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The rules of Society X are simple . . . break them and you're out.

 

Rule #1 - No names

 

It doesn't matter if you want to know, it's forbidden.

 

Rule #2 - No exchanging numbers

 

It doesn't matter if you want to call, it's forbidden.

 

Rule #3 - Everything is to remain strictly anonymous.

 

It doesn't matter if you want to tell, it's forbidden.

 

The Dark Room is the only place you can live out your fantasies and no one will ever know it’s you.

 

For Parker, what started out as a business transaction has turned into an addiction.

 

For Mia, it's been a chance to discover who she truly is.

 

What happens in the dark will have you begging for more . . .


 

 

 

 

To Kim & Yvette

Thank you for always being in our corner.

 

Amy, Audrey, Kelli, Tammy & Veronica

Everything that you do for us does not go unnoticed.

Thank you! You guys rock!
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Never in a million years did I think I’d be pulling into the parking lot of Society X; the whole sex club scene just isn’t for me. I have far too much to lose if I’m caught with my pants around my ankles. And if it weren’t for my fraternity brother, Bryce Adams, I wouldn’t be here. But when a brother calls, you come running . . . even if it’s to a place where you could lose your life savings and A-list clientele.

Bryce is offering me an investment deal. One he says will only come along once in a lifetime. In college, he’d had this harebrained scheme none of us thought would take off. The first thing the brilliant jackass did was Trademark his idea. Then, with a ferocity none of us knew he possessed, he not only chased after his dream, he accomplished it. However, considering the nature of the business, banks won’t touch him.

That's where I come in.

After my grandfather died, I inherited his company. Ward Enterprises is a Fortune 500 who buys or invests in companies in financial ruin, keeping them afloat until we decide to sell our stock back; or if the market is treating us well, we stay on and take profit.

Society X doesn’t exactly meet any of the aforementioned situations, but that doesn’t mean Ward Enterprises isn’t interested—even dirty money is money.

Before I can knock on the door marked Employees Only, it swings open and Bryce greets me with a hug. Stepping back, I take him in: holey jeans, black dress shoes, white button down, and a mop top full of blond locks. Not a single thing has changed about him since college, except for the fact he’s now a rich, horny motherfucker.

“Man, look at you.” I shake my head at his attire and smile.

“Fuck off, bro. You’re in a three-piece?”

“That’s because I have to meet with fucknuts like you all day.”

He barks out a laugh and holds the door open for me to enter. Coming here, I’d expected to walk into a dark hallway permeated with the stench of sex, so I’m pleasantly surprised to find a pristine entryway lined with Andy Warhol paintings.

“I thought you fucked for a living?”

“Nah, not me. But my employees do. Well, some of them do. Some don’t. I’m getting ahead of myself. Let me show you.” The hallway opens up into a network of passages and we take a series of turns until he’s typing in a code and opening a door. When we step through, there’s an entryway with blacked out windows, a coatroom, and a pay station. “For you to get the full effect, we need to start at the beginning.”

“I’m listening.”

“All visitors—both men and women—filter through this door.” He points behind me and I nod. “They pay and check all personal items over there. There are absolutely no cell phones, cameras, or any recording devices allowed past this point. Most people who have been here before leave their shit in their cars.

“When they’re done here, they have a choice of one of two doors: Men or Women. They pick their door and enter, waiting for an usher to meet them at the end of the walkway.”

Bryce opens the door to women. Thank God. I’m not sure I can stomach watching men grind their banana hammocks all over women, at least not after the lunch I had. He waves to the man standing at the end of the short walkway, which is filled with pictures of the dancers and merchandise they have for sale.

“This isn’t open seating. The earlier you arrive, the better your seats. We have ushers on each side who will seat you and your party. The last thing I need are crazy bitches starting fights in my club.”

There’s a partition blocking the view from the walkway, so the only way to see who is in the club or on stage is by being escorted in. I guess it saves them from having peeping toms who are getting off in line.

As soon as I step around the partition, the floor plan opens up. In the center of the room is the stage, complete with a pole and a half-naked chick hanging from it. At the back, there is a row of private, half-circle booths. Most of them seat four people, while some are put together for larger parties. Everything is decorated in white, making it appear pristine.

“What’s with the mirrors?” I ask, curious as to why they would line the walls with floor to ceiling mirrors.

“Lap dances are a bit more exciting when you can watch her grind on your cock from all angles. It’s a fetish thing.”

“I see.” I say it, but I don’t really mean it, because this is definitely not my scene. I’ve never had to pay for sex or come looking for carnal entertainment.

“The men’s side has an identical set up, but it’s the center I need to show you. Actually, it’s because of the center I can’t go to the bank and ask for a loan to expand. Follow me.”

He has me intrigued. Following him down the hall, I notice there are both male and female restrooms. The thought hadn’t occurred to me that women probably come here too.

Coming to yet another door, Bryce types in a code. From what I’m gathering, everything outside these walls is secured and with limited access, which is a huge selling point.

“The hallways intersect and are designed for employees only.” We walk a few feet until we come to three doors marked 1, 2, and 3. “No one is allowed back here without an escort. Doors leading in and out of this area are monitored by camera and locked with a keypad. And only certain staff members are allowed access.

“These rooms are for members who we’ve tagged as elite. They fill out an application, something they can only do one time. If chosen, they have access to a room with a reservation.”

“What are these rooms?”

“Sex rooms – all done consensually and without cost.”

“You let people have sex in here for free?” How would he make money if that’s the case? The cover charge is only fifteen dollars, with a one drink minimum per table requirement.

“Membership fees. If you’re chosen to become a Society X member, you have to pay a monthly fee and are given either a necklace or a bracelet. It’s how you know who’s eligible for a little extra party. The process to become elite is strict, though. Women get one free fuck and it’s up to the partner to provide feedback on her abilities. If she’s a dud, her application is tossed aside, but if she lets her inhibitions go and rocks your fucking world, we want to keep her around.”

“And what about the women, are they providing feedback on the men?”

“Of course,” Bryce says with a shrug. “But if they’re getting their big O, most women won’t complain. They may, however, request that they not encounter that particular guy again.”

“I see.” I’m trying to comprehend how all of this is legal and what the ramifications would be if I were to invest and the club gets raided. “You’re running a brothel.”

Bryce shakes his head adamantly. “The sex is free. You’re paying a membership fee to the club, which includes private dances, house drinks, and the VIP section. If you choose to take a patron or dancer into a room for some one-on-one time – it’s completely legal. I wouldn’t ask you to do this if we’d run the risk of getting shut down by the Feds.”

I’m still not convinced, but I’m also not one to give up on a business deal until I’ve had a chance to dot my I’s and cross my T’s. Each transaction is different and they need to be treated as such. “Let me see the rooms.”

Bryce walks to door three and types in the code. Upon entering, I immediately want to leave, but hold my footing. The walls are painted a deep purple, almost black. There’s a padded table in the center of the room with chains dangling from the sides. Hanging from the wall are an assortment of whips, chains and other things such as candles, feathers and a saw-horse contraption.

