him, not wanting Marcel to overhear our conversation. “Have you learned nothing from me over the last five years that I’ve graciously kept you in my employment?”

Graciously wasn’t exactly accurate. Ben had more than earned his position, though just as I couldn’t let Marcel get a big head, I couldn’t let Ben do the same. Without a doubt, he knew how invaluable he was to me, but that didn’t mean I had to clue him in to the fact. He’d likely demand an even bigger pay raise than he’d gotten once I’d taken the partnership role, and it had been a pretty hefty one.

Taking care to lower his voice to match my volume, he said, “You want to represent him, and he obviously wants you to do the representing. So what’s the point of playing head games?”

“Three percent. That’s the point,” I told him.

Marcel could choose any agent he wanted, and in return, any of those agents would use a sizable cut in their commission as a negotiation tactic. In the past, I would’ve done the same, might have even come out of my pocket for a full-service training center before the Combine. Simply put, the Combine was like a job interview, except an interview with the professional football league involved athletes showing off their physical and mental capabilities. No matter how good an athlete, he still needed to prepare. And despite the predictions that Marcel Ingram would be the first draft pick, if he looked like shit at the Combine, he’d be lucky to go in the first round at all.

Another check of my watch found that all systems were a go, so I gave Ben a wink, straightened my tie, and got my strut on toward my office.

When I cracked the door open, I found Marcel sitting in one of the chairs in front of my desk, hunched over with his elbows on his knees. He turned at the sound and straightened immediately when he saw me.

“Marcel! I apologize, but I had an urgent matter to attend,” I lied, still going with my plan of not letting him know just how important this deal was to me.

And then I pulled up short, my confident swagger missing a beat when the door opened fully and I saw we had company. Sitting on my sofa was a woman with long, dark hair and Latin features. Jumping up and down with a giggle on the same sofa beside her was a little girl with similar features. Only her hair was curly.

“Vale, stop,” the woman said with a tone of chastisement. The little girl did as she was told, quickly plopping down onto her bottom and ducking her head, suddenly becoming shy.

“Well, hello there, angel,” I said, hoping to put her at ease. “That’s not the first time that couch has been jumped on, you know, and I’m sure it won’t be the last.”

Closing the door behind me, I crossed the floor to greet the man who was about to make the Shaw Matthews brand even bigger. “How you doing, man?” I asked, shaking his hand.

“Good, good,” he answered. “This is my wife, Camille, and our daughter, Vale.” He smiled as he looked at them, a real sense of pride lighting up his features.

“Beautiful family you got there, Marcel. How’d you get that lucky?”

“I ask myself the same question every day. Still don’t know the answer.” He laughed. “Are you a family man, Mr. Matthews?”

“Please, just Shaw,” I told him, waving off the formality. “And yes, I have a son of my own. Abe. He’s three.” Then I turned to Vale. “And how old are you, angel?”

She held up four fingers and said, “I’m this many.”

“No, you’re not, baby,” Camille said while lifting Vale’s thumb to open her hand wide. “You’re this many. Five. Remember? You just had another birthday.”

“Oh, yeah.” The little girl beamed. “I’m five. I get to go to school this time.”

“And I bet you’re excited, too,” I said, smiling along with her as she nodded. She was beyond sweet.

Though I wouldn’t show it, I was surprised, caught unaware. I had no idea Marcel was married, much less a father. Cassidy would have. The woman had been unparalleled as an agent, a super-sleuth when it came to knowing everything there was to know about a potential client.

“Well, it’s very nice to finally meet you, Vale. And you, too, Camille,” I covered, acting as if I’d known about them all along. Ben and I would be having a talk about his not having forewarned me of the additional presence, in addition to not having fact-checked behind me. What was I paying him for, anyway?

Taking the seat behind my desk, I got comfortable and turned my attention back to Marcel to get our meeting under way. “I’ve got to say I’m a little surprised that you decided to come all the way to San Diego to talk to me, Marcel. I’m sure you have agents camped out on your front lawn. Am I right?”

Marcel rubbed the back of his neck as he nodded. “Annoying as hell, too. My family and I needed the break. Camille and I have never been west of Louisville, and Vale has never seen the ocean, so we thought we’d kill two birds with one stone: a family vacation and a meet-’n’-greet with the one man not beating down my door and stalking me around every corner.” He laughed. “I wanted to see what you’re all about.”

“Did you?” I asked, swiveling back and forth in my chair. “And what would you like to know about me?”

“Obviously, I have a few questions, but I suppose my first should be…Are you even interested in representing me?”

Like I’d said, “in the bag.” But I wanted to let it play out a bit more to see where his head was.

“Well, that depends on how you’d like to be represented, Marcel.” I leaned forward and propped my elbows on my desk. “I don’t normally take on rookies because they’re too much of a risk. You’re a good player and all—”

“I’m a winner,” he interrupted. “Losing is not an option. And every GM out there knows it. My game is flawless.”

“Your game might be, but can you say the same about your attitude? Because I’m not hearing a whole lot of modesty right now. GMs want a team player.”

“They want someone who can make the plays.”

“Yes, but that involves playing well with others,” I corrected him. “I’ve yet to meet a man who can hike the ball to himself, block himself while he throws the ball to himself, and then run it all the way down the field for a touchdown.”

“I’ve always been a team player. You can ask any one of my teammates and they won’t disagree.”

“I’ve no doubt of that,” I assured him. “Still, there’s the risk factor.”

“What risk?”

“Nothing is guaranteed until you’re actually drafted, and if you don’t show up and show out at the Combine…” I let the rest dangle in the air.

“I can run the forty in four point two six,” he said.

Impressive. Really impressive. Top-five-of-all-time impressive. But it could’ve been a fluke.

“That doesn’t mean you will when the real test comes. You have to work hard, Marcel. You can’t get too comfortable and think everything is just going to be handed to you. I’ve seen stars rise and fall in this business, and the landing is never pretty.” One bad injury, one slip from grace, and his whole career would be over. I knew I was being hypercritical. After all, I represented a whole gang of superstar athletes, none of whom could fit into my office at the same time due to their big heads. But they’d come to me that way. This kid…this kid wasn’t tainted. Yet. I liked Marcel and didn’t want him to forget what was most important: the family sitting in my office with him today.

Shit! I looked down at my watch, noticing the time was getting really close to four o’clock. “Goddammit, I’m late,” I said, adding a mental thank-you to Cassidy for making me do the Lake Dixon thing today of all days.

I gave an apologetic look to Camille when she cleared her throat, reminding me little ears were present. “Oops,” I said, blushing. And then I also apologized to Marcel. “Hey, man, I’m really sorry, but I’m late for another meeting. I’d blow it off, but it’s with the little missus, and she can get ten kinds of crazy when I piss…um, tick her off,” I said, catching myself too late. “How long are you going to be in town? Can we schedule a follow-up?”

“Sure,” Marcel said, standing along with Camille and Vale. “We’ll be in town for a bit longer. I can give you my number.”

“I already have it,” I told him, revealing a card in my hand. Having his number meant I was definitely interested.

“Okay, fine,” he said, thankfully, not catching the reveal. “Just give me a call when you’re free. Hey, maybe we can even set up a playdate with your wife and son.”

“Oh, we’re not married, but I’m sure a playdate can be arranged. Sounds like fun,” I said, clapping him on the shoulder as I escorted him to the door.

Once he and his family were gone, Ben came over to me. “Well, that didn’t last long.”

“Cassidy’s going to kill me,” I said. “I’m late again for that stupid appointment she insists on dragging me to.”

“Ah! Couples therapy…what fun,” he said sarcastically.

“Yeah, no kidding.” Going back to my office, I gathered my things for the day. I really fucking hated the idea of someone else prying into our relationship, and I was almost one hundred percent sure these quacks always sided with the woman anyway. But Cassidy was adamant about this one, so I’d begrudgingly agreed to the damn thing.

Ben sniggered and started back toward his desk. And since he delighted a little too much in my misery, I decided to give him some work to make sure he didn’t get to leave early just because I was. “Get in touch with API and get Marcel a spot in their training program. I want him in prime shape for the Combine.”

“So you signed him?”

“Not officially, but it’s as good as done,” I answered with a smug grin. “I’m going to keep him hanging for a little bit more, though.”

“As good as done? If he chooses you, you mean.” Ben still hadn’t learned to stop doubting me.

I clapped him on the back. “He wouldn’t be here if he hadn’t already chosen to sign with me, Ben.” Heading toward the exit, I called over my shoulder, “Make sure you answer your phone if it rings in case I’m calling from jail to get you to bail me out.”

Yes, I was going into this appointment already on the defensive. And if this asshole started running off at the mouth and putting me down because, in his opinion, I wasn’t a good partner to Cassidy, I was going to put my hands on him in a very brutal way.

At exactly four o’clock, I was stuck in standstill traffic, thanks to a three-car pileup on the I-5.

“Shit!” I hit the steering wheel of my Lincoln Continental once, twice, three times before laying on the horn and yelling a string of profanities no one would pay the slightest attention to.

I’d never hear the end of it from Cassidy. Actually, I probably wouldn’t hear anything at all from her, earning the silent treatment instead. I fucking hated it when she got quiet. I needed her to yell at me, to say something smart-mouthed, something I could argue with.

My cell rang then and I pushed the Bluetooth control to answer it. “Matthews,” I damn near shouted.

I expected Cassidy’s subdued voice to be on the other end, asking me where I was, but it wasn’t her. “Ewwweee! Where you at? Where you at? Where you at, my man?” Denver “Rocket Man” Rockford was one giant party. It didn’t matter where he was or whom he was with, he’d turn every situation into an epically good time. He was also the biggest client on my roster and the reason I held the title of partner at Striker Sports Entertainment.

“Rocket! How’s it going, man?” I asked, my spirits instantly lifted. His raucous personality was infectious.

“Ah, you know my life is good,” he said. Bragging, as usual. He had every right to. He was the highest-paid quarterback in the league, with nearly thirteen million dollars in endorsements for this year alone. Plus, he was happy and in love with one of my closest friends, Quinn. His coming-out announcement had actually increased his popularity instead of decreasing it, as he’d feared.

“Hey, I’m in town, hanging out with your boys over here at Monkey Business, wondering when your pussy ass is going to show up to throw back a few with us.”

Monkey Business was the favorite hangout spot for both Cassidy and me, as well as our mutual group of friends. A pub where my best buddy, Chaz, was the bartender. And after checking the time, I was positive Landon would be posted up on a barstool next to Denver.

Fuck it. I could really use a drink. I’d already missed the scheduled appointment time with the shrink, anyway, and though I’d had Ben clear my schedule for the rest of the day, Denver was still my highest-paid client. Ergo, I could technically count this as a business meeting. So after checking the mirrors for any ticket-writing types, I gave the recently battered steering wheel before me a hard turn to the right and veered into the emergency lane to take the exit a quarter of a mile ahead.

“Line ’em up and keep a stool warm for me,” I told Denver.

He gave a bellow of “Woohoo!” before disconnecting the call.

Cassidy would already be pissed, so I might as well make it worth the bitching.




CHAPTER 2




Cassidy


Shaw had missed our appointment. Again. Though I’d suspected it before, I was convinced now that he was doing it on purpose. I wanted to be mad, should’ve been, but I wasn’t. I was hurt. Hurt because I wanted to mean more to him. I wanted us, his family, to mean more to him.

As usual, our order of importance fell behind Shaw’s own agenda of furthering his career. He could use whatever excuse he wanted to for why that was, and it was usually all about how he was busting his ass for us, but I wasn’t buying it. Since the day I’d met him, Shaw had been hell-bent on making a name for himself. I’d thought he’d changed after the time we’d spent in Stonington with my family, after he’d professed his love for me and told me it was him and me against the world, and even more so after Abe had been born. But actions speak louder than words, and I was reading him loud and clear.

It made me no less desperate to cling to him, no less hopeful that he’d see what was right in front of his face, no less hopeful that he’d realize that the unnecessary risks he was taking left the future of the family he claimed to love so much hanging in the balance.

To make matters worse, he hadn’t come home after work. Instead, I’d gotten a phone call from Quinn, offering to come sit with Abe so I could take a time-out to hang with some adults for once. Apparently, Shaw had shown up at Monkey Business, where he was keeping a bar stool warm while I was trying to keep his dinner from getting cold.

And the butthead hadn’t even bothered to call.

“Thanks, but no thanks,” I’d told Quinn. “You and Denver won’t be in town for long, and I know Demi and Sasha have been dying to see you. So you guys have fun.”

I was used to being left home alone with Abe, except for the few occasions Uncle Chaz kept him for me. Finding a sitter was always left to me if I wanted some time for myself. Shaw, on the other hand, came and went as he pleased as if his world hadn’t changed the moment we’d decided to bring a life into it. We might not have been married, but we were supposed to be partners, equal partners, in this whole parenting thing. It takes two to tango, you play, you pay, and all that jazz. He wasn’t single, and it was high time he stopped acting like he was.

“Fun? We aren’t doing anything but huddling around the tiny screen of Sasha’s cellphone since she’s forcing us to look at every damn picture she took on her honeymoon. If you’ve seen one palm tree, you’ve seen ’em all,” he said.

I’d been so lost in my own life that I hadn’t even noticed that a month had passed since Sasha and Landon’s wedding. I’d been a bridesmaid, Shaw a groomsman, and Abe the ring bearer. Afterward, they’d taken an extended honeymoon to Hawaii, thanks to the insane generosity of Sasha’s parents, who had more money than they knew what to do with. Of course they were married. It was the natural progression of a relationship, after all—something two people who were in love and planned to spend the rest of their lives together did.

“He’s here alone.” Quinn’s hushed voice pulled me back to the here and now. “I just didn’t want you to think he was creeping around on you. Three sheets to the wind, maybe, but not with so much as a wandering gaze.”

It had never crossed my mind that Shaw would cheat on me. Despite all the rumors that had circulated about him before we’d gotten together, I knew he was loyal to me. Though in a sense, I supposed he had been cheating. He might not have been sharing his body with anyone else, but he sure as hell was sharing his time with everyone other than Abe and me. And when you had a family, time was the most valuable thing you had to share. So sayeth the watch on my baby daddy’s wrist.

Not to mention, it was just plain disrespectful of him to not even pick up the phone to let me know what he was doing. It wasn’t that I wanted him to ask my permission to do whatever he wanted, but should some emergency break out—like, say, an earthquake that caused half of California to break off and sink into the ocean, or hell, even the start of a zombie apocalypse—it would’ve been nice to know where to begin to look for his body—alive, mutilated, or wandering undead.

So I’d hung up with Quinn, asking him to give Sasha and Demi my love, and then snuggled into bed with Abe.

I woke with a start at the sound of Shaw finally finding his way home. Not just the sound of the door closing, but of his keys noisily finding the countertop and his shoes being kicked off across the floor and hitting the wall.

Taking care not to wake Abe, I slipped from the bed and out of his room, closing the door quietly behind me. I found Shaw stumbling into the kitchen, using the wall as a prop to keep his inebriated body upright. It wasn’t until he opened the refrigerator door to grab the bottle of orange juice and began to chug it that I let my presence be known.

“Your dinner is on the second shelf,” I told him, pleased that I’d startled him into a choking fit that left juice dribbling down his chin and onto his expensive silk tie.

“Jesus, Cass! You scared the shit out of me,” he said, using the back of his hand to wipe his mouth. Classy.

“Did I? Funny that my presence scares you where your MIA routine is what worries me,” I said in a calm, even, matter-of-fact tone. Shaw and I never yelled at each other anymore; fighting was yet another area of our life together that had lost its passion.

“I’m sorry. I got caught in traffic and was already too late for the appointment. Then Denver called to ask me to meet him at Monkey’s, and I’ve had some things I needed to go over with him so—”

“So you decided to go get drunk,” I finished for him. “Nice. Please tell me you didn’t get behind the wheel of a car like that.”

“I had a couple of drinks with the fellas, Cassidy. God knows I deserve to blow off a little steam every now and then. Don’t start.”

Oh, like I didn’t have any steam to blow off? But I let it go.

“I’m not starting anything, Shaw. I’m too tired to start anything.” I waved him off and then headed toward the bathroom off our bedroom.

Shaw followed. Somehow, I knew he would. Maybe because I was aware of the pattern—the same old, predictable routine we’d found ourselves in. I could practically spell it all out before the order of events happened. But because I was a creature of habit, I went along with it.

Picking up my toothbrush and toothpaste, I got busy with the brusha-brusha-brusha. Right on cue, Shaw slipped in behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist and nuzzling my neck while he pressed his hard-on to my ass. For a second, I thought about turning my toothbrush on him to get rid of the strong smell of whiskey coming from his breath—a couple of drinks, huh?—but got distracted by his next two cues. One hand reached up to cup my braless breast, tweaking the nipple through my nightshirt while his other hand snaked its way underneath and into my panties.

“Spit,” he ordered. Then, “Rinse.”

I did because I knew what was next. I’d never been immune to Shaw’s exploration of my body, despite how much he infuriated me to no end. Well, my body had never been immune to his explorations. My mind, sadly, had become another matter.

The moment his fingertips made contact with my clit, I went Niagara Falls down south. Shaw hummed in appreciation, taking no care in roughly palming my breast while biting my shoulder and then shoving my panties down to fall at my feet.

Within seconds, his belt was undone, his cock freed, and one of my knees was lifted to the counter to open me up for him. One splayed hand positioned just so on my back forced me to lean forward, right where he wanted me.

Again, I found myself studying my own reflection in the mirror, curious as to my stoic expression when he pushed the broad tip of his cock inside me. It wasn’t that I was immune to that feeling of being completely filled, I just knew what the outcome would be, and not because I was psychic.

With Shaw’s grip on my hips, I watched as my body lunged forward and back with each of his frantic thrusts. Deep and hard, he penetrated me, working toward his endgame. Two players on the field, only one was a ball hog, stealing all the glory for himself. But I knew what he expected of me, so I gave it to him.

“Oh, Shaw…Oh, Shaw…Right there. Yes, right…there,” I said, egging him on until I Kegel’ed it, squeezing his rigid shaft inside me in pulsing intervals to mock an orgasm. And then I gave a final, languid moan. That stoic expression I’d been sporting had not changed.

Following that cue, Shaw bucked harder, grunting with his forehead pressed to my shoulder and never once looking up at me in the mirror. And then he came. Lucky him.

He took but a moment to collect himself, pressing three chaste kisses to my shoulder before he pulled his cock free of my sheath and said, “Thank you, sweetness. I promise I won’t be late again.” An empty promise.

And just like that, our makeup sex was complete. I tried not to take it too personally that he always felt the need to shower afterward when I was the one dripping semen from my vagina, but how could I not? Yet another selfish act of Shaw—a Shawism, as I’d come to dub these frequent actions of “all Shaw, all the time.”

God, I miss foreplay, I thought as I grabbed a wash towel to clean myself up. I also missed the way we were. The couples therapy had been my idea, my insistence, and Shaw had been fighting me tooth and nail on it. But something was wrong with us. How could he not see it? There was no real intimacy between us. We’d been living like roommates with a child in common, nothing more, just going through the motions like a couple of drones. I wanted to feel something again, to feel him again. The one thing I didn’t want to feel was helpless.

So I made my mind up. Shaw and I were going to need to settle this thing once and for all. Because I didn’t know how much longer I could go on living this way. I had to know if his feelings for me had changed, and I knew if I wanted an answer that was genuine, I’d have to see his words, not hear them.

—

The next morning, I left Abe sleeping in his room to be sure I caught Shaw before he could leave for work. Usually, I never heard him in the mornings because I hadn’t been spending the nights in our bedroom for quite some time. What had seemed comforting to both Abe and me when he was a baby, allowing him to fall asleep in my arms, had turned out to be a big mistake. Now that he was used to sleeping with me, it was hard to break the habit. Since Shaw and I had been less than intimate, I figured it didn’t matter. But I missed snuggling into the crook of Shaw’s arm and nuzzling his chest as I slept. I missed falling asleep to his steady breathing and the sound of his heartbeat, and I missed waking to his manly scent. I missed a lot of things about Shaw.

And I hated having conversations like the one I felt forced to have with him first thing in the morning. It would just make the rest of the day as crappy as crappy could be. I had no choice, though. This had to be done.

Just as I walked into our bedroom, I caught the sight of Shaw’s back as he closed the bathroom door behind him. So I sat on the edge of the bed and waited for him to finish up his morning business.

The covers were still a mess, though only on one side. His side. I took comfort in the fact my pillow was out of place and at an angle to Shaw’s side, squished in the middle as if he’d been snuggling it all night. I wondered if he had. If he’d held it as close as he would’ve liked to have held me, if he ever drew deep breaths with it to his nose to find some faint remembrance of my scent.

Drawn by that thought, I reached over and grabbed up his pillow, hugging it to my chest and doing the same. It smelled like him, and memories bombarded me. Memories of the way we used to be, of lying in bed with each other until the last possible second. Memories of Shaw resting his head on my chest while talking to our unborn child through my very round belly, his horrendous singing voice quietly crooning lullabies he didn’t quite know all the words to. I smiled to myself, nearly transported back to that time and feeling the warm and fuzzies all over again.

When the toilet flushed, I quickly put his pillow back in place and collected myself. Or attempted to. My palms were too sweaty, my body too tense for any sort of confidence to be believable. Why was I so apprehensive about talking to the man I loved?

Shifting into a more comfortable position on the bed, I did my best to not let any nervousness show on my face. Jesus, this shouldn’t be this hard to do. I supposed somewhere in my subconscious mind, I knew things might not go the way I was hoping.

Red flag, red flag, red flag!

And then the shower started up. Oh, come on! He’d just showered last night before bed. A glance at the alarm clock kicked my determination into overdrive. Shaw would be leaving soon if he had any chance of making a punctual appearance at Striker. Though actually, he was the boss now and on a salary income, so it wasn’t like he was punching the time clock. I’d used that argument on many occasions, but he’d always countered it with the whole “leading by example” stance. Excuses: he always had a slew of them.

Not this morning.

Steeling my nerves, I walked into the bathroom, determined to get some things off my chest before he could shut me down.

“Shaw?” I called to him through the shower door.

“Cassidy? What are you doing up so early?” Though the design of the shower door skewed the details of his body, I could still make out that he was washing up.

“I need to talk to you, so I left Abe sleeping—”

“What?” he asked, still not pausing in his bathing routine. “I can’t hear you over the shower.”

Taking care not to be too loud as to wake Abe, I raised the volume of my voice a bit and tried again. “I said, I need to talk to you, so—”

“Can it wait until I get out, sweetness? I really can’t hear you.”

“Sure.” I hadn’t even tried to be heard that time. Something told me even if I’d yelled it, the word would’ve fallen on deaf ears. I wasn’t ready to give up, though.

Back out in the bedroom, I made the most of my time by making the bed, and then I took a seat again, waiting for him to emerge from the bathroom. Once the water shut off, I knew it would be only moments before he came out. I was wrong. By the time Shaw made an appearance, his teeth were brushed, his hair was styled, his face was clean-shaven, and his cologne had been applied. But he was still naked. With the exception of the towel he wore around his waist, that is.

My body had changed markedly over the last three years. Having a baby never affected the father’s physique, only the mother’s. Where there used to be a flat belly, I now had a pooch with faint stretch marks marring my skin. Proof that I was a tigress who’d earned her stripes, they said. And the gravitational pull of the entire freaking universe had inevitably found what used to be perky breasts. My hips were wider, my ass a little flatter, and all my muscle tone was now solely in my arms, and only then thanks to packing Abe around so much. But Shaw?

Shaw’s body hadn’t changed in the least. Strong shoulders sloped into arms corded by taut muscles. His chest was toned to perfection, decorated by a smattering of curly hair in the center. The way his abs rippled seemed like a trip to the gym was part of his regular schedule, though it wasn’t. And then there was that V cut to his waist. He was definitely still drool worthy. In that moment, I wished with all my might that he’d stalk over to where I sat and push me back onto the bed to have his very wicked way with me. Just like he used to do. Though that wasn’t going to happen.

“What’s up?” he asked as he went to his dresser and pulled out a pair of underwear.

I wanted to answer him, I really did, but my brain went all wonky when the towel dropped to the floor and his glorious ass was bared. And that wasn’t the only thing that had been bared. Apparently, his wet body exposed to the cool air of the room had no effect on Shaw’s other rather endowed assets. His cock and balls hung heavy amid a patch of dark hair, the size most men probably wanted to be. And he was limp, for goodness’ sake.

“Hello? Earth to Cassidy,” he said, snapping the boxer briefs in place and removing the distraction.

“Sorry,” I said, closing my eyes to gather my wits about me, though all I could think about was the time in Stonington when I’d begged to suck his cock and he had denied me over and over again until he’d been ready to feed it to me. “Um, I need…I need to talk to you.”

Crossing the room to his closet, he pulled out his attire for the day and began to dress. “About?”

Good question. Perhaps if I hadn’t seen him nude, I would’ve known the answer. Just as I was about to attempt verbal communication, his cellphone rang.

“Hold on,” he said, grabbing it to check the caller ID. “Shit. I have to take this. Matthews,” he answered the phone without waiting for any further argument from me.

Defeated, I huffed out of the room, closing the door none too quietly behind me. Once I’d stomped my way into the kitchen, I started a pot of coffee and planted myself on one of the stools at the counter bar. I’d be the first thing Shaw would see when he came out of the room, an obstacle on his way out the door. It dawned on me that there was something wholly wrong about thinking of myself as an obstacle in the first place, but that was what I’d become.

When Shaw came out, he was completely dressed with briefcase in one hand and his cellphone still in the other, just wrapping up a conversation. “Okay, I’ll be there within a few minutes.”

Ending the call, he put the phone into his pocket, leaning down as he did so to give me a chaste kiss on the cheek. “Have a good day. I’ll see you when I get home.”

A chaste kiss. That was all I was going to get? I remembered a time when Shaw’s farewells included bending me over the counter for a quickie because he couldn’t stand the thought of being away from me all day. Those were the sorts of quickies I didn’t mind, feverish and passionate, so unlike the one from last night.

My trip down Memory Lane nearly sidetracked me from my mission as Shaw was two steps away from disappearing for the day. I stood and rushed for the front door, throwing myself against it to block him from leaving.

Shaw pulled up short, drawing his head back in confusion. “What are you doing?”

I had to admit even I was a little shocked by my behavior. I guess desperate times call for desperate measures. “I’ve been waiting all morning, Shaw. Patiently. Can I have a minute, please?”

His brow furrowed, the first sign of concern I’d seen from him in what seemed like forever. And then he looked down at his watch again. “Yeah, sure,” he said. “But a minute is about all I have. What’s going on? Is Abe okay?”

“He’s fine, but we need to talk.”

He waved his free hand in the air for me to continue with every indication that I should make it quick. “You said that earlier. Should I guess at the topic, or would you like for me to read your mind?”

“Us,” I said simply. “We need to talk about us.”

Right on cue, he rolled his eyes in annoyance. “Cass, Wade apparently has some epic announcement he wants to make to the rest of the staff today, but not before discussing it with me. As I speak, he’s sitting in my office, waiting for me to haul my ass in there. I’m sorry, but I can’t do this right now.”

“Well, I have to do this right now. I can’t go through another second without doing it. Wade will get over it.”

Shaw dropped his briefcase onto the couch, undoubtedly aggravated by my insistence. “Fine. What is it? I already apologized for yesterday, so what could I possibly have done wrong between last night and this morning?”

“Are you serious right now?” I was flabbergasted by his annoyance. “You make me feel like I can’t talk to you about things that are bothering me, Shaw. Don’t you see that as a problem? This is exactly why I wanted to see a counselor. Because you refuse to talk to me about our issues.”

His stare was blank, though the way he looked down at that stupid watch was a clear indication that the clock was running on how much time he’d allow me to get out what I had to say.

“I love you.” Hearing my own voice, I wondered if people were supposed to sound so desperate when they said those three words. Like I was willing him to love me back. To say it and convince me that he meant it. “Look at me.”

He did.

I needed to hold his attention without any distraction so I could see with my own eyes what I knew with my heart. And oh, God, but I hoped my heart was wrong. “Tell me.”

“Really? You want to do this right now?” When I didn’t answer, he closed his eyes and let his head fall back in aggravation. Then he put a hand on his hip, took a deep breath, and faced off with me again. But he looked nothing like the Shaw I once knew. The way he regarded me was like he was looking right through me. “I love you, Cass.”

I shook my head, knowing in an instant that what he said wasn’t true.

Shaw jumped on my reaction, quick to come to his own defense. “Yes, I do. I tell you I love you every single day. Multiple times a day.”

I nodded because it was true. He did. “You tell me. But it’s the way you look at me.”

Another one of those exasperated sighs. “That doesn’t even make any sense. What are you talking about?”

“It’s not the same, Shaw.”

He threw exasperated hands into the air and spun around in a circle. “Oh. My. God! How? How is it not the same?”

“Your eyes don’t match the sentiment anymore. It’s like you’re on autopilot.” I closed my eyes to gather my thoughts and find the words that would make him understand. Once I had them, I opened my eyes again. “You used to look at me like I hung the moon.”

He saw me then, those piercing blue eyes conveying the potent truth of his next words. “That’s because once upon a time, you did.”

Finally. Truth.

There was a moment of stillness then. A moment that held the same eerie awkwardness one might feel during a ceremonial silence at a funeral. I think we both realized it at the same time. Shaw picked up his briefcase, turned his back to me, and walked away. All I could do was stare after him. So I did. I stared until the tears flooding my eyes rendered me blind and I could see him no more. Though maybe I hadn’t seen him in quite a long time.

I’d like to say my heart was broken, but it wasn’t. I was feeling something much more devastating than that. I felt empty and cold, like that place inside me that held the core of everything I believed in was suddenly vacant.

Vacant. That was the word. Like the room built for three, once filled to capacity with love, now only held a lonely woman clinging tightly to the hand of a small child, and there was way too much space on her other side. I wondered if that was how a war widow felt when she received the news that the love of her life had suddenly been erased from existence. I decided it wasn’t. It wasn’t, because those men had not chosen to be eradicated. Shaw had. He had and there was nothing I could do about it.

There was nothing left of what we once were to hold on to anymore.

Wiping the tears from my eyes, I gathered myself to do what needed to be done. There was no time for a breakdown because I had a child I needed to take care of, plans to make for our future. So with a shaky hand, I fished my cellphone out of my purse and dialed the number that had been my lifeline for as many years as I’d been living. By the second ring, a warm, loving voice answered.

“Cassidy? Is everything okay?”

“No, Ma. Everything is not okay. I’m coming home.”




CHAPTER 3




Shaw


I didn’t mean it. I swear, I didn’t. Cassidy’s insistence that something was wrong between us, that I felt any differently about her now than I did when I’d first realized I was in love with her damn near four years ago, had finally pushed me to my limit. So I’d told her what I’d thought she wanted to hear.

I still loved her. I still thought she hung the moon. Though I was concerned that the lie had fallen so easily from my lips.

Goddammit! Why did she have to push me so much? She knew I was in a hurry, so why did we have to have that conversation right then and there instead of waiting until I got home from work? I was stressed the fuck out, juggling clients while being a partner at SSE and doing my absolute best to take care of my family, to be different from my own parents. I didn’t sleep well at nights, my brain constantly spinning out of control with everything I had to do, who I had to please, moves I needed to forecast…everything. And Cassidy was just piling the bullshit on top.

No, I didn’t spend much time at home, but that was because I couldn’t. I was only one man; there was only so much I could do, and I’d been stretched pretty damn thin as it was. You’d think the woman who was supposed to love me would try to understand that.

I thought Cassidy and I were supposed to be partners in this whole parenting thing. It had been working well, by my assessment. She was the nurturer. I was the provider. Abe had the best of both worlds, and that was a million miles away from Planet Don’t Give a Shit, where my parents had apparently hailed from.

Abe had it made. So had Cassidy. She got to be at home with Abe, for Christ’s sake! If either of us had a reason to feel resentment toward the other, it was me, not her. I’d give anything to be able to spend a day playing with him. But I had to provide for my little man, make sure he’d never want for anything, that he’d get the best education money could buy and every opportunity that may come his way until he could make his own name in life. I was making sacrifices so he wouldn’t have to, so Cassidy wouldn’t have to. And what thanks did I get for that? Reminders that my best just wasn’t good enough, and probably never would be.

This was the exact reason I never did the relationship thing in the past!

When the car in front of me moved ahead, I gave a roar of frustration and punched the gas pedal, only to have to stomp on the brake because morning traffic in San Diego was stop-and-go, at best. I might have stood a chance with it if I’d left on time, but Cassidy’s need to talk had landed me smack dab in the middle of it. My day could only keep getting better from here. Yeah, right. How was I supposed to concentrate on anything else when all I could hear was the sheer desperation in my woman’s voice, when all I could see in her eyes was some sort of plea for me to make things right? Jesus, I’d made her cry, broken her fucking heart.

And then I’d walked out on her. I was an ass of the highest degree.

I thought about turning around and going back to her…to apologize, to let her beat the shit out of me, to hold her tight and make sweet love to her the way we used to. Thought about it and then thought better of it. We both needed some time, a breather to let things cool down. Plus my business partner, Wade, was waiting for me at the office to discuss a pertinent matter, or so I assumed, considering the urgency surrounding the phone call I’d received from him earlier.

Great. Something else to pile on top of my plate.

By the time I made it to the office—late—I’d already convinced myself of half a dozen things that could be wrong. Things like Striker Sports Entertainment going bankrupt or that every client we represented was currently breaking contracts and jumping ship. Not that they’d have cause to; we treated all of our clients with the utmost respect and made sure we were available to them whenever and wherever they needed us.

I’d been overreacting, though, stressing myself out for no reason. I really needed to stop doing that before I developed an ulcer. Or worse, had a stroke.

“Sorry I’m late. Rush-hour traffic,” I told Wade as I put my briefcase on the floor and took the seat behind my desk.

He was sitting legs crossed in front of me with a piping hot cup of coffee in hand. Thank God, Ben had been seeing to his needs.

My partner grimaced with a shake of his head. “Goddamn traffic. At some point, California really should try to put a cap on the amount of people they allow to relocate here from other countries—hell, even other states. It’s getting more and more crowded every day. They say an earthquake is going to make the state fall off into the sea, but I say the weight of all the goddamn people living here will be the cause.”

“I relocated from out of state,” I reminded him. “So did Cassidy.”

“Yeah, but at least you two are contributing something. Too many numbnuts out there dreaming of being discovered for the silver screen or making it big in the music industry,” he said with a shake of his head.

Wade was grouchy before, but he’d gotten surlier over the last couple of years. He reminded me more and more every day of Max from Grumpy Old Men. His hair was more gray than black now, balding just at the crown. His skin had started to show deeper wrinkles, and age spots had popped up all over his face and hands, the appearance of which had probably been accelerated courtesy of too much time spent out under the California sun.

I chuckled at his prediction, not entirely sure how I managed it when my mood was every bit as cantankerous as his, thanks to the morning I’d had thus far. “Maybe you need a break, Wade. Take a timeout and go enjoy the tranquillity of Lake Tahoe for a while.”

“Funny you should mention that,” he said, shifting in his seat. “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.”

Wade going on vacation was hardly a serious enough matter to warrant my rush into the office this morning. There had to be something more to it. Maybe he was going to force me to take a vacation? Or worse…a permanent vacation. Could he do that?

I started mentally poring through my contract while trying to think of any offenses I might have made and whether it was possible that there’d been a secret board meeting to discuss my removal.

“Matthews, are you okay?” Wade’s brow was furrowed with concern. “Christ, man, you’re sweating bullets over there. If you’re sick and need to take some time off—”

“I’m fine,” I told him. “Just not entirely sure what all of this is about. Don’t leave me hanging. What’s going on?”

For the first time since I’d met Wade, he slouched in his chair, looking worse for the wear. “I’m done, son. Ready to hang it up, kick back, and enjoy the rest of my life.”

I was still confused. “What does that mean?”

“It means I’ve decided to retire. Done deal. I’ve been thinking about it for a long time now and don’t need to think about it anymore,” he said with a note of finality, one meant to shut down any argument I might try to throw his way to dissuade him. “Obviously, I wanted to tell you before I announce it to the rest of the staff this afternoon.”

I was stunned silent. The retirement of SSE’s co-founder, Monty Prather, was what had spurred the competition between Cassidy and me, which had landed me the partnership in the first place. But Wade? Striker was his baby. He’d been the one to bring Monty onboard before the doors had ever opened for business. I’d felt sure he’d never let it go, that he’d hold on to it with a death grip until death finally gripped him.

And then an even heavier weight circled my neck like a horseshoe around a stake to bear down on my shoulders. “Of course. Thank you for the heads-up. But I have to ask what this will mean for Striker. For me?”

“Striker is still going to be here. Don’t you worry about that,” he assured me. “I’m not selling, and neither is Monty. But I’m turning over the reins of the day-to-day business to you. Monty and I have discussed it, and we feel given the added stress of keeping us out of the poor house, a larger percentage of the shares would be in order.”

“That’s, um…that’s a relief.” At least I didn’t have to worry about being unemployed. “But it’s also a whole lot of responsibility to take on by myself.”

“Oh, sorry.” Wade laughed. “Forgot the last part. I’m going to see to it that you’re not doing it all on your own. I know you like to take the hands-on approach, keeping your skills sharp with your own clients, and I respect that. Always have. Gotta lead by example, after all.”

“I’m glad you can appreciate that, Wade. So I can expect a replacement for you, then?”

“Well, no one can replace me.” He laughed, metaphorically patting himself on the back. “But I’m not going to burden you with trying to find someone who can come close. I know you have your plate full enough. So before I make my grand exit—and I am hoping for an elaborate retirement party,” he not so subtly hinted, “I’ll make sure the most qualified candidate I can find is in place and ready to stand by your side at the helm.”

I wasn’t really sure how I felt about that. Wade was more than capable of choosing his replacement, but I would’ve liked to have a say in the final decision. Still, he was right. I did have a full plate. Dealing with headhunters and conducting interviews would only tie up even more of my time. Time I needed to devote to Marcel and, more important, to my family. So I supposed I should’ve been grateful for the assistance. Besides, contrary to what Cassidy had always believed about me—and had no doubt relayed to her mentor, Wade—I could play well with others. I’d adjust. Period.

“One more thing,” I said. “Will this person you find also be a partner? If so, how will the share split go then?”

When I had become a partner, I wasn’t an equal partner. Wade held controlling interest with 51 percent, Monty (a silent partner) still held 24 percent, and I had the remaining 25 percent. If Wade and Monty planned to sell off their shares, I could be in a whole lot of trouble. So could SSE, its employees, and its clients.

He chuckled. “That’s my boy. I would have been disappointed if you hadn’t asked.” He re-crossed his legs. “The replacement will be auditioning, so to speak, for a role as partner. We want to make sure the person we find will be a viable contribution to the future of SSE. Once you, Monty, and I are convinced the new person has proven himself, we’ll make it official. The share split will be Monty and me at ten percent each, the new partner at thirty, and you with fifty. As Monty and I, inevitably, die off, our shares will go to the new partner to balance things out. Until then, you’ll be making more than the rest of us.” He laughed. “You’ve more than earned it, and Monty and I will feel safe knowing SSE is in your hands.”

“Wow. That’s quite an honor. I don’t know what to say,” I admitted.

“Just say yes, my boy.”

It was a lot to take in, an even bigger responsibility. Though wasn’t this exactly what I’d worked so hard for? Wasn’t this the dream I’d had as a practically orphaned child with no prospect of a promising future? I’d have a real legacy, half of a more than prosperous company. Abe could follow in his father’s footsteps and be proud to stand where I once stood. Generations after him could do the same. I could start a true legacy. Right here. Right now. I could really be worthy of a woman like Cassidy.

Smacking my hand on the desk, much like a judge’s gavel at a final verdict, I answered, “Yes!” and then I sat back with a sigh of relief. A very major decision had just been made, but it was one that I felt good about.

“Excellent!” Wade said. “Monty will be so proud of his protégé’s enthusiasm. You’ve never disappointed, Matthews. I wouldn’t be able to make this leap if I didn’t have the utmost confidence in you.”

“Thank you for saying so, Wade. I sure am sorry to see you go, and admittedly, maybe even a little jealous of all the free time you’re about to get, but I can’t think of many other people who deserve it more.” It was true. Wade had built SSE from the ground up, now boasting a clientele roster of the most well-known athletes in every sport imaginable. “Thank you for taking care of finding our next partner. Though I know he’ll never be a match to you, I’ll try not to hold it against him.”

“Good man,” he said, standing. “I’m sure I never did the same with you.” He winked playfully before coming over to shake my hand. As he made his exit to get on with his day and leave me to mine, he stopped and looked back over his shoulder. “Oh, and he could very well turn out to be a she. You might want to be prepared for that, just in case.”

I had absolutely no problem with that. I was just glad I didn’t have to make the decision one way or the other.

—

The rest of my day had been hectic, as usual. Though I was still bothered by the exchange I’d had with Cassidy that morning, I hadn’t had the time to dwell on it. Between going over my strategy concerning Marcel, handling a contract crisis for one of my top clients, reviewing contracts Ben had drawn up for a couple others, I’d had enough to stay distracted—to say the very least.

And then came the staff meeting.

Wade had made the announcement about his retirement, inviting anyone who felt qualified to submit his or her résumé for consideration. Though everyone at SSE was sad for Wade to go, the excited chatter over the prospect of having a shot at the partnership had become like white noise in the background. There was no guarantee the next partner would be someone internal, but Wade liked to keep things close to home, so it was possible. If one of our agents got it, I was going to make sure my assistant, Ben, got a promotion to fill the vacancy. I’d miss him, but I couldn’t hold him back for selfish reasons.

Ally, Cassidy’s old assistant, seemed less than interested in the partnership. Of course, she’d only been an agent for around three and a half years, taking over Cassidy’s clients when she’d gone on a maternity leave that had turned into her resignation. I was proud of the work Ally had done. She was like a carbon copy of Cassidy in the way she approached and landed a client. The roster she’d inherited from her former boss had been free to choose another agent, but they’d all declined after private meetings with Cassidy to discuss Ally’s capabilities.

After the staff meeting, I didn’t dally. I didn’t even make a stop off at Monkey Business. I had one goal in mind: calling a cease-fire with the woman I loved, who had felt less-than as of late, and spending some quality time with my family. I had a lot of groveling to do. Groveling that would hopefully lead to the best makeup sex we’d ever had. I’d sort of missed throwing her against the wall to bury my cock balls deep in her delectable pussy. Hell, I sort of even felt like having her juices for dessert before that.

Once we made up with the nicey-nice and were each perfectly sated, I was going to tell Cassidy the big news Wade had shared, how our lives were going to change for the better. I was going to own Striker with the majority share. God, I couldn’t wait to see her look at me with pride when she realized all my hard work had finally paid off, that my absenteeism hadn’t been for nothing. I finally had something. And it was pretty damn big.

But all of my excitement, my feeling of accomplishment, flew right out the window the moment I stepped over the threshold and into the home we shared. Cassidy was in our bedroom, zipping up a suitcase while Abe played on the floor.

Weird.

“Daddy!” Abe squealed when he saw me and then ran over to hug my leg. I really fucking loved it when he did that.

“Hey, little man! Did you have big fun today?” I sat my briefcase on the floor and bent over to kiss his forehead before straightening to discern the scene before me more closely.

“Mommy and I pwayed pack-it-or-weave-it today,” he told me with an adorable smile that showed all his baby teeth.

“You did, did you? I bet that was big fun.” I turned my attention to Cassidy then, more than concerned, but unwilling to jump to conclusions. “Was that a game or are you actually going somewhere?”

“Both.” Though it was only one syllable, I could hear the disdain in her voice. Uh-oh, I was still in the doghouse.

“Really? And where might you be going?”

“Stonington.” Her answer was short. Clipped.

And surprising. Shit. Had we had a conversation about this? No, I was sure we hadn’t. Though if I were wrong, she was definitely going to jump all over it, once again telling me how much I don’t pay attention to her when she talks. It wasn’t true. Most of the time. Okay, it was true more than it should be, but this was not one of those times.

“Huh. Okay, then. I mean, a little warning would’ve been nice, but I think a visit to see Pop-Pop and Mimi would do my boy some good.” I lifted Abe off the floor and tossed him into the air, earning a giggle in turn. After the day I’d had, I really needed it. Tucking my arm under his little tush to hold him, I kissed his forehead and then ruffled his hair. “And I’m sure Mommy could use a bit of fresh air, too.”

Cassidy yanked the suitcase from the bed and onto the floor. The thing nearly pulled her arm out of the socket, clueing me in to just how heavy it was. Blowing her crimson locks out of her face with a huff, she stood and put those damn hands of hers on those damn hips. Jesus, what had I done this time?

“Fresh? Because things have gotten so stale around here, you mean.”

With a sigh, I sat Abe down so his squirmy butt could get back to playing with his Superman and Batman action figures while Mommy and I had yet another strained discussion. “Stop putting words into my mouth, Cass. I was only trying to say a short vacation might do you some good. Maybe for both of us.”

“My thoughts exactly. Only, it won’t be a short vacation.” She went over to her dresser, rifling through her jewelry box.

“Oh, okay. An extended vacation. When will you be back?” I started toward the closet to get out of my suit and put on something more comfortable.

“We’re not coming back, Shaw.”

Stopping in my tracks, I turned to face her, sure I hadn’t heard her right. “I’m sorry, what?”

“For once, you actually did hear me. Bully for you, Matthews,” she said sarcastically without looking up. Matthews was what she’d called me when we were at odds with each other.

“Is this about what I said this morning? Because I didn’t mean it. I was frustrated and running late, and shit…I just said what I thought you wanted to hear.”

“You thought I wanted to hear that you don’t feel the same way about me as you used to?”

I rubbed my hand over my face, frustrated that nothing was coming out quite the way I wanted it to. “No. I’m sorry, okay? It was eating at me all day. I was going to call to apologize, but—”

“Something came up. Right?” she finished for me. I’d never seen her so fed up. It unnerved me to the bone. “Something always comes up, Shaw. Always. You have an excuse for not being here. You have an excuse for not showing up on time for our appointments. You have an excuse for breaking promises to our son. You have an excuse for saying hurtful things that you can’t take back. You always have an excuse. And when you don’t, I’m making them for you. Not anymore. I’m done with the excuses. I’m done trying to be the glue that holds all of this together without any assistance from you. I’m done being taken for granted, and I’m done with being unappreciated.” Closing her jewelry box, she stuffed the little travel bag into her purse, zipping it up and hoisting it over her shoulder, and then she turned to face off with me. “I’m just plain done. Clearly, you are, too. So I’m taking Abe back home to Stonington to raise him. At least there, neither of us will be in the way of your rise to superstardom any longer. Enjoy your career. Come on, Abey Baby.”

The moment Cassidy took Abe’s hand and grabbed the suitcase in her other, my whole world came crashing down around me. She wasn’t bluffing; she was serious. And she had my undivided attention.

“Stop,” I said, blocking her way. “Where do you think you’re going?”

“I already told you, Shaw. I’ll call you once we’ve both had time to process this to discuss custody and visitation, but not right now. Move.” She made to go around me, but I stepped in the way again.

“No,” I said, shaking my head. I was near panic, unable to say or do much more than repeat the same word and action. “No, no, no.” Not my son. Not her. I couldn’t stomach either of them walking out that door. I was going to be sick. Or maybe I was about to have a heart attack because there was this unbearable pressure building in my chest, and shit all over my body was going numb and cold as if the circulation of blood had simply decided it was as done as Cassidy was.

“You can’t go,” I choked out.

“I have to go, Shaw. Because I can’t stay. Not like this. I just can’t do it anymore.” She closed her eyes, her shoulders sagging. “I’m tired.”

She did look tired. Not only tired, defeated. There was an empty sort of sadness to eyes that were once as vibrant and green as new leaves in the spring. They were puffy and red now, and the tip of her nose was tinged pink. She’d been crying. I’d done that, hadn’t I? How had I missed it before?

“I’m sorry,” I told her, meaning every single syllable.

She shook her head. “I wish that fixed things, but it doesn’t.”

“What will? Tell me. I’ll do anything. Just don’t leave me. Please.” I’d never begged for anything, had never felt the need to because there wasn’t anything I’d wanted bad enough.