“People come in here a lot?”

“It’s one of our most booked rooms because you’re allowed to get your freak on without anyone knowing. People know if they break the rules, they’re out. There are no second chances at Society X.”

“What are the rules?”

“No names or numbers, everything is anonymous. Each member enters a room at their own risk.”

I nod, understanding why those rules would be in place. The thought intrigues me – the ability to have anonymous sex without the hassle of getting to know someone. “Are all of the rooms the same set up?”

“Nah, man. We got a little something for everyone. I’ll show you.” We go to the door marked with the number two. “This is the viewing room. You set your scene and watch it play out. We have a couple who has been married for a few years, but the husband has issues getting it up so he comes in here to watch his wife get fucked.”

This room is completely different from the first. The walls are lighter and instead of a table, there’s a circular couch facing the back wall. The wall is covered in red velvet curtains framing a stage. And right fucking now, on that stage, are two women sharing a double-headed dildo.

“Should we be in here?” I ask under my breath, unable to take my eyes off the ladies.

He nods to the women who are watching us as they fuck each other. “Of course. They work here, and wanted to give you a little show.” He looks at me with a cocked eyebrow and laughs. He knows I’m turned on. I’d have to be dead to not find two women fucking sexier than hell.

“What about hygiene?” The question is a cover. I need to get out of this room before I whip my cock out and find out which woman wants to suck me off. Fuck, I’d take them both and let one sit on my face while the other rides me.

“We have a cleaning service that comes in after each use and disinfects the room. As far as the patrons go, everything is at your own risk, so cover your junk up.”

“You know I could never—”

“Yeah, yeah . . . I’ve had a lot of men say this isn’t for them. But it’s all about releasing pent up stress. Having sex with a stranger is the most exhilarating experience of your life. Take those girls up there.” He pointed to the stage. “I know you want to get in the middle of that shit and find out which one sucks cock better; it’s in our nature. Society X lets you embrace it.”

“I can see that.” The women toss the dildo aside and assume the sixty-nine position, making my cock ache. Bryce slaps me on the shoulder, laughing. He knows I’m sold.

“Come on. If you like this room, you’ll fucking love the dark room.”


[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

“Mia, would you hurry up! We’re gonna be late.” Rachel bangs on the door and I swing it open.

“Calm your tits, I’m done.”

Eyes wide, she rakes them down my body, which is wrapped in a tight red dress and matching heels. My blonde hair is curled in waves down my back. I even put makeup on for the first time in ages, as being co-owner of a gym with my brother, Andrew, wearing makeup isn’t essential to my job. Not when I spend most of it sweating and teaching exercise classes.

“Hot damn. I don’t think I’ve seen you look this good since . . .”

“Since Zac?” I finish for her.

She sighs and walks the rest of the way into my room, her hips swaying in her cute blue dress. “I didn’t mean it like that. It’s just, we used to have so much fun pre-douchenozzle era. I just thought that now you got rid of the bastard, you’d go back to your normal self.”

I don’t even know what that is anymore. It feels good to get up every morning and help other women find their goals in life, to help them appreciate themselves.

When I’d found my ex, cock deep in another woman, I stood there like a fucking idiot. I knew her. She was one of the high-powered attorneys who worked in his law firm. Miss Big Tits then had the gall to explain how I wasn’t good enough for him, that I wasn't on their level. Well, I made damn sure she got on my level by punching her square in the jaw and watching her fall to the floor. Ever since then, Zac has been relentlessly trying to get me back and it’s exhausting. Andrew banned him from the gym, which is why I spend all my time there; it’s the one place he can’t get to me.

Grabbing my purse, I take one last look in the mirror. Rachel is behind me and I smile. She’s been my best friend since high school and hasn’t changed a bit. We’re both twenty-five years old, but she’s the only one still in college, trying to get her Masters in Psychology. I have a Clothing Design degree and would loved to pursue it, but my brother needed my help so I put my dreams on hold to help him go after his. Maybe it was time I thought about myself for a change.

“Why are you smiling like that?” She stares at me like I’ve lost my mind.

“I think you might be right. I haven’t been myself lately, and I think it’s time I figure out who I am again. However . . .” I say, hating the thought of where we were about to go, “do I have to do it tonight? Why the hell did Stacey want to have her bachelorette party at Society X?”

She bursts out laughing and grabs my arm. “I knew you’d try to chicken out. Come on, it’ll be fun. You used to go to clubs with me all the time. It’s no different now; we’re just wiser and hotter.”

We walk downstairs and I lock the door behind us as we step out. The night is cool—a perfect night to sit outside and watch the stars—but instead, I have to go to a strip club. Rachel pulls out her keys, but I snatch them away and drag her to my own car. “I’m driving tonight. That way, I know we have a way home.”

She snorts. “I’m not going to get drunk. I have a term paper due on Monday.”

“Whatever you say, Rach.” I laugh.

Twenty minutes later, we’re in downtown Portland. The club is in an upscale part of town, right on the Willamette River, with a line from the front door wrapping all the way around the side.

“Holy hell, how are we going to get in?” I gasp.

“We’re on the special guest list tonight. We can walk right up to the door.”

I'm able to squeeze my little Acura into one of the tight parking spaces. “Alright, let’s go. Hopefully, my car won’t be dented all to hell when we get out.”

Rachel takes my hand, pulling me to the front of the club. “It won’t. Tonight’s going to be awesome. Now promise me you’ll have some fun.”

We walk around the side of the building and I groan. “I promise.”

There are two guys at the door, one monitoring the long line, and the other who’s standing with a clipboard. Rachel rushes up to the guy with the clipboard and smiles. He’s dressed in a tux and he grins when she stops in front of him. “Good evening, I’m Rachel Bingham and this is Mia Hudson. We should be on the list for Stacey Chamber’s bachelorette party.”

“Let’s see, Ms. Bingham,” he says, looking over the list. When he spots our names, he steps out of the way and points inside to another guy wearing the same style tux. “Enjoy your night, ladies. Jacob will be your escort tonight. He’s the one handling Ms. Chamber’s party.”

“Thank you,” Rachel gushes.

Jacob smiles as we approach, holding out a small bin. “Ladies, if you don’t mind, we require all electronic devices be checked for the duration of your visit. Everything will be safely locked away, so there’s no need to worry about anyone stealing your belongings.”

Rachel puts her phone in the bin and nods for me to do the same. Sighing, I give in and hand them my phone. He writes down our names and numbers, then passes both bins to a woman, who types in a code at a door down the hall and disappears behind it.

Grinning, Jacob opens a door that says Men and waves us in. “Are you ready?”

Rachel nods emphatically and grabs my arm.

Here we go.

The music is loud, but it’s not to the point where you have to scream to be heard. There’s a wall to my right that blocks the main room from view, but I can already hear my friends on the other side.