The room went quiet except for the whooshing sounds Abe made as he flew Superman through the air. I turned to look at him, unable to fight the grin that tugged at my lips when Superman swooped down to punch Batman with a loud “Pow!” from my baby boy.

Cassidy stooped down to Abe’s level, stilling his play as she gave him a forced smile with tears swimming in her eyes. “Sweetie, I want you to go play in your room for a little bit while Mommy and Daddy have a talk. Okay?”

“We’re not going bye-bye, Mommy?”

“You’re not going anywhere, little man. You’re staying right here,” I told him.

Cassidy gave me a disapproving look, then turned back to Abe. “Not just yet, baby. Be my sweet boy and go play for now.”

“Okay!”

Cassidy kissed our son’s forehead before he grabbed up his toys and ran off to his room. When she stood, she used the back of her hand to wipe a tear from her cheek and then faced me again.

I wanted to wrap my arms around her and thank God for the near miss of losing the woman I loved, but I knew I couldn’t. Not yet. For one, the vibes were all kinds of “keep your distance” and for two, though I was relieved she hadn’t left, I was also pissed that walking out on me and taking my son had been the plan.

“Cassidy, you’re my everything,” I told her because I meant it.

She nodded with a sniffle. “You say I’m you’re everything and then treat me like I’m nothing. Actions speak louder than words. And if that saying is true, I also have to believe that your job is more important than your family.”

Well, damn. “That’s not true.” When she just looked at me, I became more determined, taking her face in my hands and making her look at me. “It isn’t. You and Abe…I can’t. I can’t lose you. You’re all I have, all I ever want.”

“Things haven’t been right between us for quite some time now, Shaw. You know I’m right.”

She was. No matter how hard I tried to remain in denial about it, to go about my day as if everything was hunky-dory, it wasn’t. We’d become distant, in large part, thanks to my determination to not fail my family. But all couples went through that, didn’t they? That was why there was such a thing as a honeymoon phase in the first place.

“Then tell me how to make it right, sweetness.” I brushed her cheek, but she wouldn’t look at me.

Instead, she pulled back, putting distance between us. Too much distance. “I shouldn’t have to tell you how to make it right, Shaw. That’s something that comes naturally, instinct or something.”

“Naturally? For someone like me?” I wanted to touch her again, but I knew she didn’t want me to, so I raked my anxious fingers through my hair instead and walked toward the window.

The glass pane was cool when I put my forearm against it and rested my forehead on it. Looking down at all the passersby from the window of our apartment on the twentieth floor, I thought about how easy it would be to wish I could trade places with any one of them in that moment. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t because none of them had my Cassidy or my Abe in their life. And despite the shit we were wading through right now, I’d rather be with them than with anyone else. It was entirely possible that all of this was my fault. Likely, even. Not that I knew how to fix it.

“You have to remember that I’d never been in a relationship before you,” I told her. “I don’t know how this shit is supposed to work. Hell, I didn’t even have decent parents to give me something to go by. It’s a wonder I’m functional at all. And that’s not me making excuses again. That’s a cold, hard fact of my life. Maybe I just don’t know how to love you.”

“You either love me or you don’t. It’s that simple.”

I chuckled, though not because I was amused. “No, it isn’t. I do love you. But I don’t know how to fix this. I’m man enough to admit that much. So help me. Tell me what I need to do. Give me another chance, Cassidy. Please. For Abe. For us.”

“Look at me.” She was all business, so I did as she ordered. When I turned to face her, she tilted her head to the side and regarded me with steadfast determination. “Tell me,” she said.

I crossed the room to where she stood, no longer okay with the distance between us, literally and figuratively. Taking her hand in both of mine, I placed it flat against my chest, right over my heart. And then I looked her in the eye, seeing there the mother of my child, my greatest rival, and my fated love…all wrapped up in one amazing and incredible woman. She was all I’d ever want. “I love you,” I told her, never more sure of the words I’d spoken.

It felt like a lifetime passed before she answered, though I knew it was only seconds. With a nod, she caved. “Okay. We’ll give this one more chance.”

“Oh, thank God,” I said, breathing a sigh of relief and stepping in closer.

Cassidy pushed back against my chest, stopping me before I could seal the deal with a hug. “On one condition,” she warned.

I didn’t care what the condition was; she’d have whatever she wanted. “Anything.”

“Counseling, Shaw.”

Fuck me.

“We don’t need counseling, sweetness. We can do this on our own. Just you and me working together…we’re the Dynamic Duo, baby.” I gave her a smile I knew would charm the pants off her, as it had done on many occasions before.

She shook her head, dead set on her path and as unrelenting in this as a pit bull with a meaty bone. “The truth of the matter is that I don’t have a clue what I’m doing either, Shaw. We need help—a neutral party who can coach us into becoming better partners to each other and better parents for Abe. You have to agree to the counseling or I’m leaving.”

An ultimatum. Jesus, I hated ultimatums. There was something about them that made me want to do the opposite, if for no other reason than just for the sake of maintaining control. But I loved Cassidy, and if this was what she needed…Like I’d said, she’d have whatever she wanted.

“Okay,” I conceded.

“Okay?” she asked. Apparently, she hadn’t expected an easy victory on the matter.

“Okay,” I repeated.

She closed her eyes and sighed in relief as her shoulders dropped with the tension that evacuated her muscles. Damn. I’d done that to her.

Cupping her face, I kissed her lips softly and then pressed my forehead to hers as I released a relieved sigh of my own. “Thank you, sweetness.”

I’d almost lost everything.




CHAPTER 4




Shaw


Jesus! I was late. Again. And no doubt, about to be crucified for it.

Though I’d agreed to the counseling, it didn’t mean I had to like it. I was still convinced it would do more harm than good and was nothing short of a big, fat waste of time. The only reason I’d made a halfway-decent attempt was because I’d promised Cassidy I would. Ultimatums had a way of forcing one’s hand, after all.

Still, I wasn’t made up of the stuff that would allow me to roll over and play dead while some quack put me down and told me all the ways I didn’t deserve Cassidy and Abe. I’d play nice, but not too nice.

Once I’d parked in the garage, I took the elevator to the floor the directory listed for Cassidy’s chosen cohort. I knew I had the right place when I got to the office at the end of a long hallway, a trek that felt like walking death row, I might add. Dr. Jeremy Sparling, PhD, LMFT was stamped in sparkly gold lettering on the tinted glass door. Sparkly, just like his personality, I’d bet. Eager to get this over with, I pulled the heavy door open and walked in.

A girl in her early twenties sat behind the receptionist desk, beaming up at me with a bright smile when she saw me. “Hi! How can I help you?”

“I have an appointment,” I told her. “I’m late.”

“Oh! You must be Mr. Matthews?”

“In the flesh,” I said, not hiding my annoyance. Not that this young lady had ever done anything to deserve my bucket-of-shit fest. Guilt by association, I supposed, was my subconscious reasoning for my rude behavior.

“Dr. Sparling and Ms. Whalen are waiting for you,” Ashley—per her nameplate—told me, bubbly smile still in place and undeterred by my attitude. Though I could tell it was fake. I assumed she’d had a lot of practice with her perma-grin while working with the public. I’d mastered the same smile, but years of practice had rendered mine flawless. “Just through there,” Ashley said, pointing to another door around the corner.

I nodded a thanks and then forced myself to drag heavy feet to the final destination. This door wasn’t glass, likely, to keep busybodies from seeing the sessions inside. Right in line with the whole doctor/patient confidentiality agreement, I supposed.

Jesus…Was I really going to go through with this?

“Don’t be shy,” Ashley called after me. “You can walk on in.”

Big breath in and then out, I turned the knob and pushed the door open.

A thin man stood on my arrival, wearing the same sort of smile as Ashley’s, more polished and genuine and all “Let’s be friends!” As he walked over with his hand outstretched to greet me, I surmised he couldn’t have been any more than five feet six inches tall. “And finally, we meet. Yaayyy!” he said, laughing at himself. He apparently thought he was funny. I didn’t. “I’m Dr. Sparling, but I absolutely insist that you call me Jeremy.”

Of course he would.

“Shaw Matthews.” I took his hand, instantly wanting to draw it back when I felt how warm it was. Too warm. Creepy, like maybe he’d just had it shoved down his pants.

I wasn’t sure what I expected of our shrink, but Dr. Jeremy Sparling was not the least bit intimidating in the physical sense. His hair was dark and cropped short, heavily applied hair product forcing an unnatural part for a greaser style. His skin was pale, though rosy at the cheeks, like a ripe jolly old elf’s. Black-rimmed glasses sat on the bridge of his long nose. A dense pornstache nearly covered the top lip of his full mouth, and he wore a “fun” sweater vest over a button-down shirt with khaki pants. Dude had to be hot in that getup. And then it occurred to me…I was looking at the doppelgänger of Ghostbusters’s Louis Tully. It gave me the heebie-jeebies, and I mentally swore that if he invited us to some hip party at his pad, I was going to call in an exorcist.

Though he looked harmless enough, the dark brown eyes that sat behind those thick lenses made me throw up all kinds of security walls. The scrutiny there unnerved me to the core. I’d lay odds there wasn’t much he ever missed.

“Hey,” Cassidy said, drawing my attention. She smiled up at me. “You made it.”

Why did she seem so surprised? She was the one who’d issued the ultimatum, giving me no other choice. Did she really think I’d risk losing her and Abe over some stupid counseling sessions? Not a chance.

Dr. Sparling took his seat in the only chair, waving for me to get comfortable as well. Cassidy was sitting on the couch across from him, so I took a seat on the other end with a huff, ready to get this whole thing over with already.

“Okay, let’s get started,” he said. Turning to me, he crossed his legs. “What brings you here?”

He was asking me? “Who,” I corrected him. “And the answer is Cassidy. She thinks we need this.”

“And why do you think that is?”

“You’ll have to ask her.”

“I already have. I’d like to know why you think you’re here.”

“Why does any couple come to see you? Because they have issues, right?”

“Yes, but you’ve avoided addressing those issues, missing every other appointment. Why are you here now?”

I was becoming increasingly frustrated by the shame game my new pal, Jeremy, was playing. “Because Cassidy said she’d leave me if I didn’t agree to this.”

“I see. And why were you refusing to show for all the other appointments we’ve scheduled?”

“Obviously, it’s because I didn’t want to see you. Not you, personally, but any shrink.”

“Relationship coach,” he corrected me, with a polite smile. “You don’t think the two of you can benefit from outside help?”

“Not entirely,” I admitted. “Mostly, my reluctance is because I’m a little uncomfortable about dishing all of my personal business to a total stranger.”

“Ah. Rest assured, you aren’t the first and likely won’t be the last client to have that concern.” He sat back in his Chesterfield armchair—the brown leather groaning with his movement—and then uncrossed and re-crossed his legs. Propping a little white notepad on his knee to begin writing something down, he continued, “How might I set you at ease with this new adventure we’re about to embark upon?”

“I don’t know. How about you start with your qualifications?”

“Shaw—” Cassidy started, but was cut off by our relationship coach.

“It’s quite all right, Ms. Whalen—”

“Just Cassidy. Please,” she insisted with as genuine a smile as I’d seen from her in a long time. Except when it came to Abe, that is.

Dr. Sparling looked up, returning the smile. “Cassidy, then. Do you mind if I use your first name, Mr. Matthews?”

“Sure. Knock yourself out,” I told him with a roll of my eyes and a subdued huff of annoyance.

“Great!” Redirecting to Cassidy, he said, “If your partner needs reassurances as to my qualifications, I’m more than happy to list them.”

My “partner” turned to me with a narrowing of her eyes only I would’ve perceived. A silent warning for me to behave, or else. I wasn’t afraid of her “or else,” so I did nothing to stop our coach from continuing with his list of credentials.

“I have been a registered and licensed marriage and family therapist for over fifteen years. As for my educational background, as it applies to our current situation, I hold a doctorate in psychology with a specialization in marriage and family therapy. I also earned a master’s in marriage and family therapy. You’re free to do some fact-checking on me if you’d like, though I would’ve thought you’d have done that before you called my office to schedule an appointment.”

“I didn’t call. She did,” I said with a nod in Cassidy’s direction.

“And I did the research, Shaw. You know I don’t do anything halfway.”

“No, you don’t, do you? I’m sure you probably even conducted phone interviews with a dozen or more therapists and psychiatrists before you chose this one.”

“Does it bother you that she’s so thorough, Shaw?”

Was that an air of condescension I detected?

“I’m sorry, have we already begun the judgmental thing without my realizing it?”

“I’m not here to judge you. I do not own a black robe or a gavel. But to answer your question, your session began the moment you walked through the door. The clock for the bill, however, began at the time you were scheduled to walk through the door.” He said all this without looking at me and while scribbling more notes on his pad. It irked me.

“Is that what you’re writing, that I was late?”

He stopped and peered up at me over the rim of his glasses. “Would that bother you?”

“It bothers me that you answer every question with a question asking me if it bothers me.”

“I see,” he said, again returning to the notepad. Just when I thought I might launch across the space between the “therapy couch” and his comfy chair, he stopped, crossing his forearms over the pad as he leaned toward us. “How about this? Since you seem to be distracted so much by what I may or may not be writing, and I do need to keep notes, would you be more comfortable if I record our sessions to play back later so that I can note your file accordingly?”

I suddenly saw this guy’s appeal to Cassidy. He was as meticulous as she was about keeping an accurate account of everything there was to know about a subject of interest. It was his job, I got it, and it would make me feel less scrutinized if I didn’t have to watch him write down every body gesture or interesting choice of word I’d used.

“That would be preferable, yes.” Though I wasn’t completely onboard with this whole thing, I relaxed a little at his willingness to compromise. I even sat back and draped my arm over the back of the couch as the doc moved to his desk to pull out a small black recorder. He did some shit to make sure it was good to go, and then sat it on the table between us with a little red light seeming to point the blame finger right at me like a laser centering on the kill shot.

“Does that bother you?” he asked, chuckling at his own attempt to be funny. “I’m sorry. Just a little therapist humor.”

Even Cassidy’s laugh was forced. I shot her a sideways glance with a humorless chuckle of my own. I couldn’t believe she was torturing me like this.

Before returning to his cushy chair, Dr. Sparling grabbed a file folder off his desk. I thought he wasn’t going to be taking notes?

“So,” he continued, “as Cassidy is aware, I’m a little unconventional in my coaching methods. I prefer to keep things fun, shake it up a bit, and make it less like therapy and more like talking to an old friend who happens to be a pretty good referee, if you will.

“As I said before, I am not a judge and promise not to be judgmental, but I need you to trust that I know what I’m talking about and will do my utter best to help the two of you through any issues you might have in your relationship, obvious or buried. I can’t simply fix the problem areas for you. I can only act as a neutral party, a guide to help you resolve them together.

“Now, let’s jump right in, shall we?” Dr. Sparling opened the file on his lap, perusing the contents as he spoke. “When Cassidy and I first planned to meet, I’d emailed a questionnaire that each of you completed for me to get a snapshot of you individually and as a couple. The questionnaire, as you may recall—or not, since it was so long ago,” he said, giving me a pointed glance—I supposed to shame me for all the appointments that had had to be rescheduled on my account—“was to help me determine what the two of you feel, separately, are the issues in your relationship so that we might find a common focus point.

“Unfortunately, only one of you took it seriously,” he concluded. He was about to rat me out.

“What do you mean?” Cassidy asked, shocked. Not sure why.

Sometimes I believed she asked questions she already knew the answers to just to prove an already obvious point. No, I hadn’t taken the questionnaire seriously. Mostly because I’d had no intention of showing up to these sessions in the first place and saw no sense in divulging personal information to a stranger I’d never meet anyway.

“Well, here’s one example….For the question asking what his childhood was like, Shaw wrote that he was the illegitimate son of Santa Claus, who’d had an illicit affair with his mother, the Tooth Fairy, and that she’d abandoned him to be raised by a pack of chupacabras until he was eventually abducted by aliens at the age of six and sold off to a succubus that had…” Dr. Sparling pulled at the collar of his shirt, uncomfortable with his next reveal, “sucked him off so much, his cock was permanently swollen to the size of a baby’s arm.”

I did my best to stifle my laughter, but no way could I hide my amused grin from Cassidy.

“Shaw!”

“What?” I asked, defensively, and then turned the tables on our therapist. “I thought those questionnaires were supposed to be confidential. Don’t you have some sort of hypocritical oath you have to uphold or something?”

“It’s a Hippocratic Oath, Shaw—”

I knew that.

“—and this is couple’s therapy. Which means I won’t disclose details about our sessions to anyone outside this office, but the two of you count as one client, and there will be no secrets held in this room. The contract you signed detailed that information.”

It did? That would’ve been useful information to have before filling out that form.

“You didn’t even read the contract, did you?” Cassidy asked me. Again, not sure why she was shocked.

“Yes, I read the agreement….Okay, I didn’t,” I admitted when she opened her mouth to call bullshit. Damned if I could ever lie to her.

“Would you like to take a moment to look over it now before we continue?” Dr. Sparling handed a copy toward me. “I don’t want to move forward until you know exactly what you can expect of me and what I expect of you in return.”

“Fine.” Reaching across the way, I took the sheet of paper from him with a huff, while secretly hoping he’d gotten a paper cut when I ripped it from his hand.

Scanning through the document, I realized it hadn’t been as basic as I’d thought it would be. Dr. Sparling’s expectations were pretty specific. By signing the document, I’d agreed to take our sessions seriously and follow the advice he gave regarding the future of my relationship with Cassidy. No matter. It wasn’t like he could dictate what we ultimately decided to do. On the other hand, what Cassidy ultimately decided, based on his recommendation, would be another story.

“Got it.” I handed the agreement back to him.

“And you still agree?”

One glance at Cassidy, at the pleading in every detail of her expression, and I knew the answer. “I do.” I shuddered when I realized how much that had sounded like a wedding vow.

“Excellent! Moving on,” he said, all Mr. Rogers–like. And then finally, he turned the spotlight off me and onto Cassidy. “Cassidy, since it seems you were earnest with your questionnaire, let’s start with you.”

Oh, I couldn’t wait to hear what she’d put on her form….




Cassidy


Jeremy seemed like an okay guy. Sort of like he was having an identity crisis that he should maybe seek counseling for himself, but okay, nonetheless. Maybe his outward appearance was simply an attempt to set his clients at ease with the illusion that he had something in common with just about anyone from any walk of life. I liked that about him.

I also liked the way he effortlessly put Shaw in his place. Reminded me a lot of myself, or at least the way I used to be with him. Over time, I’d lost my spunk, my sass, my competitive edge.

Filling out the questionnaire had been a “come to Jesus” moment for me, so to speak. Maybe I’d been in defensive mode while studying it, looking for all the ways my answers might make me look like a villain. In the end, though, I’d answered honestly, viewing this as an opportunity to tell the story of Shaw and me. If there were issues, they weren’t mine alone. They weren’t even Shaw’s alone. They were ours. And if Jeremy could offer advice on how I might approach our relationship differently, I was all ears. Unlike Shaw, I had no chip on my shoulder. I knew I wasn’t perfect.

“It says here that the two of you met at work.”

Feeling like I’d just taken the witness stand, I squared my shoulders, prepared to defend my actions. “That’s right.”

“Workplace romances can be quite complicated.”

I snorted. “You don’t know the half of it.”

“Then by all means, fill me in.” He smiled and sat back, making a show of getting comfortable.

Shaw sighed his agitation, but I didn’t spare him a glance.

Crossing my legs, I entwined my fingers and hooked my hands around my knee. Bracing, maybe? “Shaw and I worked for the same company, but there was no love lost between the two of us right from the beginning. I thought he was a pompous ass who expected everything to be handed to him—”

“And I thought she was the biggest bitch I’d ever met,” Shaw tacked on, making me narrow my eyes at him.

“You didn’t at first,” I taunted him with a knowing smirk.

“Nope,” he admitted. “I thought you were sexy as hell until you opened that smart-ass mouth of yours.”

“I thought my smart mouth turned you on?” What I didn’t add was the rather intimate story Shaw had recounted to me about a certain shower where he’d masturbated to visions of shutting me up with his fat cock in my mouth. The thought heated my skin and made me wish for all the world that he’d do it for real. God, I missed that part of Shaw so much.

“It did. Still wanted to wring your neck, though.”

And now I was thinking about a little flirtation with danger, about what it would be like to have Shaw’s fingers around my neck while plunging deep inside me, his eyes daring me to make a sound.

“Oh, my…” Jeremy pulled at his collar. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear he’d been reading my mind. Clearly, his reaction was aimed at Shaw’s statement, though the teasing grin on his lips meant he hadn’t taken it literally to mean we had an abusive relationship. A little sick and twisted in the beginning with a whole lot of physicality, maybe, but not in the abusive sense.

“Anyway,” I said, continuing, “we were both agents going after the same client to win a partnership. Neither of us played fair. In fact, we used everything at our disposal to gain the upper hand. And I do mean everything.”

“Such as?” Jeremy was going to make me spell it out.

“Sex,” I said in a matter-of-fact way.

“Really? So you were rivals who didn’t much like each other, but you still had sex?”

“Oh, yeah,” Shaw said, egotistical smirk in place. It was sexy as hell. “And lots of it.”

“It’s interesting that you were able to disconnect yourselves from your feelings about each other to engage in something so intimate.”

“Tactics,” Shaw said simply. “Fuck or be fucked.”

“Shaw!” I gasped. “There’s no need to be so crude.”

“Did you feel the same way, Cassidy?”

As much as I didn’t want to look to be less of a lady, honesty was in the driver’s seat.

I shrugged. “Yes.” But then I realized a stronger truth. “Though I suppose that wasn’t my only reason. You see, even when I hated Shaw, I still wanted him. It was a very physical, carnal attraction for me.”

Shaw’s brows drew together. “Wait…You hated me?”

“Oh, get off it, Shaw. We hated each other. We loved to hate each other, in fact.”

“Well, they do say there’s a very thin line between love and hate.” Jeremy chuckled. “Was it the same for you, Shaw? Did you hate Cassidy, as well?”

I could tell he struggled to admit the truth, but with a single nod, he did. “It was a turn-on.”

“And then your relationship grew into something more?”

“Yes.”

“So is it fair to say that sex was the foundation of your relationship?”

“Yeah, I suppose so.”

“Great! That’s our starting point, then. Sometimes, to figure out how to move forward, we have to go back to the beginning.” Jeremy kicked off his shoes and tucked his feet under him, crisscross applesauce–style. It was quite odd, but I had a feeling not a lot about our relationship coach was normal.

Eyes widening, he leaned forward in the chair, engrossed and apparently excited by this revelation. It was like he’d just found a pivotal puzzle piece. “I’m not saying your sexual attraction is the foundation of your entire relationship, but it certainly is a very large component. Desire plus provocation is the elemental compound driving the formula of your base chemistry. Again, not the entire formula, as I’m sure you care for each other on many different levels, which is likely the reason you’re here in my office today.

“But let’s change gears for a moment. Sexual attraction usually begins with a physical attraction. A person’s physical appearance can change over time, so I have to ask the hard question.” Jeremy turned his attention to me. “Are you still physically attracted to Shaw, Cassidy?”

I faced Shaw, almost scrutinizing everything about his appearance, though I hadn’t needed to. I already knew the answer. “Without a doubt.”

“And you, Shaw?”

Shaw gave me the same once-over, the corner of his mouth turning up into that gorgeous half grin/half smirk of his I could never resist. “She’s just as sexy now as she was that night we got it on like a couple of teenagers in a seedy alley during the pouring rain.”

The memory of that night caused a stir in my nether region. I had to fight the urge to scissor my thighs for friction. Shaw had given me a reverse shoulder ride in the rain, right before he’d fucked me while I was forced to keep quiet or else the lady standing on the balcony directly above would have busted us in all our naughtiness.

I could hear the sadness in my own voice as I ducked my head and said, “We don’t have sex like that anymore.”

“We don’t have time to have sex like that anymore,” Shaw said, again defensive. Then he gave me another reminder. “Plus there’s Abe.”

“Where there’s a will, there’s a way.” I didn’t need to look at him to see his reaction.

Jeremy perked up at that. “The will is gone?”

Before Shaw could answer with what I was sure he thought our coach wanted to hear, I did it for him. “For both of us.”

“Well then.” Jeremy sighed. “It would seem you’ve simply lost your passion for each other. Does that seem like a fair assessment?”

Why did that hit me like a ton of bricks? Our relationship coach’s diagnosis screamed all kinds of right answer. Even our arguments had become tame compared to the ones we’d had before Abe had come along. It stood to reason that if heated arguments had turned into scorching sex in the past, tame arguments would turn into lame sex now.

“Yes, that’s fair,” I answered. “I just don’t feel like he wants me the same as he used to.”

Shaw looked taken aback by my statement. “What are you talking about? Of course I want you.”

“I can’t tell,” I told him. “It’s like you’re just going through the motions.”

Jeremy resumed control of the conversation, steering us in a different direction. “How often do you have sex?”

I snorted. “Ha! After arguments and whenever Shaw wants it, which is rare.”

Shaw rose to his own defense. “That’s not true! We have sex. Pretty regularly, I might add.”

He wasn’t even being honest with himself, let alone our therapist. And was he really trying to tell me how often we had sex? If I were a participant in said sex, wouldn’t I be aware of how often it was? Or maybe it was just that Shaw had been that oblivious to the decline in our sex life.

Fine, it was up to me to inform him. If I must, I must. “No, you have sex. My only purpose during it is to serve as your own personal pocket pussy.”

Jeremy nearly choked on his startled gasp. I wasn’t usually so blunt, but what did I have to lose? Besides, we were in a couples therapist’s office, so I’d say there wasn’t much he hadn’t heard.

Shaw didn’t fare much better from the outburst that surprised even me. He shifted on the couch with his hands fisted at his sides, gone white at the knuckles even as his teeth clenched. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

With an indignant lift of my chin, I spelled it out for him. “It means you work very well toward your endgame without a single thought of mine. It must be nice to be able to release all the tension and stress you claim to have.”

“All the tension and stress I claim to have?” He raked his fingers through his hair in a way that seemed almost painful. It was nothing short of an attempt to regain some semblance of control over his emotions. And the first time I’d seen him do it in a very long time. “You get off, too. So I don’t know where all of this is coming from.”

I’d had it. Simply had it. While I was already dishing out the cold, hard truth, I decided now was as good a time as any to reveal another. One that would send us past the point of no return on the subject at hand. “I fake it.”

The veins in Shaw’s forehead and neck threatened to break the skin. “You do not fake it! I would know!”

Calmly lifting a brow in challenge, I faced off with him. “Would you?”

“Yes! Jesus, where is all of this coming from?”

There was only one way to prove my point, and having embraced my newfound bluntness, I went with it once again. Grabbing onto the armrest at my side and the couch cushion on the other, I dropped my head back and closed my eyes as I allowed my body, coiled tight with unrelieved tension, to relax. “Oh, Shaw…Oh, Shaw…Right there. Yes, right…there!” I moaned, giving him and the good doctor a sampling of my incredible acting skills.

Shaw gaped. Jeremy resituated himself in his chair, glasses practically fogging.

Point. Proven. I was tempted to take a bow but decided to save it for the end of my acceptance speech when I won an Emmy.

Since the room had grown deathly quiet, enough so that I could practically hear the echoing of my performance, I decided to punctuate it with a conversation ender. “Once upon a time, you would’ve known I was faking it. All you had to do was listen and observe, but you haven’t done that in a very long time, which should tell you just how long I’ve gone without an orgasm for myself. At least from you.”

He looked like he was still trying to process this new information, like he was trying to find fault in my claim.

“Think about it, Shaw. Since when have I ever made that much noise while coming?”

Jesus, I’d have thought he’d gone into shock if not for the churning turbulence in his eyes. Something there had changed, an emotional mix of confusion and clarity, and then back to confusion again that one might attribute to a madman. Ah, he’d found the truth in my words and was venturing into that space of denial.

Jeremy cleared his throat, but it did nothing to clear the tension in the room. “I don’t often do this, but I believe you two to be a special case. I’d like to refer you to a colleague of mine, Dr. Katya Minkov. She happens to be in town for a bit, and I can see if she’s available.”

“Another therapist? In addition to you?” Shaw asked, already gearing up to shoot the idea down. “I don’t have the time or the patience—”

“Need I remind you that you said you’d do anything to keep Abe and me here?”

Shaw stopped talking, which, judging by the way he tensed, was a hard thing for him to do.

“Just tell me if I need to book a flight, Shaw,” I told him with a shake of my head. “That’s all I want to know.”

“No,” he grated between clenched teeth.

Turning to Jeremy, I waved for him to continue. “You were saying?”

But he wasn’t really answering me so much as he was reassuring Shaw. “What I’m proposing is something I think you’ll find…interesting, Shaw. I almost wish I had a reason to book a session or two with Katya.”

“Is that so? Would you like to switch places?”

Jeremy looked at me, blushing for some unknown reason, and then pulled at his collar. “I, um—I don’t think so. That would be quite unethical since, as I said, Dr. Minkov is a colleague. Though I’m not sure if she can really be called a therapist. Of sorts, maybe,” he concluded with a sideways bob of his head.

“What does that mean?”

With a professional smile in place, he eased into the explanation. “Nothing about what Katya does is clinical. She’s very hands-on, unorthodox in her methods, and extremely effective with her techniques.”

“I’m still not following, Doc. What makes her better than you?”

The chuckle that came from Jeremy when he pulled at his collar was downright mischievous. “Not better. We simply have a different field of study. Katya’s expertise, you see, is in sex. The kind of sex that, um,” he shifted in his seat, “let’s just say it’s an adventure you’ll want to embark upon time and time again.”

Shaw perked up at that, his back and shoulders a little straighter. “Really?”

My question, exactly. Really, Shaw? I crossed my arms over my chest and eyeballed him. He noticed and visibly swallowed, but I could tell my disapproval hadn’t done much to subdue his curiosity.

“Indeed,” Jeremy said, reaching for his notepad and beginning to jot something down. “I must warn you that should you agree to see her, and she you, it will be an experience like none you’ve ever had before. To say Katya is unconventional would be an understatement. She’s a professional, of course, but she’s also the most…” He shook his head with a very deep breath and long exhalation. Were his glasses fogging up again? “Let’s just say you’ll thank me for this.”

Ripping off a sheet of paper, Jeremy passed it over to us. He hadn’t been writing notes. He’d been scribbling Dr. Minkov’s contact information.

“Is this really necessary?” I asked, not entirely sure how we’d gotten to this place. A sex therapist who isn’t really a therapist at all? I had some serious research to do on this Dr. Katya Minkov.

Jeremy’s eyebrows lifted. “I can’t see how it could possibly hurt. Think of it as an adventure of sorts. After all, sex was the foundation of your relationship. You said so yourself. So let’s fix the cracks in that foundation before we look at the rest of your house.”

Though I was apprehensive about making an even bigger deal out of our issues, I supposed he did have a point. Besides, I could use a little adventure. Peering over at Shaw, I knew we both could. Maybe he’d make more time for his family if we could find our passion for each other again.

“Of course,” Jeremy added, “confidentiality runs both ways with Dr. Minkov. The agreement you signed with me safeguards the contact information I just gave you for Katya as well. Whether you choose to use her or not, you must not share it with anyone.”

“Sounds secretive, very Mission Impossible–ish,” I told him, suspicious of the hush-hush behavior. “Is this Dr. Minkov even on the up-and-up? Because if we end up in the Nevada desert at a brothel…”

“Cassidy, I assure you that I would not recommend you see her if she were not. Katya is simply very good at what she does. So good that her clients have to go through an intense application process and she handpicks each and every one. Referrals get to skip the application process, but she will take them on only if she chooses to.”

“What do you think, Shaw?”

Relaxed back into his seat with an elbow propped up on the armrest, his thumb cradling his jaw, and a finger lying across his full lips, Shaw gave a lackadaisical shrug. “You’re calling the shots here. I’m just along for the ride.”

Great. He was pouting. No doubt because I’d bruised his delicate ego. Fine. If he wanted to behave like a child resorting to dropping into deadweight mode, I’d drag his butt to yet another therapist’s office and see how much he liked that.




CHAPTER 5




Shaw


I fake it….Cassidy’s admission kept replaying through my mind on a loop, each syllable pounding my ego like the clapper of a ten-ton bell and the reverberation drowning out any other thought. She’d been faking it? Could there be a worse blow to an alpha male’s self-esteem?

I was Shaw Matthews. Never had a woman ever had to fake it with me. Least of all, Cassidy. And worse, I’d never so much as thought it a possibility. I mean, I had some mad skills.

“You’re angry about what I told Dr. Sparling about faking it, aren’t you?” Everything about Cassidy’s demeanor screamed apprehensive and nervous as hell as I escorted her to the parking garage.

Nervous? After she’d given me an ultimatum to see that damn therapist in the first place or she’d leave and take our son with her? Apprehensive? After devastating my pride the way she had in front of a total fucking stranger?

Yeah, served her right.

So I didn’t answer.

“Say something, Shaw. I need to know how that made you feel.”

I gave her an incredulous grunt. We’d seen a shrink all of one time and now she wanted to fit the cliché and talk about feelings. Right.

I wanted to continue to ignore her, but there was one question still plaguing me. Stopping by the hybrid I bought for her—highly rated for the safety of our son with a price tag to match—I turned on her. “How long, Cassidy? How long have you been faking it?”

She kicked her hip out and crossed her arms over her chest with an irritated huff. Like she had any right to be annoyed. “I don’t know. A while. Why? What does it matter?”

It really didn’t. A day, a month, a year…no matter how long, it wasn’t acceptable.

Instinct and pride urged me to rip off all of Cassidy’s clothes and take her against some stranger’s car right there in the parking garage, giving not a single damn if anyone saw us. All to prove I didn’t need a fucking sex therapist, who wasn’t really a therapist, to show me how to pleasure my girl. But I didn’t. I didn’t because I wasn’t much in the mood to pleasure her at the moment, a mood that was very much warring with my alpha nature at the same time.

She’d stripped me of something with those three little words. Something essential to my core. My dominance. My manhood.

“Shaw?”

I was back to not answering her again. It wasn’t like I knew what to say even if I could get my teeth to stop grinding long enough to get any words out. No, I wasn’t angry. I was pissed. At her, yes, but mostly at myself.

My woman had gone without getting off for God only knew how long. She’d been walking around our place, taking care of our child, feeling like I didn’t want her, like I no longer found her sexy. But that wasn’t true. Even now, as mad as she’d made me, my cock was straining against my zipper, wanting nothing more than to answer her body’s call for release, for the pleasure it had been deprived of.

Emotionally, I couldn’t deny my anger. Physically, I couldn’t deny the pull to satisfy her sexual need. Mentally, it was all fucking with my head in a very messed-up way that demanded I restore some semblance of balance immediately.

“Shaw,” Cassidy prodded.

“What?” Even I could hear the warning in my voice for her to drop it.

It did nothing to keep Cassidy from poking the bear, though. “You haven’t said anything.”

“Goddammit, Cassidy!” I snapped at her persistence and then unloaded without a care for who might overhear. “A whole lot of shit was said back there! Shit I didn’t know! And now we have to go see a sex therapist on top of it all? I’ve just been blindsided, and you want to know how I feel? I don’t know how I feel! Is it too much to ask for a fucking moment to organize my thoughts so I can figure it out for myself?”

Cassidy’s astonished eyes blinked up at me. “Oh…Okay. Sorry. You’re right.”

“Jesus!” I said with an incredulous shake of my head that did nothing for the stabbing ache beginning to ice-pick my brain. I rubbed my forehead, not that it did anything to relieve the throbbing, and then took a deep, calming breath. “Look, I told you I’d do whatever you need to make things right between us, to fix things for my family, and I will. But you…You’ve gotta give me some time to process all of this.”

She nodded, her gaze fixating on the ground. Dammit, I couldn’t do anything right.

She turned to open the door to her vehicle, saying, “Abe’s having a sleepover with Quinn and Denver tonight, so I’ll just see you whenever you get home.”

I stopped her before she got inside and closed me out. “Hey.” Cassidy froze in place but didn’t turn around. Instead, she faced forward with her back to me and her shoulders bowed. “Tell me.”

I don’t know why, but I needed to hear her say it.

“I love you.” Her voice sounded small and unemotional, like an automated response. She’d done what was expected of her but still hadn’t looked at me. With that, she got into the car as if she couldn’t do so fast enough and shut the door.

I just stood there as she started the damn thing, putting it into gear and checking the rearview mirror before backing out of her parking space and pulling away. Not a glance was spared in my direction.

“Love you, too,” I said to her taillights.

Even when she was out of sight, I remained where I was, still staring after her with an overwhelming sense of shame, anger, and frustration. She’d wanted me to discuss my feelings, and I couldn’t. Instead, I’d bitten her head off and then let her drive away. Once again, I’d left her unsatisfied.

What the fuck was wrong with me? And why did I feel justified despite my guilt?




Cassidy


Well, that had gone in no way, shape, or form the way I’d thought it would.

Dr. Sparling, Jeremy, had scheduled our next appointment, and I was already apprehensive about what might come out during it. Good Lord, one appointment had already revealed so much.

He’d also given us a heads-up on what we’d be discussing. Since it had been determined that the foundation of our relationship revolved around sex, Jeremy wanted to see how much Shaw and I actually knew about each other. I was nervous. Really nervous. Though I’d just outed Shaw in front of Dr. Sparling for not paying enough attention to me to know I’d been faking, I’d started to question exactly how well I knew the man I’d built a life with.

Most of my and Shaw’s conversations were usually about Abe or work, or my family and what had been going on with them. We never really discussed Shaw’s family. I didn’t even know if he had any relatives other than his mother and father. I’d only seen his mother the one time, and his father not at all. He had no pictures of them, there’d been no greeting cards on special occasions, no trips home for Christmas, no anything. They hadn’t even met their grandson, and probably didn’t even know he existed, for that matter.

And I’d never questioned any of it. Hadn’t really given it a second thought.

Holy crap! Talk about having your head in the sand! And I’d been on Shaw’s case about a freaking orgasm fake?

“Cassidy Rose, you’re a clueless moron,” I said aloud to myself.

Suddenly, all sorts of questions about Shaw started bombarding me. What was his favorite color? His favorite meal? His favorite song? Favorite book?

My mind was blank on every single one. I had nothing, not a single answer.

But I knew how to fix that, didn’t I? I’d just have to switch gears, dust the cobwebs from my good ol’ trusty agent hat and don it once more to use my impeccable research skills to our advantage. This was a test, and I was not lacking the tools by which to ace it. Though I was a total ass for not knowing so much as the basics about the man I claimed to love.

Sex was the basis of our relationship, true enough. But was that all it had ever been? No, I refused to believe that. And I refused to lose Shaw on a technicality. I knew what my heart wanted, who my heart wanted. Shaw, plain and simple.

But I’d signed Dr. Sparling’s contract, fully prepared to abide by his recommendation as it pertained to the future of my and Shaw’s relationship. Since I wasn’t okay with throwing in the towel—never had been—I was going to buckle in and get back on my game. My ma and da hadn’t raised a quitter, though I wasn’t exactly doing them proud with all my double-standard behavior either.

Shaw needed a moment? Yeah, well, I needed a drink. So I pulled into the parking lot of our building, locked things up tight, and walked the couple of blocks to Monkey Business.

Monkey Business was the neighborhood pub where all my friends and I hung out, or at least used to. They still did. Me? Not as much now that I was a mom. It had an old-world Irish feel with the traditional emerald green and gold trim, dark wood everything, and a few mounted televisions tuned in to different sporting events and news. Walking through the doors, I breathed in deep, letting the smell of ale and history, the quiet hum of various conversations, and the soft glow of painted glass chandeliers and neon signs begin to work their magic. For years, this was where I’d gone after so many long hours at the office to unwind and ease the stress of the day. Now, that seemed like a lifetime ago.

I’d missed it.

I tried not to be disappointed when I didn’t find what I was looking for. On the far side of the room and to the left corner of the bar was a table of rich, dark wood with a glossy top. Four unmatched chairs sat empty, which meant Demi and Sasha weren’t here.

“Holy shit, ladies and gentlemen,” a boisterous baritone voice shouted in my direction, “Monkey’s misplaced daughter has finally returned home!”

I’d know that voice anywhere.

The grin that pushed my cheeks to a nearly painful split was unavoidable as I headed toward the stretch of lacquered wood that lined the west end of the room with matching stools along its front. Chaz Michaels, one of my nearest and dearest friends, was the barkeep with the big mouth. He was a chiseled mountain of a man with spiky blond hair, soft baby blues, and a pristine smile. For someone who didn’t know him, the body ink and piercings, not to mention his build, might be intimidating. But I knew him to be nothing more than a giant teddy bear. He was also Demi’s adoring beau.

“What’s up, handsome?” I said, stepping up on the brass foot rail and meeting him half the distance to kiss his cheek. I couldn’t help but notice the picture taped to the mirror behind him. It was one Demi had taken of Chaz and Abe when they’d kept him so I could go to a doctor’s appointment I’d had while Shaw was out of town. Abe mirrored his “uncle” Chaz, dressed in identical blue jeans and white T-shirt with a Harley-Davidson hat turned backward on his head. The fist bump pose they were in was cute times a gazillion.

“Hey, I know that handsome devil,” I said, pulling back and nodding toward the picture.

Chaz looked over his shoulder, a proud grin on his face. “Aww, thanks, Cass! I think I’m pretty cute, too.”

“Not you!” I laughed. “Abe!”

Chaz laughed, too. “Yeah, that’s my little dude,” he told me. “Man, I love that kid. You need to stop being so stingy with him and let us hang out more often.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” I waved him off, though I knew I’d make it happen as soon as possible. “Where are my girls?”

Chaz’s fitted black T-shirt was stretched taut across his broad chest, the short sleeves threatening a tear around his biceps as he worked a bar towel inside a tall mug he’d been drying. “Demi’s got a class and Sasha is still honeymooning.”

Demi I got—she taught self-defense with various class times to accommodate different schedules—but Sasha?

“Wait, I just talked to Quinn the other night and he was here with Demi and Sasha, so I assumed she and Landon were already home.”

He put the mug away and started on the next. “Oh, yeah, they’re back in town, but that doesn’t mean the honeymoon is over,” he said with a suggestive waggle of his brows and a mischievous laugh. “They want a baby right away, and, well, practice makes perfect.”

Wow! I hadn’t even known they were trying. Which only proved how out of touch with the world, my world, I’d become.

“I so didn’t need that visual.” I laughed. “Okay, then. Superbummed about finally having the chance to have a drink with my girls and them not being here, so I guess I’ll just head home.”

“Oh, so you’re too good to have a drink with me? Ouch, my feelings, Cass.” In dramatic fashion, he rubbed the spot on his chest that was just over his heart.

“Stop it!” I swatted at him and missed. “You’re working.”

He shrugged and dropped the towel onto the counter below the bar. “It’s my break time anyway. Come on. I’ll get some beers and meet you at the table. And yeah, even though you haven’t shown your face around here for like a million years, I still remember what you like,” the smart-ass tacked on.

“Okay! Sure!”

I got a little pep in my step as I went over to the table that he’d reserved for the girls, Quinn, and me when our visits had been more predictable. I was out of the house, among adults, and about to have a drink with a cooler-than-cool friend who’d always had a knack for making me laugh.

“Everyone in here is going to think we’re on a date.” I laughed before taking the first sip of beer I’d had since I couldn’t remember when. The moan at the flavors exploding on my tongue was nearly X-rated. “Oh, that is so good!”

“No, everyone is going to think you and that mug are here on a date.” Chaz looked around, presumably to see if anyone else had heard me, though his chuckle was deep and hardy. “Damn…Keep it in your pants, Cass. You pervs and your weird fetishes, jeez!”

“Speaking of pervs…,” I said, arching a brow at him. “You and Demi getting it on behind the bar with everyone watching?”

“She told you about that?”

“Nope! Quinn did.” I took another swig of my beer.

“Yeah, well, it seems the details have been skewed. First of all, it was on top of the bar, not behind it,” he corrected. “Second, it was after hours, so she and I were here alone and the only one getting a free show was Demi. She wanted to use the mirror to watch me go down on her. Was I supposed to say no to that? I mean, because, come on, what man in his right mind would? Besides, you know your girl as well as I do; what Demi wants…”

“Demi sure as hell is going to get,” I finished for him.

Chaz raised his bottle, tilting the neck toward me for a toast before taking a long pull from it. “Your friend is corrupting me,” he said with another chuckle.

I shook my head, swallowing my own gulp. “She’s not corrupting you. She’s encouraging you to be more adventurous. And judging by the billion years it took you to get up the nerve to ask her out in the first place, I’d say you need all the encouragement she’s willing to give.”

“Ah, shit. Can we not go there?” He sat back, his very large body sagging in the chair.

I loved riding him about dragging his feet in the beginning where she was concerned. It wasn’t that he hadn’t been attracted to Demi; it was just that he hadn’t thought he was good enough for her. Forget about their opposite-side-of-the-tracks upbringing. His hang-up had largely been due to the significant difference in their pay grades. Probably still was.

“So when are you two going to tie the knot?” I asked.

Chaz choked on his beer. It took him a moment to recover, and when he did, he shook his head. “Not until I can be the man she deserves.”

“But you’re already the man she wants,” I pointed out. “And if you’re willing to act out her fantasies, you’re also what she needs.”

“Are we back to the bar top thing again?” he asked with another laugh. “You women always complain about us men having a one-track mind, but you’re even worse than we are. Moving on…”

“Yeah, this conversation is all kinds of TMI, isn’t it?”

“No such thing as TMI between good friends,” he said with a genuine smile. And then he changed the subject. Or rather, redirected the spotlight. “So what’s up with you and my boy? How’s the counseling going?”

I shrugged, not really sure if I wanted to ruin my drastically improved mood. “It’s going. We’ve only had one so far, but, man, was it a doozy.”

“Want to talk about it?”

Not really, but I supposed it couldn’t make matters worse. I was actually glad to have a neutral party to talk to. Like every good bartender, Chaz was an excellent listener who gave pretty sound advice. Besides that, he had always claimed he was Switzerland when it came to Shaw and me back when we were at each other’s throat all the time, so I knew he wouldn’t take sides. The fact that he was a man meant I could get a solid male point of view on things.

“He’s bucking it, of course,” I told him with a roll of my eyes.

“You get why, though, right?”

“Yeah, he told our therapist he wasn’t crazy about discussing personal issues with a stranger. I think it’s more than that, though.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know. Like maybe he simply doesn’t want to hear that he’s wrong. You know Shaw. He thinks he’s perfect and has the right answer for everything.”

“Hi, pot! Meet kettle,” he said sarcastically.

My eyes widened at his insinuation. “I do not think I have the right answer to everything! And I might be a perfectionist, but I don’t think I’m perfect in the least bit. I’m full of doubts! Constantly questioning everything I do as a partner to him, a mother to Abe…”

“And you don’t think Shaw has any doubts?”

“Not before today, but I’m pretty sure he does now,” I mumbled, taking a swig.

“Yeah? Why’s that?”

Before I knew it, I’d blurted out the words. “I told him and the therapist that I fake my orgasms.”

And we were right back to the TMI stuff.

Chaz sputtered, all wide-eyed with brows reaching for his hairline. “You what?”

“Oh, God. Please don’t make me say it again,” I half-whined with a slump of my shoulders. I’d talked about it enough, thought about it enough, and knew all of that was only the beginning because Shaw and I had yet to really discuss it, what with his needing a fucking moment.

“Damn, Cass! I joke all the time about Demi carrying my balls around in her purse, but that? You castrated the man, for real.” His hand disappeared beneath the table like he was making sure his own junk was still there, and then he made a show of checking out my neck. “You wearing ’em around your neck now? Because duuude…,” he said, exaggerating a shiver down his back.

Propping my elbows on the table, I put my head in my hands, feeling like absolute doo-doo that I’d revealed something so embarrassing to Shaw’s best friend. In fact, Chaz was the only one of our friends who even knew we were going to counseling in the first place.

“It wasn’t like I intentionally set out to do that. I was just being honest.” I forced myself to look up at him, though I really wanted to get my ostrich on and hide my head in the sand again.