I nudge Rachel. “Sounds like Stacey’s having fun already.”

“Probably because she’s getting one hell of a lap dance.”

We turn the corner and Jacob escorts us to a private room, where Stacey is, indeed, getting a lap dance. “Wow,” is all I can say.

Jacob chuckles low and leans in close. “Enjoy.”

Rachel freezes in awe. “Holy shit, the dude is hard as a rock. And I’m not talking about his washboard abs.”

Our friend, Meredith, waves us over to the seats beside her. She’s Stacey’s younger sister, but she looks nothing like her. Stacey is two years older, and Meredith is our age. Stacey has voluptuous curves, while Meredith is more of an athletic build. We all ran in the same circles growing up and it is good to see them again. “Isn’t this awesome?” she squeals.

Rachel nods excitedly. “It’s freaking amazing. I’m so jealous right now.”

Stacey is lying flat on the table with her legs spread open, while the dancer thrusts his hips into her. His cock is rock hard and protruding out of his thong, making the women in our party rabid. It’s like watching a live porno. Stacey seems to like it, judging by the way she’s grabbing his backside and thrusting her hips.

“I hope Alex doesn’t find out about this,” I say.

Meredith rolls her eyes. “Please, he’s over on the women’s side with his friends.” If this is going on over here, I can only imagine what is going down on the other side.

“Would you ladies like anything to drink? It’s on the house tonight.” I gasp and turn around. I was so engrossed with the show, I didn’t even notice the guy who walked into the room.

Rachel keeps her gaze on the dancer. “I’ll take a Bloody Mary, please.”

The guy smiles at me. “Anything for you?” he asks.

“I’ll take a glass of Riesling, if you have it.”

He nods. “I’ll be back shortly.” He strolls out of the room and soon enough the show is over. The dancer still has a raging hard on while he walks around, working the room. The women in our group slide money down his underwear and grab him a few times before he comes over to us.

“Did you enjoy the show?” His blue eyes twinkle and I freeze.

“I did,” Rachel murmurs huskily. “But what I really want to know is, when will it be my turn?”

He taps her on the chin. “Who knows, you might get lucky tonight.”

Once he’s out of the room, Stacey comes over and sits with us. She guzzles her drink and fans herself with the napkin. “All I have to say is, that was hot.”

Meredith chuckles. “I can tell. Looks like you really enjoyed yourself. I’m sure your thong is proof of that.”

Stacey blushes. “Was it that noticeable?”

Eyes wide, I clap a hand over my mouth. “You got off from him dry humping you?”

Nodding, she covers her face. “How could I not? He’s gorgeous and knows how to move. Thank God nobody can record this shit. I’d be in some big trouble.”

That’s for damn sure. Our drink orders finally arrive and I take a sip of my wine. Stacey gets up and makes her rounds, blushing more as she goes along. “How did you get this set up?” I ask Meredith.

A small smile spreads across her lips. “I don’t think you’d believe me if I told you.”

Rachel leans over. “Try us.”

Clearing her throat, she sighs and pulls out a necklace from beneath her shirt. It’s a silver chain with a small, silver X pendant. “You see this?” We both nod. “It means I have elite status here. I’m sure you know what that means, right?”

“Shut your mouth!” I gasp. “Are you serious?”

She giggles. “Yep.”

“Have you been in the, um . . . sex rooms?” I ask, lowering my voice.

“All the time, honey. I’m telling you, nothing is better than a good, anonymous fuck.”

I’m speechless, but Rachel clearly has much more to ask. “When did you start getting involved with this? We saw you just two months ago at the dress fitting and you didn't mention a thing.”

Meredith leans in closer. “It was shortly after that. One of my co-workers asked me to come here with her and one thing led to another. See, every night, the owner has his escorts walk through the club, picking out potential members. You’ll notice some of them walking through the room, looking at everyone. If you’re lucky, they’ll pick you.”

“Lucky? Is that what you call it?” I ask.

She rolls her eyes. “Call it what you want, Mia, but if they pick you, you’d be stupid to say no. You’re single and I know you like to get dirty. Or at least you used to.”

Rachel pats my back. “That Mia’s still in there. She just needs to get over her dumb ass ex.”

“I’m already over him.”

Shrugging her shoulders, Meredith picks up her drink and tosses it back. “In that case, you have nothing to lose. If you pass the application process, you get one free fuck. Afterward, you pay a monthly fee to be a part of the club. With membership, you get VIP treatment from the club and can explore the different rooms. The dark room is my favorite.”

“What’s the dark room?” I ask, trying not to sound intrigued. Although, deep down, a small part of me is jealous.

Before she can answer, Stacey hollers her name. “We’ll talk later,” she explains quickly, before rushing to her sister’s side.

“Do you think we should go out into the club so the escorts see us?” Rachel asks, craning her head to see through the entryway.

“Are you serious? You actually want to be a part of this?”

Her eyes go wide. “Hell yeah. I’m not ready to settle down and have kids. I want to live life while I’m still young. Once you get married, you’re stuck with the same dick for the rest of your life. Talk about boring.”

She wouldn’t say that if she found someone she was in love with. Taking a look around the room, there was a lot going on out in the club. “Okay, fine. Come on, Rach, let’s take a look around. If we’re not allowed to, we can say we’re going to the bathroom.”

Shrieking in excitement, she jumps to her feet. “Thank you, thank you! Let’s go.”

We wave at the other ladies in our party and head into the club. On the other side of the door, the music is playing and the dancers on stage are pumping along with it. They give everyone sneak peeks of their junk and I can’t help but catch my breath.

“I wonder if the owner has to see everyone’s giblets before they get hired. I’ve never seen so many huge cocks in one place at one time,” I murmur in her ear.

“I know, right? It’s heaven. Why can’t I find a guy who's gifted like that?”

“Join the club and I’m sure you can have all you want.”

Her eyes widen. “Do you think we have a chance? We’re both sexy as hell. And you’re a trainer for Christ’s sake. You look better than me.”

“You’re more outgoing than I am.”

She shrugs. “So? As long as you have what they want, I don’t think it’ll matter.” We walk around the club and every so often I see some of the escorts studying individual people. However, I never see any of them looking at me.

Meredith catches up to us and grabs our shoulders. “Girls, the night’s almost over. I think Stacey’s worn a hole in her panties from all the grinding.”

We all laugh and follow her back to the VIP room. Stacey’s leaning on her elbow, about to fall asleep. “Thank goodness her wedding isn’t tomorrow.” I giggle.

“She has three more weeks to back out if she wants to.” Stacey hears Meredith and flips her off. “Just kidding, sis.” She turns to us and smiles. “She hates it when I say that. Are you two staying a little longer? Stacey is riding back with Alex.”

“I’d like to.” Rachel pouts her lips and turns to me. “Just a few more minutes?”

“Fine,” I grumble. Saying our goodbyes to Stacey, some of the other girls help her out of the room. Once they’re gone, Meredith joins Rachel and me back in the VIP room. It’s just us, which is perfect because we have full view of the stage.

“So, tell us about this dark room,” Rachel prods.

Smiling wide, she leans forward but then stops when her gaze meets something at the door. “I think you’re about to find out for yourselves.”

“Good evening, ladies,” a voice calls out. Rachel gasps and my heart thunders out of control. It couldn’t be true, could it? Turning, I focus my attention on the tall, dark and handsome escort. He smirks and nods toward the door. “I was wondering if you ladies would be interested in exploring all of the possibilities the club has to offer.”

“Yes,” Meredith answers before we can. “They would love to.”

He winks at her and laughs. “It’s good to see you again, Ms. Chambers. Do you want to come with them?”

“Of course.”

She and Rachel get up and follow him out the door, leaving me to stew in my seat. “Mia, come on!” Rachel demands when she notices I’m not following them.

“I don’t know if this is such a good idea.”

Sighing, she walks up to me and takes my hand. “You can do this. Don’t you owe it to yourself to live your life? When you’re old and gray, you can look back and say, ‘I did this and I wasn’t afraid.’”

“I don’t think fucking strangers is an accomplishment.”

She shakes her head. “No, but living out your true fantasies is. Not many people get the chance to do that. Now let's go!”

Taking a deep breath, I follow them down a side hallway to a closed door. The escort types in a code and it opens up to another hallway. Once the door shuts, he turns to face us. “You two have been selected to be a part of Society X’s elite. I’ll tell you more about it, but first, is this something you think you’re interested in? If not, I’ll be happy to escort you back to the main room.” He stares at me, but I stand firm and nod once. “Good, let’s get started.”

We walk down the hall to another room, where he picks up a couple of documents and hands them to us. “These are your applications. Fill them out, and later on in the week we’ll let you know if you passed all the requirements. More information will be given to you then, but for now, just know that we’ll take care of your needs—meet your every desire.”

“So you can get a horse in here?” I giggle, my nerves getting the best of me.

Meredith snorts, but the guy stares at me and doesn’t laugh. He must think I’m serious. Great. Rachel’s eyes about fall out of her face and she smacks me in the arm. “Mia! Knock it off, would you?” She turns to our escort. “Please continue, and do your best to ignore my friend.”

He nods and takes us on a tour, showing us the viewing room, the bondage room, and lastly, the dark room. “In the dark room, your partner will not be able to see you. You’ll rely on your other four senses to guide you. This room is purely confidential and anonymous, since you won’t be able to talk with or see your partner. But rest assured, all of our clients are top notch. We’re very particular about who we pick.”

“So basically, you’re saying you’re not going to invite smelly-ass men with beer guts?” I ask. Rachel snickers and Meredith tries to hide her smile.

He shakes his head. “No. The only reason we would find someone of that stature is if a client requested it, but so far that hasn’t been the case.” I didn’t think so. “Does any of this sound appealing to you?” he asks.

Rachel and Meredith both stare at me with hopeful eyes. Sighing in defeat, I hold out my hand. “I’m going to need a pen.”
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It’s been two days since my visit with Bryce, and I still can’t shake the thought of the dark room. The anonymity of it all is the selling point. To be able to fuck without seeing one another makes it the ultimate one night stand. Challenging myself to have a woman submit by touch, taste, and sound is something I’ve never had to do. Most women get a look at what I’m packing and drop to their knees. Where’s the fun? Where’s the excitement?

I pull into the parking lot of Hudson Gym, owned by my best friend, Andrew “Drew” Hudson. This is one business venture where I’m not involved, except for owning the building the gym is in. When Drew came to my grandfather with his idea, Pops jumped on board. He had known Drew for a long time and wanted to help. My grandfather did just that and only charged Drew one thousand a month in rent. When Pops died, I left that contract as is.

I’m greeted at the front desk by Mindy, the gym receptionist. “Long time no see,” she says as I slide my membership card through the reader.

“Been busy as hell this month,” I tell her, which isn’t exactly a lie. I haven’t been to the gym simply because of Mindy. She had asked me to spot her during workouts, which I had no problem doing, but when she started rubbing up on my dick between sets, I had to take a step back.

It’s not the fact she works for Drew, but that I don’t find her attractive at all. If I can’t hold an intellectual conversation, I lose interest. I’m all for a one-night stand because those end, but hooking up with a chick I see on a daily basis is a recipe for disaster.

Her smile lingers far too long and I find myself rushing to the locker room. After the past couple of days, I have some pent up frustrations the free weights are more than willing to take care of for me. As I round the corner, I hear odd sounds coming from one of the rooms. A quick peek tells me I’m spying on a Zumba class, taught by Mia, Andrew’s sister.

“Looking good, ladies,” I say.

Mia looks back and nods, without missing a step in her instruction. A few of the women groan when they see me, but a majority of them smile and push themselves a bit harder. I stand there like a perv and watch them work their asses off. I like a fit woman, especially one who’s bendy and has the energy to keep up with me. But a little curve never hurt anyone. Besides, the right amount of flesh gives me something to hold on to.

After a quick change, I’m hitting the free weights. There are a few other guys here, but no one I recognize, which could make things awkward when needing a spotter. I’m praying by the time I’m ready to bench press, Drew will be out of his office.

Facing the mirror, I want to take the dumbbell in my hand and bash it over the head of the guy standing next to me. Sure, I flex in the mirror—I’m proud of my body and the definition I’ve achieved over the years—but I will not take a damn selfie of my body, in the gym no less. With a shake of my head, I start my reps and since I haven’t lifted in a while I start out low. The last thing I want to do is tear a muscle or strain something.

Mia walks out. “Hey, asshole.” Her disinterest is heartwarming.

“Sup, bitch?” I return with a bit of acid in my tone.

Those are our nicknames for each other and have been for about two years, ever since she started dating the dickwad, Zac. I hated him from the get-go and told her as much. She’s far too good for him. He’s a pompous, egotistical, cock sucker who thinks he knows everything.

Mia is now talking with the women leaving her class. From what Drew says, she’s an amazing trainer and the women really respond to her. I watch her through the window and wonder what happened to her. She had been ambitious in college, wanting to be a designer, even going as far as to redecorate my apartment when I had gone on a business trip. Then she’d met Zac and shit changed. From the way I saw things, he was always putting her down, telling her she wasn’t good enough to do what she wanted. She’d initially taken the job here to help out her brother, but I thought it would’ve been temporary.

I decide to give up for the day and head to the showers. My mind isn’t where it should be and that could pose a danger to me when I'm working out. As I pass Andrew’s office, I take a gamble and knock. I haven’t seen him around since I arrived, which is very unusual.

“Come in,” I hear. I accept the invite and step into his office. He’s on the phone, and holds up his finger, signaling he’s almost done. I sit in one of the two chairs in front of his desk and stare out the two-way mirror in his office. Mindy is bent over, talking to another meathead and not paying attention to anyone else around her. She’s dressed in a tank top and the world’s smallest pair of spandex pants.