Chaz’s head bobbed as he sat forward to rest his forearms on the table. “See, I can dig the whole honesty bit, but what’s harder to understand is why you chose to come clean in front of someone else. Shit like that’s way personal, you know? Why didn’t you just talk to him about it?”

“Because I didn’t feel like I could. I’d tried to talk to him about other things and he’d only blow me off, saying he didn’t have the time.”

“And you accepted that?”

I cocked my head in confusion. “What do you mean?”

“I mean that’s not the Cassidy Whalen I know. See, my good friend Cassidy is fierce. Fierce enough to put a bunch of spoiled athletes in their place. Fierce enough to schmooze a whole room full of I-know-better-than-everyone-else suits. Fierce enough to be a top player in a male-dominated field….Fierce enough to bring a man like Shaw Matthews to his fucking knees.” He shook his head. “Maybe this whole motherhood thing has made you go soft. Maybe you need to get off the goddamn bench and get your ass back in the game, make some plays, score some points…and bring home the win. Though maybe you’ve forgotten how to win. Or is it that you just don’t want it bad enough?”

My teddy bear image of Chaz Michaels had just taken up a clipboard and whistle while wearing too-short shorts, a polo shirt with pit stains, and a ball cap with some any-team logo all over the place. He might as well have been in my grill with a red face and spittle flying everywhere, and I half-expected him to order me to take a lap in full, padded uniform.

“Of course I want it. That’s why I insisted on the counseling in the first place.” I was well aware of how frustrated I sounded, though it was more at the situation than my friend. “And, um,” I started fiddling with my fingers, “now we have to go see a sex therapist.”

I squeezed my eyes shut, my body going tense and bracing for another WTF moment.

“Hey, hey, now!” I heard Chaz say, his voice full of approval. When I opened my eyes, I found him with a shit-eating grin on his face. “Now, that sounds like it might be aaalll riiight.”

Funny, Shaw had had the same sort of reaction.

“Really?”

“Oh, hell yeah! That’s guaranteed sex, girl! Prescribed by a professional, even! That lucky bastard!” Chaz sat his beer bottle down a little harder than I was sure he meant to. Not because he was angry but because he seemed to be genuinely envious of Shaw.

“But you,” he said, wagging a finger at me. “You gotta take some control or lose it altogether.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean…you want something, so go get it.”

I guffawed. “I can’t rape him.”

“Trust me, honey, you can’t rape the willing. And men are always willing,” he said with a wink as he took another drink of beer.

“I seriously doubt he’s going to be willing after what I said today.”

“Again, he’s a man. Believe me, his little buddy is going to show up and out, whether he’s in the mood or not. And maybe he won’t get off, but then again, how long has it been since you have?”

“Chaz, I can’t believe you’re suggesting I take advantage of your best friend!”

“That’s right! He is my best friend, so I know him better than you think I do. He’d give you anything you wanted, and you wouldn’t even need to ask because it’s there for the taking. Trust me on this.” He looked across at the bar filling with customers, then down at his watch. “Oh, shit! Sorry, Cass, but I gotta get back to work.”

“Oh, no, yeah. Go ahead,” I said, shooing him away.

Chaz stood, grabbing his empty bottle and nodding toward my mug. “You want another one?”

I shook my head. “I think I’m going to head home now.”

“Sure thing,” he said. “I’m really glad you came in today, Cass. We’ve missed you around here.”

“Yeah, I’ve missed you, too,” I said, smiling up at him. “Oh, hey, look,” I added, keeping him from leaving. “If Shaw knew I’d told you about any of this…”

The rest was understood. “Nah, don’t worry about it, kid. I’m Switzerland, remember? This conversation never happened.”

“Thank you.”

“Not a problem, chica. Now go home and take a page out of my woman’s book,” he said with a wink. As he turned toward the bar, he shouted a “Hey, yo! Who needs what?”

I really loved the big lug. And maybe, just maybe, I should follow his advice.

—

By the time I got home, I found Shaw’s sedan in his assigned parking spot. Though I was nervous about facing him, I was even more relieved that he’d decided to come home at all. He’d been pretty mad when I’d left him in the garage. No doubt, he was wondering where I’d been. Not that he’d called to check up on me or anything. He was probably just glad to have had his “fucking moment,” per his earlier request. Before, I might have been worried I was about to interrupt said moment, thereby exacerbating his mood even more, but I had a little liquid courage working through my system and had therefore decided his moment was up. So I squared my shoulders and made the trek inside and up to our apartment.

The door was unlocked when I got there, which was always dangerous, in my book, but…He Shaw. He man. He big and bad and bulletproof. Apparently.

Wow, that one beer really had given me a buzz.

However, I sobered almost immediately the moment I opened the door and saw what was playing out on the other side.

Shaw was sitting on the couch with his pants pushed down to his calves while fisting his cock.

“What are you doing?” I squeaked, hurriedly shutting the door behind me before a neighbor strolled by and got an eyeful. And believe me, it would have been an eye very full.

“You want to fuck, right?” Shaw stroked his cock with exaggerated movements, his thumb sweeping over the head on the upstroke before pushing all the way back down to the base to repeat the action with a tight squeeze.

Christ Almighty. All I could do was stand there, stunned. Or was I mesmerized?

“Here’s your chance. Come here,” he said, insistently waving me over. “If I’m not doing a good enough job of getting you off, then you’re going to use my body to do it yourself.”

When I said nothing and just continued to stare wide-eyed at him, he leveled me with a look that was every bit as menacing as the tone in his voice. His next words abruptly shook me from my stupor. “Take your fucking pants off and ride my fucking dick, Cassidy.” It was a direct order.

Like that was a turn-on?

And then something occurred to me. It was definitely a turn-on. But I wondered, if he was so angry at me, how was this situation even possible? “You’re hard?”

I’d figured if anything would throw the ice bucket on a man’s sex drive, his girl admitting she was faking her orgasms would be it. Again, that hadn’t at all been my intention.

“Of course, I am. Your smart mouth has that effect on me. Always has.” He stopped masturbating, putting his hands on his hips, all business. Though it got zero assistance from Shaw, his cock still jutted proudly from his crotch like the flag being raised at Iwo Jima. “So are we doing this or what?”

Yes, we were definitely doing this. Shaw had a very important lesson to learn, and I was just the person to teach it to him. Plus, my panties were positively drenched at the thought of him being so hard for me, seeing him so hard for me.

In a matter of seconds, I’d gotten my inner Demi on, had stepped free of my leggings—the ones that used to turn him on—and had straddled his lap. I’d left my shirt in place because Shaw wasn’t going to do anything about my breasts anyway. And then I took his thick cock in my hand, guiding it to my entrance, not needing any help in the least from my very surly assistant.

This wasn’t about making love. This was about me finally getting what I wanted, for a change. Even if I had to do it myself. So I did.

Sinking down onto his cock, I took him all the way. Every…single…inch. It didn’t matter how many times he’d been inside me, it had never stopped being a tight fit, one that had always made me feel powerful just for being able to accomplish the task. With no care at all as to how he might want me to ride him, I found my own stroke and was on the way toward Happy-Happy, Joy-Joy Land.

Sure, I could’ve closed my eyes and fantasized about any other man—Jensen Ackles, Scott Eastwood, or Adam Levine would’ve done nicely—but I didn’t. I didn’t because the thing that was shoving me toward what was shaping up to be the most intense orgasm I’d had lately was looking down at this man who had been denying me and taking it from him anyway.

Mine.

I rocked back and forth with deliberate motions and an exaggerated roll of my hips. Again, not for his pleasure, but mine. And you bet your sweet ass, I knew what I was doing was driving him insane, knew everything this man liked and didn’t, and I used it all to my advantage. Not only would I have my pleasure, but I’d also make damn sure he’d remember who could give him his.

Digging my nails into his shoulders, I met his challenging glare and rode him harder, quickening my pace and letting the mental and physical sensations of the moment carry me away. I caught the furrow of his brow, the tell that he was nearing an orgasm, too. Nope. Not going to happen. He knew it. I could see it in his eyes. He knew I had no intention of letting him get his rocks off. And that pissed him off, good and proper.

Thank you, Shaw, for making this even more interesting for me. Giving him a knowing smirk—made famous by my fierce competitor—I acknowledged my intent. The race was on, both of us sprinting toward the finish line.

Reaching between us, I spread the folds of my pussy to expose my clit more fully and to take advantage of the friction my grinding against his groin was serving up. That was the edge I’d needed. Bearing down, I came hard, pinning him in my sights for the kill. As my orgasm surged, Shaw tried to take over, but I swatted his hands away, denying the mutiny. Once the pleasure began to ebb, I didn’t risk the chance Shaw would follow suit, quickly dismounting on wobbly knees and doing my best to get my breathing under control.

“What are you doing?” Shaw’s cock was still raging hard, bobbing and slick with my orgasm. “I’m not done.”

“But I am,” I told him, going for my leggings. “And now you know how it feels to be left hanging.”

“Fuck that,” he said, the words rough and grated. I’d only managed to stab one leg into my leggings before Shaw reached out and grabbed me, his big hands lifting me up by the waist and hoisting me into the air. I landed with a thud back on the couch, the air whooshing out of my lungs and nearly vacating them entirely.

Shaw was between my thighs, his face buried against my neck and his shoulders taking the assist in pinning me down. With both hands full of my ass, he’d effectively secured me in place. And then he pushed into me. Entirely. His hips pistoned, thrusting into me with hard, fast, shallow pumps while he grunted against my skin.

Shaw was fucking me, and by God, there was finally some show of emotion while he was doing so. Anger, frustration, determination—not the emotions I truly wanted, but he was animated, and that made me feel alive.

With four hard thrusts, he came, growling in my ear as his final feral roar vibrated against my chest. I wanted to come all over again, but the tool attached to my partner was spent. Our labored breaths were the only sounds left after that.

Shaw didn’t hold me to him. He didn’t pepper my skin with light kisses, and he didn’t whisper terms of endearment or promises of change. He didn’t do any of that. In fact, he didn’t linger at all.

Quickly climbing off me, he stood, yanking his pants up, and then working the zipper and button without a single word.

This was the man I’d chosen to spend the rest of my life with, the man who’d fathered my only child, the man I’d allowed to bask in the career I’d always wanted for myself while raising said child. I’d thought he was absent before, but now? Now he was standing right in front of me, but I couldn’t sense his presence at all.

Mad that he’d taken something I’d tried to deny, I narrowed my eyes at him. “Do you feel better now?”

“I’m sure you do,” he grated out.

“I absolutely do.” Sitting upright, I finished the job of putting on my leggings that I’d started earlier. “But you didn’t answer my question. How do you feel now?”

Working his belt through its buckle and then securing the leftover with the loop on his pants, he stopped and put his hands on his hips. Still without sparing me a glance, he said, “A real man always tends to his woman’s needs before his own. Mere moments ago, I found out that, apparently, I haven’t been much of a man lately.” He paused with an incredulous shake of his head as his eyes finally met mine. “You emasculated me in front of a total fucking stranger, Cassidy. How the fuck do you think I feel?”

God, he looked so disconnected, lost. No, not lost. Abandoned.

I could empathize. But I couldn’t make all of that go away even if I’d wanted to. Why should I when he’d never deigned to do the same for me? Maybe he hadn’t known how he’d made me feel, but ignorance was no excuse when it came to matters of the heart.

With tears filling my eyes, I dealt another blow on the day. “The same way I feel when you look at me like the only purpose I serve is to be a mother to your child. The same way I feel when every time you touch me, it’s out of habit, like some sense of duty or a simple chore that has to be done. The same way I feel,” I choked back a sob, “when you feel nothing at all.”

His head fell back and he gazed at the ceiling. “If you really believe that…if you really think I feel nothing at all for you, then why are you still here?”

I stood, going up to him and putting my hands on either side of his face to force him to see me. “For all my life, I’ve only ever had one weakness: you, Shaw. I’m still here because I can’t be anywhere without you.”

Releasing him, I took a step back, surprised by my own confession. Once upon a time, I’d thought this man had made me stronger, pushed me harder, and challenged me to be so much more than what I was. And now? Now he was no longer my motivator but had instead become that by which I defined myself.

That was what Chaz had meant. I’d lost me, not Shaw.

Suddenly, I felt sick to my stomach. Sick and in desperate need to be anywhere but here. “I’m…I’m going to go get Abe,” I said, grabbing my keys off the counter and making a beeline for the door.

Shaw grabbed me around my waist and pulled me back against his bare chest. Gone was the harsh tone, replaced by something gentler. “No, you’re not. You’ve been drinking. I can smell it on your breath.” He slowly took the keys from my hand.

“Shit.” I’d forgotten. “It was just one beer, but I wouldn’t have…Oh, God, I swear I wouldn’t ever do that!”

“I know,” he said with a comforting squeeze and a kiss to the hair over my ear. There was no tone of disappointment about either his words or his actions.

The roiling in my stomach increased tenfold, and I knew it was only a matter of seconds before I lost its contents all over the place. Pulling away from him, I ran for the bathroom, not only because I was about to be sick but also because I was so tired of letting him see the tears in my eyes. For once, he hadn’t been the one to cause them. Maybe he never had.




CHAPTER 6




Shaw


Last night, for the first time in a really long time, Cassidy had slept in our bed. So close, yet still so very far away. I’d wanted to reach out and hold her, I really had, but there was just so much distance between us.

When I’d gone to bed, she’d been situated all the way on the edge of her side with the blankets pulled up to her cheek, her face barely visible. And that was where she’d stayed. I’d tried to pretend I hadn’t heard her tears, as much as she’d tried to hide the fact that she was crying. But I’d heard her. And with every sniffle, my heart had broken a little more.

She was right. Something was very wrong between us. The problem was that, though I’d always been able to find a solution when glitches happened in business, some way around the hiccup, matters of the heart weren’t as easily solved. Whatever the issue between us, it certainly was not a glitch or hiccup, and no amount of fast talking or kissing ass was going to make this go away.

It was time for me to admit defeat, stop fighting her perceived solution, and just do things her way as a willing participant. That was the conclusion I’d drawn by the time my alarm clock had gone off and I’d rolled over to find her side of the bed empty once more.

With a weighted sigh, I pulled the covers back and stood, clad in nothing but pajama bottoms, which was more than I normally ever wore to bed. Of course I’d done that out of respect to Cassidy. I was sure the last thing she’d want to wake to was me, now a virtual stranger, naked and sporting a woody next to her. Especially not after what had happened between us the night before.

I knew where she’d be, so I made the short walk through the living area and stopped, looking down at my bare feet as I stood before the door to Abe’s room. Not entirely sure what I should do, I raised a knuckle to knock, then decided that was silly. This was my son’s bedroom, in my home, and my woman was on the other side of that door.

So I quietly cracked it open and stepped inside, not at all surprised to find Cassidy curled up in Abe’s bed while snuggling his favorite Superman blanket, which matched the superhero décor of the rest of his room. For whatever reason, the sight was like being slapped in the face with a cold, dead fish.

The only two people who believed me to be a superhero, who wished with all their might for me to live up to the image, had lost faith in me. Hell, I had lost faith in myself.

How could I let them down? And more to the point, how was I going to find a way around my kryptonite when the kryptonite was me? Me and my pride. Me and my ambitions. Me and my inability to see the fucked-up choices I was making before said choices had been made.

Creeping across the room, careful not to make a sound, I looked down at my Cassidy and smiled when I saw the tiniest bit of drool at the corner of her full, pink mouth. Her hair was a mess of tangles the color of a Southern Californian sunset, and her long lashes rested gently upon flawless ivory skin, tinged a natural flush of color at the cheeks. Her breasts were fuller, her hips more rounded, her belly a little pooched, and her ass supple rather than toned. No doubt she saw all those physical characteristics as flaws. But not me. I saw her as a stunning woman made even more magnificent by the effects of motherhood.

I’d never want another as much as I wanted her.

Brushing a strand of hair away from her face, I grinned when her forehead crinkled and her lips did that pouty thing that reminded me so much of Abe. God, there was so much of her in him. His willfulness, his determination, his ability to always see the positive in every situation—that was all Cassidy.

Peering down at her I wondered if she realized she was the superhero. Not me.

But I could be her sidekick. Which meant I needed to follow her lead while sharing the load. And I knew just where to start.

Leaving Cassidy undisturbed, I backed out of Abe’s room and made my way back to our bedroom, where my cellphone was charging. Then I went over to the pants I’d worn the day before and pulled the little black card out of the back pocket where I’d tucked it away with every intention of discarding it later. Dialing the number, I paced as the line began to ring. I was shocked when a voice answered on the other end of the line. Mostly because it was before seven o’clock in the morning, and I’d only thought to leave a message for a return call.

“Hello, is anyone there?” the voice—a distinctly rich and smooth female voice, accented—asked when I didn’t respond to her initial greeting.

“I…I’m sorry, I must have dialed the wrong number.” Surely I had. There was no rambling of the customary office name and “How may I help/direct your call?” that I’d expect from a receptionist of a business.

But before I could disconnect the line, the woman on the other end said, “No one ever dials this number by mistake, darling. You are looking for Katya?”

“Uh, yes. Dr. Katya Minkov,” I told her. “I was given this number by a colleague of hers, and—”

“Not hers, yours,” she interrupted.

“Excuse me?”

“I am Katya. And you are Shaw Matthews, are you not?”

Holy shit. How could she possibly know that? Duh. Caller ID.

“Jeremy, my precious secret agent, has already phoned ahead with his recommendation for you and your lover. I will meet with you tonight at eight P.M., sharp.”

“Wait, wait, wait,” I said, anticipating an abrupt dial tone. “I don’t know if we can do that.”

Eight o’clock? Who keeps those kinds of office hours? Plus, that was Abe’s bedtime, and if the way Cassidy was hugging his blanket had been any indication, I highly doubted she’d want to be separated from him for another night.

“Come, don’t come. Makes no difference to me. The opportunity will not be presented again.” She quickly recited an address, and I had to scramble to find a pen to jot it down on the back of the card, hoping I’d gotten it right before the line went dead.

I pulled back the phone and looked at it as if there were going to be some kind of explanation for my confusing encounter on the screen. What a very weird way to start the day, and I had a feeling that phone call would not be the weirdest thing about Dr. Katya Minkov.

After I’d showered and dressed—hurriedly, since I was already running late for work—I went out to the main room and found Cassidy sitting at the bar counter with a cup of coffee and bowl of Apple Jacks, Abe’s favorite, in front of her. She’d pulled her tangled hair into a haphazard ponytail and draped a robe over her boxer shorts and cami pajamas. Her shoulders were slumped and her socked feet propped up on the rungs of the stool as she pushed the little green and orange circles through the milk in a lazy manner. I couldn’t tell if she was still half asleep or maybe just didn’t know what to do with herself since Abe wasn’t running around and using our living room furniture as a jungle gym while she begged him to sit and eat his breakfast. Either way, she simply looked…sad and lonely.

But I had news that would cheer her up, and even though I didn’t have the time to, I went to the cabinet and got a bowl, determined that she wouldn’t eat alone.

“Good morning,” I said, pouring my own cereal.

Cassidy looked at me, then to the clock on the wall, and back to me again, clearly confused. “Um, good morning. You’re not working today?”

Putting the milk back into the refrigerator, I closed the door and looked down at myself and the business attire I wore every day. Arching a brow at the clear indication, I gave her an amused grin. “Yep,” I said, and then took the seat on the stool next to her.

“But you’re going to be late.” Her statement sounded more like a question.

“Yep,” I repeated. “I think they can survive for a little bit without me while I have breakfast with my woman.”

“Oh. Okay.” She was clearly still confused, but resumed eating all the same.

We ate in silence for a time, neither of us quite sure what to say. I supposed it had been longer than I’d thought since it had just been the two of us alone like this. Maybe Abe had always filled the quiet before.

“So I made an appointment with Dr. Minkov this morning,” I told her, hoping to ease the awkwardness. “Or at least I think I made an appointment.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I didn’t so much schedule an appointment as I was issued a directive that we should show up at eight o’clock tonight or not at all.”

“What?”

“Weird, right? Still,” I shrugged, “it’s done.”

“But what about Abe? I don’t like not having him here.”

“I know. Me neither. But like I said, it has to be tonight or not at all.”

Cassidy sighed. “This is too much, isn’t it? Maybe we just shouldn’t go.”

“What are you talking about? I want to go!”

“Really?”

“Yeah! Come on, where’s your sense of adventure?” My hand found her knee and I gave her a playful nudge. “I think it’s going to be a lot of fun.”

She drew her head back, suspicious. “You do?”

“Are you kidding me? Sex,” I told her. “Prescribed sex, even. How could that not be fun?” I laughed, hoping she would, too.

She didn’t, but she did smile. “I have no idea what to expect, to be honest, but if you’re so gung ho about it, I guess we should at least give it a try.”

“That’s the spirit!” I said, giving her knee a squeeze before finishing off my cereal.

“So what should we do about Abe, then?”

I shrugged, mostly because Cassidy was usually the one who took care of that sort of thing. That was my bad. Yet another example of the ways I’d failed at being a father. “Well, obviously he can’t go with us. Do you think maybe Quinn will keep him again?”

Cassidy shook her head. “I’m sure he and Denver don’t want to play house two nights in a row, though they’d never say it. They love spending time with him and all, but they also like sending him back home.” She nibbled her lip in contemplation as she stirred her cereal. “Oh, I know! Chaz and Demi have wanted some time with him. I’ll call them.”

“Sounds like a plan,” I said, rinsing my bowl and putting it in the sink. “Sorry, but I’ve gotta run. Meet you at Monkey’s for dinner before we head out to our next shrink?”

At the slight narrowing of her eyes, I laughed. “Kidding, kidding! I’ll see you later.” Kissing the top of her head, I grabbed my briefcase and headed for the door.

“Shaw?”

I pulled up short and turned on my heel to face her. “Yeah?”

Cassidy set her spoon down and pushed the bowl away. “Why are you suddenly willing to do all of this? I mean, I’m glad”—her brow creased—“but why?”

I should’ve expected her suspicion, and I didn’t blame her for asking about my intentions. I’d been tugging pretty damn hard in the opposite direction on this whole therapist thing, and I hadn’t exactly been forthright about my feelings other than to tell her all the negatives. Call it a man thing or whatever, but it was time I came clean, time for me to show her a side of Shaw Matthews she rarely got a glimpse of, others not at all. “Because I can’t be anywhere without you, either, Cassidy. Nor do I want to. So I’m all in. Just don’t…don’t give up on me.”

Cassidy looked contemplative but still nodded her acceptance of my answer, even though I could tell she was trying to make sense of my one-eighty. I set my briefcase down by the door and crossed the space between us. Cassidy twisted around on her stool toward me, eyes wide as she drew back, not quite sure what I was about to do.

The backs of my fingers caressed her cheek down to her chin and then I swept my thumb over her worried lip. Cassidy closed her eyes and slowly exhaled a breath I hadn’t realized she’d been holding. Leaning down, I pressed my lips to hers with a firm yet gentle kiss. After a moment, she kissed me back, her mouth pliant and giving. I could taste the faint sugary sweetness from the cereal she’d just had, and I licked at her bottom lip for more of it. My tongue swept inside her mouth, coaxing hers into submission so I could show her. Show her that this was where I wanted to be, that she was the only woman I’d ever need, that I might not know how to convey my feelings for her sometimes, but that they were there and they were real.

We were breathing for each other by the time I broke the kiss, my forehead resting against hers as I tried to get my thoughts in line because the woman had a way of making me disoriented just from a single kiss.

Cassidy’s eyes were still closed, almost as if she were saying a silent prayer, though I’d never known her to be a particularly religious person. I could feel the warmth of her breath as it fanned out against my lips, my cheeks, cooling as it spread over my neck. I saw it so clearly then, the resemblance of that one action, so intimate and vital, to our relationship. Like a breath, we were warm, red-hot, the closer to each other we remained, but if we let the distance come between us…that was when the coldness crept in.

I wasn’t going to let that happen.

Cupping her face in both hands, I told her, “We’re going to get through this. I need you to know we will, Cassidy, because I’m going to do the right thing by you. I’m not saying I’ll be perfect along the way or that some asshole part of me won’t come out when I get frustrated, but I’m going to try. Okay?”

Her nod was barely perceptible, but I felt it against my forehead.

Leaving the cocoon of our embrace, I pulled back and looked down at her. Cassidy’s eyes were open but cast down toward her lap, where she was fidgeting with her fingers.

“Hey,” I said, and then waited for her to look up. She did, orbs the color of sprouting tufts of grass in the spring peering back at me with so much hope. “I love you.”

Her resulting grin was about as unexpected, yet finally genuine, as could be. Though I knew it didn’t seem like a very masculine response, my heart fluttered in my chest and then filled with that “feel good” sort of warmth when her voice, ever so soft and sweet, said, “I love you, too.”

That morning when I left our home to face the drudging day ahead, I did it with a little extra pep in my step. Even if I was anxious as hell about the mysterious appointment with our sex therapist.




Cassidy


Today had been one of the better days I’d had over the last couple of years. Thanks in large part to Shaw’s tiniest bit of submission this morning. Abe and I spent the day together, doing everything he wanted to do and eating whatever junk food his little heart desired. I might have been overcompensating a bit because of my guilt over sending him off again to spend the night somewhere other than his own bed.

Though I felt like the crappiest mother of all time, my Abey Baby was thrilled to go see his uncle Chaz and aunt Demi. In fact, he’d jumped up and down clapping when Demi had asked him if he wanted to play “Wrestlemania” again. Apparently, Demi and Abe team up against Chaz, who lets Abe win until Uncle Chaz deploys the tickle-claw maneuver, and then Abe tags Demi in. Abe laughed and said it was “big fun” to see Aunt Demi beat up Uncle Chaz. Since Demi was a self-defense instructor, I knew her winning had nothing to do with Chaz letting her. I almost felt sorry for Chaz, to be honest. More so when he groaned and cupped his balls.

Shaw was even on time for dinner at Monkey’s. Sasha and Landon had joined us and I’d actually felt like an adult for once. We’d laughed and done the catching-up thing until Shaw looked down at his watch and cleared his throat to get my attention, tapping on the face of the thing to tell me we needed to get going or we’d be late. Neither of us wanted that since this whole ordeal felt like we were agents going undercover to expose some deeply concealed secret society of sexaholics plotting to take over the world or whatever.

But when we got to the address Dr. Minkov had given to Shaw, it quickly became clear that my amusing wonderings might not have been far off the mark.

“Are you sure this is the right address?” I leaned forward in my seat as if the windshield would behave as a pair of glasses and allow me to see things more clearly.

I saw things clearly enough, all right. We were in an empty lot, the painted lines of the parking spaces on the cracked asphalt faded, obviously not having been maintained for quite some time. Thanks to the illumination of Shaw’s headlights, I could see there was one building, giant and looming and dark—an abandoned industrial warehouse, complete with broken windows, rain-rusted stains down the corrugated aluminum siding, and graffiti spray painted on every surface.

Shaw checked and double-checked the address against his GPS. “This is what I wrote down. She said it so fast, I must have gotten it wrong.”

If I hadn’t known beyond a shadow of a doubt that Shaw had been genuine when he’d said he was all in on this therapy thing, I would’ve thought he’d gotten the address wrong on purpose. Further proving my belief that “it had been an accident” was his explanation for the intentional error. He raked his fingers through his hair, his jaw ticking and leg bouncing. “Fuck, I’m sorry.”

I knew he really was. Putting a hand on his arm, I took a deep breath. “It’s okay.” I shrugged and forced a smile. “Guess it wasn’t meant to be. Let’s just go get Abe and head home.”

With another curse at himself, Shaw put the car in reverse and started to back out, only to have to stomp on the brake. I jerked forward, caught by the seatbelt and pushed back into an upright position.

“What the hell?” Shaw shouted, looking into the rearview mirror. I turned the top half of my body to see what the holdup was and saw a pair of headlights from another car getting closer and closer until the thing was practically on top of our rear bumper. Shoving the gear into park, Shaw cut the engine and ripped off his seatbelt as he flung open the door.

“Shaw, don’t!” I tugged on his arm, trying to make him stay put, but he yanked away. Dark parking lot, plus abandoned building, plus strange vehicle with high-beam lights equaled all kinds of Dateline murder mystery.

“I’m just going to see what this asshole’s problem is. I’ll be okay,” he told me. Not at all convincingly, I might add.

My heart was racing with fear. This was the industrial district of San Diego, California, for Christ’s sake. Abandoned warehouses were ideal for drug deals and murders. I gasped, suddenly thinking about Abe being orphaned after both of his parents were killed in cold blood, if our bodies were ever found. “Shaw, get back in the car! They could have a gun!”

He pfft’d me. Actually drew his head back and looked at me like I was being overly dramatic with a “Pfft! They don’t have a gun. It’s probably a couple of teenagers coming here to make out. Stop worrying. I’m just going to scare them a little and then I’ll be back.”

Really, it wasn’t necessary to even do that much. But I stayed in the car, watching him through the back window the whole time. Not that I could see much with the headlights glaring like that. A minute or two passed, though it seemed like way more, before Shaw came back, opening the door and bending down to poke his head inside.

“Come on, let’s go.”

“Go? Go where?” My voice was ten octaves higher than normal. Or at least it seemed that way to me.

“That’s our ride,” he told me, nodding back toward the bright lights.

I shook my head vehemently. “Uh-uh. Get back in the car and let’s get out of here.”

“Cassidy, I called Dr. Minkov myself to confirm what the driver told me. Apparently, she’s taking extra precautions to make sure her location remains a secret. I’m not sure what the big deal is, but you really wanted to do this, so let’s do it.”

“Let me get this straight,” I began, still astounded that he was being so nonchalant about the scary weirdness of our current situation. “We’re given an address to an empty parking lot where a strange vehicle closes us in, and then we’re instructed to leave the safety of our car to get into said strange vehicle to be taken to an unknown secret location to meet up with some sex doctor, and none of our family or friends know our whereabouts…and you don’t see a problem with that?”

“Oh, this has probable homicide written all over it,” he admitted. “In fact, I think you just described the plot of like a thousand horror flicks, but…”

“But what?”

“Where’s your sense of adventure?” He chuckled at my disapproving scowl. “Cass, you trust Dr. Sparling, right?”

I nodded. At least I thought I trusted him. It was entirely possible he could be a member of a cult, in charge of sending unsuspecting innocents into a trap so they could be strapped to a sacrificial altar to pay homage to some gruesome deity with a thirst for blood.

“He’s the one who gave us the referral, and he did say Dr. Minkov’s methods were unusual.”

“Unusual? That’s an understatement.” I worried my bottom lip as my brain went haywire, recalling all the reviews I’d found for Dr. Sparling online. Not only that, but his credentials had checked out. I’d done the research myself, and I trusted my own findings far better than anything Google could throw out there. On the other hand, I hadn’t found anything on Dr. Minkov at all.

“Cass, you know I’d never let anything happen to you.”

Men and their machismo. Almost every one of them I knew thought they were bulletproof.

“Are we going or not?” Shaw prodded. “I have a feeling Dr. Minkov doesn’t like to be kept waiting, so it’s sort of a now-or-never kind of deal.”

Feeling the urgency of the moment, I made a quick decision that I hoped I wouldn’t live to regret, if I came out of this alive at all. “Okay, fine. But if we die, I’m so going to kill you,” I said, grabbing my purse and getting out of the car.

I heard the distinctive two-tone beeps of Shaw locking the car and setting the alarm, and then he joined me at the rear. Placing a hand at the small of my back, he escorted me toward the back door of the black sedan. I tried to get a look at the driver in case I’d need details for a sketch artist later, but the front windshield was completely blacked out. As were the rest of the windows.

The driver stepped around the car and met us at the back passenger door, opening it for us. I hadn’t even seen him get out. What, was he made of shadows? At least I was able to get a good look at him. He was much taller than Shaw with broad shoulders and thick arms that he kept at his sides as he waited for us to get inside. I couldn’t see the color of his eyes or hair since he wore sunglasses—at night—and his hair was cropped short beneath a driver’s hat, but I did get a good look at the tattoo on his right hand. It was the side profile of a lion’s head with long, sharp canines and a serpent’s tongue. It could have been something artistic, but it seemed more like something found in a crest of some sort. Maybe even for that fictional secret society that was becoming more real by the minute.

Leery as I was about the whole situation, I got into the back, sliding along the smooth, soft black leather. Shaw got in behind me, relaxing into the cushiony seat as if he hadn’t a care in the world. The driver did nothing but nod when Shaw thanked him and then the door was closed.

“Um…so this is odd,” I said, realizing that not only could no one see into the car, but we also couldn’t see out. Except for the front windshield. Until the driver got inside and a blacked-out partition lifted into place, and then we were essentially blindfolded with nothing more than the muted illumination of a floor light.

I was reminded of a wet dream I’d had so very long ago. A dream I still believe had been an implanted suggestion when my friends had recommended I sleep with Shaw in order to knock him off his game, when we’d been competing for the partnership. I crossed my legs, the memory of it so naughty a sudden need began to blossom at my core. I’d never told Shaw about that dream. Looking at him now, I wondered whether he would have tried to reenact it if I had. We were so far away from that place now. I’d do anything to get back there, though.

Even get into a strange car with a scary driver to be taken to an unknown location.

Shaw reached over and took my hand, giving me a reassuring smile. I gaped down at where he held me, the act such a small thing, but it had been so long since he’d done even that much, I hadn’t realized I’d been missing it. Until now.

We rode in awkward silence for a while, having no clue where we were or where we’d end up. After a bit, I heard the distinct sound of gravel under tires, the car’s weight shifting ever so slightly, as if traversing uneven ground. We had to have been climbing because gravity pushed me back into my seat ever so slightly. And then we came to a stop.

Shaw squeezed my hand. “Well, guess we’re here.”

“Wherever here is,” I mumbled.

The car door opened and our chauffeur took up the same stance as before, giving us enough room to exit. Shaw offered me his hand again, and I took it, following his line of sight once I got out.

I don’t know what I’d been expecting—an office building, for sure—but instead it was a house. Splendid, but still just a house. And we were on top of a hill that looked out over the ocean in the distance from an A-frame log cabin with solid glass that made up the entire front. The giant trees that encased the house on both sides swayed back and forth in the ocean breeze, the sound of waves crashing on the shore in the distance a comforting cadence during an otherwise anxious moment.

The driver uttered his first words as he closed the car door behind us. “Dr. Minkov is waiting for you inside.” His voice was a deep baritone, almost Lurch-like in its cadence.

Again, Shaw thanked him. And again, the driver only nodded in response as he went around to get back into the car and pull away.

Shaw again put his hand at the small of my back. “Ready?”

“Not really, but I guess there’s no backing out now,” I said, letting him guide me toward the porch.

By the time we’d climbed the steps, I saw movement inside the house. A well-dressed man in a suit greeted us at the front door, opening it wide before we’d had a chance to knock. “Shaw and Cassidy, I presume?”

“That would be us,” Shaw answered.

“Welcome to the home of Dr. Katya Minkov. Please, come inside. Dr. Minkov is expecting you.” He stepped to the side with a courteous smile to allow us passage before shutting us in.

“If you’ll follow me, I’ll take you to her office,” he said, taking up a comfortable pace forward as we fell in line behind him.

I couldn’t help but look around in awe of Dr. Minkov’s home. Though the floors and walls were made of a polished red cedar, the fixtures had a contrasting elegance of gold and crystal. The huge chandelier of teardrop crystals that hung above the main living space gave off prisms of rainbow light that reflected off the front floor-to-ceiling window, which provided a picturesque view of the moonlit ocean. A warm fire of driftwood crackled in the fireplace, scenting the air with a natural fragrance. Large area rugs and runners of deep red and cream to match the leather furniture covered the expanse of the flooring, giving the place a cozy sort of feel.

Down the corridor and to the left, we followed another hallway toward the back of the house, where our guide stepped inside the open door to a room.

“Please, make yourselves comfortable. Dr. Minkov will be with you shortly.” He bowed slightly, motioning for us to enter the room, and then he crossed back over the threshold to take his leave.

We were in an office, decorated much like the rest of the house, but with two chairs before a large ornate desk. There were no pictures on the desk or the walls, nothing that would hint at the personal life of this woman to whom we were expected to divulge the intimate details of our life.

Shaw walked over to the small couch in the center of the room, turning with his brow lifted in expectation for me to follow. I had no idea what we’d gotten ourselves into, but at this point, it was a little too late to back out.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Yeah, I guess,” I said, joining him. “I hope she doesn’t keep us waiting long.”

“Ah, but anticipation is the catalyst of everything worth waiting for, darling,” a silky-smooth, accented voice said from the doorway.




CHAPTER 7




Cassidy


I jumped, startled by the new presence I hadn’t heard approaching. With my pulse still racing, I turned in my chair just in time to see the door close as the woman who’d joined us tilted the corner of her mouth up into a sultry smile.

Standing at nearly six feet tall, she was dressed in a black leather pantsuit that hugged her generous curves so tightly it must have taken her hours to get into it. Creamy skin covered a regal neck and collarbone, while the deep cut of her jacket boasted a plentiful bosom. I’d wager she wasn’t wearing anything more than a matching bra under that suit, if that. Black peep-toe heels of no less than five inches were on her feet, accounting for her height, with bold red nail polish adorning her toes, which complemented her fingernails. Platinum blond hair was stacked in a complicated up-do of curls, braids, and more curls, each strand threatening to fall lose from the weight of it, yet it looked carefully controlled. Much like her demeanor.

She crossed the room to the wingback chair at my right, her walk something like a Pied Piper for grown men that commanded a following.

“My name is Dr. Minkov, but considering the personal topic we’ll be discussing, in depth,” she said with a not-so-subtle meaning as she took a seat, “I prefer to be as informal as possible. So please, call me Katya. And you are?”

“You don’t know who you scheduled a meeting with?” Shaw wasn’t nearly as tongue-tied as I’d become in this woman’s presence.

“I find that an introduction of one’s self can be an icebreaker of sorts. Like an alcoholic finally breaking his silence and deciding to discuss a problem he hasn’t seen as a problem until he says it out loud.”

Shaw set his shoulders. “We’re not alcoholics. Or sexaholics, for that matter.” He’d gone from more relaxed than I’d seen him in a long time to defensive again.

“Ah, but there is a problem, is there not?”

“I’m Cassidy,” I told her, hoping to ease the mounting tension.

Katya leaned forward, the movement sending a waft of her perfume to caress my senses. I’d had no idea forbidden was a scent, but she was wearing it as if it were a designer fragrance of her own making. I was still caught in the spell of it when I registered her hand on my knee and the flagrant squeeze that followed before she looked directly at me and said, “I look forward to becoming very intimate with you, Cassidy. You’ve pleased me well already.”

I swallowed hard, clearly affected by her words. This woman had to have been a dominatrix in her off time because, though I didn’t know how I’d pleased her, I found I was eager to do it again.

Katya’s eyes were stunning. Catlike in color—golden brown with a jade green burst that fanned out into a darker outer ring—and framed by dramatic lashes and dark eyebrows with a definitively perfect arch. Her lips were lush, stained the same color red as her fingernails, so plump one bite promised to yield the sweetest juice. I nibbled my own lip, not realizing it until Katya’s gaze went to my mouth and she smiled before pulling my imprisoned lip free with her thumb.

“I’m Shaw.”

I sobered at the sound of Shaw’s voice, having forgotten for a moment that he was in the room. No idea what had come over me. I wasn’t into women, but Katya exuded sex. Male, female, it didn’t matter.

Katya turned her attention to Shaw, but it was a distinctly different sort of attention. No hands-on greeting like I’d just received. And he seemed unaffected by her obvious charms. In fact, I think I detected a low growl of warning from him. Was he jealous of a woman?

“Shaw.” She inclined her head in acknowledgment before she sat back, her posture perfect, chest proud, legs crossed, and arms regal on the armrests of the chair. “Before we continue, I must first determine whether the two of you can benefit from the sort of coaching I provide. I’m quite unorthodox in my methods, and, as such, I need to be sure you qualify for my services.”

“You’re interviewing us?” Shaw asked, surprised by the role reversal.

“Yes.” Her answer was simple, confident. “What do you hope to accomplish during our sessions?”

My palms had begun to sweat. Why was I suddenly so nervous? “I’m not really sure what to expect from our time with you.”

“Sex,” she said, matter-of-factly. Bulgarian. Her accent was definitely Bulgarian, and it carried an alluring undertone of sensuality. “My purpose is to help coax that spark you once had back into a raging inferno. I want you to burn for each other, for your desire to devour the very oxygen in the air until you’re breathing fire into your lungs, pumping molten lava through your veins, and feeling the threat of self-combustion with your every orgasm.”

“Sounds…dangerous.” Judging by Shaw’s mocking tone, he was not impressed.

But I was. “I think it sounds exciting.”

Katya’s grin was mischievous. “Danger and excitement should be the foundation of every sexual encounter. If your heart isn’t racing, your pulse pounding, how else will you know you’re alive?”

As if commanded by her words, my body reacted in the same manner she’d described, and I understood what she meant about feeling alive. I’d felt the same way when Shaw and I had first started our clandestine relationship, back when being trapped in an elevator or the back of a limousine or the bathroom on a private jet meant we were about to embark upon a sexual adventure like none I’d ever known before him.

“When do we start?” I sat forward with unabashed eagerness.

Katya gave me another one of those approving grins. “You are willing. I like it. But when one learns to swim, he or she does not simply jump into the deepest part of the sea. You must first get your feet wet on the beach, feel the sand caress your toes as the surf beckons you forward, and then wade into the shallow water until you’ve become accustomed to the pull of the ocean and learn to simply let go and allow it to set you adrift.”

How had she managed to make swimming so devastatingly sexy? As the daughter of a fisherman, practically born and raised on the ocean, I could appreciate the analogy.

“We already know how to swim,” Shaw interjected. “What you’re describing sounds an awful lot like you want us to get lost at sea.”

“Are you not already lost? Is that not why you are sitting here with me at this moment, seeking my help?” Point well made. “Splashing around in the water will only make waves and create a lot of noise, an invitation for a predator to have a sampling of your dinghy if you are not careful.” Katya grinned at her own double entendre. So did I.

“Consider me a lifeguard, Shaw,” Katya told him. She certainly had the whole Baywatch look down. “My guidance and the methods I use will only act as a flotation device until your lessons are complete. Are you agreeable to that, or are you such a master of the sea that you do not need my help?”

I turned toward Shaw, placing my hand high on his thigh and giving it a squeeze. “I want to feel the pull of the ocean.” Making a show of letting my eyes rake over his body to settle on his crotch, I licked my bottom lip and then pulled it between my teeth. “Please?”

He crooked a finger under my chin, lifting my gaze to his. Startling blue eyes stared back at me, a measure of lust present there that I hadn’t seen in quite some time. When the pad of his thumb swept over my lip, I pressed a kiss to it. And there went that sexy half grin/half smirk of his that made me weak in the knees. “You have no idea what it does to me to hear you beg.”

Oh, I had an idea, all right. Even though I was sure it had pained him to do so, I remembered a time when he’d kept his cock away from me when I’d wanted it in my mouth so bad I couldn’t stand it. Shaw had only given me my way after I’d begged and pleaded on my knees.

Dear God, we hadn’t even begun our session yet, and I was already aching for a release. Maybe I’d take another from him once we returned home tonight.

“She will be doing a great deal of begging…if I decide the three of us are a good fit.” Katya’s reminder that she hadn’t yet agreed to take us on as clients was like a douse of cold water to the smoldering hot coals Shaw had just stoked.

Keeping my hand right where it was on Shaw’s thigh, I shifted to face her. “When will you know?”

“Before you leave here this evening.” Katya stood, doing the Pied Piper thing again as she went to her desk and took a seat. She opened the folder that sat atop the cherry-red leather blotter and picked up a pen. “Let’s get to it, shall we? I’m going to ask some personal questions of the both of you to help me get an idea of where the issue may lie and whether I can help you. And if you feel these questions are too personal”—she gave Shaw a pointed look—“we will not be a good fit as things are going to become much, much more personal than that, I assure you.”

Shaw covered my hand with his as he readjusted his position the slightest bit. A semi-quiet gasp of surprise fell from my lips when I felt something rigid graze my palm and I looked directly at the spot of contact. It wasn’t just something rigid. It was his cock. Clearly he was so onboard with all of this now. When I met his eyes, I was rewarded with a pantie-melting wink.

“Shoot, Doc,” he told her, redirecting his attention.

Katya had just looked up from the folder, having missed the exchange. “Do either of you have any issues preparing for sex?”

Shaw’s brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”

Katya leaned forward, enunciating each of her next words. “Does your cock get hard for her?”

I looked between Katya and Shaw, markedly turned on by the topic at hand. Though I already knew the answer to her question, I wanted to hear how Shaw would respond. If the rest of our discussions with Katya were going to be anything remotely close to this, I’d do anything to make sure we passed her test.

“I don’t have a problem getting it up, Doc. In fact, I’m hard for her right this very second.”

Any other woman would’ve looked to see the truth for herself, but not Katya. She merely grinned, a muted “touché” adorning her expression.

“And how about you, Cassidy?”

Oh. How to answer this? “My body reacts to his,” I told her. “I just don’t, um, orgasm during sex like I used to.”

Shaw went rigid beside me, obviously still ego-struck by the truth. But we were here to fix it, so I had to be honest.

Katya tilted her head. “Is that so? And why do you think that is?”

I shrugged. “I guess because it doesn’t feel good.”

On cue, an exaggerated, insulted pfft! from Shaw. He pushed my hand from his lap. “Sex with me doesn’t feel good? So I suck in bed now?”

Of course he would take offense.

“It’s not that. It’s…I don’t know, a mental thing, maybe? Mentally, I’m not engaged.” I drew my head back, not liking that he was making me out to be the bad guy here when it took two to tango. “Neither are you. It’s like…like something we do out of habit now. And not very often, at that.”

Before Shaw could respond, Katya did some refereeing. “It’s quality, not quantity, that matters,” she told me.

“Yeah, well, nothing but quickies doesn’t exactly allow for much quality,” I mumbled under my breath, though I knew they could both hear me.

Shaw bristled, proving me right. “Oh, so let’s just bash Shaw, right? It’s all my fault? We don’t have a lot of time for sex because of the hours I work. That’s what you’re driving at, right?”

Oh, my God! I was so exasperated by the hot-and-cold volleying we’d become so good at. He was just hard, I was just wet, and now we were back at each other’s throat. My hands slapped down on my thighs and my head whipped toward him. “I’m home all day and all night, so I’m really not sure how it can be my fault.”

Shaw got that look in his eye that said he was about to put me in my place. “We’d have plenty of chances to not only have sex more often, but more thoroughly if you actually slept in our bed.”

Ouch.

Katya arched a disapproving brow at me. “You don’t sleep together in the same bed?”

“Okay, fine. No. I sleep with our son a lot of the time,” I admitted, sounding very much like the accused on the stand confessing to a crime before the judge.

“I can help you,” Katya said, abruptly ending the discussion on the matter.

“What?” I asked, confused.

“I said, I can help you. But you will need to do everything I say and trust that I know what I’m doing. Will you agree?”

I knew that I should be leery of allowing a stranger to have complete control over my life, but I trusted Dr. Minkov, though it made no sense for me to. Maybe I was just desperate to get things back to the way they used to be between Shaw and me. Maybe I was just desperate to know that passion again. Or maybe I was just riding that competitive high of having won a prize. Because, yeah, we’d just aced Dr. Minkov’s test and she looked well pleased!

I looked at Shaw. While it was true that we argued a lot, that was simply who we were, who we’d always been. Still, I knew with every fiber of my being that I wanted no one but him, that I’d never find with another the passion he and I had shared once upon a time. We could get it back. I knew we could. We could go back to the way we were.

“Yes,” I told her without turning away from Shaw.

All that turbulence turned into determination. The Shaw I knew and loved had made an appearance once more and I felt the first flicker of confidence that we could come back from this faraway place where we’d found ourselves.

Shaw took my hand and placed it back on his lap. “We’ll do whatever it takes,” he said.

“I’d hoped you’d agree.” Katya returned her attention to the folder on her desk, pulling out some forms and handing the stack over to Shaw and me. “The first document is our contract. You’ll each need to sign it before we can begin. The second is a questionnaire designed to help me get to know your desires better. I only need you to sign the contract today. Take a moment to look it over so that you understand everything that will be expected of you and what you can expect from me.”

I read over the document, noting a lot of the same expectations as Dr. Sparling had had. The confidentiality section was ironclad, on both sides, and we’d be agreeing to follow the plan Katya would design for us.

Admittedly, I was a little anxious about signing an agreement promising to do whatever someone else told me to regarding a topic as intimate as my sexual relationship, but if I hadn’t been willing, I wouldn’t have been there to begin with. So I took a leap of faith and scribbled my signature on the dotted line. Shaw did the same, taking mine from me and rising out of the chair to hand the contracts back across the desk.

Katya took them, signing the witness section of each before returning them to the folder and filing it away in a drawer. “Marvelous! Now, the first thing I need you to do is to send your son to stay with a relative for a bit.”

I drew my head back, eyes wide. I don’t know what I’d expected, but that certainly hadn’t been it. “Whoa! Is that really necessary?” I laughed.

Katya put her palms on the desk, linking her fingers. “I don’t like to have my time wasted, so I won’t do the same with yours.”

Um, okay. That really wasn’t such a big deal. We could totally do that. I shrugged at Shaw. “I guess we can ask Chaz and Demi if they’d mind having more time with him. I’m sure they’d love another sleepover.”

“Oh, no. You misunderstand, darling,” Katya told me. “It will need to be for the duration of our sessions. All of our sessions.”

I was confused at first until I started doing the math and put two and two together.

“You want us to send our child away?” This airy sort of discombobulated panic rushed to my fingertips and toes and then retraced the path back to my heart before it ping-ponged up to my brain and then crash-landed into my heart again. Though likely it had found its final resting place in my throat because I was having a hell of a time getting any words to come out. “I—I can’t—I can’t do that!”

“You came to me for help, and I’m offering it. Did you not just say you trusted me?”

“Well, yeah, but I’m not going to send my child away!”

Katya frowned, disappointment settling into her features. “That is a shame. I am sorry we could not work together. Nevertheless, I wish you the best of luck. Do see yourselves out.”

“Hold on just a minute,” Shaw said, standing.

But Katya cut him off before he could protest further. “As I’ve already said, I do not like to have my time wasted. Nor do I like to repeat myself.”

“Can’t you just tell us why it’s necessary to send our son away?”

Katya sighed, though softened. “It would only be a temporary situation. Your relationship is lacking intimacy, and a great deal of that comes when a couple actually sleeps together. Cassidy sleeps with your child, and will likely continue to do so as long as he is there. It is a habit that develops not only for the young one but for the parent as well.

“Aside from that,” she continued, “I will be giving you assignments to complete. Assignments that will be detailed and vary in timing and setting. Having to make arrangements for the child will alter the mood I’m trying to create for these missions. I cannot help if you insist on working against me.”

Shaw and I looked to each other for an answer, neither of us seeming to have the right one. I could see the apprehension etched into his expression. Abe had never been away from us for more than an overnight visit. If the separation anxiety was already beginning to set in for me, I couldn’t imagine what that might be like for Abe.

“I don’t want to be separated from him any more than you do,” Shaw told me. “It’s just temporary?” he asked Katya.

“Of course, darlings.” She laughed, the playful sound oozing with sensuality. “I only desire to stoke your passions once more, not to have you abandon your child.”

Shaw turned to me. “Do you think you can be okay with this?”

I knew he expected me to say I wouldn’t, which would have been an honest answer, but I nodded instead. I didn’t like it, not one bit, but we were doing this for Abe as much as we were doing it for us. Shaw and I were the catalyst of our family. Without a healthy relationship, Abe would be another statistic from a broken home.

“Yeah, it’s temporary.” I managed a weak smile, one I knew Shaw wasn’t buying. “I could use a break, right? I mean, we need a break, some time to sort things out and get back to the way we used to be. So yeah…We need to do this for us. We can send him to Stonington to spend some time with Da and Ma. Besides, he’ll just think of it as a grand adventure.”

Shaw smiled, leaning over to kiss my forehead. “Okay, we’ll do it,” he told Katya.

“Excellent.” Katya purred her approval. “The three of us are going to have so much naughty fun together. You will see.

“Now that we have that settled, you will need to answer your questionnaires, leaving no blanks, and get them back to me this evening. You can email the scanned copies to the address included in the header. It is very important that I receive them before your next visit. Those forms will help me develop a plan that is right for you. Do you understand?”

“Absolutely.” I’d make sure Shaw sat his butt down tonight and filled this form out without making a mockery of it like he did with Jeremy’s.

“Wonderful. And no peeking at each other’s answers.” She stood and walked around her desk to center herself in front of it. Long, lean legs with curvy calf muscles, the definition of which could be seen even through all of that tight leather, crossed at the ankles above her sensual feet. “And now for my number one rule: no orgasms by any method not directed by me. Which means…no sex, no heavy petting, and no masturbating for either of you. No exceptions.”

“What?” both Shaw and I squeaked at the same time.

“Doesn’t that sort of defeat the purpose?” Shaw asked.

“The purpose is to find your passion again, is it not?”

“Well, yeah, but…”

“But, but, but,” Katya said, waving him off. “Katya knows best, sweetling. Do not ask questions. Simply do as I say.”

For whatever reason, I suddenly got an image of Mr. Miyagi saying, We make sacred pact. I promise teach karate to you, you promise learn. I say, you do, no questions.

Shaw leaned over and whispered, “Wax on, wax off, Daniel-son.”

“Oh, my God, get out of my head.” I laughed, suddenly straightening when Katya cleared her throat.

I could feel embarrassment warming my cheeks as I apologized, elbowing Shaw to do the same. I hadn’t been called out by the teacher since the third grade when I’d giggled at the fart noises my best friend—and ex-lover—Casey, had been making with his armpit.

“If you do not want my help, we can destroy the contracts now,” she threatened.

“No! We do, we do!” I was surprised by how much I really meant it. “We’ll do whatever you say. Won’t we, Shaw?”

Holy Jesus! When I turned to look at him, expecting his agreement—however forced—I saw a version of Shaw that I hadn’t seen in a very long time. His mouth was turned up in a teasing smirk, a sexy confidence smoldered in his eyes, and he sat back as if opening himself up, like he was daring another to try her hand at attempting to handle all that his body had to offer. That was the Shaw Matthews I’d hated, lusted after, and then ultimately come to love. And he was back in the game.

“I’m dying to see what’s in store,” he told Katya.

Excitement coursed through my veins and my heart thundered in my chest. I’d lost me and he’d lost him, but we were on the right track to finding each other again. And we had a gorgeous instructor that oozed all things hot and bothered to help us along the way. I could hardly wait to see what our first assignment would be!




CHAPTER 8




Shaw


“Shaw, you must find a way to bring Cassidy to orgasm without touching her.”

That had been the very first assignment Dr. Minkov had given to us. Well, to me.

“And to be clear,” she’d continued, “you may not use dildos, vibrators, wands, whips, or any other fun little toys you might have on hand.” And then she’d leaned in to whisper something into Cassidy’s ear, her bosom pressing suggestively close to my woman’s. Cassidy still hadn’t told me what all that was about, saying she was permitted to tell me only if I figured out how to accomplish the task.

It was more a riddle than a task. How the hell was I supposed to get her off if I couldn’t touch her? I would’ve pulled a Cassidy and run an Internet search on it, but if anyone had felt the need to check my search history, that shit would’ve been embarrassing as hell.

No matter. Where there was a will, there was a way. Despite my already aching balls—a suggestion I was sure had been planted by Dr. Minkov herself, thanks to the “no getting off without her permission” rule, which Cassidy was damn sure going to stick to—I was determined to figure out the puzzle. It was just going to take a little thought. Thankfully, I had some time.

Katya had given us a week before our next session to get things with Abe settled. Cassidy was milking every second of our time with him, though she’d already made the arrangements to get him to Stonington and into her family’s care by the end of the week. Abby, my “adopted” mother, was taking the primary role since Anna, Cassidy’s ma, had the bed-and-breakfast to tend to with the beginning of the tourism season, which happened to coincide with the busiest time of year for Duff, as well as Abby’s husband and son, Thomas and Casey, as they refreshed all of their lobstering gear and reset the traps. I knew firsthand how grueling that work could be.

In the meantime, I had more pressing matters to tend to. Like the matter of Wade’s replacement in our partnership and getting Marcel Ingram signed.

I’d gone to see Wade and had asked him how the search for his substitute was going. The secretive bastard had only given me a dubious grin and said, “I’ve got it covered.”

“What the hell does that mean?” I’d asked.

He’d stood, come over to me to put his hand on my shoulder, and then said, “It means, I’ve got it covered.” He’d escorted me toward the exit after that, nudging me over the threshold and then closing me out, to leave me standing there looking like an idiot with a solid slab of wood touching the tip of my nose. Rude, much?

The office rumor, according to my assistant, Ben—who was absolutely on top of any gossip circulating the office and its validity, worse than any teenage girl—was that Wade already had a good idea who his replacement would be. In fact, many of our own agents had dropped out of the running because they were sure the decision had already been made. It would’ve been nice if Wade had filled me in, but it seemed he wasn’t even willing to give me a clue. Whatever. He knew what he was doing. I hoped.

So that had left me with only the Marcel thing to deal with, and he wasn’t going to be in town for much longer, so I had Ben get him on the line for me.

“Hey, man! You got any plans for today?” I asked Marcel once I’d picked up the line. “I thought maybe we could spend some time together.”

“Sorry, man, but the fam and I are going to head to the beach for a bit,” he told me. “Vale has never seen the ocean, and I’d like to try my hand at surfing.”

“Wow, surfing?”

“Yeah. When in Rome, right?” He laughed. “It’s something I’ve always wanted to do, and Kentucky isn’t exactly known for its bitchin’ waves.”

I laughed when I heard Camille in the background, scolding him for the language usage in front of their daughter.

And then an idea hit me. A wonderfully brilliant idea. If it didn’t backfire and blow up in my face, that is. “That sounds like a lot of fun,” I lied, having no desire to teeter precariously on a slim piece of wood—or whatever surfboards were made of—in the middle of a shark-infested ocean, the sister of which, the Atlantic, had once attempted to steal the life from me. Nevertheless, I made sacrifices where necessary when it came to business and the bottom line, and signing Marcel was a very lucrative bottom line. “Camille and Vale are going?”

“Yep!”

“Mind if my family and I tag along? My boy, Abe, loves the beach, and he doesn’t get many playdates with kids his age. I bet he and Vale would have a blast. Plus, it’ll give Cassidy and Camille a chance to get to know each other.”

“Actually, that sounds like a great idea. Camille has asked about meeting your woman. Cassidy Whalen, right?”

“Yeah. How’d she know?”

Marcel laughed. “Because where I’m the brawn, she’s the brains in this family. She’s done her research, and Cassidy Whalen is a pretty big name in the industry.”

“That she is.” I barely kept my competitive nature at bay, trying not to let the memory of Cassidy’s past victory over me with the whole Denver Rockford thing rear its ugly head. She wasn’t my competition on this one, but it seemed she might be in the plus category of my current endeavor. “Sounds like your girl and mine have a lot in common already,” I said with a forced chuckle of my own. “So let’s do this, man.”

Marcel was on board. Score one for Shaw Matthews. I offered to arrange for a surfing instructor to meet us at a beach that I’d heard had decent waves without being overly crowded. Though he was game for the beach suggestion, Marcel was confident he could figure out the how-to’s of the surfing on his own. I wasn’t so sure of that for myself, so I’d have to YouTube it. We’d decided I would get a spot ready for us on the beach, complete with boards, a sun umbrella, and some refreshments. Ben would handle that shit, grumbling the whole time, but, hey, at least he’d get out of the office for a while.

After agreeing to meet at the beach in an hour, I disconnected the call, gave Ben his assignment, and then made another call. Cassidy answered, sounding slightly out of breath, having been chasing Abe around the house. “Get him ready and pack a bag,” I told her. “We’re going to the beach. All three of us.”

—

Once we pulled into the parking lot off the shore, I got out and looked down toward the beach. Marcel was next to Camille as she lathered sunblock onto every inch of Vale’s exposed skin. I tapped the horn twice, getting his attention and returning his wave.

When I closed the car door, Cassidy was standing beside me, hands on her hips. Hips that held a sarong skirt knotted on one side, which matched the sea-green one-piece she wore. The bathing suit showed off every voluptuous curve and swell of her body. The color, however, contrasted with the angry shade of her accusing glare. “I can’t believe you, Matthews.”

“What?”

She gestured toward the beach. “That’s Marcel Ingram! And I assume that’s his wife and kid, right? Please tell me you’re not seriously using Abe and me to get the contract.”

Not entirely, but admitting even a minuscule amount was not going to bode well for me. “Look, the biggest complaint I ever hear from you is that I don’t give you and Abe more time because of my work. But I do still have to work, Cass. I figured this way, two birds, one stone. Besides, Abe’s about to leave for who knows how long, and I’d like to have a little fun with my family if that’s okay with you. What’s so bad about that?”

She crossed her arms over her chest and narrowed suspicious eyes. Uh-oh. “Why do I get the feeling there’s more to it than that?”

There was no use in lying. The woman could read me like a book, and lying would only make things worse. “Fine. I was kind of hoping you could work on Camille while I work on Marcel.”

“I knew it!” she shrieked. A vicious Cassidy Whalen tirade was about to commence at any second, so I had to get her calmed down.

“Wait a minute, Cass. Just hear me out on this,” I demanded. “Marcel and Camille are here on vacation and want to have a good time. And I know you miss this.”

Her eyes narrowed further. “Miss what?”

“Schmoozing clients.”

Her mouth dropped open. “I have not ever schmoozed clients.” Great, I’d insulted her delicate pride again.

“Fine. I schmooze; you show off how incredibly smart, talented, and sincerely invested you are in an athlete’s future.” I crossed my fingers behind my back.

“I know what you’re doing, Shaw. You don’t actually think I’m stupid enough to fall for this line of bullcrap, do you?”

“No. You’ve always seen right through my bullcrap,” I admitted, and then stooped to eye level with her. Cassidy stared off, the crease in her brow that was always present when she was mad at me made an appearance, but I kept going. “I’m trying to spend time with you and Abe while showing Marcel we have the whole loving-family thing in common. Plus, it’s a prime opportunity for me to give to you that which I know you miss so very much. I promise, my intentions are not purely selfish on this one. You miss it, and I miss seeing you in your element. I miss the vitality and snap you embody when you’re doing your thing.”

I took her hips, pulling her closer and incredibly tempted to work that damn sarong knot loose. Dr. Minkov was a master of suggestion, indeed. “It makes me so fucking hard, Cassidy. Do it for me. Please?”

She finally looked at me; her lips parted and the crease smoothed. My words had affected her. “Okay, fine,” she said, succumbing to my charm.

“Yes! You’re the best!” I said triumphantly with a loud “Muah!” kiss to her lips.

“But,” she poked me in the chest with her finger and then continued, “you’ve got bath duty with Abe tonight.”

“Totally cool,” I relented, following it up with a suckass, “You’re totally cool. Like, the coolest baby-mama on the face of the planet. In the whole universe!”

She laughed at my antics. “You’re such a suck-up. Get your son. I’ll grab the beach bag.”

The introductions between Marcel’s family and mine went swimmingly. Vale hid behind her daddy’s leg, giving Abe a blushing grin. My boy, so much like his daddy, unabashedly stepped forward and asked her if she wanted to be friends. Vale nodded, that grin becoming more flirtatious as Abe gathered his sand pail and shovel in one hand and took hers in the other to run to the beach less than ten yards away.

Camille’s excitement over meeting Cassidy wasn’t anything like her daughter’s shyness. She hadn’t smiled like that even when meeting me. I knew right then that I was lucky Cassidy and I weren’t competing over Marcel like we had over Denver. If we had been, I’d have been forced to throw in the towel early on.

Leaving the ladies to get to know each other better—or do their nails, braid each other’s hair, gossip, or whatever it was women did—a very eager Marcel and I headed for the deep blue abyss. My onetime nemesis. Our relationship had been fragile. Scratch fragile; it had been downright death-defying.

“Shaw!” Cassidy called out to me. I turned to see what she wanted, noting the silent vote of confidence written in her expression. She must have noticed the hesitation in my steps. She wagged a finger at me. “No showboating.” Well, would you look at that? My woman was laying down cover before I even needed it.

“No worries. I’ll let Marcel have all the fun,” I said, going with it. I hated that she knew I had a weakness, but I loved that she read me well enough to bail me out before shit got too real. “Women, right?” I laughed it off to Marcel.

“Right. Let’s go, man.” Marcel grabbed one of the boards, nothing more than an unassuming rental, and ran toward the water with me following suit.

Luckily, I did have the time to review a short tutorial on surfing before I’d left the office, so I repeated the steps over and over in my head. Stringer, rails, nose, tail, fins, leg strap, check. Those were the important parts. The actual surfing basics had seemed simple enough. Paddle out, duck-dive under the crashing waves, paddle out farther, sit and wait for a swell, and then manage to pop up and keep my balance on the board to ride the wave in without falling off and sucking gulps of salty water into my lungs. Or hitting my head on a jagged reef. Or being mistaken for a seal and becoming a meaty morsel for a shark snack. Right. Simple.

Or not. The board and I fought for dominance as I tried to mount the damn thing to get started in the first place. I looked like a flailing fledgling, I was sure, but it was cool because so did Marcel. Finally remembering the video instructions, I found the middle of the board and was off and running, er, paddling. Marcel was no more than a half beat behind me on that one. Amazingly, we both managed to make it out to the swells without incident, and there we sat, waiting for the waves to kick up again.

“Sorry, man. I heard this was normally a good spot for surfing. Guess that explains why we’re the only two out here.” I laughed.

“It’s all good.” Marcel centered himself on his board and damn near teetered off. “I’m cool just being out here, you know? Reminds me of how small I am. And it’s quiet…”

The way he trailed off like he was lost in thought made me take notice.

“Opposed to the screaming fans?”

He chuckled. “And the constant ringing of the phone, the doorbell, the clicks and flashes of cameramen, the whispering in my ear by every person I’ve ever known in the industry who has considered themselves to be my mentor. It’s a lot.”

“That’s because you’re a superstar.”

He sighed. “So they tell me.” A plane flew overhead, dragging an aerial advertising banner behind it, and Marcel looked up, following its path. “Out here, I’m just an imperceptible speck of dust.”

“Is the fame too much for you to handle?” I had to ask because a client with spotlight issues and an MIA tendency was a risk to take on. If he thought the attention was bad now, what would come down the line once I was done blowing him up even further would hit him like a nuclear explosion.

“Nah, I can handle it. Just need some peace and quiet every now and then to reflect on all of my blessings and not lose sight of what’s important.”

I kicked my feet back and forth, marveling at the stray cool current that passed by and hoping like hell Jaws wouldn’t torpedo up and out of the water from beneath me. “And what’s important?”

He nodded toward the shore. “My ladies. I’m nothing without them.”

I looked, too, thoroughly amused when Abe accidentally dumped a bucket of sand onto Vale’s leg and then started wiping it away. He was every bit as gallant as those superheroes he looked up to, and I was a proud papa. Guilt sat heavy on my shoulders since I couldn’t say he’d learned that chivalry from his father. Fictional characters were raising my boy because I hadn’t been around enough to do it myself. Yet somehow, Marcel had managed to play a huge role in his daughter’s upbringing.

“How do you do it, man? How do you persevere despite the odds against you? Don’t take it the wrong way, but being a kid with a kid and a wife while trying to go to school and play ball at the same time can’t be easy.”

“It wasn’t, but Cam and Vale give me reason.”

“Reason?” I asked.

“Yeah, reason.” Marcel shrugged. “A reason to endure, a reason to play, a reason to keep going, and a reason to never give up. They’re my motivation for not getting twisted up in the game, both on the field and off. I don’t do this for fame or notoriety. I love the game, man. Not only that, but football is a means to an end. I play to support my family because it’s what I’m good at, but they will always come first. The pressures of this job aren’t easy to deal with. The only way I come out of it okay is if I have a family to go home to at the end of the day. Besides, they’re my biggest fans.”

I laughed with him, making light of the very heavy conversation. Especially since my next question could be taken the wrong way. “But why get married at such a young age? That’s an epic commitment. I’m sure Camille still would’ve supported you without the legal tie.”

“You’re right, it is. I didn’t have to marry her. Even after we’d found out she was pregnant Cam never pressured me to make an honest woman out of her. But I wanted to. I mean, I don’t want to be with anyone else, so why not give my last name and everything I have to the woman who helped make me who I am today? In my opinion, a man who refuses to take that last step is still unsure, isn’t one hundred percent committed. He’s holding out for an escape route in case he wants to make a speedy exit.”

Was that what I’d been doing? I’d avoided relationships all my life, and then once I’d found myself smack-dab in the middle of one, I’d been adamant that I’d never marry. Looking back on it now, I recalled hating the way my parents had made a mockery of it, and that had been my reasoning. But Cassidy and I were not Clarice and Jerry Matthews. We genuinely loved each other, loved our child, and we were a family. And that was some real-deal shit. Had I shut down the idea of marriage in lieu of keeping the door open for an escape should said real-deal shit get too deep for me to handle?

“Here comes one, man,” Marcel said, nodding behind us at a building swell. “I’m going for it.”

Stretching out on his board, he began to paddle, staying ahead of a quickly gaining mound of water. At just the right time, he put his palms beneath his shoulders and then popped up onto both feet in a sideways stance. He even had the whole Elvis Presley arm thing going on as he bent at the knee and floated his board along the whitecap of the wave until he eventually wiped out.

Whistles and cheers abounded from the shore, Cassidy, Camille, and both kids congratulating Marcel for a bitchin’ ride. I laughed to myself, at myself. I so was not cut out to be a surfer dude.

It took no time at all for Marcel to make his way back to me with a blindingly white smile that stretched from ear to ear. “Dude, that was awesome!”

“Dude? One wave and you’re already talking like the locals?” I laughed.

“Man, whatever. Don’t harsh on my buzz,” he said, purposely getting his slang on while flashing the shaka sign.

“By the way, you’re full of shit! You have, too, done this before.”

Marcel shook his head and made a cross over his heart. “Swear, man. That was my first time. Guess I’m a natural-born athlete or whatever. It never takes me long to pick up on a sport.”

“Yeah, well, I choose not to let you make me look like a fool in front of my boy, so how about we head back in for a bit?”

Marcel chuckled at my admission of defeat. If he’d known I’d nearly taken a permanent nap with the fishies, I bet he’d have cut me some slack. I wasn’t offended, though. I’d have laughed, too.

“Just one more,” he said. “The adrenaline rush is off the charts. I can totally understand how people get addicted to this.”

“Do your thing, Marcel,” I said, waving to the vast expanse of ocean. “But don’t break anything. We don’t need any injuries going into the Combine.”




Cassidy


I’d decided if given the option, I might actually consider committing murder to look like Camille Ingram. I wondered what it must be like to have hair that straight and shiny, skin that golden brown, and a stomach that flat after giving birth to a child. A two-piece…she was wearing a two-piece. And well, too, I might add. With her long legs stretched out elegantly before her and that lustrous hair blowing in the breeze, she was soaking up the sun while I sat under the shade of the beach umbrella to avoid scorching my pale, blotchy skin. Her eyes were an interesting hazel mix of both blue and green with long lashes and thick brows that were expertly groomed into a high arch. She wore no makeup, though she didn’t need to because her natural Latina features made her unfairly beautiful.

I adjusted my sarong, trying my best to hide the kangaroo-style pooch still left over from when my little joey had called my belly home.

“I hope this doesn’t sound rude of me,” I began, “but I just have to know where Vale got her blond hair and green eyes from.” Her hair was more golden than blond with dark roots at the core of a puffy mane that looked soft to the touch, and her eyes were a light green that looked even brighter against her butterscotch complexion.

A sweet laugh carried over to me on the breeze, setting me at ease regarding my level of rudeness. “Marcel. His mother was African American, but his father was white.”

“Ah,” I said, my agent persona fitting pieces of the puzzle together. “You said was. Past tense. Are they still living?”

She shrugged. “No clue.”

I perceived her short answer as an indication that she had no desire to discuss the matter further. Sore subject, check. But having dealt with my own baby-daddy with parental issues, I knew that was the sort of thing that could and usually did shape a man. I’d have to dig deeper if I was going to be able to report back to Shaw with a solid opinion on his quest to sign this athlete.

Camille nodded toward the water where her husband was attempting to shred a wave he’d caught, shaking her head when he wiped out. “I bet he gets back on and tries it again.”

Sure enough, Marcel grabbed the board, mounted it, and paddled hard back to where Shaw still bobbed up and down on the swells. Marcel was no quitter, and though I knew Shaw wasn’t either, the memory of the time I’d nearly lost him to the sea made me mentally plead with him not to be as daring.

“Tell me about him,” I said, trying to take my mind off the close call with Mother Nature that had almost ripped the man I love from my grasp. Shaw apparently wanted to hang out with Marcel and get to know him better in order to further his agenda of signing him, but what he failed to realize was that the best way to get to know a man was through his woman.

Camille shrugged. “Most everything there is to know about Marcel has already been plastered all over the media. I’m not sure there’s much else I can add to it.”

Au contraire. “I find the media to be superficial and subjective when it comes to athletes. Typically, they’re more concerned with statistical facts rather than really getting to know the person behind them. I’m more curious about the secret behind his winning career. What drives him?”

Camille regarded me with an expression of respect. “Do you know you’re the first person who’s ever asked that?”

“Really? I’m surprised,” I said, though I really wasn’t. “An agent should know what an athlete’s motivation is just in case he needs a reminder. And trust me, they definitely need a good shove from time to time.”

“You’re not an agent anymore.” It was a statement, not a question. Maybe Camille had done a little homework of her own on me.

“No, not anymore. But I guess old habits die hard.” I laughed.

“We’d wanted to sign with you,” she said, taking me unaware. “When we’d found out you’d left the business, we thought Shaw would be the next best thing.”

Though I knew it shouldn’t have, her reveal appealed to the competitive side of me that I thought had become dormant over the last couple of years. I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed it.

“Oh, God, please don’t tell him that,” I told her, knowing it would be another hit to Shaw’s ego that he wouldn’t be able to take. “And I didn’t leave for good,” I added, needing her to know that I wasn’t a quitter. “I’m just on hiatus until Abe gets a little older and starts school.”

“Determination,” Camille said simply. At my questioning glance, she continued, “You asked what drives Marcel. It’s his determination.”

She took her bottled water and drank from it before replacing the cap. “The reason we don’t know whether his parents are still living is because when Marcel was a kid, he’d been abused by them—mentally, emotionally, and physically. They did horrible things to him. Left him alone for days at a time, tried to sell him for drug money, and beat him nearly within an inch of his life.” She cringed, the thought of someone torturing the man she loved like that no doubt affecting her, but she shook it off. “Luckily for Marcel, someone tipped off Child Protective Services and he was finally rescued. They removed him from the home and put him in the system.”

My chest tightened with the visual that had embedded itself in my mind. As a mother, I couldn’t fathom bringing any sort of harm to Abe. Intentional or not.

“Though the foster homes he was in weren’t much better. He suffered more beatings and emotional detachment from some who were only taking in kids to collect the state funds,” she said with a disgust I completely understood. “I think he was somewhere around eight before he was eventually placed with Allen and Lynn.

“They were my neighbors, and some of the sweetest, most God-fearing people I’ve ever met. Lynn couldn’t have any children of her own, and Marcel can be quite the charmer, so they eventually adopted him. They knew about everything Marcel had been through, but they were devoted to making sure he’d never feel like a victim again. They gave Marcel something he hadn’t ever had before…a home where he could feel safe with a family who genuinely loved him. But they didn’t try to erase his past. Instead, they encouraged him to use it as a tool, to take all the bad and turn it into something good.” She paused, watching her husband with a pride that was palpable. “And he did. So to answer your question, Marcel wins because he’s been beaten so much that he refuses to be beaten again.”

Suddenly, the issues I thought I’d had with Shaw didn’t seem all that important. “Wow. If anything is going to make someone put their own life and problems into perspective, that’ll do it.”

“Maybe one day they’ll make a Lifetime movie about him,” she said, making light of what had to be a hard thing to talk about. “There aren’t too many people who know his story.”

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have pried.”

“No, no, no,” she said, attempting to make me feel better. “Marcel isn’t ashamed of where he came from. Not many people know the story because not many have cared enough to ask.”

“Oh. And what about you?” I asked, shifting gears. “It’s got to be hard being the wife of a superstar athlete. Do you worry about what his fame will do to your marriage?”

Camille’s laugh was confident. “Not in the least. I’ve watched girls throw themselves at him time after time. Girls who I know are much prettier than me. Marcel has never even given them a second glance. That doesn’t mean I wouldn’t love anything more than to rip their fake lashes, fake hair, fake nails, and fake tits off their bodies, though.”

I nearly choked on the gulp of water I’d just taken. “Oh, wow!” I laughed, knowing exactly how she felt.

“Hey, I might be a God-fearing woman, but that doesn’t mean I don’t get tested from time to time. And believe me, these women test me…,” she trailed off in a singsong voice.

“Oh, I feel ya,” I said, remembering all the times I’d witnessed complete strangers bat their lashes a little too hard at Shaw when we’d been out and about. “So you’re not worried he’ll cheat on you. How about the time it’ll take from you and Vale? Have you thought about that?”

Camille sat up, straightening her arms behind her. The breeze off the ocean blew her straight locks, one strand stubbornly sticking to her glossy lip before she pulled it away. She looked out over the water, eyes squinting against the sun. “I’ve thought about that, and I’ve come to the conclusion that I have to let Marcel do his thing, find his own way. He’s done a pretty good job of it on his own so far, so I have no reason to believe it won’t all work out in the end. He has to become the man he’s supposed to be, and there’s nothing I can say or do that will alter the course he’s meant to follow. Given his start in life, it might take him a little more time to get there, but I’m prepared to wait. Because I know he’s worth it—I know our family is worth it. That’s what you’re supposed to do when you love someone, right?”

“I’m sorry, how old are you again?” I asked, drawing a laugh from her. I couldn’t believe how incredibly strong and mature this young wife and mother was. I could definitely take a cue or two from her.

While I was caught up in my awe of this fledgling couple who had defeated the odds stacked so high against them, Shaw and Marcel waded through the surf washing onto the beach. I watched as they each stabbed their boards into the sand, Shaw reaching down to unclasp the ankle strap and then sweep up his baby boy as he’d barreled toward him. Marcel did the same with his sweet baby girl. Dual giggles abounded as the fathers tossed their little ones into the air, and then Marcel swung Vale around in a circle to bring her back to his chest and carry her bridal-style. Shaw lifted Abe and ducked his head to perch our son on his shoulders. Abe’s chunky little hands fisted his father’s wet hair as Shaw clamped a hold on his legs to secure him in place.

My cheeks hurt from the smile pushing at them, and I allowed myself a moment to absorb the view before me. From Shaw’s golden tanned legs with muscular calves bulging, up to those delectable obliques that disappeared beneath the band of his trunks and the rippling abdominals with that glorious trail of dark hair, and higher still to those flat, dusky nipples haloed by a smattering of curly fuzz. He was God’s gift to women. No, not to women. To me. But his sexiest asset of all was the pristine white of his teeth that showed through the smile he wore from ear to ear while looking up at his son. Our son.

“Down you go, little man,” he said despite the groaning protest from Abe as he lifted him once again and put his shoe–clad feet back onto the sand.

“Hey, you want a snack?” I asked my baby boy, wiping the sand from his chunky legs as best I could. He nodded, excited for his apples and caramel dip, I was sure. “How about you, Vale? Abe packed the snack all by himself. Didn’t you, Abe?”

Abe’s little chest swelled with pride. “Uh-huh. A’cause we’re boyfwiend girlfwiend like my mommy and daddy.”

He was so his father’s son. As cute as it was, I felt a pang of embarrassment that he couldn’t say husband and wife. Because his daddy and mommy weren’t and probably never would be.

“Yeah? She’s your girlfriend?” Marcel hiked a fatherly brow. “You don’t think she’s a little too old for you?”

Abe shook his head, his beige bucket hat flapping in the breeze as he handed the Baggie of green apple slices to a giggling Vale.

Shaw clapped Marcel on the back. “What can I say, man? My boy’s into older women.”

“He’s not allowed to be into any women,” I said pointedly, handing the opened container of caramel dipping sauce to Abe. Abe smiled slyly and then he and Vale ran, hand in hand, back toward their sand castle in progress, which looked more like a village of ant mounds.

“Hey!” Marcel called toward them. “I’m keeping my eye on you, boy! That’s my little girl!”

Shaw, Camille, and I had a laugh at his expense. He ignored us, taking the spot before Camille with his back to the rest of us and bending his knees toward his chest so he could watch the kids play.

“Marcel, they’re not playing doctor. They’re playing princess.” Camille tilted her head back and closed her eyes, letting the sun warm her face.

“Got my little man whipped already.” Shaw shook his head in disbelief and then took a bottle of water from the cooler before claiming the corner of blanket in front of me. Easing back on his right forearm, he stretched one long leg out and raised the knee of the other. “So Marcel, how’d you like to meet Denver Rockford while you’re in town?”

Marcel’s eyes lit up as he turned away from the kids. I guessed that was one way of getting his attention. “Ah, man! Are you kidding me? I’d love to!” And then suddenly, that light was extinguished. “Damn, I can’t.”

Swallowing his gulp and then recapping the bottle, Shaw said, “What are you talking about? Of course you can.”

“Actually, we can’t,” Camille added.

Marcel’s shoulders sagged. “We’re heading back home tomorrow.”

“So stay longer,” Shaw said as if it were a simple answer.

Camille snorted. “Right. Because hanging out in California is so inexpensive.”

I knew what Shaw was going to say and do before he ever got it out. “If it’s a question of money, I’ve got it covered.” And cue winning smile…

Marcel shook his head. “Nah, man. I can’t let you do that. I pay my own way.”

“Marcel, buddy…Really, it’s no big deal. My company sets money aside for just such an occasion. It’s not going to cost me a thing.”

Shaw wasn’t feeding him a line of crap. One of the very first things he’d done when he’d stepped in as a partner at Striker was increase the expense account for wining and dining the major players. I supposed he figured no one else should have to sacrifice the way he had in the name of the company.

Marcel raised a questioning brow at his wife.

“I don’t know, Papi,” she said, her gaze wandering toward Vale. “I’ve got work and Vale’s got to get ready for school….”

“What are you talking about? School doesn’t start for months. We have the whole summer to get her ready.”

“Well, I’ve still got work.”

Marcel’s head drew back. “Babe, if all goes well, you’ll never have to work again. Come on. A little longer?”

Camille gave a resigned sigh. “Okay, fine. We’ll stay a little longer,” she said.

I wanted to be happy for them, and I wanted to be happy for Shaw, but I couldn’t help but wonder what that meant for the momentum he and I had started to gain toward rebuilding our relationship. I supposed as Camille had said, I had to let Shaw do his thing and hope it all worked out in the end.

Marcel cupped her neck and pulled her in for a loud smack on the lips, much the same way Shaw had done with me earlier. Maybe these two men had more in common than either of them realized.

“Hey, can we do a group selfie?” Marcel asked, that excitement lighting his eyes again. “Your family and mine. I won’t post it on social media or anything. I’d just like to have it for myself.”

Shaw grinned victoriously, and I already knew what he was thinking. “You should definitely post it. It’ll give the media something to speculate and gossip about, and that’s always a good thing for your career.”




CHAPTER 9




Cassidy


Letting my baby, my three-year-old baby, leave my side to go a million miles away for an undetermined amount of time was not an easy thing to do, but I’d done it. With the help of Abby, anyway. Shaw and I had paid for her to fly in so she could fly right back out with Abe in tow because no way was I going to trust a total stranger with my unaccompanied minor. I’d felt bad about the long trip for Abby, knowing she had to have been exhausted, but she’d looked fresh as a dew-drenched daisy on a spring morning once we’d finally met up with her. We’d only been able to spend half a day and one night with her before she and Abe left for the return trip this morning.

Abe hadn’t even shed a tear over leaving his mommy. Mommy had cried buckets.

So there Shaw and I were, sitting at a private booth in a quaint little bistro. We had two nights before our next session with Katya, and I was very anxious to see if Shaw would be able to find out the trick to her assignment. I already had, of course, and not because I’d cheated. I’d known because, quite frankly, it had been a fantasy of mine, something I’d gotten myself off to on more than a few occasions.

“Are you thinking about Abe?” Shaw asked.

I shook my head, pushing the salad around on my plate. “I’ve come to terms with that, somewhat.”

“Then where were you just now? You seemed a million miles away.”

“Actually, I was just thinking about Katya’s assignment. Have you figured it out yet?”

The corner of Shaw’s mouth lifted into that signature smirk that always made me want to rip my panties off. Directing his attention to the steak before him, he plunged a fork into it and began to carve away a bite-sized piece. “Maybe. Anxious to find out?” The morsel disappeared into his mouth with a purposeful chew.

I met his smirk with one of my own. Hopefully, it was at least half as sexy. “Maybe.”

Shaw’s eyes did a slow perusal of my face, drifting down the line of my neck to hover over my exposed cleavage. He licked the juice from his lips, nearly accomplishing the feat Katya had given him on the spot.

“Katya. What did she whisper to you before we left?” Ah, so he’d been thinking about the same thing. I’d bet it was torture for the man who’d always found a way to get what he wanted to not be able to throw money at this one.

“I already told you the only part I could disclose.”

“Tell me again.”

Nice try. “The only thing I can tell you is that she told me I can’t tell you anything at all…until after you’ve succeeded.”

Shaw arched a brow. “Have you forgotten how persuasive I can be?”

“Not as persuasive as you used to be. Hence the reason we’re seeing Katya to begin with.” The words were out before I’d thought out the repercussions. Reminding Shaw of his shortcomings in our sexual relationship as of late wasn’t exactly conducive to getting him to play along.

Removing the napkin from his lap, he placed it on the table and then took the wallet from his back pocket to pull out some cash and tossed it on top of the napkin. “Let’s go,” he said, standing and holding out his hand for me.

“Shaw, I didn’t mean to—”

“I have a point to prove, and I don’t think either you or Katya mean for me to do it right here, so let’s go.”

I took his hand, also standing before tucking my clutch under my arm. “You’re not mad?”

Shaw pulled my body flush to his and I gasped when I felt the hard line of his thick cock pressed against my hip. “Does it feel like I’m mad?”

Actually, it did. Anger and frustration toward me had always acted as a sort of aphrodisiac for Shaw. If he was hard now—and he most certainly was—that only meant one thing: I was about to be punished in the most sinfully delightful way.

Seeing a devastating orgasm in my future, I took the lead, yanking on his arm to drag him along behind me as I made a beeline for the door. And yes, I ignored his knowing chuckle.

Dear God, please don’t let there be any traffic.




Shaw


For the whole drive home, I’d become increasingly frustrated about the insinuation that I didn’t know how to bring my woman pleasure. Even more so about the fact that it seemed to be true because I hadn’t in a very long time. I still didn’t know the key to unlocking Katya’s riddle, and my balls were aching in need of release even as the strained cock in my pants taunted me like it knew the answer my stupid brain couldn’t come up with. Which only proved the saying about a man thinking with the head inside his pants instead of the one on his shoulders wasn’t true. I’d have given anything to let my little buddy take over since he had been faster on the draw than me on this one.

Once inside our bedroom, I closed the door and turned to find Cassidy confronting me with all that goddamn challenge and expectation in every nuance of her posture and countenance.

“What now?” she asked me with a smug air about her.

She already knew the answer. That much was clear. And she was still clothed, which would never do if I was going to get her off. But I couldn’t touch her either, so…

It came to me then, the resolution to the brainteaser having apparently traveled from my crotch to my brain via the supercharged blood pumping through my veins.

Oh, Dr. Minkov, you are a wonderfully genius bit of minxy trickery, but I’ve figured out your game.

“Get undressed,” was my direct order.

Cassidy’s movements stuttered with confusion. “You want me to—”

“I want you to take off your fucking clothes. Do it. Now.” There was nothing nice about my demeanor. By design.

Trembling fingers worked the top buttons of her blouse, slowly revealing the tempting bit of cleavage created by those mounds of flesh that pushed up from the white lace bra she wore beneath. My palm shoved down the length of the anxious appendage throbbing beneath the jeans I wore.

Cassidy noticed and stilled all movement. “Did you forget Katya’s rule, Shaw? You’re not allowed to make yourself come.”

Wrenching my hand away at the reminder, I growled low. This was about her, not me. Damn, but I was going to be in some serious blue ball discomfort by morning, and that wasn’t going to bode well for the agreement we’d made with Katya.

“Hurry up.” It occurred to me that this little exercise might not have been so much about my being able to pleasure Cassidy as it was about torturing me because I’d been so selfish as of late.

Cassidy looked around the room, stalling and testing my very fragile patience. “Um, will you turn off the light?”

“No. I want to see you.” I couldn’t remember the last time she’d been fully naked in front of me. Christ, no wonder she thought I wasn’t attracted to her anymore.

“Fine.” She kicked off her sensible shoes and then her pants were the next to go.

When her fingers got back to work on her shirt, I stopped her. “Slow down.”

Cassidy’s shoulders slumped in frustration. “Which is it, Shaw? Do you want me to hurry up or slow down?”

“I want you to shut up and do what I tell you to do.”

She leveled me with a narrow glare as she continued, but I could see the smooth alabaster of her skin warm to a luscious pink. She was turned on. So was I. This was how it had been for us in the beginning, back when pissing each other off had been every bit a form of foreplay as oral sex or hand jobs.

The memory of the way we once were, coupled with the sight of all those curves being revealed before me, heated my own blood. As if my body had become a stand-in for that which I was forbidden to touch, I pulled my own shirt over my head and threw it to the floor, kicking my shoes off afterward. Fearing I wouldn’t be able to resist taking her, I left my pants on.

Cassidy had finished undressing, standing among a pile of her own clothes with her panties still covering her bare feet. Her body had filled out more since birthing Abe, but those curves were in all the right places, a voluptuous smorgasbord of “touch me here, taste me there.”

“Turn around. Slowly.”

She did as I said, and I was nearly brought to my knees at the sight of her backside. It had always been one of her sexiest assets, but now…my God, now more than ever I wanted to grab two handfuls of those juicy cheeks and spread her wide while fucking her ass.

“You’re so goddamn tempting,” I told her.

She faced me once more. “Am I? Is that why you’re touching yourself again?”

I looked down, the bulge protruding from my groin almost capping the waistband of my pants to give the object of its lust a not so proper greeting. And, yeah, I’d been palming it again.

“Get on the bed.”

Cassidy went over to her side and lifted the corner of the duvet to climb under.

“Stop.” She froze in place at my command. “On top of the covers, not under them. I want you laid out before me.”

She did as I said, stretching her length down the center of the bed, though she crossed her arms over her gently marred stomach. Those faded stretch marks had been the result of carrying my son in her womb. She had nothing to be ashamed of.

“Don’t hide yourself from me, Cassidy. Your body is mine, and I crave all of it. Now put your arms at your sides and don’t move until I tell you to.”

With a protesting huff, her arms found their place as directed. I stood at the foot of the bed, taking my time looking her over and letting the anticipation build. The thin patch of strawberry blond curls at her mound would be soft to the touch—if I’d been allowed to feel them—but the plump folds glistening with her wetness would be like silk on my fingers, like honeysuckle on my tongue. Lifting one knee, I placed my hands flat on either side of Cassidy to crawl over her.

Cassidy’s eyes shot wide as the mattress sank with my weight. “What are you doing? You’re not allowed to touch me.”

“I’m not touching you.” I stopped with my face inches from her pussy, letting her feel the warmth of my breath on all that sensitive flesh. Tempted. I was so tempted to taste her, but I refrained, leisurely edging farther up her body. “What did she say to you, Cassidy? What did Katya whisper into your ear? Did she say anything at all, or was it merely an excuse to put her breasts on you?”

Her breaths were coming quicker now. Ah, yes, she’d been affected. “I…I can’t tell you.”

“Can’t?” I stopped to hover over one very pert nipple, the same peachy pink as her mouth, and let my warm breath tease it. “Or won’t?”

“Both.” Cassidy arched her back, nearly causing my lips to brush the bud surrounded by the puckered flesh that screamed for my attention.

I drew back to a safe distance and then gave her a chastising tsk. “Careful. If we break the rules, we’ll have to stop. You don’t want to stop, do you, Cassidy?”

She rubbed her thighs together, her fists clenching the duvet as she shook her head back and forth.

“Good girl.” I ducked my head, careful not to graze her with so much as a hair when I peered down to see what the fuss was about. Cassidy was positively drenched, slick, and, if I had to guess, silky soft to the touch with all the self-lubing going on.

Inhaling the scent of her arousal, I let a long, audible exhale release through my nose. I knew she felt it on her stomach, and, with any luck, it had traveled down to provide a cooling sensation to the wetness at the center of her mound. “Jesus, I bet that little clit of yours is every bit as swollen and hard as my cock is right now. Isn’t it?”

She moaned and rubbed her thighs together again. I looked up, finding her eyes hooded and her teeth scraping the meaty morsel of her lip.

“Do you need to be touched?”

“Y-you can’t touch me,” she reminded me once more.

“That’s not what I asked you. Do you need to be touched?”

“Yes.” Her answer was a breathy whisper.

I could hear my own voice, low and husky. “Then do it. Let me watch as you touch yourself.”

“I don’t know how.”

“You’re lying. You’ve been taking care of your own needs all this time that I’ve failed to do so for you. So show me.”

“Shaw—”

“If you don’t sully our sheets with your come, I’m going to break the goddamn rules and fuck you with a vengeance. Either way, you will come. Now, show me.”

She lifted her hand, timidly moving it across her abdomen before making the detour to the intended destination. My own anticipation began to build as her fingers pushed through the soft and curlies and the pad of her middle digit made first contact with that tiny bundle of nerves.

I moaned. Me. I was the one that fucking moaned. “More,” I rasped.

That middle digit’s two neighbors joined in the fun as she pushed farther south, finally coating her fingers in the wet and wild before starting a circular motion.

“That should be my tongue on you, Cassidy,” I told her, drawing a moan that had not belonged to me this time. “Have you ever wondered why I chose sweetness as my pet name for you?”

She said nothing, just kept moving those fingers round and round. I was so captivated I couldn’t peer up to see if she’d heard me.

“It’s because of the way you taste,” I divulged. “So sweet my mouth waters thinking about it. Coat your fingers in all that honey for me, sweetness. It’s gathering inside you.”

Still she said nothing, but she did as I asked, dipping her fingers low. I scooted down her body and off the mattress, deciding to get a better vantage point to watch as my woman masturbated for me. Standing at the foot of the bed, I issued another directive. “Spread your legs for me, Cassidy. Let me see you.”

Fucking A, but she did. Not only did she spread her legs, but she also raised her knees to let them fall open even farther to the glorious view. The lips of her pussy were already tinged a glorious pink, her bud begging me to have a suckle, and her opening now filled to the knuckle by her own finger.

I inched back onto the bed, the lower half of my body remaining on the floor as I propped myself up by my elbows and watched Cassidy work herself.

“Add another,” I told her, only then realizing that I was grinding my jean-clad cock against the mattress. Fuck it. I’d stop myself before coming, but easing a little bit of the pressure couldn’t hurt.

Cassidy pushed a second finger inside herself, slowly pumping them back and forth as the heel of her palm rubbed at her clit.

“That’s my good girl.” Goddamn, those should have been my fingers fucking her while I sucked on that pearl.

“Do you remember the first time I touched you there, sweetness?” Her breath stuttered and she plunged deeper into that tight recess. “I do. I couldn’t believe how warm and wet you were for me, how snug the walls of your pussy felt as they clenched my fingers.”

She moaned and I chanced a glance up to see those crimson locks spread out like a halo on the pillow beneath her thrashing head. Her eyes were closed, denying me the green depths of them. “Yeah…you remember. Pull your fingers free. Let me see.”

Cassidy did as I said, and the light of the room reflected off the slick glistening of those two lucky bits that had felt what I craved.

“I want to taste them,” I told her. “Wrap my tongue around them and suck them into my mouth to lick them clean.”

Her moan was louder this time, her knees drawing up further as she remained spread and lifted her ass, instinctively searching for friction.