The setup in Drew’s office reminds me of Society X, minus the porn. Drew can sit back here and watch everyone, and they always have to be on their toes. Or in the case of Mindy, bent over, for a clear view of what she’s offering.

“What’s up, Parker?” Andrew and I both stand, shaking hands.

“Just working out a bit,” I reply, sitting back down. “You’ve got a nice view, huh?”

He turns and looks out the window. It’s impossible to miss the smirk. If he’s tapping that, it’s a good thing I’ve said no. The last thing I want to do is come between him and a piece of ass. “Hit it and quit it.”

“She works here though. Isn’t that a lawsuit waiting to happen?”

He nods. “Yeah, I know better, but sometimes your dick does the talking.” He shrugs as if it’s no big deal. “She came on to me. I just didn’t stop her.”

There are a few women in my office who I’d take for a test drive, but the awkward morning after isn’t appealing, nor is it smart. I have to be very particular about the women I date. They need to be of a high standard, and are usually boring as shit.

“Haven’t seen you around lately.” Drew kicks back in his chair.

“Corporate takeovers are a bitch.”

“Are you still happy you inherited the family business?” Drew reaches into his small refrigerator, pulls out two water bottles, and throws me one.

“Thanks, man.” I twist the cap off and down the cold water. “Yeah, I’m happy. The business is thriving. I’m looking at a couple of new investments and I’m starting to travel more.”

“What about starting a family?”

I shake my head and laugh. “If you're not, neither am I. And you just confirmed you hooked up with your receptionist, so I'd say that’s not on the horizon.”

The thought of having a family scares the shit out of me. Right now, I keep long, odd hours and come and go as I please, depending on a pot of coffee to get me going. I can’t imagine having to answer to someone, or being responsible for another life. Hell, I don’t even have a cat. Isn’t that usually a sign you’re ready to settle down?

There’s a knock on the door and I turn around, being nosey. Mia steps in and glares at me. She mutters to herself as she takes the open seat next to me. Looking at me out of the corner of her eye, I greet her with a wink to get under her skin. She deserves it. When you decide to date a douche like Zac, you must accept all that comes with it.

I pull on her braid, earning a slap against the inside of my forearm. Drew and I both laugh, only serving to piss her off more. This is making my day. “Well, Hudson family, you have been fun, but I need to get going.”

“Hope the door hits ya where the good Lord split ya.” Her smart mouth is going to get the best of her someday.

I bend down to her ear and whisper, “Oh sweet Mia, it warms my heart to hear you’re thinking about my ass.” I kiss her cheek and move before her fist can connect with my jaw. “Drew, stop by tonight for a beer.”

“And loose women?”

I can’t help but laugh. “Yeah, man, we can find some of those too.” I shut the door, thinking of how a trip to Society X with Drew might be in order.
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It’s been a long day of classes and I’m beat. Making my way up to the front of the gym, I throw the towels I picked up from around the weight machines into the bin and sit at the receptionist desk. I’d promised my brother earlier in the day to stay behind and lock up so he could get to a party with some of our old friends.

I watch as the last two men pack up their stuff and leave. Our closing time is nine o’clock and they’re out just in time. Locking up the doors, I head out back to my car. All I can think about is getting home and having a glass of wine. That idea is squashed when I see a familiar red sports car parked beside my Acura—the only two cars left in the lot.

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” I grumble. Thinking about turning around and heading back into the gym, he spots me and it’s too late.

“What’s up, babe?” Zac leans against his driver’s side door. His button down shirt is unbuttoned, showing off his perfectly chiseled abs and chest. There's no doubt he's sexy, but that shit isn’t going to work with me anymore.

“Get the hell out of my way.”

Body tense, his smile fades. “How long are you going to stay pissed at me?”

“Forever, dipshit.” He reaches for me, but I jerk away. “Don’t touch me.”

He steps back and sighs. “I said I was sorry. What else can I do? I miss you, Mia. Nothing’s the same without you.”

“You’re damn right, it’s not. I’m much happier with you gone. So why don’t you go back to Big Tits and forget about me. Because this,” I point between us, “isn’t going to happen again. It’s over. Now get out of my way before I call the police. You’re trespassing.”

“Actually, your brother banned me from being inside the gym, and to top it off, it’s all verbal and there's really no proof he ever said anything to me. I could easily walk inside and not have any legal ramifications.”

Nodding, I reach into my purse and grab my phone. “True, but it wouldn’t take much to file a complaint. You may be a big time lawyer, but I could get a stalking charge brought up on you in a heartbeat.”

His jaw clenches. “Fine, I’ll go. But just so you know, I want you back and I’ll do everything I can to show you I’ve changed.”

He moves out of my way and I open my door, slamming it into his side. “You’re wasting your time. You’re not the only one who’s changed.” I get in my car and speed out of the parking lot, tires squealing. My phone rings and I growl. It better not be him.

I look at my phone and it’s Rachel. Thank God. “Rachel, what’s up?”

“Damn girl, you sound pissed.”

I huff. “Just saw Zac. He showed up at the gym. He must have been waiting there for a while too, because I don’t usually close.”

“What the hell? When is he going to give up?”

“I don’t know, but I think he’s going to be a problem.” If Zac is anything, he's persistent. When he wants something, he gets it. I just don’t know how far he’ll go to get me back.

“You think you might need to get a restraining order?” she suggests.

“Like I could do that. He knows how to work the system. Everyone loves him and thinks he can do no wrong.”

“Yeah, but he can’t keep stalking you like this. He never hit you did he?”

I laugh. “Hell no. I might’ve let him walk all over me at times, but he’d never hit me. I was just stupid to put up with his shit for as long as I did.”

“Love can make you do crazy things.”

I was proof of that. “So, what’s up? Anything new going on? It’s been almost a week since we went to Society X. I guess our applications weren’t approved.”

She clears her throat. “Um, about that. They sent me a text earlier tonight saying I was approved. I was actually calling to see if you got it as well.”

Jealousy burns my gut. “I didn’t get a text,” I say flatly.

“Oh, Mia, I’m so sorry. I thought for sure you’d get in. Are you pissed?”

Taking a deep breath, I focus on the road. Why did I care if I got in anyway? “Not at you. It’s just been a bad night.”

“I’m on my way to your house. We’ll have a girls’ night and watch a movie. Sound good?”

I can’t help but smile. She always makes me feel better. “Thanks, Rach. I’ll see you in a minute.”

We hang up and by the time I get home, she’s already there, ice cream in hand. When we get inside, I can tell she’s walking on eggshells around me. “You don’t need to worry about me,” I say to her.

She grabs two spoons and follows me into the living room. “I can tell you’re angry, and not just about Zac.”

Releasing a heavy sigh, I grab one of the spoons and dip into my cookie dough ice cream. “I don’t know, Rach. I guess I’m a little pissed I didn’t get in. I’m sick of feeling like I don’t belong.”