“Put them back inside you. Deeper this time. Faster.”

It wasn’t often that Cassidy ever followed my orders. In fact, she usually did the opposite, adamant about maintaining control. But she was at my mercy in this weakened state, more susceptible to my manipulations when the promise of release awaited her at the end.

Harder and faster she pumped her fingers, abandoning the in-and-out to seat them deep, all the way to the knuckles. Her hand moved back and forth and I knew she’d found what she’d been looking for. She arched her back, bringing her palm closer to her clit to double the sensation.

“You found your G-spot, didn’t you? Stroke it harder, Cassidy. You’re on the brink. I can smell it.” I inhaled sharply to punctuate my point and couldn’t help but lick my lips, too, as if I could taste her scent in the air. God, why did the mattress feel so good rubbing against my cock?

“Katya is going to be well pleased,” I reminded her, grunting with a little back-and-forth action of my own below the waist. “She thought we couldn’t do this, but she was wrong, and she’ll be very happy to know you found pleasure while touching yourself, not only at my directive, but at hers.”

It must have been exactly the right thing to say at exactly the right time because all that work she’d been doing on her clit intensified along with the thrusting going on inside her fucking gorgeous pussy. A pussy that would’ve felt glorious wrapped around my cock at the moment.

“Shaw,” she moaned my name, a desperate sort of plea.

“Do it for me, sweetness. Let me watch your come spill out of that pussy with your orgasm. Do it. Do it now!”

She lifted her head, and her abdomen contracted as she partially rose off the bed to look down at the center attraction. When her mouth dropped open and her wrist adamantly sprung forward for a deeper reach, I knew what was coming next. Her.

Cassidy clenched her teeth on the moan that filled the room as she retracted her fingers and the milky proof of her orgasm spilled forth.

“Holy fuck,” I growled, my hips slamming against the mattress as if that were going to beat away the seed trying to make its way up my shaft to join her.

When she’d finished coming, Cassidy looked down at the mess and began to laugh even through all that heavy breathing. “Oh, my God…I…I can’t believe we just…did that.” She fell back onto the mattress with an exhausted huff, throwing her arm over her head.

Yeah, we just fucking did that. I smiled victoriously to myself, but there was still one bit of business left on the table. A prize I’d say I’d earned. The final piece of the puzzle.

Mentally issuing an “at ease” to the soldier boy in my pants, not that he was as good at following orders as the lady of the hour was, I climbed farther onto the bed to lie beside a very satisfied Cassidy. “I believe there was a part two to our assignment?”

She turned her face to look at me past her limp arm. “You want to know what Katya said?”

I reached up and took her wrist, pulling her arm free and stopping with her hand before me. With deliberate motion, I sucked those two orgasm-soaked fingers into my mouth and took my consolation prize. “Tell me.”

Cassidy sat up and twisted around to lean into me, her naked breasts pressing against my chest. It was the first physical contact I’d had with her body since we’d begun and it put my entire nervous system on high alert. Turning the tables of my own teasing technique against me, her warm breath caressed my neck as she whispered into my ear, “ ‘Once Shaw has brought you to orgasm, you will gift him the same. I want you to suck…his…cock.’ ” She mocked Katya’s accent, putting direct emphasis on the last three words before continuing, “ ‘Swallow his cum and take it into yourself. Do not be a wasteful girl.’ ”

My fucking dick was hard enough to plow through concrete like a jackhammer. I closed my eyes, listening to the words while recalling the sight of another woman pressing herself so seductively against Cassidy. Though I in no way desired Katya for my own, it was clear she would love nothing more than to touch my girl the same way Cassidy had just touched herself. And that was definitely a turn-on. Cassidy might not ever admit to it, but I suspected it was true for her as well.

Cassidy’s hand inched down my stomach. “That’s what she said to me, Shaw. And that’s what I’m going to do.”

There is a God. There is a God. There is a God!

Scrambling toward the foot of the bed with explicit purpose, she tugged my belt loose and popped the button of my jeans before releasing the zipper. I was forced to lift my ass when she grabbed the waistband of my pants and gave them a hard yank to pull them free of my legs.

My cock sprung to attention, slowly rising of its own accord as if to show off for her. Cassidy’s gaze locked on to it, and then she licked her goddamn lips. In response, the head leaked precum, weeping a salty tear of joy for what was about to come. And come. And come.

Thinking back on it—though I wasn’t sure how I was able to form a coherent thought about anything at the moment—I realized she hadn’t blown me since Valentine’s Day. Before that, it had been our anniversary. Incidentally, it had been those same two occasions that I’d gone down on her. Yeah, I’d really dropped the ball.

Cassidy wasted no time getting down to it with a long lap from base to tip, a swirl of her tongue, followed by some deep throat action with some hellafied suction. My eyes rolled to the back of my head and I forced the fuckers to face front and center because no way did I want to miss seeing a second of this.

It wasn’t going to take long. Fuck me, but it wouldn’t. Cassidy’s mouth was hot, her plump lips sealed around my cock as her cheeks hollowed out with an intense draw. Cupping my balls, she massaged them with a skilled precision that worked in tandem with the rhythmic bobbing of her head. Her mouth was spread wide to accommodate my size, but still she was able to take me all the way to the back of her throat, swallowing around the head and then pulling back to let her flattened tongue do wicked things to my ultrasensitive skin.

“Oh, God, sweetness,” I groaned, my hands finding their way into her hair for no other reason than because I wanted to feel the up-and-down motion on my palms. I didn’t push, I didn’t pull; I just let her do the damn thing. She certainly didn’t need any help from me.

Pressure began to build higher and higher in my sac, and then Cassidy gripped the base of my cock, giving it a not so gentle squeeze while her mouth took on the head. Her lips curled tight around the place just below the pronounced ridge of the tip, and she manipulated the hell out of that spot, sparing no mercy because there was none to give.

“Fuck, Cass…Are you sure you want me to come in your mouth?” The words were strained as every muscle in my body went taut. I gripped her hair, making sure she didn’t venture into “let’s switch it up” land. Because I was about to come. Hard.

She didn’t say anything—couldn’t, what with her mouth being full and all—but she did look up at me with an unequivocal determination in her eyes that was synonymous with the name Cassidy Whalen. I fucking loved it.

A ferocious growl that I could feel building in my chest before it clawed its way out preceded the rocketing sensation of my seed. I shoved Cassidy’s head all the way down until my cock touched the back of her throat, and then I let it go, coming hard in my girl’s mouth.

I watched in awe as Cassidy continued to suck me. Her eyes closed and she moaned around each demanding draw and swallow.

When it became too much for me to handle and I had nothing more to give her, I eased my grip on Cassidy’s hair and lifted her chin so she’d release me. With a self-satisfied air about her, she wiped the corner of her mouth with her middle finger, and then her tongue made one more appearance to lick it clean.

When I arched a brow in question, she shrugged and said, “Katya told me not to be wasteful.”

Katya was my new best friend. I laughed, pulling her up my body to nestle in the crook of my arm. We stayed like that for some time before we both decided we had the munchies and got dressed to hit the fridge.

I was damn proud of us. For the good of our relationship, we’d sacrificed time with Abe and we’d successfully managed our very naughty assignment. Next on the list was our meeting with Dr. Sparling. And yeah, he’d given us a sort of assignment as well, food for thought. He was going to quiz us on how well we really knew each other, and Cassidy was now freaking out because she’d forgotten about it.

Sitting in the corner of the couch, her legs were curled up to her chest. “What if he tells us we have no business being together? What then?”

“That’s not going to happen, Cass.”

“But it could happen.”

“Not likely. And even if it does, so what? It doesn’t change anything. We’re two grown adults. We don’t have to do what he says.”

“Yes, we do. We signed a contract.”

Ah, yes. The contract. Ms. By-the-Book wouldn’t dare go against a document she’d signed. Not under duress.

“Come on, Shaw. If a total stranger, a professional in the field, says we’ve got no business being together, maybe we’d better listen. And oh, my God”—she gripped her own fingers, twisting them this way and that—“what’s that going to mean for Abe? He’s going to be so confused. That sort of thing could really damage a kid his age. He’ll hate us both. And then he’ll probably grow up to be a serial killer or something.”

“Cassidy, stop!” I might have raised my voice a little bit on that one, but she was pseudo-hyperventilating, eyes wild with panic as her frantic mind started drumming up all sorts of fictional scenarios. It was best I put the brakes on before she mentally had our son living out the rest of his days in a straitjacket and a muzzle before going to the electric chair. “Nothing like that is going to happen because I won’t let it.”

She didn’t look convinced, just started rocking back and forth with her arms hugged tight around her torso. No doubt, she was putting herself in Abe’s crazy suit, feeling his abandonment issues and trying to see the world through his eyes.

I took a seat next to her so I could unwrap her arms and replace them with my own. “Look, sweetness, if it’ll make you feel better, and I know it will, we can stay up all night drilling each other and making sure we know everything there is to know about each other.”

“Really? You’d do that?”

“Of course I would. I told you I’d do whatever it takes, didn’t I?”

Her panicked eyes softened and her shoulders relaxed as she tilted her head to the side and smiled adoringly at me. “You did. I’m sorry I’m such a basket case when it comes to stuff like this. I just want to be prepared.”

“I know,” I told her. “And I understand. I really do. It’s one of the things I love most about you.”

She leaned up and kissed me sweetly. “I love you, too,” she said when she pulled back. “Thank you.”

“No need to thank me, sweets. That scorching-hot blow job you just gave me was gratitude enough.” I gave her a wink, which earned me a light slap on the shoulder, but she laughed, and that was so much better than watching her freak out. “Now, what would you like to know about me?”




CHAPTER 10




Cassidy


Shaw and I had stayed up well into the morning, quizzing each other on likes, dislikes, and our favorite everything. Strange that you could be with someone for as long as Shaw and I had been together, even conceiving and raising a child together, and still not know the basic facts about them. But we did now, and I was confident going into our appointment with our relationship coach, Dr. Jeremy Sparling. Or as Shaw liked to refer to him, the Keymaster. I totally saw the resemblance.

Still riding the high of the unbelievable orgasm I’d given myself via Shaw’s provocation, there was a little bounce in my step, which was a miracle considering the limited number of hours I’d slept. Not to mention I was missing my Abey Baby like crazy. I’d talked to him first thing this morning, and had completely melted at the sound of his cheery voice on the other end of the phone line. His uncle Casey was going to take him out on the boat tomorrow, and he was ten kinds of excited about it. Most overprotective mothers would be worried, but that was the way of life in Stonington, and I wanted Abe to have as much exposure to it as possible because it was what shaped boys into men.

“So…how have things been since our last session?” Today, Dr. Sparling was wearing a vintage We Are the World T-shirt under a sports jacket and blue jeans with deck shoes. His hair was dry this time, less greaser and more seventies feather bang.

“Good,” I told him, and Shaw grunted his agreement.

“And did you go see Dr. Minkov?” The way he asked the question gave away his eagerness for the response, much like a dirty boy propositioning a hooker in the seedy part of town, not wanting to get caught but unable to resist the urge at the same time.

Shaw gave a short snicker. “We absolutely did. You know, if you had told us to expect an unmarked car, an abandoned warehouse parking lot, and a secluded getaway, we might not have been so afraid for our lives.”

Jeremy nodded his head with a chortle. “Katya does have a flair for the dramatic, doesn’t she?” He pulled opened the notebook on his lap and flipped a few pages over the top. “Did she agree to…um, counsel you?”

“Yes,” I told him, wondering just how much he knew of her tactics.

Again with the nod, though he still hadn’t looked up. I, too, had a knack for reading body language and could tell he wanted to ask more, but was afraid doing so might give something away. He cleared his throat and pulled a pen from his front pocket before finally lifting his head with a plastered smile. “Shaw, if it’s okay with you, I’ll need to not only record this meeting but also take notes. Will that be a problem?”

Shaw threw his hand up dismissively. “Nah, go ahead, Doc.”

Pressing a button on the recorder, he got things under way. “Okay, let’s get started. No worries; this little game is always so much fun, probably the least intimidating of all the sessions we’ll have.”

I wished I’d had even a fraction of Jeremy’s excitement over what was about to go down, but I was nervous despite my confidence that we’d studied as much as we could about each other.

“First question goes to Shaw. What is Cassidy’s favorite color?”

“Blue,” he answered confidently.

“Yep, that’s right!” I beamed, wanting to high-five my teammate.

“Great! Cassidy, what’s Shaw’s favorite color?”

“Green.” Two points on the board to our favor. I moved to the edge of the couch, anxious for the next question. Dr. Sparling noticed and looked at me like I was a weirdo, which I might have been, but we were going to win this.

Pen met paper. Darn it. “It’s interesting that you both chose the color of your partner’s eyes.”

Not that I needed to, but I turned to examine Shaw’s, which seemed to be a brighter blue today for whatever reason. “I’ve always loved his eyes. That shade of blue reminds me of the sky and sea, two things my hometown has plenty of. The sky, the ocean…You know, they’re both so vast, their reach so far and deep, that I think of endless possibilities. That’s the reason the color has always been my favorite.”

“Do you think maybe you’ve subconsciously seen the same in Shaw? Endless possibilities? Home?”

I’d never considered it, hadn’t ever read that much into it. “Yeah, I suppose it’s possible.”

“And Shaw, what does the color green represent for you?”

“Damn, Doc. You’re getting deep on this color thing, aren’t you?”

Jeremy just grinned victoriously, nodding for Shaw to answer the question. I already knew what he’d say. Green was the color of money, after all. And Shaw loved to make lots of it.

Shaw sighed as if he was being forced to admit something he hadn’t wanted to. “Green reminds me of the spring. I guess maybe I like it because that’s a time when everything is refreshed, sort of reborn with new life. Does that make sense?”

My jaw fell open and I turned to gawk at him, astonished by this deeper side of Shaw Matthews that I’d never seen before.

The sound Jeremy made was almost like a pat on the back, as if a theory had been proven. “Yes, that makes perfect sense. Now, I’ll ask you the same question as I did with Cassidy. Do you think maybe you’ve subconsciously seen the same fresh start in her?”

Shaw turned to me. “My life certainly has changed since I met her. She’s my first relationship, the mother of my firstborn, and the first person I’ve ever had any real feelings for. So yeah, I can see the correlation.”

Scribble, scribble, scribble, and then a push of his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “Excellent! Let’s move on. Tell me about the best vacation you’ve ever taken together.”

Shaw tilted his head in thought. “Huh. You know, I don’t think we’ve ever been on a vacation. Not a real one, anyway.” He looked to me as if asking whether I’d realized that. I hadn’t, but it was no big deal, so I shrugged indifferently. “After the draft,” Shaw said. “We’ll take one after the draft.”

I nodded in agreement.

“Oh, you definitely should. Couples need a timeout every now and then to regroup.” Jeremy wrote something and then scanned the pad in front of him for his next question. “Where was your first date?”

Shaw and I looked to each other. I was sure my expression was just as dumbfounded as his in my perplexity. “We’ve never,” I stopped to clear my throat. “We haven’t ever really been on a date,” I admitted. It was the truth. Sure, we’d eaten together, but that was more out of necessity than a date-type situation.

“Really? That’s interesting.” Jeremy crossed his legs at the knee and then sat forward with his forearms crossed over the lower part of his top thigh. “Tell me why that is.”

I shifted under his scrutiny, aware that Shaw and I had never been what was considered a normal couple. “Well, as you know, our relationship started as coworkers and advanced into something a little more competitive, which naturally put us at odds with each other.”

“Yes, we discussed that there was no love lost between the two of you in the beginning.” He steepled his index fingers and touched them to his lips. “But what about afterward, as your feelings grew?”

Shaw tagged in on that one, sitting forward as if to drive home the point he was about to make. “We went from being ‘enemies with benefits,’ I suppose you’d say—you know, always at each other’s throats even when we were trying to get down each other’s pants—” he explained, “to being in love, then finding out Cassidy was pregnant, and straight to moving in with each other after that. There was never any time for dating, and it didn’t seem necessary by that point.”

“So you went from zero to a hundred with no buildup in between? You were never friends?”

“I don’t think that’s true. I mean, I think we always had a mutual respect for each other.” Shaw sat back, a retreat I’d have said was barely noticeable, but nothing about body posture seemed to ever get by Jeremy.

As expected, he made a note on his pad. “Respect is not the same thing as friendship, though, is it?”

“No, I suppose not. But, hey, look.” Shaw got animated. “A friend puts your ass in check when you need it, right? Cassidy did that to me all the time. Still does.”

He pitched a good point, so I caught the ball and ran with it. “Yeah. And they support each other, as well. When I had to go back to my hometown in Stonington, and Shaw followed…well, let’s just say I was going through some things, and Shaw was sort of my savior during all of that. Even when my town got destroyed by a hurricane, Shaw stayed to help with the cleanup.”

Jeremy nodded, making even more notes. “You’re certainly defensive of each other, as friends tend to be.”

Shaw reached over and took my hand, linking our fingers together in a show of solidarity. “No one knows me like Cassidy does. Maybe that’s because no one else really knows me at all. She’s the only person I’ve ever let see the real me, and maybe that wasn’t by choice—she’s as nosy as they come—” he added with a teasing tone, “but she was the only person who ever cared to pry. She isn’t just my friend; she’s my best friend.”

“I’m a firm believer that friendship is crucially important to the success of any relationship, so I’m really glad to hear you say that.” Jeremy looked down at his notepad and read from it. “Tell me, Shaw. Which do you think Cassidy is likely to say was the one day of your relationship she would least like to experience again?”

Shaw didn’t even hesitate. “Oh, that’s easy. The day I almost drowned.”

I could see why he’d think that, but he was wrong. “That’s not true, actually,” I told him. “You know, as scared as I was about your near-death experience, that was also the day I really knew that I loved you. I’d relive that feeling over and over again, even though that, too, scared the crap out of me.”

Shaw’s voice was tender. “Really? You never told me that, sweetness.”

I nodded, the moment coming back to me with perfect clarity, how terrified I was that I’d teetered over the thin line between lust and love. “I remember the exact moment. It was while you were making love to me that night. Maybe it was even before then and I’d just suppressed it because that wasn’t how things were supposed to have been between us.”

“Yeah, my feelings for you had caught me unaware, too.” Shaw lifted my hand to give it an affectionate kiss. His lips were warm and soft, lingering for as long as his gaze did on my face. That was my Shaw, the man I’d fallen head over heels for.

“That’s how it usually works,” Jeremy interjected. I’d been so caught up in the moment with Shaw that I’d almost forgotten he was there. “When we’re not looking for love, it usually finds us.” He looked down at his watch and then back up with a smile. “Ready for the next question?”

“Shoot,” Shaw said as I nodded.

“Okeydokey! Shaw, when Cassidy says, ‘Honey, they’re playing our song,’ what song are they playing?”

“Um…” Shaw’s brow furrowed, and he turned to me with all sorts of “help me out here” in his expression. “I don’t think we have a song.”

We didn’t. How in the world did we not have a song? Didn’t every couple?

My eyes shot wide, panic over two, back-to-back failed answers making me desperate to pull out a win. “Shaw’s favorite genre of music is R-and-B from the eighties and nineties,” I blurted out, holding out a finger and then another as I ticked off a list of facts. “His favorite artist is Jodeci, and yes, that surprises the heck out of me, too. And his favorite song is ‘Purple Rain’ by Prince.” After last night’s cram session, I’d memorized all of those details.

Dr. Sparling looked up at me from over the rim of his glasses and then gave me a kind smile. “Not exactly what I asked, but it’s nice that you know all of those particulars, Cassidy.” Pen, paper. Uh-oh, busted. “Since you do, how about if you tell me what Shaw’s favorite food is?”

“Abby’s cookies!” I announced, plenty proud of myself.

“Hell yeah!” Shaw exclaimed. He rubbed his belly, and I could imagine his mouth watering by the way his eyes rolled back into his head. “Aw, man…they’re the best in the world, Doc. Wish I had some now.”

“Chocolate chip?” Jeremy asked.

Shaw nodded. “Melts in your mouth.”

“Sounds delicious. And what is Cassidy’s favorite food?”

“Umm…” Shaw looked toward the ceiling as if searching for the correct answer.

Come on, Shaw. We went over this. My brow crinkled as I mentally willed the right answer toward him, as if telepathy were a skill I possessed.

“Oh! Lobster!” He sported a childlike grin in expectation of approval.

Approval that would not come because that was the wrong answer. I shook my head in disappointment and withdrew my hand from his. “Nope. I don’t even like seafood.”

“But you’re from a fishing village, and your pops is a fisherman, so I just assumed—”

My eyes narrowed, disappointment turning into aggravation. Even if we hadn’t spent all night going over this crap, he’d never seen me eat any sort of seafood, so that showed me just how well he paid attention. “You assumed wrong.”

“It’s really not that big of a deal. Sometimes we miss these little details,” Jeremy said, jotting away in his notebook. Strange that he should feel the need to jot down a “not that big of a deal.” “Now, Cassidy, please fill in these blanks: Shaw may be the world’s best blank, but he may also be the world’s worst blank.”

“Shaw may be the world’s best…lover,” I said, watching his head grow about ten times its normal size, “but he may also be the world’s worst…partner.”

My lover/partner growled, and there was nothing sexy about it. “How’d I know that was eventually going to come up?”

Again, Jeremy leaned forward, intrigued by the response. “What do you mean, Shaw?”

Shaw reclined back, his demeanor oozing condescension. “I mean, she’s still holding a grudge over my getting the partnership. A partnership she willingly gave up, I might add.”

“Oh, don’t flatter yourself,” I barked. “I wasn’t talking about that. I meant partner as in life partner. You didn’t even know that I don’t eat seafood, for crying out loud! How could you not know that?”

“Jesus Christ, Cass! My plate’s been a little full, in case you haven’t noticed. Cut me some slack.”

“Oh, I’ve noticed, and you’re right, it has been full. Full of yourself! My plate’s been full, too, just not with lobster.”

“Pfft. Whatever.” He looked away with a dismissive wave of his hand. The same hand attached to the wrist with that stupid watch.

“Cassidy?”

“What?” I snapped at Dr. Sparling, my misplaced anger getting the best of me.

When my voice softened with an apology, Jeremy said, “It’s quite all right. Can we keep going?”

I nodded, but still crossed my arms over my chest defensively and turned my head in the opposite direction of Shaw. I was sure we looked like quite the brooding pair.

“If you had a day off alone and could do whatever you wanted, what would it be?”

It was a good, safe question, which I was sure was the point. “Wow. A day off alone?”

Before I could answer, Shaw opened his big, fat mouth. “She has every day off.”

I turned to look at him like he’d lost his damn mind, because it was apparent he had. “Excuse me?”

“What? It’s true.” And then the proverbial lightbulb went off above his head. “Wait, I didn’t mean it like that. You have Abe all day. I’m sure running around the house playing superhero is hard work. So I take it back.” Even without the sarcastic smirk, I would’ve known his poor excuse for an apology wasn’t sincere.

“You know what?” Jeremy interjected. “That’s not really an important question. Let’s just move on from it.”

“No. I want to answer it.” I set my chin in defiance. “If I had a day off alone, I’d still want to spend it chasing my son around the house playing superhero. Because that’s not only my job,” I emphasized, “it’s a privilege.”

Shaw was quick on the retort. “Well, it must be nice to have that privilege.”

“You could spend just as much time with him, but work always comes first,” I challenged.

“Someone has to make the money to support us, Cass.”

I sat up straight on that one, prepared to get down and dirty with him. “Maybe you’ve forgotten, but I happen to have plenty in my savings account, Matthews! No one asked you to take over the bills. But you’ve just gotta be in control of everything, don’t you? You want me beholden to you.”

“Beholden to me? Go fuck yourself, Cass.”

“Ooookaaaayyy!” Dr. Sparling bolted forward. If he’d been a referee on the field, I was sure he’d have thrown a flag on the play with a loud squawk of a whistle. “Let’s just go back to our neutral corners and take a breather, all right?”

I was fuming mad. Teeth grinding, jaw clenched, nostrils likely flaring, and crossed leg nearly doing a can-can. Closing my eyes, I began a mental countdown from ten in an effort to get myself under control. I had no idea what Shaw was doing on the other end of the couch, but I could hear him breathing, so that was getting on my nerves.

“I’m a little leery about continuing at this stage,” Jeremy said. “We can stop if you want.”

The sound of that pen making long strokes amped up my determination not to let Shaw get to me. “No. Let’s get this over with.”

“Very well.” Jeremy sighed. “Cassidy, a meteor is headed for your house. You and Shaw have saved your family, pets, and the family photos. You have time to save one more item. What do you think Shaw would choose to save?”

I spared him a sideways glance, my leg continuing the rhythmic bounce on my knee. “His watch.”

Shaw turned on me. “You say that like it’s a bad thing. It was a gift from your father, plus it’s an antique. It’s irreplaceable. Of course, I’d save it.”

With a roll of my eyes and a bored huff, I said, “Next?”

“I think maybe we should stop.” Clearly, our coach was throwing in the towel. Maybe he’d already determined we were hopeless.

“Keep going!” Shaw ordered him.

“Um…” A caged Dr. Sparling flipped the paper over to look at the page beneath it. “Shaw, complete the following sentence: ‘A perfect mate is one who…?’ ”

“A perfect mate is one who understands and accepts me for who I am.”

“I accept you just fine for who you are.” How dare he insinuate otherwise? I’d overlooked all of his flaws and had the patience of a saint. Saint Cassidy, that’s what they should’ve named me.

“No, you don’t. You’re constantly trying to change me.”

I could feel my blood pressure spiking. I’d had it! Sitting up to lean in to face off with Shaw, I called it like I saw it. “Well, I guess I’m not your perfect mate, then!”

Shaw mirrored my pose, his nose coming within inches of mine. “Guess not!”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” Dr. Sparling again sprang forward in his chair. “Boy, you two really do go from zero to a hundred at the snap of a finger, don’t you?”

We both sat back, resuming our previous positions on the couch. Again, I got my can-can on, and again, Shaw sucked the oxygen out of the room.

“Would you look at that,” Jeremy said, drawing my attention to see he was looking at his watch. “Saved by the bell!” He laughed, though I failed to see the humor.

“So we failed epically, huh?” Mad as I was, I still needed to know the results of his test.

He perused his notes, doing his best to maintain a positive air. “It’s clear that you know all the facts about each other, that part was…well rehearsed. But when it came to the questions with a little more substance…” He canted his head.

Shaw raked his fingers through his messy locks. “We fumbled the ball.”

Jeremy’s smile was polite, not one of genuine satisfaction over our antics. “And do you know what that tells me?”

Much like a child being chastised, I looked down at the fidgeting fingers in my lap, unable to meet his eyes. “That we’re a couple of head cases who should never be with anyone else, let alone each other, for the rest of our lives?”

This was it, the part where he’d recommend Shaw and I go our separate ways.

“Quite the opposite, actually.” My head shot up in surprise at his statement. That faux smile finally turned into something genuine as he eased back into his chair, looking for all the world a thousand times more relaxed than any one person locked up in a room with the two of us should be. “While there are a few issues, at least we now know what they are and have a good starting point. The good news is that while you two can be your own worst enemies, you’re also each other’s closest allies. I’ve never seen couples be as opposing yet defensive of each other as you are. Plus you’re a couple of cheaters. I’m guessing there was a cram session last night, wasn’t there?”

I nodded, guilty as charged.

He laughed. “I figured as much. But all that I’ve observed today tells me that you care enough about staying together to go to the lengths you have to make sure you do. And that’s a passing grade in my book.” He looked down at his notepad and started scribbling on it again. “Not that you were being graded, but you two are the most ardently competitive couple I’ve ever met.” He shook his head in amazement.

Tell us something we don’t already know.




CHAPTER 11




Shaw


The meeting with Dr. Sparling hadn’t exactly gone as well as we’d thought it would. But he hadn’t given up hope on Cassidy and me as a couple, so that was encouraging. Even if he had told us it was time for us to go our separate ways, I wouldn’t have listened. No one was going to tell me whom I should and should not love. Cassidy was it for me. Period. And I was going to make this shit work, even if it killed me.

The good news was that our next meeting was with Dr. Minkov, my new best friend. And that meant someone was going to get off. Maybe even the both of us. So it wasn’t going to be anywhere near the train wreck our session with Jeremy had been.

In the meantime, Marcel and I had gotten in some one-on-one together while Camille and Vale were hitting up some sort of Mommy-and-me day spa that Cassidy had suggested. Of course, I’d insisted on taking care of the tab. The Ingrams would be heading back to Kentucky in the morning, and I wanted to give them a send-off they wouldn’t soon forget.

Marcel continued to impress me every second I spent with him. The kid had a pretty solid head on his shoulders. He was in this for all the right reasons. Not for fame or glory, but for the genuine love of a game that had set him on the straight and narrow in life, while helping him grow into the man he wanted to be for his young family. I admired the hell out of him. And he taught me a few things I needed to see about myself, as well. If Marcel could overcome the odds that had been stacked against him from the day he was born, I could do the same. I didn’t have to let my fucked-up past determine my future, as it would be whatever I made it. I was the master of my own destiny. I just needed to figure out how to overcome the one obstacle standing in my way: me.

Yeah, I had some shit, on a very personal level, to deal with. Hopefully, I wasn’t already buried so deep in it that I couldn’t tunnel my way out.

After giving him a tour of San Diego, we made one last pit stop, the illustrious home of the one and only Denver “Rocket Man” Rockford. As promised.

“You don’t have any sort of homophobia, do you?” I asked as we pulled into Denver’s neighborhood.

“Man, I’ve been getting naked in a locker room full of dudes since high school, and it’s never bothered me. Besides, if Rocket were to hit on me, I’d probably take him up on it.” He laughed. “That’s one pretty motherfucker, pardon my language.”

“Yeah, he is. And believe me, he knows it.” I laughed along with him, not because I thought he was seriously crushing on my superstar quarterback but because I knew it was all about getting his fanboy on. Anyway, if Quinn was at home and sensed so much as an inkling of a flirt, he’d climb all over my next big thing, and I couldn’t have that.

“He’s not the only gay athlete out there,” Marcel continued. “What he did, the whole coming out publicly and all, it sort of led the way for others to do the same.”

Marcel was right. Since Denver, four other pro football players had made a similar announcement.

“That took some giant balls. He’s got my respect.”

“Aw, man. Don’t talk about his balls in front of him. Unless you want him to whip them out. ’Cause he’ll do it, I swear.”

“Noted.” He chuckled as we got out.

Denver and Marcel took an instant shine to each other, and it made me feel like a proud papa. I didn’t need to do much by way of getting them familiar with each other, as athletes tended to be aware of other athletes, particularly when the numbers they were putting up were also putting them in a spotlight they either coveted for themselves or had to share with one another. Denver never felt threatened, though. His confidence in himself surpassed even my own. He was all about the “welcome aboard”s as he passed Marcel a beer and showed him around, bragging with an “All of this could be yours someday, and Shaw Matthews is the man who can make it happen.”

I really fucking loved that big lug.

We’d spent the next three hours with Denver—talking football, swapping tales about key players in the industry, and coming up with strategies—before Quinn came home, pleased to make Marcel’s acquaintance.

With a not so subtle bomb drop, he said, “Uh, Shaw…I just talked to Cass a little while ago, and I’m pretty sure you’re supposed to be somewhere important right now, but here ain’t it.”

“Oh, shit!” I said, jumping up. “Cassidy and I have an appointment.”

With Katya, and I was perilously close to missing it. I hadn’t even realized how late it had gotten, and that made me feel guilty as hell, seeing as how I’d always had an awareness of the time when I was with Cassidy and Abe. That was when every comment she’d made—about the watch, about my putting work before my family, about my inattention to her—smacked me upside the head. I finally got it.

Goddammit! I hated it when she was right.

“Man, you better get going, then.” Denver had incurred the wrath of Cassidy Whalen a time or two himself, so he was very much aware of the consequences I faced if I got her ire up.

“Yeah, I know,” I said, and then I realized I still needed to take Marcel back to his hotel. Shit. I looked down at my watch, knowing I wasn’t going to make it in time. “You ready, man?” I asked him.

“Hey, don’t worry about Casper, bro. I’ll get him where he needs to be.”

“Casper?” Marcel and I said at the same time.

“Yeah, Casper. Every pro football player needs a nickname, and I just figured out yours.” Denver beamed, proud of himself.

“But why Casper?” I asked.

“Isn’t it obvious? ’Cause every time our man here gets handed the ball, he disappears like a ghost and leaves ’em all standing around looking at each other like, ‘Where the fuck did he go?’ ”

Marcel gave a slow, contemplative nod. “Yeah…I think I like it, man.”

“That’s very clever, babe.” Quinn gave him a quick peck on the cheek and then patted his head. “Shaw, go!”

“It’s okay with you if Denver gives you a ride?” I double-checked with Marcel.

“Oh, yeah, it’s cool, it’s cool,” he said as he stood and the three of them closed in on me, practically pushing me out the door. “Go. Just be careful. I don’t want to land back in Kentucky only to turn on ESPN and find out my agent bit it before we could make great things happen.”

My agent. He called me his agent. Mental fist pumps were rocketing off inside me, the need to get my Jerry Maguire “In Rod We Trust” celebratory dance going on. I had no idea how I kept my cool about me when I would’ve loved nothing more than to bask in the glory of my epic win, to wrap him up in a big bear hug, or to even whip out a contract to get him to sign the bottom line, but I hadn’t the time for any of that. Because Cassidy was waiting for me, and I’d be damned if I’d let her down again.

So I smiled and clapped him on the back as I shook his hand, told him to have a safe flight home and I’d be in touch. And then I ran out the door, hopped into my car, slammed it into reverse, and shot out of there like a bat out of hell to speed toward my woman.

I’d already scored one major win on the night. With any lucky, Katya would make sure I’d score again.

—

When we pulled into the parking lot of the abandoned warehouse, the reverse lights were illuminated on the rear of Katya’s car. The driver, the same as the last time, had just been about to leave us. Whipping in beside him, Cassidy and I jumped out, locked things up, and went to greet him in the same fashion as we had before.

Once we’d reached Katya’s, still in blackout conditions, our escort again stood by the door as we got out, and then turned to leave us.

“Hey!” I called after him, and he stopped. “You got a name?” After all, an introduction seemed in order if he was going to be our regular chauffeur during our visits.

He inclined his head with a clipped show of respect. “Nikola,” he answered, offering no more than that.

“Cool. Thanks, Nick!” I said, offering my fist for a knuckle bump. Nick only grumbled in return, so he either wasn’t into the nickname or the informal knuckle bump. Nevertheless, though his expression was still stoic, I could’ve sworn the twitch at the corner of his lips was what passed as a smile from that one. It was quite possible that this was the extent of any kind of friendliness the man ever exuded.

Teddy was the butler’s name. Okay, so it was Teodor, but I liked Teddy better. Cassidy elbowed me for my apparent rudeness after he smiled with a respectful bow without commenting on the name and then led the way to Katya’s office.

Where she was waiting for us.

A leopard-print body glove was her choice of apparel for the evening. Or so I assumed it was a body glove. Fit her like one, anyway. Her boobs were spilling out of the top, her waist was cinched, and there was zero imagination left as to the shape of her flawless body. She was trying too hard to fit the part, in my opinion, but Cassidy was seriously checking the woman out with a bit of drool threatening to dribble down her chin.

I tried not to be jealous—because, yeah, her attraction to another woman was hot—but I was a red-blooded man, so my girl checking out anyone other than me set the little green monster inside on edge.

And then Katya did that European thing where she pulled Cassidy in close to kiss her on each cheek. Really close. With little more than the thin material of her barely there clothing and Cassidy’s tank top preventing nipple-to-nipple contact.

I did not receive the same greeting. Perhaps that was about maintaining a certain level of professionalism, which I appreciated, but any propriety to that end had been shot to hell the moment she pressed herself all over my woman like a cat seeking a rubdown.

Not that I was complaining. If it got my girl worked up, I’d be the one reaping the rewards. Maybe, just maybe, that was the point. Dr. Minkov was tricky that way.

“Tell me, did you accomplish the task?” Katya asked me after we’d taken our places in the sitting area. Cassidy and I were on the couch built for two—again, probably by design so we’d always be touching—with Katya getting comfy in the chair to Cassidy’s left.

“Yes,” I told her, slipping my hand between Cassidy’s knees.

Dr. Minkov grinned knowingly at that claiming maneuver. “How did you manage it?”

“You told me I couldn’t touch her, but you didn’t say she couldn’t touch herself, so I gave her direction while she masturbated.”

Cassidy cleared her throat, her cheeks warming to a lovely shade of pink.

Katya, however, crossed her legs with a slight arch to her lower back and a noticeable squeeze of her thighs. My guess was that while Cassidy was embarrassed, Katya was well pleased. “Very good. Did you come hard, Cassidy?”

The exchange I witnessed next was nothing short of a thing born of fantasy. Cassidy met Katya’s penetrating gaze, a silent seduction arcing between them. And then the mother of my child covered my hand with hers, moving it farther up her thigh ever so slightly. “We had to change the sheets afterward,” Cassidy admitted with a boldness I hadn’t ever seen from her outside the boardroom. “I’d never done anything like that before.”

“It is my desire to get you to open up about your sexuality, to try things you might not have thought to do on your own. You will find my techniques reveal lessons within lessons and will also teach you things about yourself.” Somehow, her Bulgarian accent made everything sound erotic. “To that end, why do you think I gave you this particular assignment?”

The answer was obvious, by my way of thinking. “You were torturing me, making me see what it felt like to know she was getting hers without any hope of getting mine.”

Before Katya could say whether I was right, Cassidy weighed in. “I was thinking something along the same lines, only slightly different in that it was about Shaw needing to learn how to give without expecting anything in return.”

“I like those answers, but both are wrong.” Katya leaned forward, the soft scent of musk fanning through the air. “This was a lesson in control. Cassidy, you need to learn to give it up, and Shaw, you need to learn how to maintain and then influence it. Yield and wield. You understand?”

I could see her point with Cassidy but not myself. “I’ve never had an issue with control, Doc.”

“Have you not?” she contested. “I do not doubt that you are able to take control, but maintaining it and then to be able to manipulate it to the benefit of someone other than yourself is not the same. If you had mastered that, perhaps there would not have been an issue with bringing Cassidy to orgasm and you would not be here with me now.”

Touché.

“I do, however, find it curious that you saw the exercise as torture without realizing the gift being given to you. How could this have been about Cassidy’s pleasure when you received two for the price of one?”

“I don’t follow.”

“How did it make you feel when you accomplished the task and brought Cassidy to orgasm without a single touch from you?”

Like a fucking stud in beast mode. “Pretty damn victorious.”

“It pleased you when she came?”

“Very much.”

“Her pleasure was yours, and then you were permitted to take pleasure for yourself. You see?”

I nodded because I got the afterschool-special moral of the story. Sometimes rewarding another was a reward to oneself. My masculinity was rebuilding with some crazy testosterone-fueled confidence. Mostly.

“Did you complete the questionnaires I sent home with you after our last session?”

“Oh, yes,” Cassidy said, opening her purse to retrieve our separate envelopes.

We hadn’t been allowed to know how the other had answered the rather naughty questions. They were all about either how we saw ourselves, our confidence level, or our secret fantasies—things we’d done before, things we had not, things we wanted to try, and things that were a hard no for exploration. There wasn’t much I’d said no to, but I was surprised by how vanilla my experiences had actually been. It wasn’t that I wasn’t good in bed. On the contrary, I was very good at what I did. It just seemed like my reach into new territory hadn’t been as broad as I’d thought.

One of the questions referred to whether we ever had been or would be curious about being with someone of the same sex. While my answer had been a negative, after witnessing the ongoing seductive interactions between my significant other and our sex therapist, I wondered if Cassidy had answered differently.

Katya opened the envelopes and read each of them over, a grin tugging at her lips. After a time, she put the documents together, folded in half, and then tucked them beside her. “You both seem eager to explore areas you have not before. This is good.”

I tightened the grip I still held on Cassidy’s leg, sending up a silent prayer that she wanted to try some of the same things I wanted. One in particular made my cock jerk in my excitement to learn what might be in store for us next.

Katya became contemplative when she sat back, her posture imperial as she considered her next move. With a graceful tilt of her chin, she finally spoke again. “I have decided what your next assignment must be.”

Preparing herself to receive the new information, Cassidy aligned her own carriage to mimic Katya’s. There was something about it that made me believe it was possible this woman possessed characteristics that Cassidy wished she had for herself. Which was absurd because my Cass was about as close to perfection as a woman could come.

“But I will only give the instructions to you, Shaw.”

Sure I’d misheard her, I drew my head back. “Me?”

“Yes.” The devilish grin that followed solidified one thought: she was setting me up for failure. Again. “And it must take place right away.”




Cassidy


Everything about our next assignment was hush-hush. When Katya had said she would only give Shaw the instructions, that was exactly what she’d meant. With a quick dismissal, I had been promptly escorted from the room and out of the house by Teodor to where Nikola was waiting by the car with the door opened. It felt like I waited there forever, in total darkness, before Shaw joined me. And he wasn’t the least bit interested in enlightening me as to what Katya had said.

What was it about secrets that could make life so sensational and dramatic? The mystery behind the puzzle needing to be solved, that human need to fill in the blanks made our existence exhilarating and gave us purpose. That was what Katya Minkov had done for me. I’d become settled, though not content, in my routine. There’d been no “what’s next?” for me because I’d somehow reached the end and there’d been no other goals that I’d set for myself. Goals were what had driven me before, had kept my feet moving forward. Before I’d reached one, I’d already had the next in mind.

Now, I was just a mother who got up every day to follow the same routine, over and over again. That wasn’t to say that being a mother wasn’t of significant importance, but that importance had revolved around nurturing the development of someone else without any thought of furthering my own.

Time and time again, I’d accused Shaw of being selfish. Could I have been guilty of the opposite? An extreme selflessness that had actually been a flaw rather than a strength?

The mirror in the bathroom Shaw and I shared had begun to fog over, thanks to the steam from the hot shower I’d started. Standing naked before it, I forced myself to take a long, hard look at myself. I had many imperfections. Shadows beneath my eyes, crow’s-feet, faint creases at the corners of my mouth, and “stress hair” that was graying at the roots with a lackluster coloring that had once been vibrant as a fresh-stamped copper penny. My breasts weren’t as perky as they’d once been, nor were my waist and hips as trim. I turned this way and that, desperate to see something different, but as I blew a limp lock out of my eyes, I knew it was hopeless.

Maybe I should turn the idle time I had on my hands while Abe was away into something productive. Hit the gym, get my hair and nails done, possibly even do a little shopping for some new clothes that wouldn’t make me look and feel so frumpy. Rejuvenate myself. Yeah, that’s what I’d do.

Stepping into the shower, I pulled the door shut and closed my eyes to the sting of hot spray I pretended could rinse away the layers of yuck my body had been building up over the last few years. Blindly reaching for the shampoo, I squeezed a dollop into my palm and washed my hair, rinsing and then conditioning as I moved farther under the spray.

I nearly jumped out of my skin when I felt a pair of arms encircle my waist and then a very naked, distinctively male body being pressed to mine from behind.

“How long has it been since we’ve showered together?” a gravelly voice said at my ear. Two hands slid over my ribs to cup my breasts and gently roll my nipples between agile fingers as a warm tongue and firm lips sucked at my neck. Shaw…

Not since I’d been pregnant with our son. Back then the changes happening to my body had been a novelty, sexy to the man who’d been partly responsible for the life growing inside my very round belly. He’d been particularly fond of my overly swollen breasts, and the ass he’d been obsessed with before had given him more to love.

The swollen breasts were now gone and a flabby tummy had replaced the novelty belly, but the fat ass had remained. Gravity had had its fun with all three, and at my expense.

Self-consciously, I covered the pooch of my stomach, not wanting his wandering hands to venture anywhere near it. “What are you doing?”

“Perfecting my control.” His teeth nipped at my shoulder, distracting me as he took my wrists and forced my hands away from my body to plant the palms against the wall in front of me. “Stay.”

“Shaw, I—”

“Shh. Stay,” he ordered, cutting off my protest before the feel of his body against mine disappeared.

Thick strands of my own hair clung to my forehead and cheeks as the shower continued to pelt me. My eyes were closed to the deluge of water running down my face, so I couldn’t see what he was doing, but I heard the sound of my body wash being opened and then closed. Though I didn’t need further proof, the aroma of vanilla and lavender hung heavy in the confined space.

“Do you know how crazy it’s made me that I’ve been forbidden to touch you?” The soft, spongy feel of my loofah made contact with my back as he began to wash me. Jesus, it felt good.

I arched my back, encouraging more of it. “About as crazy as it made me that no matter how badly I wanted you to, it was against the rules.”

Shaw’s husky chuckle returned to my ear, and the loofah had now moved to my front. “You’re beautiful, you know.”

I shook my head, not bothering to voice my disagreement and becoming even more self-conscious about him seeing me. All of me.

“Yes, you are.” His empty hand joined the loofah, cupping one breast again while the texture of the loofah played havoc on the other nipple. Soft suds cascaded down my abdomen with a teasing caress. “Your breasts are full and heavy, capped off by those delicious nipples, which happen to be the same shade of peachy pink as your succulent lips. They make my mouth water to suck on them.”

My breath hitched when his fingers and the loofah circled both with a delicious sort of pressure, and then he tugged at the one beneath his hand to mimic the suck.

“You don’t notice how often I watch you, how much I stare in awe of the woman I get to look at every day for the rest of my life. And I haven’t done a very good job of reminding you just how sexy you really are. You’ve forgotten, haven’t you?”

“Shaw, you really don’t need to say these things.”

“Yes, I do. Because I forget that unlike me, you aren’t full of yourself and you need the reminder.”

I shook my head again, though he was right. Hadn’t I just been examining all of my flaws?

“Do you know that your ass, the way your hips move back and forth when you walk, is enough to bring me to my knees? I’ve seen men watching it, but you don’t notice them. If I didn’t know beyond a shadow of a doubt that you belonged to me, I’d rip their heads from their shoulders, Cass. I swear, I would.”

Now he was just being silly. He was also moving lower down my belly and farther still, even as his hand continued to knead my breast and tweak its nipple.

“You’re mine. All of you. And you are perfect, make no mistake about it.”

I moaned when I felt the bunch of fluffy mesh dip between my legs and begin to methodically move up and down. Opening my eyes, my lashes batting away the drops of water, I watched as he worked me.

Shaw’s breath was hot against my neck, his hand sure, and his cock rigid on the cleft of my ass. “Open wider for me, sweetness.”

I took half a step to the side, granting him the room he sought, though I knew it might be a mistake.

“Is this the assignment?” I asked, taking a chance that maybe I was wrong.

Another chuckle that was just plain sexy. “You know how this works, Cass. If she’d wanted you to know, she wouldn’t have sent you out of the room.”

“Am I at least allowed to come?”

He nipped at my ear, sucking the lobe between his teeth and sending a shiver of pleasure down my spine before he released it. “Did she tell you that you could come?”

I shook my head, mentally chastising myself for setting up my own failure by agreeing to go along with this show and for lacking the restraint to end it now because I was already too far gone.

“Then I guess you have your answer.” I could feel the pressure from three of his fingers behind the mesh, circling my clit with every intention of pushing me to the brink of the cliff and not allowing me to fall over.

Oh. So this was supposed to be my lesson in control. Shaw had been tortured and now the tables had been turned. Redundant, but I supposed Katya had felt it necessary.

When the long strokes back and forth over the apex between my legs started up again, I almost came undone. Shaw’s teeth were on the back of my shoulder, nipping, before his lips kissed the same spot. His hips moved against my ass, his cock nuzzling between the cheeks.

“You’re beautiful. I want to hear you say it.”

“I’m not,” I told him with another shake of my head.

“So you’re saying I chose to spend the rest of my life with someone who isn’t?” He sucked at the most sensitive part of my neck, rolling the loofah round and round.

I shrugged, and the pressure on my pussy intensified, causing me to bend forward more in an effort to back away. But Shaw was there to prevent my retreat, and he wasn’t budging.

Crossing his free arm across my chest, he held me still even as he began to torture my other nipple, squeezing the mound beneath it and rolling the taut peak under his palm. “Say you’re beautiful. Say it and mean it, and I’ll think about letting you come.”