“Are you kidding? Do you not remember high school? You were homecoming queen and had one of the highest GPA’s in school. Zac was the one who made you feel inferior. It’s time you stepped back up a notch.”

She steals a bite out of my pint and we laugh. “You know, you’re right. I think I’m going to make some changes in my life.”

“Starting with pursuing your designing dream?” she asks excitedly.

Smiling, I take another bite of ice cream. “You’re damn right I am. It’s time I thought about myself for a change.” We start the movie and the second I get comfortable on the couch, my phone alerts me of an incoming text. “Is it bad I don’t want to get up and get it?”

Rachel nudges me with her elbow. “Just get it. If it’s Zac, I’ll tell him to fuck off.”

Trudging into the kitchen, I’m dreading having to read the text. It’s always the same old bullshit from Zac. When I look at the screen, I see the text and my eyes go wide. “Oh my God.”

Rachel jerks her head around. “What is it?”

I hold up my phone, butterflies swimming in my stomach. “Guess who I just got a text from?” It’s from Society X . . . and they’ve accepted my application.
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It’s a Friday afternoon and way before opening time. I park in the back of Society X, so if anyone were to drive by they wouldn’t see my car. Not that anyone would know it’s me, but I feel exposed. What the hell am I doing here? Oh yeah, living my life, as Rachel put it.

I walk up to the door and the same guy who invited me to join the club opens it wide. “It’s good to see you again, Ms. Hudson.” His dark hair is gelled in messy spikes and he has on the usual tux everyone seems to wear. Only now I can see his eyes in the sunlight; they’re a bright blue.

“Same to you,” I say, walking inside. “But I don’t think I know you’re name.”

He shuts the door and locks it. “It’s Jared. I’ll be your contact here at Society X.”

“Is that because you picked me?” I ask.

Nodding, he punches a code in a key pad on the wall and holds the door for me. “Yes. I’ll be the one responsible for keeping up with your file and matching you with potential partners.”

We walk to an office, where he takes a seat behind the desk and motions for me to sit across from him. As I’m getting settled, he passes me a black card with Society X written across it in purple lettering, along with my name; it’s thicker than a credit card.

“Today I’m going to brief you on the process and the rules. That card,” he nods at the one in my hand, “will get you into the club. So, no more waiting in line. Just walk up to the front and you’ll be escorted through, as you were for the party last weekend. You already know you get one free fuck, but after that, you’ll have monthly membership fees.” He passes me a set of papers.

“All you have to do is fill these out and the money will be automatically withdrawn from your account on the first of each month. This won’t happen until you sign all of the documents.”

I look at the papers and almost gasp at the membership fee. Was it really worth all of that? I guess I’ll find out. “So I don’t have to fill these out yet?”

He shakes his head. “No, but I’m pretty sure you will after your first night here.”

“Do most people sign?”

A sly smirk spreads across his lips. “We have a ninety-nine percent return rate, Ms. Hudson. You’ll see what I mean. Do you have an idea of which room you’d like to try?”

Taking a deep breath, I close my eyes, recalling the way every single room felt. The viewing room didn’t do much for me and neither did the bondage room. I nod and open my eyes. “The dark room.”

He types away on the computer and smiles. “Let’s see, we have an opening tomorrow night. You interested?”

I blow out a nervous breath and hold my head high. “Sounds great.”

He finishes up on the computer and gets to his feet. “You’re all booked. But you’ll need to know what to do when you get here tomorrow. Let’s go to the room and I’ll tell you everything.” We leave the office and walk down the hallway to another coded door. Once we’re inside, he takes me to the door marked number one. “After you’ve checked in, you can get prepared in the women’s dressing room. A robe will be made available. I’ll be out here, waiting to escort you to the room.”

He turns on the light to the dark room and the only thing I can focus on is the bed; it’s huge. “Once inside, you’ll either sit in that chair or lay on the bed. That way your partner will know where to find you, as he won’t be able to see anything. The purpose of this whole experience is to let your senses guide you.”

“What about protection? Will the guy be wearing a condom?”

“That’s up to you. We highly recommend it, but I know some people prefer not to use them. However, we do require an STD screening each month for those who choose to go that route. I can put a note in your file so that whoever you get paired with will wear one.”

Why did all of this make me feel dirty? It was a good dirty though, exhilarating almost. “How will we see to get out?”

He points to two buttons, one on each side of the wall. “These will be lit up with dull red and blue lights. The red is for you and the blue is for your partner. Once you press it, the door will unlock and you can leave.”

“What else do I need to know?” My heart is racing. Tomorrow night I’m going to be on those red silk sheets, having sex with a man I don’t know.

Jared comes up and stands beside me. “This room is different from the others. Everything is anonymous in here. There’s no talking allowed. Like I said, the whole point of this fantasy is to let your senses guide you, to be whoever you want to be.

“Once everything is done, we’ll text a survey to you about your partner. It will be a rating scale. If you enjoyed your partner, rate him well; if you didn’t like him, rate him poorly. This gives us an idea as to who we want to keep around.”

“So the guy will rate me too? What if he rates me badly?”

He bites his lip. “Then we probably won’t ask you to come back. You can still be a member, but you won’t be able to participate in the sex rooms.”

Talk about pressure.
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My car idles in the parking lot as I sit like a voyeur, watching scantily clad women wait in line. It amazes me how many people are waiting to get into Society X, me being one of them. The only benefit for me is that I can enter through the back. Perks of being an investor. These women, with a few men mixed in, are waiting for the strip club to open. They wait in line, rain or shine, for prime table placement—all for the cheap thrill of watching men and women take their clothes off and the occasional lap dance.

I shut my car off and exit, slamming the door and clicking the lock button on my key fob before pocketing my keys. I’d finally pulled the trigger a day ago and told Bryce I wanted to sample the product I’d be investing in, so when I get to the solid metal door, I have a code to use. The code will only work for this door and I must wait in the hall until my escort comes to get me.

It doesn’t take long until a blonde with a high ponytail, who’s dressed in the female version of a tuxedo, is greeting me with an extended hand. “I’m Christy,” she says as she shakes my hand. “How are you tonight?”

“Good, you?”

“Very well, thank you. Anytime you’re here, I’ll be your contact. If Bryce is indisposed, you can come to me with any questions you might have. Here’s my card.” She hands it to me and I slip it in my pocket. “Shall we?” she asks, tilting her head down the hall.

I fall into step behind her, and she continues her spiel. “Whenever you’re scheduled for a room, I’ll be here to meet you. You’re not allowed to move freely in the center of the club without an escort. It’s just our rules. Understand?” I nod in agreement. “All right, here we are,” she says as we arrive at my room of choice.

“Tonight, you’ll be in a bed,” she says, stepping into the room. When the overhead light comes on, there’s a massive four-poster bed in the middle of the room. “As neither you nor your partner had a preference, we automatically set you up with a bed. For future reference though, there’s an option of using a chair.