“But Katya didn’t tell me I could come,” I reminded him as much as myself.

“Then I guess you better not break her rules. If you do, I’ll tell her what you did. Every. Single. Detail of it.”

There was something wholly erotic about Katya knowing I’d orgasmed and how. And Shaw seemed to know I’d be turned on by it because he continued to work the loofah in circles over my clit until my legs began to shake. Of their own accord, my hips started to rock in time with his movement, the momentum of something wicked building and building from deep inside me. “Shaw…You have to stop or I’m going to come.”

“Don’t you dare do it,” he warned, though he made no show of stopping the thing in the driver’s seat of my disobedience in the first place. “You’re beautiful. I want to hear you say it.”

But I wasn’t, and I couldn’t let the lie spill.

The tempo of his manipulations increased and his cock slid along the cleft of my ass with a sinful sort of pressure right where I wanted it most. And still Shaw was making demands. “Say it.”

I couldn’t take it anymore. My will was not greater than that of my body’s, and definitely not greater than that of the selfish woman inside me yearning for release.

“I-I’m beautiful….”

“Goddamn right, you are,” he growled, and then the loofah…oh, God, the loofah did things to my pussy that inanimate objects just should not be able to do. The friction, the delicious pressure, the creamy glide of silky soap over the hypersensitive bundle of nerves shoved me headlong into oblivion. The orgasm that had been building surged forward and there was nothing I could do to stop it. I came, grinding against Shaw’s hand unabashedly because I’d already failed.

I’d failed. Shaw had passed the test Katya had given him, but I had failed.

“That’s my good girl.” Shaw growled his approval, his movements slowing to ease the pressure against my swollen clit.

The loofah dropped to the floor of the shower with a wet thud, and I could do nothing but look at it lying there as my shame—my failure—washed down the drain.

Struggling to get my breathing under control, I straightened and turned to a very smug Shaw. “Why? Why didn’t you stop?”

“Isn’t it obvious? I wanted you to fail.”

“But why?” Was he really that competitive?

He reached around me and shut off the water. “Because now I get to punish you.” Whipping open the door, he stepped out and then grabbed me by the arm, saying, “Get out. Now.”

Stunned by his sudden change in demeanor, and still hyperventilating from the astronomical orgasm and the failure he’d just forced upon me, I did as he said and remained standing on the bath mat awaiting further instruction. It was clear that whatever was about to go down next was Shaw’s call, and I was expected to do as he said.

Now he’d get to punish me? I had no clue what that meant, but a kaleidoscope of emotions was merging inside my confusion. My body was still trembling, though not so much from the orgasm or the cold air hitting my wet skin. This quaking was all about fear of the unknown. I wasn’t afraid of Shaw, per se—I knew he’d never hurt me—but punishment was something we were all groomed to dread from childhood.

Still holding my arm, he moved me in front of the mirror and stood behind me, pointing ahead. “Look at yourself and say it,” he told me.

I focused on the reflection in the mirror. Not at mine, but at his and the hungry expression in those paralyzing blues as he looked back at me. There it was…the way he used to look at me, the way his proximity oozed a predator-like threat. And I knew I was about to be ravaged.

“Not at me. Look at yourself. See what I see and fucking say it,” he ordered again, the gruffness of his voice threatening.

I averted my attention to my own reflection, the flush of my skin, the glow surrounding me—all courtesy of the way the man standing behind me had made me feel. Everything about the mother, the lover, the woman before me was just as he’d said. As I set my chin in newfound confidence, my voice was sure. “I am beautiful.”

“Yes, you are.” Pressing himself to my backside, he moved the hair off my shoulder so he could reach my ear. “You’re also in very deep shit because you came and you weren’t supposed to do that. Were you?”

I shook my head, and that was all the admission he needed. Before I realized what was happening, the top half of my body was flat against the counter of the sink and both arms were stretched out behind me, both wrists held captive by one of his big hands at the small of my back.

“What are you going to do?” I asked, unsure whether he’d actually answer.

He did, but not with words. Shaw moved his other hand forward so I could see what he held in it—his leather belt. I gasped, wriggling and trying to get my arms loose, but there was nothing doing with the grip he had.

“Be still,” he said, the thickness of his cock wedging between my ass cheeks as he pinned me further. I fell in line, a surge of excitement jolting my body to awareness yet again. “Good girl.” He backed off of me just a bit. “Spread your legs.”

I did the best I could with my limited mobility, but that didn’t seem to be good enough. “Wider,” Shaw ordered, and I managed to eke out a little more.

He hummed his approval, the leather of that belt caressing my bare skin ever so gently. Tracing the curvature of my ass, he let it dip between my thighs to rub against the tender flesh of my pussy. I moaned, arching my back and trying to push against him for more.

“You like that?”

All I could do was nod.

“Well, you won’t like this.” I jumped as the belt lashed across my backside, leaving a slowly dissipating sting in its wake. Shaw’s tongue followed up, the warmth of his mouth mixing with the sting to create an unbelievable mix of pleasure and pain.

The sound that came out of me couldn’t have been human. It most certainly hadn’t been premeditated.

Shaw and his mouth were gone as quickly as they’d come, and then another lash from the belt followed. Only this time, it was lower, across the place where my thighs met my ass. I arched again, moaned again, thought myself crazy for getting any sort of pleasure out of this. What the hell was wrong with me?

“Wider,” Shaw ordered again. And, hell yeah, I complied. The next smack was reserved in force and centered only on my pussy. Tugging at Shaw’s hold on my wrists was a fruitless attempt to free myself so I could throw the man against the wall and have my way with him. This was supposed to be punishment? Oh, yeah, I could see it.

Again he whipped at my pussy, and I was sure he’d left it dripping wet from the contact.

“Fuck, sweetness,” he groaned and then pushed his cock between my legs, not entering me, but coating himself in my juices instead. He was thick and hard, the wide head rubbing against my clit and nearly making me come again.

Shaw noticed and pulled away. With a growl, he bound my wrists with a couple of wraps of the belt, and then he took a step back. I could only imagine him swiping his hands over his face, pulling at his hair, pacing to regain the control he must have lost. But it was short-lived because he resumed his place behind me, grabbed my ass with both hands, and then spread my cheeks wide. And there was nothing gentle about it.

Another groan was the last thing I heard before an intense sensation of warmth radiated from the place I’d least expected. Shaw’s mouth—his lips and tongue—were all over the puckered skin at the forbidden entrance in the cleft of my ass. He was rimming me!

“Holy fuck!” I yelled, overtaken by the eroticism of it all. Not only did it feel amazing, but it was also so taboo, so naughty-naughty, and I couldn’t help but wonder why in the world we’d never done this before.

Saliva made its way down my crevice, joining the wetness seeping from the opening of my pussy. The cool air kissed the sensitive flesh, setting all my nerve endings on edge, and I heard myself beg with a mewling sort of moan that was barely decipherable even to my own ears.

Shaw’s tongue dipped lower, pushing inside me before quickly withdrawing so he could nip at the spot. And then he stood. I maneuvered my head so that my chin was propped on the counter and I could see him in the mirror. His attention was pinpointed on one place. He was watching with rapt fascination as his hands covered my cheeks, his thumbs keeping me spread for his viewing pleasure. And then I felt him at my entrance, the thick head of his cock pressing against my opening until it gave way to his quick thrust.

His head fell back as he pushed farther inside me, spreading the walls of my pussy to accommodate his girth.

I didn’t care about how good he felt inside me. I didn’t care that the pressure from my position was hurting my chin or that my tits would be sore or that my wrists would likely be bruised by morning. All I cared about right then was watching this beautiful man take pleasure from his beautiful woman.

Punishment? Not in this lifetime. This was a reward. And I might have fallen a little in love with Katya for dishing it out.

Shaw’s head came forward again as he watched himself fuck me. His mouth had fallen open, his breaths were coming much quicker, and the wet sheen on his chest had more to do with the sweat that had broken out across it than anything left over from our shower together. In and out of me, he moved with long, deep strokes that increased in rhythm. I ignored the burning sensation coming from the harsh grip on my ass as he kept me spread for him because I knew the visual was driving him. Driving him into me and driving him mad.

I came again and again, the walls of my pussy pulling him deeper, squeezing his thick cock with gratitude. Finally, he thrust hard, his groin slamming into my backside as he replaced his hold on my ass to grab my hips instead. Shaw came. Hard. His jaw clenched tight and every tendon bulged until he’d spent all he had to give.

And then he collapsed on top of my still-bound arms.

Thank you, Katya.




CHAPTER 12




Shaw


During our private meeting, Dr. Minkov had expressed her concern that Cassidy didn’t quite see herself the way the rest of the world did and had perhaps lost a bit of her sensuality as a result. I was confounded by her assessment at first, thinking it impossible for someone as beautiful as Cassidy, as confident as she’d always been since the day I’d met her, to not know she was made up of the stuff that could make grown men cry. But after we left, I’d really started to pay attention to the way she carried herself. Something had changed. Looking back over the years, I realized the change had come shortly after Abe had been born. Actually, I think maybe even before then, around the same time she’d taken an indefinite leave of absence from her position at Striker.

Jesus. Did being an agent really define the way Cassidy had seen herself that much?

I still hadn’t been sold on the whole idea. That is, until the opportunity to carry out Katya’s assignment had presented itself. And then I’d seen with my own eyes that it was true; Cassidy no longer thought herself beautiful, and that had, in large part, been my fault because I hadn’t told her often enough, I hadn’t shown her, I hadn’t made her feel desirable, and I hadn’t considered for a second that she might need me to do all of those things because I’d been too busy doing my own thing.

Though I’d enjoyed our assignment immensely, I was most satisfied that maybe it had gotten Cassidy back on the right footing in terms of her self-image and how I saw her.

I was also now convinced that Dr. Katya Minkov was an evil genius. Not only were her assignments orgasmic, but she’d also somehow figured out a way to effectively use sex as a tool to get people to realize things about themselves on a deeper, more personal level—a level that really didn’t have a thing to do with sex in the first place. If I could find some way to market that shit, I’d be a very rich man, indeed.

But forget the money. My girl had been walking around naked with her chin held a little higher, her back a little straighter, and her eyes a lot more satisfied when she looked at herself in the mirror. Seeing her like that, glowing with self-confidence like she used to, made me damn happy.

We were finally getting somewhere with all this shit, and I could see the light at the end of the tunnel. So I didn’t bitch one bit about our session with Dr. Sparling. In fact, I had been looking forward to it and had even shown up before Cassidy.

Dr. Sparling had cheesed it up over that, of course, patting me on the back and telling me how proud he was of me. I half-expected him to give me a gold star sticker to wear on my shirt for the rest of the day. Yeah, I guessed I was becoming the teacher’s pet or some shit like that.

Today, his hair was pulled back into a stub of a ponytail on top of his head, and he was decked out in penny loafers with no socks, skinny jeans, and a Hawaiian button-up. For a second, I allowed myself to wonder what must go through his mind in the mornings when he picks out his attire for the day, but then I decided that was probably one cracked pot I didn’t want to pour too much thought into.

When Cassidy showed up—looking well and properly sexed up, I might add—she had this air about her that made me nostalgic. She had a new hairdo, freshly painted nails, a makeup job, and somebody had obviously been shopping because I was sure I would’ve remembered those jeans on that ass if she’d ever worn them before. But more than her physical appearance, there was something familiar about the way she carried herself. She wasn’t quite the frigid bitch of an ice queen from a few years back, but she was definitely wearing the ice queen’s confidence. Yeah, my girl was Stella, and I was proud as fuck of her for getting her groove back.

So I gave her a greeting worthy of the woman before me. “Hey, beautiful!”

“Hey yourself, handsome,” she said as she bent over to give me a quick kiss. I couldn’t take my eyes off of her as she took up her spot on the couch, leaning into my side and linking her fingers through mine.

“Well, you two certainly look satisfied,” Dr. Sparling said with that cheesy grin as he took a seat. “Might my colleague have had something to do with that?”

“She’s doing her thing.” I chuckled with a knowing wink.

“Excellent! Time for me to do mine, then,” Dr. Sparling said, getting things under way as he pressed the button on the recorder. “Today, I want to talk about something we touched on in our last session. I don’t think I’m far off the mark when I say it was a very sensitive subject between the two of you, one you both seemed happy to move on from, which tells me that it just might be at the core of your issues.” He took a deep breath as if debating whether or not he should move forward and then deciding it was already too late to turn back. “This partnership you competed for—”

Every defensive mechanism I had slammed into place before he could finish what he was about to say. Gone was my stupid grin. Gone was that light at the end of the tunnel. Gone was Cassidy’s hand, and there was now a gaping space between us on the couch.

I wanted to fire him on the spot.

“—seems to still be an unresolved issue for both of you.”

My jaw tensed with grinding teeth. “I really don’t see the point of reopening old wounds, Doc.”

Goofy grin. “I think we have to, Shaw. Otherwise, all we’re doing is putting a Band-Aid over the lesion without repairing the severed vein bleeding out beneath the surface.”

Damn. This was not Grey’s Anatomy, and Jeremy Sparling sure as hell wasn’t Dr. McDreamy.

He pushed his glasses higher on the bridge of his nose, continuing. “So, it’s a sore spot, yes?”

I sighed, and got comfy in my corner of the couch because this session was about to get really messy. “Yep.”

Back when I’d first come to Striker, Cassidy had taken some potshots at me in this superior sort of voice that was meant to put me in my place before I’d ever ventured outside of it. That was the same voice she used now. “Sometimes, I think Shaw thinks we’re still competing for it.”

“Why is that?”

“Because I didn’t win it fair and square,” I told him, my knee beginning to bounce with my aggravation. “She did, and then she gave it up.” All those old feelings of knowing I’d been second best came flooding back to me. It was safe to say I didn’t do well with inferiority. A fact I was sure our host would’ve had a field day with if ever given the chance for a one-on-one.

“Tell me what happened.”

Cassidy told the story, wrapping it up nicely with a big, puffy bow on top, while I sat back and rubbed the hell out of my chin, listening to her recount the details in that methodical way of hers. She didn’t show any weakness with it, no sign that it had been as much of a bother to her as it had been for me, but I knew differently. Someone with the amount of tenacity Cassidy possessed did not give up the golden goose without feeling the loss on a fundamental level. The doc was right; it was definitely an unresolved issue, and it was a very big deal. Otherwise, we wouldn’t have fought so hard over it.

Dr. Sparling looked up from his pad once he’d finished scribbling his notes from the tale. “So you gave the partnership to Shaw, and now you’re not working at all. Do you miss it?”

“Miss what?” she asked.

“Working.”

She nodded hesitantly. “Up until Abe came along, it had been the center point of my life, that thing that had defined who I was and where I was going.”

“And where are you going now?”

She shrugged. “I don’t really know. The partnership had been the end goal for me. Not getting it was a failure. Until then, I’d never failed at anything.”

Her admission made me feel like a thief. But I hadn’t taken it from her, dammit!

“And now Shaw has the partnership,” Jeremy said, stating the obvious and really testing my restraint. “Is there some part of you that might be transferring some of the blame for the failure to him?”

“Some? Try all,” I answered, figuring I’d stayed quiet for long enough.

Cassidy’s eyes narrowed to slits, invisible death rays shooting out of them. I didn’t give a shit. A man could only take so much of being cut down before he had to start defending himself.

So I did some chopping of my own. “It’s cool, though. She just faked her orgasms and announced that to the world to get back at me. Isn’t that right, Cass?”

It was like waving the red cape in front of a bull. “We’re back to that now? Okay, fine. No, it wasn’t to get back at you. I faked my orgasms to give you some sense of accomplishment that you did not earn. Yet again.”

Like the smart-ass that I was, I turned toward Dr. Sparling and clapped my hands. “Congratulations, Doc! You were absolutely right in your assessment. Everything does come back around to that damn partnership.”

Cassidy rolled her eyes. “Stop it, Shaw. You’re acting like a child.”

I got serious then, sitting forward to lay it all out on the table for her. “No, I’m not acting like a child, though you like to treat me like one. I’m a man who’s doing everything he can to take care of his family. But that’s not good enough for you, is it? Trust me, no one knows better than I do what you gave up when we had Abe. Don’t you get it? All I’m trying to do is be worthy of the sacrifice you made.”

The woman infuriated me to no end. I knew how much she’d sacrificed for me, for Abe. She’d worked damn hard to be the best sports agent in the country. Admittedly, even better than me. She’d given up the partnership, not for my sake but so she could return to Stonington to care for her mother. And her giving up her career was so she could be the one to raise our son instead of some stranger. She gave up something she loved for someone she loved more. Not a day went by that I wasn’t reminded of it, that I didn’t see the resentment toward me because of my part in it, that I didn’t feel the weight of the burden placed upon my shoulders to make it fucking be worth it.

She was full-on crying now, her face beet red with emotion. “Don’t you dare do that, Shaw. Don’t you make me a martyr, and don’t label my being a mother to Abe a sacrifice. I love him, and I want to spend as much time with him as I can because I don’t want to miss a second of his life. His first words, his first steps, the first time he donned that Superman cape…I was there for each one of those milestones. But you? You missed them all.”

Yeah, I fucking knew that, too. “And why do you think that is, Cassidy? You think I didn’t want to be there?”

“If you did, you would’ve been. All I can go on is what you show me, and what I know from that is you always put your work before your family. You care more about your clients and what’s going on with them than you do your own son. I’m tired of making excuses for you when he cries, wanting his daddy to play with him. I’m tired of having to explain to him that his daddy can’t come home to eat the lunch he made for you because Daddy is having lunch in some fancy restaurant with whichever famous athlete you’re schmoozing that day. And I’m tired of apologizing to him because his daddy can’t be there to read him the bedtime story he picked out because he thinks it’s one you would enjoy. I’m just plain tired.”

I raked my fingers through my hair, ready to pull it out by the roots. “What do you want me to do, Cassidy?”

“I don’t know! Something! Anything!”

“I can’t be at work and with you guys at the same time. Do you want me to give up everything I’ve worked so hard for? Is that it?”

“Oh, what you’ve worked so hard for,” she repeated. “You’re talking about the partnership I earned and then gave to you, right? Because if memory serves me correctly, I’m the one who clawed her way out of a town that no one leaves, studied her ass off to become an attorney just to get a shot at being an agent, and then worked my way up from an entry-level position to finally see all of my hard work pay off. No one gave me an internship simply because I was good at kissing ass! And now you’re sitting in an office that should belong to me, with a title that should belong to me, and schmoozing clients that should belong to me while I raise our child by myself.”

“Ho-ly shit. I finally get it,” I said, having a eureka moment. “You’re jealous, aren’t you? That’s what all of this is about.”

Cassidy guffawed despite her tears. “Of course you’d think that. I’m not jealous, Shaw. I resent the hell out of you. It should’ve been me. You know it, and I know it.”

“You didn’t have to give that partnership to me.”

“And you didn’t have to accept it.”

“Well, it’s a good thing I did because then you went and got yourself pregnant.” I regretted the words the second they came out of my mouth.

“Oh, I got myself pregnant, did I?” More incredulous laughter followed. “With what? A turkey baster? It takes two to make a child, Shaw. Sex Ed 101. Perhaps if you’d stayed in school long enough, you would have learned that.”

And then I was fired up all over again. “Ah, there we go! Finally! You want to know what the core of the matter is, Doc? Well, that’s it, right there. She sits up on her high and mighty pedestal, looking down her nose because she thinks she’s better than me.”

Cassidy’s eyes shot wide. “I do not!”

I ignored her objection, calling it like I saw it. “How in the world did Stonington, Maine’s favorite daughter end up with an uneducated, underprivileged inferior from the hard streets of Detroit? Right?”

“That’s not what I think at all!”

I nodded like a madman. “Yes, it is. I may not have been formally educated, but I’ve done pretty damn well for myself despite the fact. It doesn’t matter, though, because I’ll never be good enough for you!” I stabbed my finger in the air toward her.

Cassidy did some finger stabbing of her own. “It’s always all about you, you, you! This has nothing to do with where you came from or how educated you are. I don’t love you despite that; I love you because of that, because it’s what’s made you the person you are. I don’t think I’m too good for you. You do!”

Cassidy shot off the couch, snatched up her purse, and stormed out of the office without another word. The door slammed so hard behind her that it rattled the framed certificates hanging on the walls, one falling to the floor, and its glass cover cracking.

“Fuck!” I jumped to my feet, too, turning to pin Dr. Numbskull to his seat with a glaring dare. “Are you trying to help us stay together or break us apart? Because everything was just fine before you had to go and bring this shit up!”

Dr. Sparling’s eyes were wide as saucers as he sat staring after Cassidy’s hasty exit. His Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat with a deep swallow when he slowly turned to me. “Was it?” he asked.

“Yes, it was,” I answered through clenched teeth.

He cocked his head. “Then why did you come here to begin with?”

“Because she wanted to!” I was so tired of repeating myself.

“And you think she wanted to because everything was fine? Because she was happy?” He let that hang in the air for a moment. “Were you?”

I could’ve killed him in that moment. I could’ve snuffed out that know-it-all’s existence in a nanosecond using nothing more than my bare hands. But I didn’t. I didn’t because I knew the point he was driving at was legit and I just wanted someone else to blame for it. So before my frustration with myself got the better of me and I took it out on the man we were paying to do the very thing he had done, I turned on my heel and followed Cassidy’s lead.

“Shaw,” he called after me, and I stopped without facing him. “Is it true what she said? Do you think she’s too good for you?”

I turned my head to the side. “Of course, I do. Because she is,” I grated, and then I was out of there.

Shit. Just…shit.




CHAPTER 13




Cassidy


Two steps forward, three steps back.

Shaw and I had come so far in our therapy, only to now find ourselves worse off than what we had been before we’d ever started. I supposed it was true what they said about it always getting darkest just before daylight. As it was, I was drinking, drowning myself in the deep, dark abyss of “I don’t give a damn.”

But that wasn’t entirely true, the “I don’t give a damn” part. I gave a damn. I gave a big damn. Sitting at my usual table at Monkey Business, I let the happenings of the past two weeks have their way with my gloom and regret.

Even after the massacre of a session we’d had with Dr. Sparling, Shaw and I still kept our appointment with Katya the next day. I was sure the animosity he and I had felt toward each other was palpable to her, but she didn’t acknowledge it. Instead, she’d congratulated us on a job well done for the “I am beautiful” thing and had explained the second part of that lesson was that, sometimes, even failure had its own reward. I think the overall message was that I was too hard on myself. Maybe I would’ve heard it loud and clear if not for the Dr. Sparling debacle, but I was still feeling guilty as sin over my part in that.

Then Katya had given us the next assignment. Ha! That one was a joke.

Role-playing. Shaw was supposed to show up at our door, disguised as the pizza delivery guy while I played the lonely housewife whose husband was away on business. Only, Shaw had stayed over late at work, conferencing with Dallas’s general manager to get Marcel the best deal he could, and I’d fallen asleep. When I’d heard the knock at our door, I’d been startled, nearly falling off the couch before taking a moment or two to remember what was supposed to go down. And then I’d finally opened the door to find Shaw standing there with a pizza in hand, still in his suit and tie from the day and looking nothing at all like a pizza guy.

“Special delivery for the lady of the house,” he’d said, porno creep factor in full effect.

I’d frowned at his pathetic attempt, not at all trying to look the part of a sexy minx prepared to give him the tip of a lifetime. But Shaw had forged on ahead, propping himself against the doorjamb like the neighborhood pervert and saying, “Don’t you want to unwrap your package?” with a Chippendale-esque thrust of his hips.

With an exaggerated huff of annoyance, I’d said, “Shaw, you’re supposed to be the pizza boy, not the mailman,” before turning and walking away, leaving him standing in the doorway.

Like I said, it was a joke, and not a funny one. Plus the pizza was cold.

When we’d gone to see Katya again after that, Shaw had wanted to lie to her, to tell her that we’d done exactly as she’d directed. But I knew she’d be able to see right through it, and lying wasn’t going to do anything to help solve our issues, so I’d come clean with the truth.

Katya had merely given us that knowing smirk I’d become accustomed to and said, “You could not complete the task because you do not want to be with anyone but each other.”

I thought she was reaching on that one since the reason was more likely that our newly opened wounds were still super-fresh. Though if I put all of that to the side, I knew we still would’ve failed because she was right. I didn’t want to be with anyone other than Shaw, which was exactly the reason I was so stressed.

It always gets the darkest just before dawn? Yeah, well, it had been another long week since our last session, and I wasn’t even seeing a sliver of the moon at this point.

Good God, I needed a beer. Or two. Or three. So when I’d gotten the phone call from Quinn to meet him and the girls at Monkey’s, I’d practically run the couple of blocks to get here.

Apparently, Shaw had received a similar phone call to hang with the boys. Part of me wondered if this was our friends’ idea of staging some sort of secret intervention, but there had been no way they could have known about what had been going down between Shaw and me. If I drank enough, the truth would likely spew out of me like vomit into a toilet after way too many beers. Yeah, I wanted to get that drunk.

When my three friends arrived all together, my suspicions about the intervention escalated and my defenses were at DEFCON 4 in preparation for the possibility of an attack. I’d planned to plaster a smile on my face—the whole fake-it-till-you-make-it—but found it wasn’t necessary because there was something infectious about my friends and their devil-may-care personalities that made everything else not matter.

I was simply going to enjoy this time I had with them while I had it.

It had been too long since Quinn, Demi, Sasha, and I had been able to all be together at the same time and in the same place. Demi and Sasha had remained the closest, but Quinn was off jet-setting with Denver and I was busy being a mommy. Child and Family Services sort of frowned upon a mother taking her baby to a bar so she could kick back a few with her gossip buddies.

Once we’d done the whole round of hugs and “Oh, my God, you look so great!”s, we settled down into our normal spots around our regular table. It was luck that had kept it clear for us, seeing as how Chaz was out with the boys and not on shift to reserve it for us this time. Sandy, the server, came over to take our orders—another weird thing I hadn’t been used to since Chaz always had our drinks prepared and slid down to the end of the bar.

Another beer for me, one for Quinn, two for Demi, and…an iced water for Sasha?

Quinn and I both pulled up short, drawing our heads back in unison with matching expressions of WTF.

“What’s going on?” I asked, unknowingly calling the “meeting” to order.

Sasha crossed her legs and then sat forward, leaning on the table as she looked all around us to be sure no one else was listening in. I was 99 percent sure she was about to tell us the location of Jimmy Hoffa’s body or maybe where we could find D. B. Cooper and all that money.

Boy, was I wrong.

“I’m pregnant,” she said, her nose bunching up, shoulders lifting to her ears, and eyes squinting with a smile that was so wide, I swear I could see all of her teeth.

Chaos erupted after that with a slew of squeaks, claps, hugs, and congratulations. And then Quinn plopped back, eyes narrowing with an expression of resentment preempting his “You just had to steal my thunder, didn’t you?”

Sasha’s smile faded with confusion. “What are you talking about?”

Quinn sighed and sat his beer back on the table. “Fine. I might as well tell you anyway. Denver and I are adopting.”

“What!?!” we all shrieked.

“Holy crap, Quinn!” I was shocked, stunned speechless because I’d had no idea that he and Denver even wanted children, let alone that they’d gone through the grueling process and had been approved for adoption. And he was my best friend, for crying out loud.

Instantly, I turned to Demi. “And what about you? Are you preggers, too?”

Jesus, did I need to go take a pregnancy test? I picked up Sasha’s water and sniffed it, sure I’d find proof of the secret string of pregnancy virus that everyone had always said was in the water.

Demi’s shoulders slumped as she stuck out her bottom lip. “I wish.”

“Well, just to be safe, don’t drink the water,” I grumbled.

My besties looked at me like I was the Antichrist.

“What’s gotten into you, Debbie Downer?” Sasha asked. “I always thought Abe was the best thing that ever happened to you?”

“He is! It’s just…You know what? Never mind,” I waved them off, grabbing my beer up because I definitely needed more of that. “Just forget I said anything. Really. Congratulations! I’m so happy for you both! Do you already have a baby in mind, Quinn, or are you still looking? I mean, like, they don’t exactly make a catalog for that sort of thing. Or do they?”

No answer.

“Oh, Sasha! Are you hoping for a boy or girl? Hey, you know what? At least you won’t be having yours out of wedlock.” I stopped to gasp. “I bet Landon is on cloud nine! He’s going to be such a great dad! That’s what the guys are doing now, right? He’s telling them?”

No response.

There came a moment when I finally realized how quiet it had gotten and that I was doing all the rambling while my friends sat there staring a hole right through me. Smiling, happy faces gradually turned into sad puppy-dog eyes as they regarded me with pity, like someone had just died and I hadn’t quite gotten the memo yet because I was stuck in the denial stage.

And that was when I felt the first tear streak down my face. I averted my eyes, fascinated with picking the label off the bottle of beer that had become my focal point. As I slumped low into my chair, hoping to simply melt into the polished wood, a voice as small as a traumatized child’s said, Everything is going to change now, and I realized it had come from somewhere deep inside me.

Sasha reached over and took my hand, stopping me from completing the removal of the label. “Cass? What’s wrong?”

The label thing bothered me more than I could admit out loud, simply because it was just hanging there with clumps of paper still stuck to the glue on the bottle. Messy, messy. I hated leaving things undone.

“Cass?” Sasha’s persistence demanded my full attention.

I looked up, my eyes meeting hers, then Quinn’s, and finally Demi’s. A waterfall of tears gushed from me then, as did all the miserable details of my life as of late. I let it all spill—the issues Shaw and I had been having, that we’d been seeing a relationship coach, that we’d been seeing a sex therapist, that Abe was in Stonington until we could get our acts together, that I was terrified that I was on the verge of losing the man I loved because I wasn’t sure if we would or could ever work things out completely, and that I knew but didn’t want to admit that I knew what that might mean not only for me but for Shaw and Abe as well. I told them everything. And my friends…my friends sat there, letting me get it all out, absorbing every single detail even as they kept handing me tissues and beer because that was such a healthy combination.

“Aww, sweetie.” Sasha handed me yet another tissue from her purse. “Why didn’t you talk to us about this?”

I shrugged and sniffled. “Because you guys are busy living your perfect lives with your perfect men.”

Demi guffawed. “Ha! Perfect? Not hardly. Honey, every couple has issues. Look at how long it took for Chaz and me to hook up in the first place. And now, not only are we not married, but we’ve also been trying to get pregnant. Out of wedlock and without success.” Since her beer was empty, she took mine, gulping it down. Taking a deep breath afterward, she continued, “Truth is, we don’t know if the issue is just with the timing, or his sperm count, or my girlie bits. And both of us are too chicken to go see a professional to find out because what if they tell us we’ll never be able to have children of our own?”

She took another deep breath and then finished off the beer.

Sandy brought over another fresh one, and Quinn grabbed it the second she sat it on the table in front of me, taking a swig for himself before adding his own two cents. “And Denver and I are constantly battling the rumors of infidelity, thanks to his fame. I’m not just talking about from female fans either. Since he came out, all kinds of mister-sisters have made allegations that my Rocket Man has been blasting off into every planet in the universe. I know it might look like I’m living the dream, but, honey, loving a superstar ain’t easy. Just yesterday, I found a gray hair. Can you believe it? I’m twenty-nine!” He shook his head, disgusted, and then chugged the beer again.

“Where?” Demi asked, invading his personal space to find it for herself.

Quinn shoved her shoulder, pushing her away. “Stop it! I yanked the fucker out!”

“Oooh,” Demi drawled out like a child telling a sibling he was going to be in trouble. “You shouldn’t have done that. You’re going to get three more in its place now.”

Ignoring them, I turned to the only one of us who hadn’t said anything. “What about you, Sasha?”

“Um, okay, so Landon and I are sort of the perfect couple,” she admitted, looking guilty as hell when the rest of us grumbled. “Buuut…you remember how long it took me to see what was right in front of my face, right? Landon went through all of those horrible relationships with me, even did the cleanup after the shit hit the fan with each one of them. He never brings that up, but I know it’s got to weigh on him from time to time, and that kind of messes with me, you know? Like, I’m always wondering when he’s going to finally realize that he’s too good for me. I bet Shaw wonders the same thing about you.”

Clearly, she’d forgotten who the man was. “Pfft! Shaw Matthews holds himself in high enough regard to never think anything of the sort,” I said, despite the fact I’d accused him of thinking I was too good for him during our meeting with Dr. Sparling. He’d never denied it, but he’d never admitted it either.

Sasha furrowed her brow in contemplation. “Hmm. You definitely know him better than I do, but I think I’m going to have to disagree with you on that point.” She reminded me so much of Landon in that moment. While Sasha had been the somewhat flaky one of us, Landon had been the quiet observer, wise and insightful, with a knack for seeing and hearing things the rest of us might have missed.

“Oh, really? And why’s that?”

“Because I think maybe his egotism is his way of overcompensating for the positive reinforcement he never got from anyone else. I mean, look at his childhood, Cass. Isn’t it possible that he’s still trying to prove himself to himself? The mold that contains our perception of self-worth is forged during adolescent years. What do you think his mold might look like? The man never had anyone to tell him they were proud of him. Maybe he’s just trying to make himself someone his son can be proud of, that you can be proud of.”

The bottle I was about to drink from was forgotten, suspended in midair, as her hypothesis sank in.

Freaking. Lightbulb. Moment.

I set the bottle down, allowing my slightly inebriated mind to sober in order to process the clicking of the puzzle pieces.

Baggage. Shaw had plenty of it. And though he didn’t acknowledge its existence, though he’d figuratively replaced his own parents with a surrogate in Abby along with the rest of my family, that didn’t mean his baggage had magically disappeared. It was still there, an invisible weight around his shoulders that kept him fighting just to be able to keep his head above water while the rest of us without the stuff were buoyant enough to simply float along the current of life.

Dr. Sparling had been trying to help us get to the root of our issues so we could repair and rebuild from the ground up. Maybe, just maybe, those roots ran deeper than our relationship alone. Maybe our roots were being entangled and smothered by those attached to his past.

I jumped up and lunged across the table, taking all of my friends by surprise when I grabbed Sasha’s face and laid a big, fat smackaroo on her lips. “Sasha, I love you! And P.S., I’m calling Mulder and Scully because I’m pretty sure you and Landon are the same person.”

She laughed. “Nah. He just completes me.”

Balance…she and Landon had it, I wanted it. So it was time I helped my other half help me help us.

It was time we both came clean.




CHAPTER 14




Shaw


“A career is wonderful, but you can’t curl up with it on a cold night.”

That was what Landon had told me last night when Chaz and I had gotten together with him for dinner. The meal was so he could tell us he was going to be a daddy. The advice was a direct result of me spilling my guts to my two best friends about what had been going down between Cassidy and me as of late. Better out than in, right?

The man was a guru, an elder of wisdom, and, apparently, he was also the number one fan of Marilyn Monroe because that had been her quote, not his. Either way, it was spot-on.

Cassidy and I hadn’t spoken much since the War of the Roses incident that had gone down in Dr. Sparling’s office. Neither of us had brought that shit up again because nothing good was going to come of it until we had the time to simmer the fuck down and process it. A lot of stuff had been said. Hurtful stuff. Hurtful stuff that was now out there and no longer capable of being put back into Pandora’s box and hidden out of sight in a dusty attic as if it didn’t exist. It did. And the only way to exorcise it was to acknowledge its existence, admit my fault in every part, and simply beg Cassidy for forgiveness. But I knew I couldn’t go to her with a bunch of empty promises. Cassidy was all about “show, don’t tell,” so I’d been busy working behind the scenes to do just that.

“Hey.”

I looked up from the stack of getting nowhere fast on my desk to see Cassidy standing in the doorway to my office. Something about seeing her there made me feel equal parts relief and trepidation. She hadn’t been back at Striker since she’d taken her maternity leave, but there she was, not looking the least bit out of place.

“Hey,” I echoed, not really sure what else to say.

“Are you busy? I thought maybe we could talk, but if now isn’t a good time—”

“Please don’t go,” I blurted out when she turned to leave. It occurred to me that I wasn’t only trying to keep her from leaving the office, but me, as well. Wow. Was that where we were? Had it come down to a possibility of Splitsville for us?

“Come in,” I told her. “I’ve actually been wanting to talk to you, too.”

Finally, she crossed the threshold, closing the door behind her. I stood, motioning toward the couch, and then called Ben to tell him to hold all my calls before I went to join her.

I felt awkward as hell when I sat on the edge of the cushion, leaning forward with my elbows on my knees and popping my knuckles. The cold leather made a sound beneath our weight that was too loud in the uneasy quietness of the room.

“I’m sorry,” we both said at the same time.

Whirling around in her direction, I scooted across the couch until my knees were touching Cassidy’s and took her hands. “You don’t have anything to be sorry about, sweetness. It was all me. It’s always been all me. I just keep fucking up and I didn’t know how to stop, but I do now.”

“Shaw, wait,” she said, squeezing my hands. “I need you to let me say what I came here to say.”

Closing my eyes shut to the onslaught of all the negative things I knew she could and might tell me, I ducked my head and nodded for her to continue. If she railed on me, if she left me in a heaving lump of fucked-up-ness on the floor by the time she was done, it would be what I deserved. So I sucked it up and made the choice to take it like a man.

“I’m proud of you,” she said, shocking the ever-loving shit out of me.

I popped my eyes open, my voice jumping an octave or two when I said, “You’re proud of me? For what?”

“For everything you do,” she said. “I get so mad at you sometimes because it’s easier for a person to complain about the things a person isn’t doing instead of acknowledging what they are doing. You’ve been an amazing provider for Abe and me, Shaw, and you’re right, you work so hard every day to make sure we have all the things we need and want…all the things you didn’t have when you were growing up. You work so hard to not be like your parents. But I haven’t done my job very well because if I had, you’d know that you aren’t anything like your parents.”

I inhaled a deep breath because it was the only way to stave off the pussified tears threatening to emasculate me. Cassidy wiggled her fingers beneath mine, and I eased my grip, not aware that I’d been squeezing the shit out of them. My reaction wasn’t about being angry or ashamed; it was about feeling like a kid, buried under years of shit upon shit with nothing more than his fingertips breaking the surface, suddenly being taken by the hand and pulled out to emerge as a man.

This woman had done that for me. So, yeah, she had done her job very well.

“Cass.” I ducked my head again as I sniffled, not wanting her to see me lose composure. I was not a pussy. I was not a pussy. I was not a fucking pussy.

“I’m not done,” she said, giving me more time to get my shit together. The next deep inhale came from her. I listened intently, my ears perking with every word and my skin feeling too tight for my body. “Technically, I might have won the partnership, but you deserved it every bit as much as I did. And no one, not even me, could’ve made of it what you did. It isn’t fair of me to resent you over it because I was the one who gave it up. And it isn’t fair of me to hold a grudge against you just because you’re still working while I’m at home with Abe because that was a choice I made. The break in my career was by my doing, not yours, so I apologize for the hell I’ve put you through over that as well.”

The battle with the pussy factor was lost. I knew it the second I saw a tear go cliff diving from my face and splash into the carpet between my feet. Her hand was on my shoulder then, rubbing in that tender sort of way that only a person who loved another could do. She’d just assumed complete responsibility for our issues, and she was comforting me. I couldn’t let her do it. I couldn’t let her blame herself when I had plenty to be sorry for myself.

“Thank you for saying that.”

“You don’t have to thank me, Shaw.”

I turned my head toward her from my huddled position, fully aware that she’d be able to see the likely redness of my eyes and maybe even some residual wetness there. “Yes, I do. And I owe you an apology or two, myself.”

Pushing off my knees with my elbows, I stood and began to pace, trying so damn hard to formulate into words all the messages my heart and my brain wanted to deliver. “I know I haven’t been there for you and Abe like I should’ve been.”

She started to interrupt me, but I cut her off. “Let me finish. Please.”

Cassidy nodded once, and I continued.

“When you said I put work before my son, it nearly crushed me. But that was because it was true. I hadn’t seen it that way, and it hadn’t been my intention, but it happened. I was so intent on making sure I could give him everything, I forgot all that little boy wants is his daddy. He doesn’t give a shit about the money or the material things. And, God”—I rubbed my hands over my face, tilting my head back to look up at the ceiling—“when I think of how I made you feel—that you’d lost your self-worth because I didn’t make you feel important or beautiful or loved,” I said, smacking my chest even as my face twisted up in disgust, “it makes me sick to my stomach.”

My girl was crying now, but I had to keep going because I had to get out every single bit of this admission. “All those things my parents did to me, Cass…neglecting me and treating me worse than shit…I’ve done the same exact thing to you and Abe. So while I might have bested them in the provider category, I failed you in that.”

I moved from the couch, bending at the knees into a squat in front of her. Cupping Cassidy’s face in my hand, my thumb wiped the wet track from her cheek. “I rarely ever admit when I’m wrong, a fact you well know. So believe me when I say I’m so fucking sorry, sweetness. No one means more to me than you and our son. I’ll spend every day of the rest of my life proving that to you and doing my damnedest to make sure you’re happy. Because all of this,” I said, waving around the room, “means nothing if I don’t have you.”

She held my wrist, nuzzling her face into my hand to kiss the palm. A shiver of warmth ran down my spine from the tenderness of it, making my flesh pebble.

“I love you,” she told me.

“Not nearly as much as I love you,” I said back. Because it was the truth.




Cassidy


I felt weightless as a joyful sprite in a field of spring buds when I left Shaw to finish his work for the day. A page had been turned, a corner rounded, and a new day begun. Shaw and I were well on our way to our happily-ever-after. Now, more than ever, I felt confident of that. No, things were not perfect between us, and, yes, we still had a lot of work to do, but those core issues that Dr. Sparling had been trying to root out were now aboveground and withering in the light of our mutual forgiveness. We were on to bigger and better things, and we had a session with Katya this evening to look forward to, to boot.

After our last failed assignment, Katya hadn’t given us another, and I’d been worried that she might be dropping us as clients. However, while I’d been in Shaw’s office, he’d received a cryptic text from her simply saying, Dessert will be served tonight. Come prepared to be seen. Neither of us knew what that meant, since everything about our arrangement with Dr. Minkov was supposed to be handled with an insane amount of confidentiality. But the “come prepared to be seen” part made us think maybe we should be dressed up, just to be safe. I had zip by way of anything fancy, so I was going to get to spend the afternoon shopping. Yay, me!

Standing at the end of the hall waiting for the elevator, I bit my lip, still feeling the warmth of Shaw’s breath on my neck when he’d leaned in to give me his only request for my attire for the evening. “No panties, sweetness,” he’d said just before he’d nipped my lobe and smacked me on the ass to send me on my way. God, I loved that man.

“Hold the elevator!” a loud, booming voice echoed down the corridor as the doors parted. I’d know that voice anywhere.

I turned, smile already in place as I greeted my onetime mentor and favorite boss ever. “Wade…” Instant warmth filled me when he pulled me in for a big bear hug and then released me, keeping his hand on my shoulder.

“How have you been, kiddo?” he asked, stepping onto the elevator with me.

“Good,” I told him with a bob of my head. “How about you? Shaw tells me you’re retiring. Say it isn’t so. You’re too young for retirement!”

“Young enough to enjoy retirement,” he qualified with a chuckle. “We miss you around here, kid. I hear Ingram signed with Shaw because of you.”

Well, that came from out of left field. “What? No, I had nothing at all to do with that deal.” I laughed. “That was all Shaw.”

“Hmm…well, that’s not what I heard.” He lifted the arm attached to his attaché case to look at his watch and then back to me. “Hey, have you eaten yet?”

“No, I haven’t, actually.” I hadn’t been eating very well at all since that meeting with Dr. Sparling. Or sleeping, for that matter.

“I was just about to go grab a late lunch. You wanna join this old man so we can get caught up?”

“I’d love to,” I told him, suddenly feeling like I could eat a horse. Besides, I had nowhere else to be and I really did want to catch up with the man who’d been like a second father to me. Plus, with any luck, I might even be able to get something out of him regarding his replacement as partner to report back to Shaw, which would give him one less thing to worry about.

—

Lunch with Wade had been very enlightening. Ginormously so. In fact, I almost wished I hadn’t agreed to go.

I knew who the new partner of Striker was going to be, though I wasn’t sure how Shaw was going to feel about it. I was sworn to secrecy, of course. Wade was adamant that springing the surprise on Shaw would be one of those opportunities that only came around once in a lifetime. Respectfully, I disagreed. This would be a second in his lifetime, at the very least. Revealing my pregnancy to him had been the first, but he’d taken that pretty well.

Reluctantly, I had a hand in the decision Wade had made. A decision that would have a direct effect on the future of the life Shaw and I shared, the plans we’d made for our future, the end goal, as it were—and I hadn’t given Shaw any say in the matter. If it backfired, everything Shaw and I had worked so hard for of late would be the casualty.

So naturally, I was nervous about keeping the secret from Shaw. Nail-biting nervous. It was a pretty epic secret, after all. But after much consideration, I’d decided the most honest response from a person was usually his initial reaction to a situation. I was anxious enough for Shaw, so I figured that left either rage or elation as his choices.

Metaphorically, I was crossing every body part imaginable in hopes it was the latter, but that would be dealt with tomorrow. The more pressing matter was the agenda for the night: Katya. And that was awesome because it meant I’d get a mind-numbing orgasm to quell the worries, which meant if I got to reciprocate, it might soften the sting of betrayal and/or rage Shaw might or might not feel in less than twenty-four hours from now. Come on, elation!

Not wanting to embarrass myself by showing up overdressed for our session with Katya, I settled on a simple royal blue cocktail dress with modest heels. My shoulders were bare, thanks to the halter-style bust, which made my boobs look way more bodacious than they actually were, and the dress was cinched at the waist with a flowing tea-length round skirt that helped hide my pooching belly while showing off my legs.

Shaw checked to be sure I’d honored his no panties request, and I allowed his fingers no more than a graze of the tender flesh between my legs, smacking his hand away before he could take further liberties. The groan that came out of that man when he touched me made me juiced in all the right places, which was the reason it was absolutely necessary that we get out of our apartment and into public before I gave him more than just a sampling of what I hoped Katya would allow us both before the night was over.

To our relief, there was no dinner party at Katya’s, which was confusing, to say the least. And Nikola didn’t escort us to her office. This time, he took us to a different room, upstairs and to the far right corner of the back of the house. Super-duper weird. This room was lit by the soft glow of a fire and candlelight—lots of candles—but the décor was the same deep red as the rest of the house. There was no desk in this room and no couch. The only furniture was a dressing screen and a single, plush chair at one end of a high table that had a set of black steps at the center of one side. Or so I supposed it was a table, since I’d never seen one that stood that high and with a cushioned leather top, to boot. Nor had I ever seen leather the color of blood. There was something innately sexy about it.

“Was there a special occasion tonight?” Katya walked into the room, her eyes sweeping over me in my dress and Shaw in his black suit and tie.

“Your text said come prepared to be seen,” Shaw told her.

“It did, though I think you translated its meaning incorrectly.”

“How so?”

“As I was devising the…how do you say…curriculum for our sessions, I was very happy to see that on your questionnaires, you both had the same overlap in terms of things you have never done but would like to try. One of those things was the desire to be watched.”

A flushed heat warmed my skin, and I could only imagine the color of pink I must have turned. That heat wasn’t anything about being embarrassed; it was about arousal in its most concentrated form.

“I’m going to need you to spell it out for me, Doc.” Shaw was pulling at his collar, a dead giveaway to the fact he knew very well what she meant. He just wanted her to say it.

That flushing thing happened to me again because, God help me, so did I.

Katya leaned back against the end of the table or bed or whatever it was, her long, elegant arms stretched out behind her. “Your lover will be bared naked, Shaw, lying on this bed for only you and I to see. And then I am going to watch you pleasure her.”

Shaw’s hands went to his hips and he stepped closer, as if that would allow him to hear better. “You’re going to what?”

Exactly. She was going to what?

Even the exasperated sigh that left Katya and the smooth way in which she rolled her eyes oozed sex. “Must I really repeat myself? You know how I detest doing so.”

“No. I think I got the gist of it,” Shaw told her, stepping back into place and half-hiding me. “You want to watch me as I pleasure Cassidy.”

She tilted her head to the side, giving herself a better angle from which to see me. “Not quite. I want to watch Cassidy as she is being pleasured by you.”