“When it’s your time, you’ll come in through this door and your partner will be lying in bed when you enter the room. The woman always enters first, unless otherwise requested. Do you have any questions?”

I look around the room. Part of me wants to know what this woman will look like, while the other part is excited for the chance to be able to fuck someone any way I want, letting my senses take control. I’ve always had my eyes to help lead the way. Tonight, it will be all about listening to her body and letting her reactions guide me.

“If you’ll follow me back to the dressing room.” Christy doesn’t wait for my answer before she steps through the door. As soon as I follow, the door shuts behind me. “Please undress and stand by the door. When it’s five past the hour, you may enter your room. And remember . . . no talking.”

Christy leaves me to contemplate what I’m doing here. Questions filter through my mind as I start taking my clothes off. It’s meticulous: first my shoes, then my socks, shirt, pants, and finally my boxers. By my door is a bowl full of condoms. I don’t know how many to take in with me, so I grab three to be safe. My dick is already twitching at the thought. The lights turn off and the digital clock above the door flashes at me, a silent indicator my door is about to open. I stand there, poised and ready, even though I know she won’t be able to see me.

The intake of breath is the first thing I hear when my door opens. I know she’s there, lying on the pillow, naked and waiting. I take a step in and the door slides shut behind me. My heart pounds in my chest, pure exhilaration taking control.

For the first time in my adult life, I don’t know what the fuck I’m doing. I set two of the condoms near my light so I know where to find them if I need more. Fuck, I hope I need more.

Making my way over to the bed with slow, unsure steps, I lie down next to her. I rest on my side, hoping we’re head to head and I’m not about to caress her toes or something equally as embarrassing. I can hear her breathe deeply, and pray she’s not about to panic. Of course, my heart is beating so loud it’s thrumming in my ears.

Placing my hand on her skin, I immediately recognize the soft, toned curve of her stomach. My fingers dip into her belly button as I slide my hand up, making my way to her breast, her nipple puckering at the slightest of touches. My mouth waters at the thought of tasting her. Leaning forward, I squeeze her breast and pull the taut bud between my teeth, my tongue moistening her skin.

Her fingers press into my back and she slides a bit closer. I curse the fact I only have one hand free since the condom is burning a hole in my other. That doesn’t stop me from moving my lips to her other breast and giving it the same treatment. I’d give anything to be able to hear her moan out my name.

Sliding my leg between hers, she rocks her hips, rubbing her lust all over my leg. She’s so fucking wet. With just a few minutes in the room, I’m already addicted. It’s by far the hottest thing I’ve ever done in my life. She pulls at my hair, arching her back as I kiss all over her chest. Each breast receives more attention before I move to her torso, pulling her forward as I rest my feet on the floor.

Feeling for the bedpost, I use it as a guide and set the condom on the floor. I want to be able to use both hands to make her come all over my face. I want to taste her, to have her scent embedded in my mind.

Parting her knees, I hold her legs up and place them over my shoulders. My nose parts her lips as I blow hot air across her opening. She jumps slightly and emits the faintest of sounds. I want to hear her scream, to hear pleas for me to fuck her. This no talking rule sucks ass. I stroke my cock, giving it a little attention, but I’m past ready to play.

Driving my finger into her tight pussy, I suck on her clit. She squirms and I take that as encouragement. Pushing two fingers inside, she rocks against my face, almost driving me over the edge with her mewls. Adding another finger, I twist them around, massaging her G-spot. My cock drips with pre-cum, desperate for his moment inside her tight walls.

She pants and groans as her legs tighten around my head. Moving my tongue quickly over her bud, she quivers and arches her back. She’s ready. Pulling my fingers out of her tight pussy, I sit back and suck them off before I pick the condom up and rip the packet open with my teeth.

Pushing into her, it takes three tries before I’m balls deep. I let out a rattling moan. Fuck me. Her pussy is perfect for my dick, fitting like a glove. I must’ve stilled because she starts rocking her hips, creating the friction both of us need. I grab her knees and use them to move her over my cock, pushing her back and forth on the silk sheets. Our skin slaps against each other and the sweet smell of sex fills the room.

Her hands pull on my arms, bringing me forward. Before I can continue, she scrambles up the bed. Fuck yeah. She wants to feel me on top of her. My dick guides me to where I need to be. Rubbing the head of my cock against her clit, I thrust in, and this time, she pulls me down, chest to chest. She searches for my mouth and I give it to her, shoving my tongue inside.

I grip the edge of the bed with one hand while the other is fisted in her hair. We move at a steady pace as we tongue fuck, swallowing each other’s moans. Her fingers dig into my back, while her legs tighten around my waist, keeping me locked in position.

Beads of sweat roll down my face and slicken our connection as they meet her skin. Grabbing her ass, I flip us over so she’s on top, and we’re sitting on the edge of the bed. Her sweet pussy tightens as she rides my cock. I bite her nipples and suck on them hard, earning a strangled cry from between her lips. It about makes me lose my shit.

She caresses my balls, sending me into a frenzy. But I refuse to come before her. No fucking way, not our first time. I seek out her clit and massage it, feeling the instant her walls tighten.

Holding her waist, I slam her down on me, thrusting my hips up. I want her to come all over my cock. Her hands dig into my sides and I pull her close, holding the back of her head still so I don’t hurt her as my hips pound away. She screams and her orgasm takes over, milking me to completion. My back arches and I bite my lip to keep from shouting out the long line of curse words sitting on my tongue.

Bodies spent, we try to control our labored breathing. I keep listening to see if she’ll slip up and say something. For just a second, I let her go to wipe the sweat off my face, immediately regretting the move because before I can reach for her, she’s off the bed and pressing her red button.

What the hell just happened? I want to go to her, but she’s out the door before I can even get off the bed. Surely, she feels the same way I do, right? That was the best fucking sex I’ve ever had in my life. Whoever the girl was, I’m going to make sure I have her again.
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Holy hell. It’s been two days since the dark room adventure and I can’t get it out of my mind. I have never felt so dirty, yet more alive, in all my life. It was almost as if I was in a dream, one I didn’t want to end. My phone rings, drawing me out of my blissful memory. I move to the side of the bread aisle to answer the call.

“Hi, Mom. What’s up?” She’s going to bitch at me for not calling her. It’s only been a day, but in my mother’s time, it’s been a year.

“Are your fingers broken?” she asks, her tone clipped.

“Sorry about that. This weekend went by so fast, it totally slipped my mind. Is everything okay?”

“Other than your father coming down with a sinus infection, we’re okay. He’s loading up on antibiotics as we speak.” I can hear him coughing in the background. Her guilt trip is working.

“Does he need anything? I’m at the grocery store now. I can buy him his favorite cookies.”

She laughs and I’m glad to hear she’s not pissed anymore. Between me and my brother, I’m the only one she demands to speak to every day. It’s probably because Andrew only makes time for them when it suits him. He’s too busy with his own life to worry about anyone else’s.