The way she regarded me, that look, made me feel as if she were undressing me on the spot to get the show on the road. My hand went to my bare neck, slowly slipping down to my throat and then my chest. Without realizing it, I bit my lip. Was it getting hot in here?

The corner of her mouth turned up into the sort of grin a crossroads demon might wear right before claiming a promised soul. This woman was fully aware of the effect she was having on me. Then she pulled a piece of silk cloth from her pocket. “You can wear a blindfold, if you like.”

“You’re pressuring her.”

“Darling, I think we both know that Cassidy will not be pressured into doing anything she does not want to do.” They were talking about me as if I weren’t even in the room. “She wants this. Do you? You did mark exhibitionism as an experience you would like to have, did you not?”

“Yes, but—”

Katya didn’t let his protest go any further. “You do trust me, do you not?”

I got the point she was trying to emphasize. The agreement we signed would protect all three of us, from a confidentiality standpoint, so this was actually the safest way to experience the fantasy without the intrusion of perverted strangers or law enforcement. Because, jeez, how would we explain that to Abe?

“Yes, but—” Shaw’s reservations were apparently still in full effect.

“But, but, but,” Katya said, waving her hand. “Why must you follow a positive response with hesitation? Do you not know what you want?”

“Yes, I do,” he answered assertively.

“Well then, tell me what is making you uncomfortable. Are you worried I will see your lover naked, or that I will judge your skills?”

“Neither.” Shaw’s confident smirk was in place. He knew he was crazy good at what he did.

“Then I am confused. I do not like being confused.” Katya straightened, walking toward the door. “If you no longer wish to experience this thing, we do not have to move forward.”

“No!” I blurted, taking them both by surprise.

Katya stopped, facing me. That grin was back in place. She wasn’t the least bit surprised by my reaction. In fact, I could hear the Well done in her expression, though she didn’t speak it.

We’d already failed two assignments in a row. Well, Shaw had only failed once while I’d failed twice, but I wasn’t ready to get my third strike. Plus, yeah, I really did want to do this. YOLO and all, right? The thought of someone watching, the thought of Katya watching, did very naughty things to me. It was hard to ignore the exhibitionist that apparently resided not only in my fantasies but also in some perverse reality.

I turned my attention to the man at my side, needing him to see how important this was to me even though I could barely understand it, myself. “Shaw, I want to do this. Please.”

The backs of his fingers stroked my cheek. “Sweetness, I will take you anytime, anywhere, and no matter who’s watching…because you’re mine,” he told me. It was entirely possible that he threw in that last part for Katya’s benefit, but whatever. “I just need to be sure this is what you want to do.”

Boldly—damn boldly—I held his gaze as I reached behind my neck and undid the clasp there. The bodice of the dress fell forward to expose my bare breasts.

“Exquisite,” Katya whispered.

Of two things I was sure. One, I was definitely overdressed. Two, I couldn’t get out of my clothes fast enough.

Shaw smirked. “You ain’t seen nothing yet, Doc.” He nodded toward the dressing screen in the corner, silently telling me to finish the job.

I did. And I did it slowly, knowing my shadow was likely playing across the thin, white dressing screen, thanks to the light of the fire behind me courteously keeping my naked body warm. Draping my dress over the screen, I took a deep breath to steady my nerves. Confidence was a thing the other two people in the room had in spades. Too bad I couldn’t borrow some of it. If I were going to keep up with them, I’d have to dig down deep into my reserves. This was a test that needed to be aced; not unlike finals in college or the bar exam or packing up to leave my family and home behind to venture into the unknown; not unlike having to prove myself in the realm of sports agents, dominated by men. I’d succeeded in all those things. I would succeed in this, too. So with my head held high and my shoulders back, I took the first step forward. And then another and another until I was facing the man I loved and the woman who confounded my natural instincts.

Shaw’s jacket and tie had been removed, the first two buttons of his shirt unfastened, and his sleeves rolled up. He’d been pacing the floor but became frozen in his tracks when he registered my appearance. That hungry look was in his piercing blue eyes as his gaze raked me over. He was ready, anxious, even.

Katya crossed the room, circling me with her slow perusal. Goosebumps spread out over my exposed skin, gone as quickly as they’d come. “You are so beautiful, Cassidy,” she said, stopping before me.

“I’ve told her the same thing.” Shaw’s voice was deep and filled with pride.

“Thank you,” I said, because what else was I supposed to say to that? “Um, what do you want me to do now?”

She took my hand—hers, warm and soft—and the contact sent a bit of something-wicked-this-way-comes rolling through my veins. Guiding me toward the table, she swept her arm over it like Vanna White showcasing a prize to be won. There was a pillow at the head now, draped in white silk that matched the sheet covering the red leather. And then Katya stopped once I was in front of the steps.

“I don’t understand,” I said, watching Shaw as he went to stand at the foot of the table.

I could feel the satiny smoothness of her blouse on my naked back when she pressed against me to whisper into my ear, “You are the dessert, darling girl. Positively scrumptious,” she drew out.

Shiver, shiver, shiiiiver…

“Come now. Step up. Carefully.” I took my cue, gingerly placing one foot at a time on the steps as I climbed to the top like a virgin sacrifice being guided to lie on an altar.

Once I got comfortable with my head on the pillow, Katya smoothed my hair against the silk, and then she went to my feet. “Excuse me,” she said, edging past Shaw.

After a series of movements later, the bottom part of the table dropped out from under my legs, and my heart soared into my throat. I snapped my head up to see what was going on. What happened next was far too familiar in an unfamiliar sort of way. Stirrups appeared from the table, and then my feet were lifted one at a time and placed in them.

My breath hitched and the already erratic thumping of my heart intensified with the knowledge that my very private parts were on display, just hanging out there in the open in the most vulnerable state they could be. My knees slammed shut.

Shaw cleared his throat, watching me for any sign of distress, so I relaxed, giving him nothing to find.

I could feel the heat of Katya’s gaze on my core, her rapt fascination with everything female about me nerve-racking and arousing at the same time. “Such a pretty little pussy,” she said, still admiring the view. “So pink and juicy. I envy you.”

She envied me? Katya was sex and sex was Katya. I appreciated her kind words, but—

“You should envy me,” Shaw said. “Now, if you will excuse me…”

Oh. She’d been talking to him.

“Ah, ah, ah,” she told him, going to the side and pulling open a drawer. “Not before you don these.” She held up the blindfold in one hand and what looked to be earplugs in the other.

Shaw took the earplugs, turning them over in his hands. “Why do I need these?”

“I have no doubt that you are quite skilled, Mr. Matthews, but imagine with me for a moment the sort of pride that would be had knowing that you brought your lover to orgasm with no other cue than her body. With the absence of sight and sound, imagine how sweet your reward would taste.”

With no further argument, he plugged his ears and nodded in her direction to do the honors with the blindfold.

Katya gave me a conspiratorial wink and then covered his eyes, taking care to also cover his ears and the plugs before securing it behind his head. When she was done, she guided him to stand between the stirrups with his hands placed on my legs. Coming back around to my head and taking her seat, she leaned in to whisper, “Anything we say now will only be between us. I have but one final touch to add,” she said with a bit of sin in her voice as she dangled yet another blindfold for me to see. It would be the last thing I saw before this session was through. I think I was relieved by the notion. “Lift your head for me, darling.”

I did as she asked, relishing the darkness that followed when the blindfold found its place and was secured.

“Did you know that when one sense is removed, the others become intensified?” She was so close I could feel the heat of her body warming mine.

I swallowed thickly, knowing the sensation was proof of what she’d said. “Yes.”

“Your taste on his tongue, the smell of your arousal will be heady, rich, and dark. He will never forget it.” She inhaled deeply as if scenting me for herself. I felt the release of her breath on my neck, and my breasts drew tight. Katya noticed. “Your nipples are so pert, Cassidy. I believe they, like you, are eager to please me, no?”

Shaw’s hands were on my knees then, and with a quick snap, they were pushed open. I gasped another “Yes…”

“Bon appétit, Mr. Matthews,” she said in a low voice, though he couldn’t hear her. He also couldn’t hear the grin in her voice, but I could.

A warm, wet sensation centered on my core with a firmness that caused me to cry out. Actually cry out, which was something I never did. My back arched off the table, but Katya was still at my ear with an apparent intention to stay there and talk me through the rest of the session.

“Very good, beautiful girl. Your senses react well to your lover. I do not believe this will take long at all. You have a body made for coming.”

Shaw’s tongue swirled my clit again and again as he gave a ravenous groan before he sucked it between his lips to torture me with rapid lashes. Oh, holy hell, she was right: it wasn’t going to take long at all.

He was feasting on my flesh, a man starved and deciding to forgo all decorum to eat straight from the plate in order to capture every morsel and drip of gravy on his tongue. My head slammed back when two fingers slid inside me, leaving me moaning and writhing on the table.

“Mmm, a good finger fuck will make you come so hard you will squirt,” Katya said. “I can only imagine how tight,” she enunciated the T’s, “that pretty little cunt is, how the walls must be milking his fingers even as his tongue laves your clit.”

I moaned again, reaching for his head but stopped short when Katya put her hands on my shoulders to still me. “No. Do not give him direction. Let him do this on his own.”

Shaw’s knuckles pounded against my pussy over and over again, his fingers reaching as deep as he could get them and the tips provoking the patch of ultra-sensitive nerves at my deepest core. His full mouth was on me—lips, tongue, and teeth—and he was showing no mercy with the nip, lick, and suck. Jesus, I was going to break apart at the seams. My back arched off the table, all sense of shame gone in the wake of the pleasure that succumbing served up. Back and forth, I undulated, riding Shaw’s fingers and face to a rhythm he’d set.

“Oh, how you move,” Katya said, coming so close that her lips grazed my ear. “I see you. Your beautiful breasts are begging for attention, and that glorious bundle of nerves is swollen, ready to burst in his mouth. You make me squirm in my seat, Cassidy. I am so well pleased by you that I believe I will have to let Nikola fuck me on this very table once you leave. I wonder what image I will see when I close my eyes. I wonder”—she paused, her voice growing more seductive with her next words—“can you imagine him fucking me now?”

As if her words had been a spell she’d conjured—or more likely I was simply highly open to suggestion from this woman—I could see it as clearly as if it were happening right in front of me. Katya lying naked where I now lay, her full breasts on display with what I imagined to be large, tan nipples, a natural arc to her back courtesy of the firm, round ass holding it aloft, and her legs spread with her feet in the stirrups, still wearing those fuck-me heels. And Nikola, broad and muscular, a gentle giant now pounding into his boss with every tendon taut, every vein bulging with his surging blood.

Her words and the implanted image started a chain reaction that I would likely feel guilty about later, but I didn’t have the presence of mind to feel anything other than everything in that moment. Because I was coming, and, Jesus Christ, it was the most intense sensation I’d ever felt. I’d come hundreds, maybe even thousands of times in my life—Shaw was an orgasm specialist—but this? This was different. The warmth that surged from that mysterious place in my body wasn’t merely a sensation attached to a bit of natural lubrication. This time it was a gush of liquid that spilled from my nether region, soaking the silk sheet beneath me.

“Oh, my God!” I called out at the top of my lungs as the pressure kept shoving the wetness forward.

Shaw was still there, drinking me down with a moan like that of a man who’d never eaten pussy before and had just found out it was his absolute most favorite thing in the world. My orgasm compounded over and over again to the point that it was too much to be contained and I wasn’t sure if my body, mind, or soul could or would survive it.

“Feel it,” Katya urged me. “Let it consume you. Let it become you.”

As if the lid had suddenly blown off a container under pressure, the most euphoric sensation I’d ever experienced exploded and radiated from my center and through my limbs, obliterating every molecule of my makeup like a supersonic blast wave. It was quite plausible that light shot out of my fingertips, but with the blindfold still blocking my sight, I’d never be certain.

“Fuck this,” I heard Shaw growl. Not angry. More desperate.

In my blindfolded, post-orgasmic state, I had no idea what was going on. That was until I heard the distinct sound of metal against metal as a zipper was ripped down. And then he was inside me, that thick, hard cock penetrating me deeply and fully.

I panicked. What was a sure win had just turned into yet another fail. My shoulders left the table and I yanked at the silk over my eyes. “Shaw, no! Katya didn’t say—”

The force of Katya’s hands pushing me back down to the table was followed by a calm voice. “No, darling girl. You must let him enjoy you as I only wish I could.”

How would I ever be able to describe what I saw next? Shaw’s head fell back, his silk-covered eyes raised toward the ceiling, his pristine white teeth threatening to break the skin of his lip, his large hands gripping my hips roughly…and his own hips pistoning so hard, he’d likely have bruises there in the morning from the way they were slamming against the table, slamming into me. He was every bit a ruthless beast grunting with each thrust as he claimed his mate, and all I could do was stare in awe of the man.

“Yes,” Katya hissed. “Show that tight cunt no mercy.”

Sweat soaked Shaw’s shirt and dripped from his face, but his momentum never wavered. My whole body jarred with the force of his thrusts, my teeth clinking, my breasts bouncing in an almost painful measure, and if I hadn’t been in stirrups, I was sure I would’ve been pounded right off the table, thanks to the silk sheet. But Katya held my shoulders in place with her head next to mine and her attention focused on the hardcore fucking going down at the end of the table.

Though I wouldn’t have thought it possible, I came again, feeling rather victorious about the way the walls of my pussy pulsated around his cock. He would’ve felt it, that milking draw as my body stimulated his own release. A release he would claim.

Shaw did not make a liar out of me. Harder, faster, shallower, his thrusts came. A drawn-out growl building higher and higher with each thrust and retreat until it burst from his chest and he slammed home. With a roar, his hot semen shot into me. Shaw’s movements became erratic, stuttered with three quick, one slow, two quick and deep, and then four slow, deep, and grinding until he pushed all the way inside and stopped.

His chest heaved right along with mine as he stood there, both of us unmoving and without words to be said.

Katya broke the silence with a laugh that startled me into a slight jump. Removing her hands from my shoulders, she sat back and then stood, clapping. Shaw pulled the blindfold down and the earplugs out of his ears. Though his eyes were adjusting to the sudden appearance of light, he captured mine and held them. There were all kinds of messages that transpired between us with that look, none of which I could put into words. But it was all good. And hot. And sexy. And we wanted to do it again, right away.

“Well done,” Katya said, slowing her clap. “Well done, indeed.”

The corner of Shaw’s mouth lifted up once again into that smirk he’d made famous, and then he pulled out of me, quickly tucking himself back into his pants before Katya got an eyeful. And then he returned his attention to me, gently lifting my feet from the stirrups. Yep, my thighs were already sore. I sat up, taking the sheet with me and wrapping it around my body.

“I am so utterly proud of you both,” Katya said, coming to stand to the side of where I was sitting. “Tell me, did you enjoy yourself?”

I nodded. “It was an experience I will never forget.”

“Good. And the lesson to be learned?”

Shaw answered first. “That no one is going to tell me when I can and can’t have my woman.”

“Yes!” she squeaked with more glee than she’d ever displayed. “You have mastered your control, Shaw. Well done, you.” Turning to me, she said, “And…?”

Luckily, she was standing to the side, which allowed me to look at her without Shaw seeing my face. I gave her what I hoped was a sultry grin and wink, knowing she’d get the gist of it. Katya had allowed me to satisfy my curiosity about being with a member of the same sex without my having to cross the line, just as I’d requested on the questionnaire I’d completed for her. But I knew it was more than that. “I should worry less about how others see me because I am far more judgmental of myself than anyone else is.”

“And?” she prompted again.

“Confidence is what makes an already beautiful woman sexy.”

Katya took my head in both hands and looked down at me with a proud grin, her catlike eyes hinting at the depths of her wisdom. “Yes, and you are very sexy, my darling girl. I recommend that you practice on depriving your other senses so you can become as attuned to your body as you are with your glorious mind.”

“I will. So does that mean we can keep this?” I asked, holding up the piece of white silk dangling from my finger.

“Of course.” She laughed and kissed me on the cheek before stepping away to allow me room to attempt the steps with my still wobbly legs.

“Now, I will give you one last assignment,” she told us as I went to the dressing screen to clean myself up. “This lesson will be based on trust. Complete it successfully and the intimacy issues between the two of you will be no more. Then you may bring your child home.”

Well, that certainly got my attention. I peeked around the screen just as Katya reached into her pocket, pulling out a thick, plastic card and tucking it into Shaw’s hand.

My brow furrowed. “Last assignment? You’re leaving?”

“Yes. I have been called away. This is merely my vacation home, darling. I do not know when I might return.”

Vacation home. That explained the less than clinical environment, though nothing about Katya and her methods was clinical. Still, I had to know….“Did we do something wrong?”

“Oh, no, darling. On the contrary. You have pleased me very well. I have been called back to where I am needed. You will see me no more.” She went to leave.

Called back to where she was needed? For only a moment, I allowed the silly, dreamlike part of me to imagine her as a Mary Poppins or Nanny McPhee for adults and with a naughty twist, showing up where couples needed her most before moving on to the next. But that was silly, right?

“But what if we fail the assignment?”

Katya stopped, turning in my direction with a silent pause before those to-die-for lips curled up into a smile that reached all the way to the fathomless depths of her eyes. Her confidence in me, in us, didn’t need to be spoken. Needed or not, it was. “You will not fail. In our short time together, the two of you have shown more progress than any of my very long list of clients. But these sessions were not meant to be a miracle cure. You will still need to work on the areas we have identified as problematic. Have fun with it, use your imagination, explore the possibilities and the limits of your bodies, and do not ever relax the grip on control and confidence that you have both recaptured with a firm hand. However, if you should find yourselves in need of a…how do you say…a tune-up of sorts, the card I gave you has a direct line to me. An invitation, if you will.” She turned back toward the door, adding, “Do not hesitate to use it.”

Cryptic was Katya’s middle name.

“Katya?” I stepped from the dressing screen, going no farther. She hesitated, but I didn’t really know what to say next. We should thank her, beg her to continue seeing us, tell her she would be missed. Something.

Nothing came out.

As she turned her face to the side with a mysterious smile in place, I knew all of that was understood. “The pleasure was not only yours” were her final words, and then she walked away without looking back.

Shaw flipped the card over in his hand and grinned.

“What does it say?” I asked, going to look over his shoulder.

Before I could see it for myself, Shaw shoved it into his pocket. With a sexy wink he said, “You’ll see.”




CHAPTER 15




Shaw


Something had gone down between Cassidy and Katya during our session with her last night. Though I couldn’t hear or see anything, once the blindfold and earplugs had been removed, I certainly noticed the difference in the way they interacted. But I wasn’t going to obsess over it or pry into something I was sure had nothing to do with me. Cassidy and I both had our own issues to deal with, and Katya had been a mastermind at bringing them all to the forefront by using sex as a tool. Fucking genius; that’s what it was. Besides, I was probably better off not knowing anyway.

After the heart-to-heart we’d had—without Doc Sparling, I might add—I felt good about where we were in our relationship. I’d owned my fuckups, and Cassidy had let go of the grudge she’d been holding over the partnership. I was still worried about her, still felt the guilt of the career she’d loved and lost on a personal level. She’d said it wasn’t my fault, that being a stay-at-home mom was a decision she had made, but it didn’t make me feel any less responsible. I was the one who’d gotten her pregnant, after all. Jesus, had I really said she’d gotten herself knocked up? Yep. I’d been such an ass, true to my bastardized reality. But that was all behind us now. Things were looking up, up, up for us, and victories abounded as we soared to new heights.

So why didn’t I feel the weightlessness of a bird in flight? Quite the opposite; some small part of me felt like I was still choking on saltwater, with my lungs unable to fill with the breath they needed. And instead of breaking the surface of the ocean and finding land in sight, I was steadily sinking deeper and deeper into the dark abyss that had once tried to claim me.

I tried to shake off the negativity, focusing all of my energy on the positive.

Like how we’d graduated from Katya’s course. Well, almost. There was still the matter of the last assignment that needed to be completed before we could bring our son home, and I knew Cassidy had been missing him like crazy, we both had, so I wanted to do that right away. Not only for the sake of bringing my little man home, but because what Katya had written on the back of that card she’d handed off to me had made my cock punch inside my pants, and that was after I’d already blown my load inside Cassidy like an eruption from Mount Vesuvius. Damn straight, I wanted to get on with that.

As soon as I could get the emergency Striker-wide meeting Wade had called out of the way. An emergency meeting I knew nothing about. I was a partner, for Christ’s sake. You’d think he’d run these things by me first. Mulling over the list of possibilities of topics that might be discussed, I settled on the obvious. Wade was going to make some grand announcement about his replacement; specifically, who that person was going to be. Yeah, that pissed me off even more because, again, I was his partner. Shouldn’t I have a say in the choice, be given some kind of final approval or something? I trusted him to make the selection, but the least he could do was tell me who that person was before announcing it to our employees. I was blind, and I didn’t like being blind…unless Cassidy was going to be lying on a table with her feet in stirrups and her pussy served up for my dining pleasure.

“Hey, boss man! It’s time for the meeting. You ready?” Ben ripped me from my thoughts before I could get too carried away.

“Yeah,” I told him, grabbing my cell and standing to button my suit jacket. “What’s the word around the office on this one?”

“What do you mean?”

Joining him, we walked side by side out into the corridor, making our way toward the boardroom. “You usually know before me what’s going on. I figured you’d already know who Wade’s replacement is going to be.”

“I was going to ask you the same thing. If anyone knows, they’ve kept their lips sealed on this one.”

I noticed then that Ben was dressed impeccably, his suit pressed and fresh as if he were prepared to make a standout first impression. Could Ben be the chosen one and he just wasn’t spilling the beans under orders from Wade?

Glancing at my watch, I noticed the time. Determined to keep my word, I pulled up my cellphone and pressed the speed dial to Cassidy’s. When she answered, her voice sounded off, like maybe I’d just interrupted some personal time she’d been having with herself. I mentally chastised my cock for getting carried away with the thought, and powered through. “Hey, sweetness. What are you doing?” Okay, so maybe I wasn’t powering through it as well as I’d intended.

“Um, nothing,” she said, but I wasn’t buying it. She was definitely doing something. Plus, I could hear an echo in the background, like she was in our bathroom, so what I already suspected became even more obvious.

“Yeah, okay.” I laughed, deciding to not call her out on it, while making a mental note to have her give me all the details later. “I just wanted to let you know that we’re about to go into the meeting, and I don’t know if it’ll run long, so I might be a little late getting home.”

Look at me being a grown-up and checking in with the little missus. Just like all responsible adults in a committed relationship.

“Oh. Yeah. That’s fine. No worries.” Shaky words equaled “Let me the hell off the phone so I can come already.”

A fat grin spread across my face, but I played nice, ending the call to let her get back to it. Putting the ringer on mute, I tucked the phone into the inside pocket of my jacket and stepped into the boardroom.

The place was crowded, every seat around the table taken except for two—mine and Wade’s at the head—while the rest of the employees lined the walls. I took my place, greeting those around me and making small talk as best I could to hide my curiosity over Cassidy’s naughty biz going down right at that moment back at home, and that staved off my frustration with Wade over blindsiding me like this.

Swiveling around in my chair, I looked out at the city through the floor-to-ceiling windows that lined the far wall. Yet another grin pushed at my cheeks as I got lost in the memory of the night, not so long ago, that I’d played a game of hide-and-seek in the dark with Cassidy in this very room. A game that had ended with two winners, if I recalled correctly.

“Is everyone here?” The booming sound of Wade’s voice as he made his grand entrance pulled me back to the present, and I turned to level him with a “What gives?” expression that he ignored. Instead, he made a quick sweep of the room and then clapped his hands together. “Good, let’s get started. As you all know, I am retiring.” Right to the point. There were a series of aww’s from a few of the employees, which were without a doubt heartfelt. Wade could be a no-nonsense sort of hardass, but he took care of his employees, and everyone really loved the guy for it. “I know, I know,” he continued, “but every voyage must come to an end, and every captain must have his final docking, but that doesn’t mean the ship will never sail again.”

I half-expected Wade to fall into a dramatic recital of “O Captain! My Captain!”

“Matthews will be at the helm,” he said, acknowledging my presence with a nod, to which I gave a wave. “So I know the Striker crew will be in good hands, but he needs a first mate.”

A pregnant pause followed, during which time everyone got quiet, looking around the room at their co-workers and undoubtedly speculating who that might be. Whoever it was, they weren’t giving themselves up before Wade gave the formal announcement.

“Having said that, please join me in welcoming someone who is not a stranger among you, someone who I know you will all follow without question, one of the most successful agents to have ever made a name for herself in the industry—”

Herself? A woman?

“—my very good friend and the new co-partner of Striker Sports Entertainment. Elizabeth, show her in,” he said to his assistant, whom I just realized wasn’t only standing by the door, she’d been guarding it.

Those who’d been sitting with their backs to the entrance turned in their seats, every pair of eyes in the place glued to that door as it swung open. Elizabeth stepped out, telling someone to come in, and then went back to her place.

In walked a woman dressed in a gray pencil skirt and a matching, form-fitting vest over a white silk collar shirt underneath that had the first couple of buttons unfastened to show the skin—and the cleavage—beneath. I’d know that form, that skin, and that cleavage anywhere.

Cassidy.

I nearly fell out of my seat at the sight of her and that confident smirk she wore. Her ginger hair was done up in a bun, Wayfarer glasses sat on the bridge of her nose, and she strolled in with those signature red fuck-me peep-toe heels I’d nearly lost my mind over back when we’d been adversaries. We were no longer adversaries. Now, it seemed, we were fucking partners.

The room erupted in conversation while she made her way toward the front of the room, joining Wade.

He beamed like a proud papa as he put his hand on her shoulder. “I’m sure my onetime protégée needs no introduction, but just in case…Ladies and gentlemen, Cassidy Whalen.”

Agents, receptionists, accountants, and assistants—employees of every rank and file—stood and clapped. I stood as well, not really feeling my legs as I walked to the front of the room. Wade roared with laughter when I looked at her like I couldn’t believe what I was seeing, then at him, and then back at her again.

“Told you I had it covered,” Wade said, clapping me on the back. “The dynamic duo…back together again. Damn, I’m good.”

Cassidy leaned into me, smelling damn amazing as she spoke low so that no one else would hear. “Shaw, are you okay with this? You haven’t said anything.”

Shit. I hadn’t, had I? Then again, neither had she…this whole damn time. How long had she known? Those two, Cassidy and Wade, had both duped me on this one. Duped me good. I waited to feel my blood pressure blow, for some type of angry outburst to find a raucous way to cause a scene.

And it never came.

Shaking off the dreamlike haze of the surprise, I got my wits about me because I wouldn’t be able to stand it if this woman thought I was unhappy with this decision in the least bit. “I am more than okay with this, sweetness. Um, I mean, Whalen,” I corrected myself, catching the slip a little too late.

“It’s okay,” Wade whispered. “You’re the bosses. Which means, you can pretty much get away with anything now. And I do mean anything.” He elbowed me, following it up with a conspiratorial wink.

Cassidy drew her head back. “He most certainly cannot. There will be no hanky-panky at the office. Striker will not be run into the ground under my watch.” Her hand went to her hip as she wagged a finger at the two of us with an expression that was stern, serious, and so familiar.

Yeah, Cassidy Whalen was back. The woman I loved, the mother of my child, was now my partner. The career she had worked so hard for and lost was hers again. And that made me pretty damn happy. One thing I knew for sure was that I wasn’t going to let anything take it from her again.

“Settle down,” Wade called out, bringing the meeting back to order. “I’m turning over the reins now, so you need to listen up.”

Once everyone was quiet again, Wade melted into the background, giving Cassidy the floor. I wasn’t sure what was expected of me, so I turned to take my seat again, but Cassidy stopped me with her hand on my arm. “Where are you going?” she asked. “This is a united front, Matthews.”

“Oh. Right. Okay,” I said, adjusting my tie before putting my hands in my pockets to let her take the lead. It wasn’t like I knew what she was going to say.

She gave a quick wave to Ally, her former assistant, before starting. “First, I want to thank you all for the warm welcome. I know a few of you were hoping to be named partner, but hopefully there won’t be any hard feelings.” Quiet laughter followed and then she continued.

I stood there, proud as the day was long, and listened as my woman gave her background with Striker and all of her qualifications. Cassidy talked about her love for the company, her vision for its future, and she assured everyone that I had the lead with her full support. I didn’t correct her because undermining her in front of our staff wouldn’t be cool, but I’d make sure she knew we were going to be as equal in this partnership as we were in life.

And then she snuck a little something in on me. “Though I see some new faces, I know most everyone here by face and name. Before I left, I also knew what was going on in most of your personal lives. That’s because we’ve always been a family here at Striker. How could we not be when we spend so many hours out of the day together? But those are hours that are being taken away from your families at home. So Shaw and I have decided that the first change that will take effect right away is that Striker will be opening an on-site daycare so you can have your family here with you.”

Eyes shot open, accompanied by some surprised gasps from the women present, and then deafening applause from every single employee.

My fucking partner just did that. God, I loved this woman.

I took a step back, bowing as I faced her with applause of my own. There was no “Shaw and I” in her first order of business. That had been all Cassidy. Because she had the foresight to take care of our employees even better than Striker had done in the past, because she was a career woman who had felt the loss of her sense of self when she’d become a mother, and because she was a mother who would feel that loss, too, if forced to choose.

She could have it all, and she could give it all to our employees, as well.

Wade couldn’t have made a better choice. As I stood back watching and listening to her, I couldn’t help but think how funny it was how things just sort of worked themselves out. Cassidy and I had competed hard-core to be named a Striker partner. Though there could only be one winner, we’d both deserved it, and we’d both earned it. Hell, because of it, we’d fallen for each other and had even been blessed with a child and a family of our own. And now? Now we both held the title.

Destiny, fate, karma…whatever you wanted to call it…Yeah, I believed in it.




Cassidy


God, I felt so alive, so much more like my old self!

I’d had no idea when I’d agreed to have lunch with Wade that my career would be served up with my end goal as a side dish. At first, I’d hesitated because of Abe—I hadn’t planned to go back to work until he’d started school—but then Wade had indirectly suggested I make changes at Striker that would solve that issue, not only for myself but also for the rest of the staff. Free rein to make whatever decisions that served the best interests of our employees and Striker were the result.

My second hesitation had been over how Shaw might feel about us working side by side. Wade had explained the dynamics of the partnership, that Shaw would have the majority say with Wade, Monty, and me balancing out the other half. And you know what? I was truly okay with it.

So I’d given him an apprehensive yes because my being okay with the whole deal didn’t necessarily mean that Shaw would be. Add to that the fact that Shaw hadn’t been included in the decision-making process and that not even I, his partner in life, had discussed this major game changer with him, and it had been a recipe for all-out nuclear war in the making. But I’d done it. I’d made the leap and I’d taken back my life, putting myself and the goals I’d made for my career back into the driver’s seat. Whatever fallout might come of it would just have to come. But I had confidence in Shaw, in us, in the indestructible team we’d make.

When I’d left Wade to shop for the cocktail dress I’d worn to what I’d thought was going to be a dinner party at Katya’s, I’d also shopped for new office attire. Putting on that suit, those glasses, and those heels again…it was like Diana Prince spinning her way out of uniform to transform into Wonder Woman. I’d turned this way and that as I’d looked in the mirror, loving what I saw and eager to show it off in front of Shaw.

But once I’d made it to the parking garage to wait for all of the employees to pile into the boardroom in order to not be seen before the big reveal—Wade’s idea, not mine—the nerves had begun to sink in. What if Shaw got pissed that I hadn’t discussed this with him first? What if he didn’t want to share the control of Striker with me? What if he thought my taking the offer was somehow taking something away from him?

By the time all of those last-minute reservations had come into play, it had been too late to back out. This announcement was going to be the true measure of how far we’d come. If Shaw and I survived it, we could survive anything.

So I forged ahead, putting our relationship to the test. Shaw, there wasn’t even a hint of anything negative when the big reveal had been made, not even a suspicion that he was hiding his true feelings. No, that look on his face, in his eyes, had said it all. Pride, speechless pride that didn’t need to be spoken. Love, adoration, awe; they were all there as well. And there’d even been a bit of something naughty present in the way he looked me over. So I’d strutted my stuff for his benefit and the staff’s, not mine. Because I was feeling myself and owning it.

After the meeting, we’d called up the gang and met them for dinner to celebrate, and then we’d headed to Monkey’s afterward for drinks. It hadn’t escaped my notice that Shaw was trying ultra-hard to booze me up. When I’d given him the single-eyebrow raise in question at the fourth beer he’d placed in front of me before I’d ever finished my third, he’d leaned over and said into my ear, “Drink up. You’re going to need to be numb for what I’m about to do to you when we get home.”

The way he’d said it had oozed so much with a sensual promise of “you won’t regret it” that I’d barely taken a breath while downing the beer. Whatever assignment Katya had written on the back of that card, it was about to be accomplished.

So there we were in the elevator on the ride up to our condo, making out like a couple of teenagers. Me, leaning against the back wall for support and definitely feeling numb, and Shaw, kissing my neck and nuzzling my ear, slowly releasing the zipper at the side of my skirt while his other hand popped the buttons on my vest. His cock was hard at my hip as he grinded against me, and though the sensible part of my brain told me the doors could open to give any one of our neighbors a sight they wouldn’t soon forget, the wanton hussy in me didn’t give a good goddamn.

Edging a slight retreat, I palmed my lover fully on the outside of his pants, rubbing and basking in the vibration of the sexiest man on earth’s moans against my skin. When Shaw gave up the nuzzling to take my mouth in a kiss that promised unspeakable things would be done to my body before the night was through, I worked his belt and the button of his pants loose.

By the time the bell dinged, signaling we’d reached our floor, and the doors parted, we were already well on our way to being undressed. Shaw growled, and the heat of his body left mine as he took my hand, yanking me out of the lift and toward our door. A fury of impatience accompanied his hurried unlocking of our place, and then we were inside with everything shut and locked behind us.

I was spun around with my back pressed against the door, but the room didn’t stop spinning just because I had. A whoosh of euphoria washed over me when Shaw’s mouth came back down on mine with a kiss that was much more demanding, insistent.

Suddenly, the prop was gone from my back and we were rushing toward our bedroom. Once we’d stopped inside, I was whirled around again, left standing surprisingly stable as Shaw took a step back and looked me over.

“Finish,” his gravelly voice ordered, indicating my partially undressed state. “And leave the fucking shoes on.”

Jesus, I loved a domineering Shaw. When we’d first started our affair, I’d been confounded by how a woman like me who was so much in control of every aspect of her life could be aroused by a man who robbed her of that control in the bedroom. I wasn’t any less confounded by it now, but I was still every bit as aroused.

Shaw disappeared into the bathroom while I carried out his order, stripping naked for him, except for the shoes, of course. Once I was done, I stood there with my hands on my hips, damn proud of what he’d see when he reemerged. No, it wasn’t liquid courage; it was confidence.

When Shaw came out, he was naked as well. Gloriously naked. His cock jutted, proud and hard and thick and just plain yummy. The rest of him was every bit as yummy, but I found it hard to look away from the appendage that demanded I give it my full attention. Mine. All mine.

Though I really wanted to fall to my knees and crook my finger to beckon it closer, I kept my composure.

“I’ll never get tired of telling you how beautiful you are,” Shaw said, stopping at the opposite corner of the bed. “Come here.”

With one heeled foot placed in front of the other, I was sure to let my hips sway seductively as I crossed the space between us. Shaw noticed. So did his cock.

When I stopped in front of him, he took my chin between his fingers, giving me a sweet kiss. The look in his eyes was tender when he pulled back, his voice soft as he said, “Do you know I love you?”

“Yes.”

“Good.” Another sweet kiss, and then he released me. Gruffer, much different this time, he continued, “It occurs to me that you might need to be reminded who actually wears the pants in this relationship, Whalen. We might be partners at the office, but at home, I am the man and you are my woman. Do you understand?”

Comprehension at the direction he was taking dawned on me, and I barely kept myself from jumping up and down, clapping, because this was some role-playing we could both really get into. “Yes.”

Before I knew what was happening, Shaw had spun me around with my back against his front and had grabbed my hair to pull my head back, craning my neck. “I don’t believe you do, so I’m going to show you.”

He yanked me impossibly closer to his body, using the arm around my waist to force me to bend forward. In this new position, I was straddling the corner of the bed with my legs spread out on either side, my bare pussy coming into contact with the rounded edge of the mattress. Though it might have been kinky as hell, I couldn’t deny the delicious sensation of the friction to my clit.

The heat of Shaw’s bare chest was pressed against my back once more, his mouth at my ear and his gruff voice issuing yet another order. “Tell me.”

I tried to lift my head, but he held me still. With a grunt, I told him what he wanted to hear. “I—I love you.”

A sound of approval followed, and then a nip at my shoulder that sent shivers down my spine despite his warmth. “Do you trust me?”

I nodded, but that wasn’t enough for Shaw. He yanked back on my hair. “Say it.”

A thrill shot through me at the mystery of where this was going. “I trust you.”

A bottle of lubrication and the plastic card I’d seen Katya give to Shaw landed on the bed just within my line of sight, the mystery revealed. Katya’s final assignment was written in elegant script on the back of the card. One word: Anal.

The gasp of breath that left my lungs was one part trepidation and one part exhilaration, and both of those were wrapped up in a cocoon of God, yes!

“Now,” his lips brushed my ear, his cock nestling into the valley of my ass, “say it again.”

Shaw’s cock wasn’t Guinness World Records long; however, it was thick. If I had to guess, I’d say that was where the pain factor was going to come in. Thank God, he’d had the forethought to numb me up ahead of time. Besides, this was Shaw—the man I loved and who I knew loved me—and this adventure was one we’d both wanted to experience for years. It would be the final step in being claimed—fully and completely—by the only man I’d ever trust enough to go there.

Pushing back into him as best as I could due to the limited amount of space he had afforded me to work with, I moaned at the pressure given by his cock’s presence against my entrance. “I do, Shaw. I trust you.”




Shaw


Jesus, the cheeks of Cassidy’s ass closed in around my cock like they had no intention of letting it get away.

With little guidance, she’d figured out I was doing my damnedest to correct our previous failure at the role-playing attempt, and she was playing along with my quote/unquote need to establish my dominance in this relationship. Because my girl was an undercover freak, and I wasn’t complaining one bit about that. But I had to be sure she was okay with this assignment. Anal sex was the most intimate act one person could have with another, and I was sure it was going to hurt like a son of a bitch at first. Not that I wanted to hurt her. So I got my Cassidy Whalen on and researched the hell out of the topic because if we were going to do this, I wanted to do it the right way, inflicting as little pain as I could manage on the woman I really fucking adored.

My game plan was to balance the pain with pleasure, and I’d figured out how to do that through her penchant for kinky shit—which she’d never admit to. Hence, the corner of the mattress massaging that pretty little clit.

“Yeah? Well then, lift your hips for me,” I told her.

When she did, I wedged my cock between her pussy and the mattress. Fuck! I groaned, not expecting how good it would feel to me as well. Dwelling on it was only going to make me come, so I got to work with the lube, squeezing a small amount onto the fingers of my free hand and then slipping them between those two glorious globes of her ass to prep her asshole.

Down below, Cassidy was soaked, grinding against my length with a slight roll of her hips that was making me lose my ever-loving mind.

I bit the nape of her neck with a growl that made her pause. “Fucking be still, woman. You’re not in control here,” I reminded her.

“Anything you can do, I can do better,” she sassed.

Tightening my grip on her hair, I reveled in the gasp of surprise that came next. She’d be gasping more than that by the time I was done. My fingers pushed on her opening, not entering but making the threat very fucking real. And then I pulled my cock free, denying her that sensation any longer and opting instead to thrust it into her pussy.

“Ahh,” she cried out with a buck that went nowhere real quick. Yeah, I liked this vocal side of my woman.

“You were saying?” I goaded.

Nothing. She was saying nothing now. Point proven.

With a quick retreat and none too gentle resurgence, my cock was buried deep inside her again. Pushing against her backside, I bump-and-grinded her clit against the mattress. Cassidy bit down on her lip, her eyes closing to the feel-good I’d just served up. And that was all part of the plan because I was still massaging her other opening with the pads of my fingers and pressing forward even more.

“That’s my good girl.”

Settling into a rhythm, I fucked her pussy. “God damn, Cassidy. I swear to everything I am or ever will be, you have the most amazing pussy in the world. So tight, so wet, so eager.”

She moaned, moving against me, greedily taking the triple pleasure being dealt. The puckered skin of her asshole was slick, squeezing and then relaxing with each of her undulations against the bed. So I timed it out, slamming my cock into her hard while penetrating her ass with two fingers.

She sucked in a breath and I hushed her with tender kisses along her shoulders until her taut body eased back into a relaxed state. To my utter shock, Cassidy started moving against my fingers, drawing away and then taking them deeper.

“Yeah, sweetness? You like that?”

A wanton moan and even more deliberate motions were my response. Fucking A, this was going to happen. My cock swelled thicker, moving in and out of her to the beat of the song she’d written. I’d give her that much control, but no more.

“Look at you,” I said, resuming my role, ready to accept my Oscar. “You want to be top dog at the office, but who’s mounting who in our fucking bedroom? Tell me, Cassidy, whose fingers are fucking your ass right now?”

A moaned “Yours.”

“Damn right, they are.” I pushed farther, taking more liberty with in and out, deeper and faster, rotating my fingers to open my woman up for me. All the while, my cock was getting busy with the power drive into her pussy, the momentum rocking her clit back and forth over the corner of the bed.

“I’m going to fuck this tight little ass, Cassidy. I’m going to fuck it because it’s mine and I can. I’m going to fuck it to remind you that when it comes to you and me, I will always be the alpha dog.”

She didn’t get sassy with her mouth this time. But oh, God, the walls of her pussy clamped down, putting my cock in a rear naked choke to rival any MMA superstar’s. Riding my cock, my fingers in her ass, and the corner of the bed, Cassidy came. Her body got really animated then, trying to rise off the bed and being denied, trying to crawl forward and being denied, trying to scramble off and being denied. It was like trying to stay on a bull’s back at a rodeo. And I really goddamn liked it. I gritted my teeth, batting down the orgasm climbing its way up my shaft.

“If you fucking make me come, I won’t be able to put my cock in your ass, Cassidy. Is that what you want?”

Just like that, she settled back into place and the pulsing grip of her orgasm waned to a whimper.

I was well pleased, and anxious to give her what she truly wanted, but not before I gave her another one of those. Removing my fingers, I hooked her under the arms to hold on to her shoulders. Bending low at the knee, I got a good footing with a wide-open stance, lifting her chest only slightly off the bed so that her sensitive nipples could get a little friction of their own. And then I used my legs, my thighs, and my hips to fuck the ever-loving shit out of her.

Smack! Smack! Smack! My pelvis slapped against her ass, the push and shove of that swollen knot at the apex of her pussy folds no doubt getting a good workout on the mattress. Cassidy held on to the duvet for dear life, chanting, “Oh, God! Oh, God! Oh, God!” and sounding breathless as hell. I didn’t stop, just kept thrusting and thrusting and thrusting until she came all over my cock, the juices spilling down over me to coat my balls.

Because that’s how it is fucking done, people.

Once she’d gone completely limp, I released my hold and allowed her to collapse back on the bed. Though no reprieve would be given because this situation with her well sated, limp as a noodle, and completely relaxed was exactly what I’d planned.

Not missing a beat, I lubed her up again, pushing two fingers inside her ass and finding no resistance and even earning another moan. Perfect. My woman was ready.

I growled low at her ear, nipping and sucking along her shoulder as I positioned my cock at her ass. “I’m the man,” I said. Pushing forward, I penetrated her.

JesusfuckingChrist! It felt amazing!

Cassidy sucked in a sharp breath and held it, her whole body going stiff. Shit, shit, shit!

“Relax, sweetness,” I told her softly. “You have to relax. Don’t move. Just breathe.”

It was a tense moment before she inhaled and exhaled, slowly but surely uncoiling her muscles and easing back down onto the bed.

“Do you want to stop?” I asked, linking my fingers through hers on the bed.

She shook her head, holding on to me. “No. Just give me a minute.”

I’d give her as long as she goddamn needed. Continuing to kiss her shoulder, her neck, her back, while straining like a motherfucker, I refused to budge even though, yeah, the squeeze around my cock was about the best feeling I had ever experienced. The hot recess of the canal, the whole taboo of the forbidden deed, the grip…Oh, God, the grip. And then she shifted under me, pulling forward and then pushing back to take me deeper. Bit by motherfucking bit.

“Does that feel good, sweetness?” I asked her, though the way she’d begun to moan and rub herself on the corner of the mattress was more than answer enough.

“Yes.” Her whisper was about the sexiest thing I’d ever heard. The way she hissed the S and drawled it out, rolling her body beneath mine as if mimicking the letter’s curvy shape. And then…“Dominate me. Fuck my ass, Shaw.”

Hell yeah, that was a go.

I took it slow at first, still peppering those kisses while retreating and pushing forward, sinking my cock deeper and deeper. Cassidy was completely relaxed, tightening her hold on my fingers and moaning her pleasure. Again, she closed her eyes and her teeth scraped over the tender flesh of her bottom lip.

“More,” she told me. “Feels so good.”

“Mmm, yeah. Tight little ass,” I grunted, moving more freely now. “I wish I had two dicks so I could fuck you in your ass and your pussy at the same time.”

Yes, I knew they made adult toys for that kind of thing, but we didn’t have one at the moment. And yes, I’d be investing in one the next time I made it out of this apartment.

Dislodging one of my hands, I moved all of my weight to the opposite side and grabbed her hip, angling my cock for deeper penetration. Cassidy moaned again, liking the new position, so I gave her more of what she wanted. Careful not to get too overzealous, I read the body language she was putting out, steadily increasing the pace and force of my thrusts until I found what worked for both of us. And then it was on.

I fucked my woman’s ass. Thoroughly. Grunting and growling all the ways she belonged to me, how she would forever belong to me, how I owned her pussy, her ass, her fucking soul. Truth was, my soul was the one that had been owned so much more completely by this woman…because she was the one who’d found it in the first place.

And everybody knows finders are keepers.




CHAPTER 16




Cassidy


I wasn’t as sore as I thought I would be. And the feeling of being violated wasn’t really there either. Shaw and I had shared something very personal, something very intimate, and neither of us felt the need to talk about it. As I lay there in his arms with my head on his chest, the sound of his heartbeat beneath my ear was all the comfort I’d needed as we’d fallen asleep.

We were happy, but I still felt like there was something else lurking in the shadows that remained a threat to our happiness. Sort of like a stain beneath a fresh coat of paint that somehow manages to find a way to seep through no matter how many times you cover it. Until it was thoroughly removed, it would always stalk us.

The next morning was hectic. We had a session scheduled with Dr. Sparling later in the afternoon, but until then, we each had plenty on our plates. Shaw had a couple of his athletes in town that he needed to meet with, and I had the business of choosing an assistant to attend to. Though I’d love to have Ally back, no way was I going to take her agent title from her when she’d worked so hard to quickly become one of the best we had. Like Shaw, I still planned on recruiting clients, though I’d keep my load on the lighter side so that at least one of us would always be available to handle the day-to-day operations of Striker. Wade’s official retirement date wasn’t for another month, so that freed me up to handle getting the employee daycare set up.

In the meantime, the item at the top of my list was making arrangements to get our Abey Baby home.

Oh, my God, I couldn’t wait to see his chubby cheeks and teeny-tiny baby teeth when he smiled upon seeing us. I’d missed the little stinker; the crystal blue of his father’s eyes as he eventually lost the battle with Mr. Sandman and they shuttered closed, the messy ginger of his mother’s hair when he woke with way too much energy for that early in the morning, all his little piggies and that cute tushy when he streaked naked through the house before bath time, the sound effects he made with the production of the ultimate Batman and Superman battle, and the scrunch of his angelic face as he contemplated how they were going to save the world. I even missed stepping on, and cursing under my breath at, the cluttering of superhero figurines scattered throughout the house.

Oh, man, I hoped he wouldn’t put up much of a fuss about my not sleeping with him anymore. I’d come up with a plan for that, though. Well, Shaw had. I was relieved he was taking the lead on that one. Katya was right; I belonged in the bed I shared with Shaw.

As we got ourselves ready for the day, Shaw and I worked together like a well-oiled piece of machinery, despite all of the inappropriate touching that was threatening to make us late. We showered together, brushed our teeth together, he handed me the jewelry he thought would complement my suit, and I picked out the tie that I thought would complement his. Breakfast worked much the same way, with Shaw getting the bowls and divvying out the cereal while I got the spoons and poured the milk. It was exactly how I’d always wished it would be.

I didn’t even get upset when his cell rang, interrupting my time with him. He’d looked at the caller ID, mumbled something about not recognizing the number, and then sent the call to voicemail. It rang again, almost immediately, and Shaw repeated the action, tucking the phone into his pocket afterward with no intention of answering it. The next time it rang, he cursed.

“Shaw, it’s really sweet that you don’t want to take a call while having breakfast with me, but no one is that persistent unless it’s an emergency. Answer it.”

Peeved by the annoyance, he fished it back out of his pocket and stabbed at the green button on the screen. “Matthews,” he barked into the receiver. And then, “Yes, Shaw Matthews. Who is this and why are you interrupting my breakfast?”

I grinned because grumpy Shaw was still a sexy Shaw.

“When?” he asked the unknown caller. After a pause, “Where?…How bad?…What’s that got to do with me?…Just do it….Why not?” And then a frustrated growl before, “I don’t know what you expect me to do about it. I’m in San Diego. Can’t somebody else handle it?…Nobody?…Typical…No. Figure it out on your own.” And then he disconnected the call, abruptly getting up to take his bowl to the sink for a rinse.

“What was that about?” I normally didn’t ask about his business calls because they didn’t concern me. Now, however, they did.

His back was still to me when he answered. “Seems Jerry and Clarice have gone and gotten themselves into a car accident. If I had to guess, I’d say an extremely drunk Clarice was behind the wheel.”

I nearly choked on my cereal. “Oh, my God! Are they okay?”

He moved around the kitchen, drying his hands on the towel and then going to retrieve his jacket from its place over the back of the couch as he filled me in. “Jerry didn’t make it. Clarice isn’t far behind. Apparently, she’s on life support. They need the next of kin to come in and sign a bunch of paperwork so they can pull the plug. Apparently, that’s me.”

What was it about news like this that made something inside of us put ourselves into the other person’s shoes, to experience his grief when it wasn’t ours? For just a moment, I did that. I imagined the loss of my own parents, how devastated I would’ve been, how I would’ve crumpled to the floor in a heaving mess of tears if I’d been the one to get that call instead of Shaw. But it wasn’t my parents; it was Shaw’s, and he wasn’t devastated or crying or showing any emotion whatsoever.

“When do you leave?” My voice was small when I asked the question, as if I was already paying my respects to the recently departed. I supposed in some way I was.

Shaw’s eyes still didn’t meet mine, though I didn’t know what I expected to find there if they did. “I’m not going.”

“What do you mean, you’re not going? Shaw, you have to go.”

“No, I don’t.”

“But they’re your parents.”

Finally, he stopped and faced me. Full-on rage that I didn’t take personally rolled through his chiseled features and behind blue eyes that turned a stormy gray when he was this upset. “They were never my parents. Where were they when I watched a man get murdered right in front of me? Where were they when I came home drenched in brain matter and blood? Where were they when I was hungry, scared, cold, and practically living on the streets? Where were they any of the times I needed them? I’ll tell you where they were. My alcoholic mother was passed out drunk and my con father was plotting his next scheme. So I’m not going. They can rot in hell for all I care.”

“But Shaw, your mother isn’t—” I stopped, trying to think of the appropriate way to say the next word.

“Dead?” Shaw provided for me. He propped himself against the back of the couch, crossing his arms over his chest. “You can say the word, sweetness. It’s not going to hurt my feelings. And maybe she isn’t dead yet, but she’s as good as. Someone else can figure out the legal part of it. I’m sure there’s a plan in place to take care of these things once the government gets tired of paying the bill.”

“Shaw, you can’t…You can’t just leave her there like that.”

“Why not? She’d do it to me. Christ, those two have left me for dead all my life.”

This was so not a healthy way for him to process this. “Two wrongs don’t make a right.”

He straightened, standing tall and defensive. “And what about the countless number of wrongs they’ve done? Do they add up to a right? Because I’ve gotta tell ya, I’m having a hard time following the math you’re doing here.”

I went to him and took his face in my hands. My heart was utterly shattering for him, for all the ways he’d been made to feel like he didn’t matter because to the two people he should’ve mattered the most to in this whole world, he simply didn’t. None of that was going to change now, but how Shaw handled this situation would make all the difference in the world. “You’re not that person, Shaw. You’re not them. But if you don’t do this, if you don’t go to Detroit and face this, you’ll never have closure and it will haunt you for the rest of your life.”

Taking my wrist, he pulled my hand free, turning to kiss the palm so I’d know his caged anger had nothing to do with me. “No offense, sweetness, but I don’t need closure, and I certainly don’t owe them a damn thing.” Stepping away, he picked up his attaché, coming back to give me a chaste kiss. “I love you. See you at the office?”

“Yeah. I love you, too.” Throwing in the towel on the battle in order to win the war, I let him leave.

This was it, that thing lurking in the shadows of our happiness. Shaw’s past with his parents was like a plague on his soul, the spot on the proverbial wall. And if he didn’t exorcise that plague, if he didn’t scour that spot, the walls we’d built to keep our family happy and safe would never come clean.

As soon as he left, I pulled out my cellphone and dialed a soldier whom I knew fought on the side of good, a specialist in this field of battle.




Shaw


Fucking Jerry and Clarice dying on me like that. I had way too much to do to deal with their shit. I meant what I told Cassidy. I wasn’t going. She’d tried to bring it back up at lunch, but I’d shut that topic down. My only concern was her, Abe, and making Striker the best sports agency it could be. Likewise, the phone call I’d gotten this morning was all but forgotten as I threw myself into my work and took care of business in plenty of time to make a prompt appearance at Dr. Sparling’s office for our appointment.

When I’d entered his office, Jeremy was alone, customary cheesy smile in place. Today, he was all business in the front and party in the back with his mullet hairstyle. He was wearing canvas deck shoes without socks, a pair of white linen pants rolled up to bare his ankles, a matching sports coat with the sleeves pushed up past the elbows, and a baby-pink T-shirt underneath.

“Hey, Doc. Crockett and Tubbs called. They want their wardrobe back,” I told him with a chuckle.

He looked down at himself, taking a minute to get the Miami Vice reference before returning the laugh. “Huh, I never even noticed. I’ll just call it retro chic,” he said with a wink.

Or about thirty years too late, I thought to myself. “Where’s Cass?” I asked, surprised I’d beaten Miss Punctuality to our session.

“She won’t be joining us today.” He sat in his normal chair, smiling up at me.

“What do you mean, she won’t be joining us? Is she okay?” I started to pull out my phone to call her, but Doc Sparling stopped me.

“No, no, no, she’s fine,” he assured me. “This was her idea. Please, take a seat.”

I was confused as all get-out, but I found my spot on the couch and waited for him to get down to explaining what was up.

At my questioning look, he said, “Cassidy thought you might benefit from a little one-on-one with me today.”

“Why’s that?” I asked, though didn’t I already know the answer to that one?

“Well,” he began, crossing his legs. “She’s filled me in on the dynamics of the relationship you have with your parents, and she’s concerned about how it might be negatively impacting you as a whole.”

I rolled my eyes because of course she was. Before the strides she and I had made lately, I might have been pissed about her telling my business like that. But I’d gotten used to being exposed as of late. Her intentions were good, although unnecessary. “It’s not,” I said, simply.

Jeremy leaned forward in that way he did that made me feel like he was getting into my space. “Shaw, you just got a phone call regarding your parents’ well-being. Your father has passed away and your mother isn’t far behind, yet you don’t want to attend to the matter. It’s a classic case of avoidance.”

A short burst of humorless laughter came out of me. “So the therapist who’s gone out of his way to not fit the stereotype is now getting clinical on me, huh?”

It occurred to me that I’d probably just proven his point by addressing the fact that he was changing his M.O. rather than calling bullshit on what he’d said. It must have occurred to him, too, because he frowned in this pity-filled way, choosing not to defend himself and instead charging forward with his analysis.

“You’re avoiding dealing with this issue because it brings back unpleasant memories.”

With one leg stretched out and an elbow on the armrest, I propped my head up with two fingers at my temple and my chin resting on my thumb. “No, I’m avoiding dealing with it because I give as much of a damn about them as they gave about me.”

He wasn’t going to be dissuaded. “Shaw, your past is affecting your present and will continue to affect your future until you face it. The relationship issues between you and Cassidy are due, in large part, to your issues with your parents. And they will persist until you gain some sort of closure.”

How the hell did my parents kicking the bucket have anything to do with Cassidy and me? Besides, he was way off base. Cassidy and I were fine and dandy now.

“See, that’s where you’re wrong, Doc. Because Cassidy and I have resolved all of our issues.”

“No, you haven’t, not all of them. You’ve simply put a Band-Aid over the wound. But this isn’t some knee scrape, Shaw. This is a severed artery. Your severed artery. And whether you realize it or not, it’s affecting your relationship with Cassidy. Right now, you’re bleeding out under the skin. If you don’t stop it, if you don’t repair the artery and restore the flow, you’re going to have to keep putting Band-Aid after Band-Aid over that wound until eventually, you won’t need Band-Aids anymore at all because your relationship will be dead.”

“What the hell are you talking about, man? Fucking severed arteries, bleeding out, Band-Aids? I’m starting to think maybe I need to make a trip to the emergency room. You wanna call nine-one-one or should I?” I patted down my body, looking for the crimson pool that should’ve been staining my clothes and found none.

Talk about your graphic metaphors…

Dr. Sparling looked as frustrated as I’d ever seen him before. “Abandonment issues, Shaw.” More clinical bullshit.

“I don’t have abandonment issues, Doc,” I said, mocking him, “because my parents were never there to abandon me in the first place.”

“By not being there, they were abandoning you,” he said, qualifying his assessment. “And you may not realize it, but you were doing the same thing to Cassidy and Abe.”

“The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. That’s what you’re telling me?” My leg started to bounce and I could feel my blood pressure rise.

“No, I’m saying it’s learned behavior. You weren’t taught any differently.”

I shrugged. “So I’ll unlearn it.”

“I wish it were that simple.” He shook his head, saying, “Shaw, you’re going to have to fix your issues with your parents or you’re going to keep having issues with Cassidy. That’s the bottom line.”

“And the only way to do that is to go to Detroit and pull the fucking plug?”

“In a sense, yes,” he said, sitting forward with urgency. “If you’re angry with your mother and father, tell them you are. Tell them what you’ve become, who you’ve become, without their help or their love. Brag about yourself, about how you overcame the crappy hand you were dealt and won the jackpot with a woman and son who love you unconditionally.”

“Kind of hard to do when they’re dead, don’t ya think?”

Jeremy chilled, relaxing once again. “Maybe the fact that they can’t talk back is better. At least then, you won’t have to listen to them giving you one bullshit excuse after another for why they weren’t there for you.”

Well, that threw me for a loop. The doc never used swear words in our sessions. In fact, he had always oozed wholesomeness—like a Boy-Scout-helping-an-old-lady-across-the-street kind of wholesomeness. But he was wrong again. With a shake of my head, I gave him the sad truth. “Bullshit excuses would take too much effort on their parts anyway. I don’t think you understand how much of a shit they just don’t give.”

His shoulders sagged. “And that’s sad. Very sad. But be that as it may, you still need to confront them.”

“Why? It won’t make a difference. Besides, even if I did decide to go to Detroit, Jerry is fucking dead and Clarice is on life support, so not only will they not be able to say anything back, but they won’t be able to hear me either.”

“And that’s okay, too,” Jeremy said, assuming he’d gained some ground. “Because this isn’t for them, Shaw.” He sat forward to look me in the eye. “It’s for you. I know it sounds cliché, but the sooner you can get Jerry and Clarice’s skeletons out of your closet and into the ground, the sooner you can fill the space they occupied with happier memories of the people in your life who do love you.”

I sat there, quietly contemplating what he’d said. Maybe he and Cassidy were right. I’d gone through my life believing that chapter had been closed—hell, never even begun, for that matter. Now, I supposed, it might be possible that I’d just left it unfinished and skipped ahead, thinking it unimportant, only to find out it held the missing piece to a puzzle I couldn’t solve without it.

“Shaw?”

“Hmm? Yeah,” I told him, and then with an annoyed huff of defeat, “Fine. I’ll go.”

Jeremy sighed in relief. Evidently, he hadn’t believed he’d succeed. I wouldn’t have thought it either.

“But I’m only doing it because you and Cassidy will stay on my case, otherwise, and probably make me have to keep coming to see you every week.”

“I’ll try not to take that personally.” He laughed. “Whatever helps me help you, I’ll use it.”

I had zero doubt about it. Jeremy Sparling, Katya Minkov, and Cassidy Whalen—masters of manipulation, those three. They knew how to get what they wanted, and it seemed at least Jeremy and Cassidy wanted me to confront the two people who’d brought me into this world and then fucked it up from the start. I was going to do it. For Cassidy and Abe, and maybe even myself. Whether it helped or hurt or had no effect at all on my current situation remained to be seen, but at least no one would be able to say I wasn’t putting in my 110 percent toward this relationship.




CHAPTER 17




Shaw


The first-class flight from San Diego into Detroit was fine. The luxury limousine ride from the airport was comfortable. And the grand suite at the Westin Book Cadillac was, well, grand. But none of that mattered because I didn’t feel fine, or comfortable, or even grand. I felt numb, cold, and like an entirely different person from an entirely different world, like while the skin I was wearing belonged to me, neither it nor I belonged here. Nonetheless, I was here, and I just wanted to get my “obligation” over with so I could get back to where I belonged.

When I arrived at the hospital, the hallways were crowded with people of various walks of life with their own reasons for being there. Wading through them as best I could, I stopped at the information desk to get directions to the morgue to identify the body of my sperm donor. The thirtysomething female behind the computer was sweet and beyond helpful, despite the chaos surrounding her. I supposed it was like this every day and she’d grown immune to it.

Deep into the belly of the hospital, I went, where it was freezing and in desperate need of more lighting, something a little softer than the harsh glare of the fluorescents they were using. Seeing the dead body the attendant had pulled out of the freaking wall gave me a case of the heebie-jeebies, but once the sheet was pulled back, I did my duty with a curt nod. It was definitely Jerry Matthews.

Looking down at his corpse was too much like looking into a mirror. This man couldn’t have denied I was his son, no matter how much he’d probably wanted to. He was me, only gray and stiff with hard lines, too much scruff, unkempt hair, and deep wrinkles forged by his chosen lifestyle. Cause of death: a broken neck when he’d been ejected from the car after hitting a lamppost. He should’ve worn his seatbelt.

The next order of business was dealing with Clarice’s situation. The hospital staff had blown my fucking phone up to make sure I was on my way. So much so that I was on the verge of blocking their number. They either needed the bed or the government medical benefits had refused to pay for another day.

Cassidy had placed her fair share of phone calls to my cell, as well, offering words of encouragement. Her concern was legit, but I also suspected she was making sure I hadn’t chickened out.

While I was forced to deal with this bullshit, she was on her way to Maine to get our son. I should’ve been there with her. I should’ve been in Stonington, grabbing my little man up to toss him into the air and making myself sick on Abby’s cookies instead of playing the Grim Reaper for two wayward souls. I wasn’t even sure there was a God, but if he existed, I had to think he wasn’t going to be very happy with those two.

An elevator ride and a couple of turns later, I was stepping through the threshold to Clarice Matthews’s room. There were no vases of flowers—withered or alive—with cards wishing a speedy recovery on the designated shelves, no friends or relatives pacing outside the door wringing their hands and anxiously awaiting word from the staff. There was nothing. Because my parents had nothing and nobody. There was only me.

Moments after my arrival, a tall, lanky man dressed in tan khakis and a blue button-up with a long white lab coat over it came into the room. The blue stitching on the pen pocket gave him a label, much like what a mother would stitch into her son’s underwear. Not that my own mother had ever done any such thing.

“My name is Dr. Steven Kirschner, Mrs. Matthews’s attending physician,” he said, tucking a clipboard under his arm to offer his hand. “And you are?”

I shook his hand. “Shaw Matthews. Her son.”

“Ah.” He undocked the clipboard, clasping the edge of the thing with both hands and holding it with his arms stretched down his center, rocking back and then forward on his heels. “We weren’t sure whether you’d come.”

“Neither was I,” I answered honestly. “Tell me what I need to know. And don’t bother with all the medical jargon I’m not going to understand.”

He inhaled and exhaled a long breath as if preparing to say a mouthful. “She suffered blunt force trauma to her chest, causing irreparable damage to her heart and collapsing both lungs. There’s also a lot of swelling on the brain. Given her age, medical history, and other injuries sustained during the accident, it’s a miracle she survived at all.”

Yep, a mouthful. “So she’s basically dead. Is that what you’re telling me?”

I couldn’t tell if Dr. Kirschner was disturbed or relieved that I wasn’t tiptoeing around the bottom line. “What I’m telling you is that the only thing keeping her alive is the machine. We need your permission before we can end her suffering.”

“She’s suffering?” That caused something of a pang inside me. Though there was no love lost between my parents and me, I wouldn’t wish suffering on any human being.

The doctor shifted on his feet again, no doubt struggling to find the right words to ease what he thought would be a loving son’s emotional distress. “Perhaps that was the wrong choice of words. She can’t exactly suffer if she isn’t feeling anything at all. There is no chance of recovery. Leaving her on the machine is doing nothing but prolonging the inevitable.”

“Is that the paperwork?” I asked with a nod toward his clipboard.

“Yes,” he said with a grim nod. “But we can wait until—”

I grabbed it out of his hand, took the pen clipped to his pocket, and signed the damn thing on the dotted line. Handing it back to him, I didn’t look him in the eye. I was sure he was confused as to why it had been so easy for me, but he didn’t know me any better than the woman whose last, artificial breath I’d just signed away.

The doctor tucked the clipboard back under his arm. “I’m sorry for your loss, Mr. Matthews. I’ll give you some time to say your goodbyes.” And then he was gone, leaving me alone in a cold room with essentially the corpse of a woman who’d barely even acknowledged my existence.

Clarice Matthews. The woman who had birthed me. My mother. So why did I feel nothing at all as I looked down at her nearly lifeless body?

Her eyes were shut and there was a patch of gauze at her temple, no doubt covering the stitches from her head wound. Her normally gaunt cheeks were swollen and bruised, and her bleached-blond hair—dark mixed with gray at the roots—obviously hadn’t been dyed in a while. There were nicotine stains between the index and middle fingers of her left hand, and what part of her natural nail that showed through the pink chipped polish was a dingy yellow. She’d still been smoking. A mask was over her mouth with a tube attached to it that ran over her chest, off the bed, and connected to what I assumed was a respirator. If her lifeless appearance hadn’t proven the doctor’s fatal prognosis, the steady beep, beep, beep of the machines and the rhythmic rise and fall of her chest as oxygen was pumped into her lungs did.

Taking a seat in the chair placed by her bedside, I rested my arms on the bed rails and just looked at her. Perhaps I was searching for the words I was supposed to say to her that would set me free or give me closure or whatever. Either way, I hadn’t a clue where to start. God, I was glad Abe would never have to go through this.

Reaching into my back pocket, I pulled out my wallet and opened it to retrieve the photo of Abe and Cassidy from between the plastic sleeve. “I had a little boy. His name is Abraham. Abe,” I told her, tracing the outline of his chubby cheek. “Did you hear me? I said I’m a father. A real father, unlike Jerry.”

I paused, suddenly realizing what Cassidy had been trying to tell me all along, what Dr. Sparling had just pointed out in our last session. There was more to my likeness to Jerry than just looks. “Well, maybe I don’t spend as much time with Abe as I should, but I’m going to change that. Because he’s the most precious thing to me on this earth.”

I studied the picture, the tiny teeth that made his smile, the freckles that dotted his nose like his mother’s, the haphazard way that red cape hung from his shoulders.

“He’s into Superman and Batman and all those other superheroes. Most grandparents would know that about their grandchild, but you didn’t even know he existed. Care to guess who his favorite hero is?” Of course I didn’t get a response, didn’t expect one. “Me. He thinks I can do anything. You thought I could do nothing.”

I turned the picture toward Clarice’s unresponsive face. “See this woman here?” I asked, pointing to Cassidy’s image. “She’s his mother. Her name is Cassidy, and she’s the one who insisted I come here. I wasn’t going to, you know, but she always somehow manages to get me to do things I don’t want to do. She’s strong that way. Strong enough to keep my ass in line, that’s for sure. You’ve gotta respect a woman like that, right?”

Still no response. Not even an eye twitch.

“Yeah, well, you damn well better. She’s a far better mother to our son than you ever were to me. She’s amazing. And she loves me, though I don’t really deserve her. You know, she was the first person in my entire life to ever love me. You were supposed to be that person. Did you ever? When the doctor pulled me from your womb and laid me in your arms, did you love me then? Because I know when Abe was born…God, I thought my heart was going to explode because no way in hell was my chest big enough to contain the kind of love I felt when I first saw that kid. Still today, I think I should probably be wearing some med-alert bracelet or whatever, just in case. Did you look down at me the same way?”

No response.

“Did you ever feel anything at all for me?”

Still nothing but silence. This woman who’d given birth to me would never respond to my questions. But she didn’t need to because I already knew the answers. No, to all of the above.

I sat upright and returned the picture to my wallet before putting it back into my pocket. “You missed out,” I told her. “I’m a good man and a great father, despite your absence in my life. Hell, maybe even because of it. And I will never be anything like you and Jerry. Not for one second will I take for granted the gift I’ve been given in Cassidy and Abe. Not like you did. Not ever again.”

I stood, looking down at her weary face. “So goodbye, Mom. May God have more mercy on your soul than you had on your only child’s.”

I said nothing to the staff when I left, didn’t even spare them a glance, though I could feel their stares on my back. My feet still felt heavy as I traversed my way through the labyrinth of halls, and I wasn’t entirely sure that added heaviness wasn’t causing an exceeding of the weight limit for the elevator when I rode it down to the first floor in silence.

The limousine pulled into the pickup zone when I reached the doors. Good. The driver would definitely earn a tip for not making me have to wait. So I didn’t make him wait either. Waving off his offer to get the door for me, I jumped inside and slammed the thing shut. “Get me out of here,” I told him.

“Where to, sir?” he asked, pulling away from the curb.

Home would’ve been ideal. Back to my real family. But that couldn’t happen just yet, so I had some time to kill. “I want to go shopping,” I told the driver.

—

The phone call from the hospital came just a short while after I’d gotten back inside my room. Clarice had passed, peacefully. Roger that. So then I spent the rest of the afternoon and into the evening making the arrangements for a quick double burial—because apparently, that was my responsibility, too—which would take place the next day. All the sooner for me to get the hell out of this shithole and back where I belonged.

I’d also hired a company to do something about all the crap my folks had hoarded in their humble abode because I was sure their slumlord would want to rent out the decrepit space as soon as possible. The moving company could keep it, auction it off, give it away—I didn’t care so long as I didn’t have to deal with it. There certainly weren’t any cherished memories among the shit.

Nightfall came, and after scarfing down some room service, I scoured away the scum of the day, texted Cassidy an update, and then crashed, hard-core, before I even got a response from her.

A knock on my door the next morning was what woke me. I sat up, bleary-eyed, and stumbled toward the damn thing to go off on whatever cleaning person had ignored the Do Not Disturb sign I’d left hanging on the knob. But when I opened it, I was startled into the bright-eyed-bushy-tailed zone.

“Su’pwise!” my little man yelled from his mommy’s hip with a huge smile and the excited clapping of splayed hands. A chubby ball of excitement launched into my arms to hug my neck tight.

Half asleep, I managed to catch it, hugging my son back to make up for all the ones I’d missed while he was away. “Oh, my God, what are you doing here?”

Abe giggled at my shocked expression, saying, “Your hair wooks funny, Daddy!”

I was sure it did, seeing as how I’d fallen asleep with it wet, though I normally wore it in a messy style anyway. Still, I smoothed it.

Cassidy popped up on her tiptoes and kissed me. “Sorry we woke you,” she said, breezing past me and into the room. Had I been more awake, I would’ve taken the carry-on she was lugging over her shoulder.

“No, it’s okay,” I told her, croaky voice and all, as I shut us in and shuffled across the floor with my little boy in tow. “What are you doing here?” Abe was doing his best to wiggle out of my arms, so I sat him on his feet.

Before he could go tearing off into the other room of the suite, his mother grabbed him by the back of his shirt. “Hey, where do you think you’re going, mister?”

“To pway,” he said, like that should’ve been obvious.

“Mmm-hmm. More like going to find something to get into. Here.” Sitting on the sofa, she reached into the bag and pulled out a couple of superheroes. “Take your dolls with you.”

I hated it when she called them dolls. Boys didn’t play with dolls; they played with action figures. Dolls, action figures, didn’t matter. Abe still snatched them up and took off running.

“Cass, what are you doing here?” I asked again. Cozying up next to her on the couch, I seriously contemplated putting my head in her lap to fall back to sleep.

She drew her head back. “What kind of question is that? Your parents just died. Where else would I be?”

“I told you that you didn’t have to come.”

“I know you did, but Abe and I took a vote, and we won, so here we are,” she said with a quick shrug and victorious smile.

I gave her a scornful look. “You should’ve spent more time with your family. I can handle this on my own.”

She turned my head to face her, running her elegant fingers through my messy locks. “Shaw, you are our family, and families stick together through the good times and the bad. What you endure, so shall we. Because of that, because we have each other, we’ll all be stronger as a unit and as individuals. You don’t have to be on your own anymore. And you won’t be…ever again.”

I fucking loved my woman.

“Now,” she said, shoving me toward the other end of the sofa and pushing up her sleeves. “What do you want me to do?”

Face planted against the sofa’s arm, I groaned and then mumbled, “Nothing. It’s all been handled.”

“All of it?”

I nodded, my nose scrunching against the couch. “All of it. They’ll be buried this afternoon, and then I’m off the hook.”

“Funeral service?” she asked.

“No need.”

“Graveside service?”

“Nope.”

“Are you sure you’re okay with that?”

With a disgruntled huff, I sat up. “I’m positive, sweetness.”

“Okay. Well then, what are you going to wear to the cemetery?”

“Sweetness, no burial service,” I said, emphasizing each syllable since she clearly hadn’t heard me the first time.

She wasn’t amused. “And that’s fine, but we’re still going to the grave site to make sure they’ve been laid to rest properly, Shaw. So stop your whining and get dressed.”

Fine. I knew there was no use arguing with her. The woman was as persistent as a kid with a small bladder after guzzling a Super Gulp on a road trip. What I didn’t tell her was that I had to be there anyway to sign the paperwork for the cemetery.

—

Golden Pond Cemetery wasn’t anything special. In fact, there wasn’t even a pond. But it was cheap and clean, and the business manager was easy to deal with. And they were fast. I’d sent Cassidy and Abe to grab some lunch while I got the paperwork done, and by the time they’d gotten back, Jerry and Clarice were already in the ground.

I’d insisted upon Cassidy and Abe waiting at the car as I went over to the plots to lay the flowers my tenacious woman had picked up while they were out. Abe didn’t need to see the whole grave thing, and he was too young for me to explain who these people were in the first place. Perhaps I’d tell him when he got older and started asking questions. I didn’t know what I’d say about them, but I still had some time to figure that out.

Jerry and Clarice were buried next to each other, pinned to each other’s side in death as they had been in life. Placing the white lilies on their grave markers, I picked up a handful of dirt left over from the dig and tossed it on top of each mound. Of course it was wet, thanks to the burst of rain that had made a brief appearance, so now I was muddy. And that’s when it occurred to me: though there was soil beneath my fingernails, my hands were clean.

I’d given them a better home in death than they’d given me in life. They didn’t deserve it, but Cassidy was right: I wasn’t anything like them. My conscience was clear and I’d paid respect where respect hadn’t been earned. Suddenly, I felt weightless and everything became clearer, like a film of muck had been cleaned from my eyes. I supposed this was what closure felt like.

Relief. And a huge gasp of breath as the weight that had been pulling me under released its hold and I broke the surface of the water. The threat of drowning I’d been feeling despite the strides Cassidy and I had made was now gone.

There was nothing further left to say or do. So I turned my back on Jerry and Clarice Matthews and simply walked away.

Cassidy was standing next to Abe, who was sitting on the hood of the car. I couldn’t take my eyes off them as I watched them play. Cassidy had this glow about her, something angelic that I supposed every mother should have. A glow that Clarice never did. And Abe was happy. Truly happy. He would never feel like a burden. He would never feel like he was on his own. And he would never doubt what it feels like to love and be loved.

A grin I couldn’t help tugged at the corner of my mouth when Cassidy tickled our son’s ribs and I heard him laugh from somewhere deep inside his belly. Closer and closer they got, faster than they should have. It was then that I felt the first clue that my breaths were coming quick and hard, my arms and legs pumping, the horizon before me jumping up and down with a jarring motion. I couldn’t take my eyes off my family to verify what I already knew: I was running. I’d walked away from my past to run toward my future.

I slowed by the time I reached the car, coming to a stop before them and smiling even though Cassidy looked somber, as you’d expect one to be for another who’d just left his parents’ grave site. She picked up our son and settled him on her hip. “Hey. Are you okay?”

I kissed Abe on the forehead with a loud smack. “Yep! I just had a thought,” I told her.

“Uh-oh,” she said, wary.

But that didn’t stop me from forging ahead, wagging a finger at her as I said, “I think it’s time you made an honest man out of me.”

She hiked Abe up farther on her hip with a confused chortle. “What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about you getting the milk for free for long enough. It’s time you bought the cow.”

She laughed, shaking her head. “You’re not making any sense.”

“Yeah? You need me to be clearer?” I leaned in, whispering into her ear so that Abe couldn’t hear me. “You…fucking my brains out without any sort of commitment. It’s gotta stop. If you like it, then you better put a ring on it.”

Cassidy drew back, an amused sort of confusion about her. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

“Excuse me, little man. Daddy’s got something to do.” I slipped my hands under Abe’s arms, removing him from his mommy’s hip and then sitting him on the hood of the car beside her.

When I dropped to one knee, Cassidy’s hands flew to her mouth, and then I pulled the little black box I’d picked up the afternoon before from my pocket. Opening it, I gave her a moment to inspect the antique diamond ring inside. Big, fat teardrops welled in her eyes as she looked down at my token of forever.

With shaking hands, a trembling voice, and no clue what I’d say, I let go and gave my heart the lead. “I don’t think it comes as much of a surprise when I say that with the exception of our son, I have never loved anyone in my entire life. Maybe that’s because no one had ever loved me. Until you. You were my first, you are my only, and you will be my always…till death do us motherfucking part.”

She laughed through her tears, not even bothering to scold me for using foul language in front of Abe.

“You are my partner in business, you are my partner in parenting, and you are my partner in the bedroom, so it only makes sense for you to be my partner in every other way. What do you say, sweetness? Will you marry me?”

She shrugged. “Yeah, sure. I guess I can do that.”

Abe giggled and then started clapping. “Yay!”

“Well, don’t do me any favors,” I told her, getting off my knee to square off with the woman I’d poured out my heart to, just to get a “Yeah, sure, whatever” in return.

Before I could really let her have it, Cassidy fisted my shirt and yanked me forward. “Shut up, Shaw….You had me at ‘till death do us motherfucking part.’ ”

Her lips crashed into mine with a kiss that was far too hot for a giggling Abe to witness, but I wasn’t about to stop her. Wrapping her up, I crushed her against me with an intensity that matched our kiss, desperate to hold on to her and never let go. Because without Cassidy Whalen, there was nothing left to hold on to anyway.

She was the one who finally had to break the kiss, but I still clutched her to me, not ready just yet to let anything more than her sweet breaths come between us and this moment. Her forehead rested against mine, so that all I could see was the sexy little smirk she wore on those delicious lips. “I knew I’d eventually wear you down, Matthews.”

“Oh, you did, did you?” My cheeks hurt and my heart was about to burst out of my chest, but I wasn’t about to let her half-ass this any more than she’d ever let me half-ass anything I’d done since the day we’d met. “So, was that supposed to pass as a yes, Whalen?”

“Hmm,” Cassidy hummed in contemplation, and then turned toward Abe. “What do you think, Abey Baby? Should Mommy marry Daddy?”

The smile on my little man’s face was big enough to split the heavens and break my heart in two at the same time. He nodded emphatically, his little head practically bouncing off his shoulders with his joyful giggle.

“Well, there you have it,” Cassidy said when she turned back to me. Her expression grew serious, her eyes full of every wonder in the world as she gazed into mine. Time stood still for the long moment she regarded me, her fingers lovingly playing with the hair at the back of my neck in contemplation. And then she sighed. “I would love nothing more than to be your wife, Shaw Matthews. Of course I’ll marry you.”

The birds in the trees chirped a little louder, the breeze across my skin felt a little warmer, the sun grew a little brighter, and the colors of the world around us became a little richer. All of that cliché stuff happened in the span of the five seconds it had taken Cassidy to make me the happiest man on earth, and I realized that was because until this moment, I’d been walking around with a veil over my eyes, seeing nothing more than a blurred version of a reality that was mine for the taking if only I’d reach out and grab ahold of it. So I did. And I was never letting it go.




EPILOGUE




Cassidy


Stonington, Maine, was not only my hometown, but it was also the place where Shaw and I had finally realized our feelings for each other ventured beyond the realm of lust and into the mystical kingdom of love. We’d conceived our first child there, weathered a hurricane of epic proportions, and Shaw had found his surrogate family, my family. So it only made sense that it was where we should make it all official with a fairy-tale wedding. Our fairy-tale wedding, which meant it was every bit as conventional as our relationship had been from the beginning, in that it wasn’t conventional in the least.

About a year after the likewise-unconventional proposal of marriage from Shaw, our knot had been tied. It had been a beautiful wedding out on the lawn of the Whalen House at night, with twinkling lights strung up in the trees, antique lanterns dangling from iron rods, and floating paper candles littering the calm water of the bay. A mild ocean breeze kept the summer night light and airy, only adding to the ambience of the most perfect day of my life.

I’d walked the aisle to the tune of Bruno Mars’s “Marry You,” against Ma’s wish for the traditional wedding march, and more comfortable with my body now, I’d worn a simple strapless beach dress with a sweetheart neckline that showed off my bust and a breezy gauze skirt that ended above the knee. And yes, it was white, also against Ma’s wishes. Abe had been the ring bearer, wearing a cute little suspender-shorts suit set of khaki seersucker with a hat and tie to match and his Superman cape proudly blowing in the wind. Da had walked me down the aisle, looking dapper in his cream-colored suit and tie, the first time I’d ever seen him in one. And Shaw had been waiting for me at the end in a white linen shirt—unbuttoned at the top to show off a glimpse of his toned chest—and matching pants. But all I’d seen was his smile, and the brief darting of his tongue across his bottom lip and the adjustment of the front of his pants when he saw me, which our guests seemed to have missed because they were looking at me.

Everyone we loved and cared for was present, friends and colleagues alike. The whole town of Stonington was booked solid, with our nearest and dearest staying at the Whalen House with us, of course. It was all hands on deck. Ma was a busy bee, and that was exactly how she liked it. Abby, when she wasn’t spoiling Shaw and Abe rotten, had been a tremendous help as usual. Casey and Mia had pitched in to help keep everyone comfortable, and many of the townspeople had lent a helping hand to get all of the preparations in place.

The I do’s were said, because he did and I did, and the whole legal part of our binding had gone off without a hitch or even a misfire from Da’s shotgun. Moments after the wedding—and a toe-curling kiss to seal the deal—we were introduced to the world as Mr. and Mrs. Shaw Matthews. Well, I was going to keep my last name since I was the only remaining Whalen to carry it on, but Shaw was okay with that.

Sitting at the bride and groom’s table with our closest friends, I looked around at all our loved ones and smiled. I couldn’t help but feel an amazing sense of pride and completion, like we’d all come full circle.

The Ingrams—Marcel, Camille, and Vale—had even made the long trek from their new home in Texas to share in our happiness. Marcel had become Shaw’s number one. Fitting, since he’d also gone number one in the draft, signing a very generous contract with Dallas, thanks to Shaw.

Sasha had given birth to a beautiful little girl, whom they’d named Holly. Landon was wrapped so tight around his little princess’s finger, even though she was only four months old, that it melted my heart every time I saw the quiet soldier of war with her. Though he was never ostentatious about it, everyone within a mile of the two most important females in his world could feel Landon’s protectiveness. No one would ever get within distance to cause them any harm, and if someone did, I could imagine a quick snap of the neck, Liam Neeson–style.

Denver and Quinn had adopted a little girl from Guatemala, Rocklynn, who had just reached the terrible threes. Though it had been a tradition in Denver’s family to name their children after a city in their home state of Colorado, Rocklynn had been a compromise. Quinn had refused to name her Rock Ford Rockford. Denver had still given her the nickname he’d wanted, Rocky, which was fitting because she was a little rambunctious tomboy, always climbing her quarterback father for a rough-and-tumble wrestling match.

And then there were Chaz and Demi. God, I felt horrible for them. They’d wanted a baby of their own so bad, but month after month, the tests had come up negative. The stress levels had been high, and all of that getting their hopes up only to have them dashed had taken a toll on their relationship. So they’d given up, because having a child isn’t worth losing the one you love in the process.

It had to have been especially hard for them to see Mia’s belly, swollen with child, and the way Casey rubbed on it every chance he got, cooing to his unborn baby. Casey and Mia were a match made in heaven, and it warmed my heart to see my best friend so happy and in love. Casey had never been mine and I had never been his, we’d simply been keeping each other company until our soulmates arrived.

Wade and Monty were living out their dream retirements without a care in the world now that Shaw and I had taken over things with Striker Sports Entertainment. He and I worked together like a well-oiled piece of machinery, juggling the business end of things with clients and employees while also being the best parents we could be.

Abe had been sleeping on his own every single night since the day we’d returned from Detroit. I was so incredibly proud of him. Always eager to please his parents, he’d taken the change with ease. Especially after Shaw had explained to him that it was his duty to help him transition from a little boy into a little man, and little men did not sleep with their mommies. Abe had this whole hero-worship thing for his daddy, so whatever he said was like martial law. I was sure it had helped that Daddy was now reading to him every night.

Yes, Shaw was an outstanding father, always attentive, always present. His family came before anything and everything now. In fact, if I really added things up, I bet he spent more time with Abe than even I did.

Things weren’t perfect between us. Every couple has their issues, and given the amount of passion Shaw and I put into everything we did, there was no way to avoid a scuffle here and there. We were still seeing our relationship coach, Dr. Jeremy Sparling, to keep things on an even keel, though we’d cut back the appointments to once a month.

As for our sex life…I smirked to myself. Yeah, no issues in that department. Shaw always, always made sure I was well satisfied, which wasn’t to say there weren’t times when he got his and I didn’t, or that I got mine and he didn’t. It was a game we liked to play. Being denied was a torture well worth getting even for in the end, and the buildup to taking what had been denied was a form of foreplay we’d come to really enjoy.

Dr. Katya Minkov had done her duty in reigniting the fizzling flame into an all-out inferno. We owed her a lot. In fact, in the morning, we were going to visit her for a long overdue vacation/honeymoon. I could hardly wait to see what she’d have in store for us. Even if everything about Katya, including the location of her establishment, hadn’t been so hush-hush, we’d still continue to lie to our friends and family about where we were honeymooning. Some things were better kept between couples, and this was our own dirty little secret.

“Ouch! You little stinker!” Sasha laughed down at a nursing Holly nuzzling her breast.

The ever-protective daddy jumped to attention, not that he’d ever relaxed his guard. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. She just has a tight suction,” Sasha said, easing his worry.

“I’m glad I didn’t have to breast-feed,” Quinn commented, as if that were ever a possibility. “Rocky! Stop that!” His voice was low so as not to alert the whole list of guests to his tomboy daughter’s social faux pas of lifting the skirt of her pretty pink dress over her head. Rocky only giggled in response, dancing around in a circle to show off the cute bloomers she wore beneath. Denver whirled in to save the day, sweeping his baby girl off her feet to place them on his own for a daddy-daughter dance.

Mia’s hand flew to her chest as she looked on at them. “Oh, my God! That’s adorable! I wish we were having a little girl.” Casey and Mia had learned they were having a boy, news that Casey was very happy to hear because now he’d have a son of his own to pass down his family’s legacy.

Quinn exhaled a frazzled breath and sunk into his chair. “Take that one.”

“Quinn!” Demi yelled at him because of course she’d be sensitive to someone offering to give his child away when she couldn’t have one.

“What? Oh, I don’t mean it. I’m just saying she’s a handful, is all. I need some R-and-R from my little R-and-R.” He laughed at his own play on Rocklynn’s initials. “I’m constantly chasing her around, and she always wants to wrestle, thanks to my big brute of a husband,” he said, waving toward Denver. “I blame him. He gets her all riled up, and then I’m the one who has to play the bad guy. She’s going to hate me.”

“No, she isn’t.” I patted his hand, doing my best to reassure him. “They call it the terrible twos for a reason.”

“She’s three,” he corrected.

“And it’ll last until she’s four or five, but she will grow out of it. And if she doesn’t, put her in jujitsu classes or something. Mixed martial arts as a sport is growing in popularity more and more every day. We’ve even signed a few of those athletes at Striker.”

“Oh, hell. Look at me complaining about my baby and being insensitive,” he said, frowning across the way at Demi. “I’m sorry, Demi.”

“Huh?” Demi’s head popped up, her concentration on fiddling with the stem of her champagne flute broken.

Her very full champagne flute. I furrowed my brow in contemplation. Demi could keep up with even my da when it came to kicking them back, but I couldn’t recall her asking for any refills.

Chaz leaned over her shoulder, his hand disappearing beneath the table and moving back and forth. “You good, little mama?” he said under his breath, but she was beside me, so I heard him loud and clear.

With a loud gasp, I sat back. “Say it right now, Demi Renée!”

“Say what?” she asked, looking around when she saw we’d drawn the attention of all our friends.

“You know what!”

“Cass, you’re making a scene,” she said under her breath.

“And it’s going to get even bigger if you don’t spill! You haven’t touched that champagne, and I heard and saw what Chaz just said and did.”

Quinn sat forward, eyes wide with excitement though he didn’t know what was happening. “What? What?”

Sasha popped Holly off her boob and handed her over to Landon. “Demi, what aren’t you telling us?”

“Just tell ’em,” Chaz prodded her.

“No! It’s Cassidy and Shaw’s big day,” she said out the corner of her mouth to him. Yep, I could still hear them.

“Say it, or I will,” I warned her.

“Okay, fine! I’m pregnant!”

Sasha and Quinn gasped much like I had when I’d figured it out. “Why didn’t you tell me!” Sasha yelled at her.

“Because we wanted to make sure everything was going to go okay with the pregnancy first, and by the time we were sure, it was time for Cass and Shaw’s wedding, so I didn’t want it to seem like I was trying to trample all over that.”

“Shut up!” I screeched. “This is the best wedding gift ever!”

I hugged her, hard, and then backed off, worried that I might somehow cause something to go wrong if I didn’t.

“How far along are you?” Quinn asked.

“Twelve weeks, and everything looks very normal and healthy. I twisted the doc’s arm until he agreed to give us two ultrasounds to be sure.”

Knowing Demi, she probably meant that literally.

“Well, congratulations!” I squealed, excited for two of our very best friends. After all the heartache they’d endured they were finally going to get to have their little bundle of joy.

I scanned the room, finding my Abey Baby at his mimi and pop-pop’s table, while the woman he was named after, Abby, was feeding him full of cake and cookies. Laughing to myself, I shook my head because, hey, all that sugar-induced hyperactivity was going to be her problem for the night.

“Ladies and gentlemen, may I have your attention?” the MC boomed. “Please clear the floor for the bride and groom’s first dance.”

I was caught off guard when Michael Jackson’s duet with Justin Timberlake, “Love Never Felt So Good,” began. Where I had been in charge of choosing our wedding song, Shaw had been in charge of the one for our first dance.

I shook my head at him when he stood and offered his hand. “I can’t dance to this, Shaw.” I laughed.

“You can with me in the lead. You still haven’t learned that sometimes it’s okay to follow, woman?” A playful smirk of challenge graced his gorgeous lips.

Challenge accepted, I stood, allowing him to guide me out onto the dance floor. Once we’d found our place with one of my hands in his, another on his shoulder, and his other on my waist, I told him, “I will follow you anywhere.” And then, whoosh, I was swept off my feet.

Shaw twirled me round and round in long strides, his maneuvers so graceful that I felt as if my feet never touched the ground until finally we stopped, and I was forced to lift one foot into the air when he took me in for a deep dip. The town of Stonington erupted into applause, and if I hadn’t been holding so tight to him while dangling so precariously close to the ground beneath me, I might have done some clapping of my own.

The man of the hour brought me back upright, and before I had the chance to regain my bearings, his lips were on mine for a scorching kiss that left nothing to the imagination as to how we’d be spending our honeymoon night. Many aww’s and wolf whistles later, I was laughing up at him, my cheeks frozen from the enormous smile I couldn’t quite get under control. But who needed control when a man like Shaw Matthews was holding you with strong arms and twirling you around and around so much that everything else became a blur?

Standing there with him, quite drunk on love, the rest of the world whizzed by in an attempt to catch up with us. Eventually, it did, but though my equilibrium had returned, Shaw still held me tight. Swaying back and forth to a slow dance despite the upbeat tempo, we looked into each other’s eyes.

“Are you happy, husband?”

“Very happy and extremely anxious to get you back to our room and out of that dress. How about you, wife?”

I would’ve blushed and maybe even looked around to be sure my da or our son hadn’t overheard him, but I’d stopped worrying about that sort of thing a year ago, thanks to the man before me and a naughty therapist, who wasn’t a therapist at all, named Katya Minkov. “I don’t ever want to be anywhere other than in your arms…naked,” I tacked on.

“Let’s go now.” He pulled away to drag me along behind him.

Luckily, I was able to stop him with a hard tug on his arm. “No! Ma would kill us!”

Shaw took me into his arms again, looking down at me with a mischievous grin. “Then I would die a happy, very satisfied man.” He did this sexy wink thing that made me go weak in the knees.

Canting my head to the side, I was serious when I asked, “If you die first, promise you’ll come back to haunt me? Because if you don’t, I know I won’t be far behind you.”

“Sweetness…” He paused, seemingly not able to speak as he swallowed thickly and then shook his head. “Even if I’m not here in the flesh, my soul will forever be tethered to yours. Because that’s where my home is. You are my home.”

I might have swooned a little bit with that, but Shaw was there to catch me. Just like he always would be because he was my hero.

The kiss that followed his declaration made me feel like Shaw had sprouted wings to whisk me away to a place that was high above the noise and commotion of the party. Behind my closed eyes, we were floating among a sea of stars where we were the moon, the Earth was our world, and the sun was the love we shared that kept it all moving in perfect synchronicity. When his lips pulled away, I opened my eyes to see our feet were firmly planted on the ground, but all those stars were still present in the deep blue galaxy staring back at me.

This was what happiness and contentment felt like, and Shaw felt it, too.

“Tell me,” I told him.

Shaw smiled down at me and my heart skipped a beat. He was such a beautiful man. “I am so in love with you,” he said, and I felt and saw the truth of his words.

I sighed, full of contentment. “And yet, it’s still not as much as I’m in love with you.”

“Respectfully, Mrs. Matthews, I disagree. You forget you rescued me,” he countered.

“And you, Mr. Matthews, forget you rescued me from myself.”

“Draw?” he offered, and I accepted with a nod.

The whole world melted away again when he pulled me in closer. Resting my cheek on his chest, I let him guide me along with no thought as to my next move. His heartbeat was the music I danced to, his scent was my comfort, and his arms were the cocoon of my everything because, right here and right now, nothing else mattered.

We were where we needed to be. Our son was where he needed to be. Our friends and family were where they needed to be.

And so there was nothing left for us to do, but to live happily ever after.



This book is dedicated to a mighty man who made me see that the importance of winning is so I’m never beaten again. You are my soulmate, my peace of mind, my Kansas, my home. I love you.
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