“He’s fine, sweetheart, really,” she replies. “Zac came by yesterday and dropped off some vegetable soup. What a handsome young man he is. Have you two decided to work things out? All he could talk about was you.”

Groaning, I reach for a loaf of bread and throw it in my cart. The bastard’s using my parents to get to me. “No, we’re not getting back together,” I growl. “What the hell are you doing talking to him anyway? He cheated on me, Momma. You should’ve kicked his ass out the door.”

She sighs. “Don’t get me wrong, Mia. I can’t condone what he did, but we all make mistakes in life. You’re both still young and finding out who you are. He wants a second chance to make things right.”

My blood boils and I’m about to cuss into the phone when a lady and her little boy walk down the aisle. She looks at the bread behind me and smiles, so I move out of the way. I cover the phone with my hand and wait until they’re gone before replying.

“Fuck that,” I hiss quietly. “I don’t want you or dad talking to him anymore. It’s over and that’s that.”

“Okay, okay. I understand. I just think he’s a good match for you. He’s a good-looking, wealthy, educated man. You wouldn’t have to worry about money for the rest of your life.”

“Not everything is about money.” More people start coming down the aisle. “Ma, I need to go. I’m blocking the aisle. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

“All right, sweetheart. Tell your brother I tried calling him too.”

“Will do. Love you.” I hang up and quickly move out of the aisle.

Looking in my cart, I have everything except lettuce and bananas. I hurry over to the produce section and grab the lettuce, but stop at the bananas. They’re huge and ripe, just what I need for my banana pudding. Snickering, I pick up a bundle and run a finger down the length. They have nothing on my mystery guy.

“What the hell is wrong with me? Even bananas make me think of him,” I mumble under my breath.

“Of who?” a voice speaks out behind me. “Surely not your sweaty nutsack of a boyfriend.”

Gasping, I drop the bananas in my cart and turn around. “Dammit, Parker, you scared the shit out of me.” He stands there, grinning from ear to ear. Even though he can be a giant pain in the ass, I’d have to be dead not to notice how hot he is. The bad thing is, he knows it too.

Chuckling, he picks up his own set of bananas. “Didn’t mean to scare you. I just saw you talking to yourself and thought I’d come over and say hey. Everything all right?”

I can feel the heat rising to my cheeks. “Yep. What about you?”

He shrugs and smiles at me with that signature smirk of his. “Can’t complain. The guys and I were hoping you’d come by the tavern the other night. Drew said he invited you.”

I snort and shake my head. There was no chance of that. It would have been after my run-in with Zac, and like I wanted to hang out with a bunch of guys from high school. “I wasn’t about to get anywhere near Troy, the panty stealer.”

He bursts out laughing. “Oh come on, he was a teenager when he did that. We all gave him props for having the guts to go for it.”

“Guys are weird.” I look into his bright blue eyes and smile. There’s something different about him and I can’t put my finger on it.

“That we are. I just figured Haggart didn’t let you hang out with us. I know he has a way with keeping you from your friends.” The jab hits straight to my gut. Looking back on my time with Zac, he really fucked my life up. I lost a lot of my friends because of him.

“We’re not together anymore,” I inform him.

His eyes go wide. “When did that happen?”

I shrug. “About a month ago.”

“So that’s why you look the way you do.” His gaze rakes down my body. “I have to say, it’s a very good thing. You look better, happier even.”

“Thanks.” I know exactly what he means.

He clears his throat and moves closer, the smell of his cologne spiking my senses. He always smells so good. “What happened, if you don’t mind my asking?”

There was a time when I could tell him anything, but that was many years ago. “Let’s just say I should’ve listened to you from the beginning.”

His gaze darkens. “Did he cheat on you?” Averting my gaze, I nod, expecting to hear ‘I told you so.’ Instead, he places a finger on the side of my chin and turns me to face him. When I look into his eyes, he slides his finger away. “Are you okay?”

“I’d be perfectly fine if the dumb ass would leave me alone. But happy day, he wants me back.”

“Do you need me to handle it?” he asks, his expression serious.

“Nah, I’ve got it. He’ll give up eventually, right?”

Jaw tense, he shrugs. “Don’t know. The guy’s an arrogant ass though, so probably not. Just know, I’m always here to help you if you need it.”

“Thanks, but I’d hate for you to jeopardize anything for me. You’re a respectable businessman now, not the hot-headed brawler you used to be in high school.”

He steps back and winks. “I’d do it for you in a heartbeat. I’ll see you tomorrow at the gym. Gotta run.” Turning on his heel, he hurries off.

Was he actually serious about helping me with Zac? Before I have a chance to contemplate that thought, my phone alerts me of an incoming text . . . speak of the devil.

Zac: Call me. I want to talk to you.

I delete the text, just like I do with all the others he sends. Not going to happen, dickwad.

I might seriously need Parker’s help after all.
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“He actually went to your parents’ house?” Rachel asks.

I finish unloading the groceries and groan. “Yep. Why can’t he leave me alone?”

She sits down at the table and grabs a vine of grapes out of the fruit bowl. “Because he’s a dick. I hope I see him around one day. I’d love to kick his ass for you.”

“Get in line,” I laugh. Grinning, she pops a grape into her mouth. “What are you smiling at?”

She gets a faraway look in her eyes and shakes her head. “Just waiting to hear about your night in the dark room.”

I sit down beside her. “And you haven’t told me about yours in the bondage room. I just figured you didn’t enjoy the whips and chains.”

“Are you kidding?” She gasps. “It was the best night of my life. I didn’t want to say anything because I thought you might’ve had a bad time. The last thing I wanted to do was rub my fun in your face.”

We both laugh and I smack her arm. “Don’t ever worry about that. I actually had a really good time.” Memories rush back, and I cross my legs to make the ache between them subside a little.

Rachel’s eyes widen. “You better spill. I want to know all about it.”

“You first,” I demand.

She clears her throat. “Let’s see . . . I was blindfolded the entire time. The guy’s voice was enough to drive me insane—so deep and smooth. He whispered everything he was going to do in my ear before he did it. I never thought being tied up and flogged was my kind of thing, but it was hot as hell. I think next time, I’m going to play the dominant.”

I laugh in disbelief. “I don’t know what to say. You’re braver than I am. But are you really going to pay over a grand a month to go back there?”

She shrugs. “Why not? Aren’t you going to?”

“I can’t afford that, Rach. Besides, I don’t even know if I’m allowed back. I haven’t responded to the survey email about my partner.”

“Aren’t you curious?”

I am, but I’m nervous as hell. If the guy thinks I was a dead fish, he’ll give me a bad rating. Talk about a jab to the ego. “What if he didn’t like me? In a way, I’d rather not know. It’s not like I’m going back anyway.”

She jumps up and grabs my laptop out of the living room. When she sets it in front of me, I fire it up, waiting for it to boot. “You’re going to find out, even if I have to hack into your email account,” she explains excitedly. “Now tell me what it’s like.”

“Dark.” I giggle.

Rolling her eyes, she bumps me with her shoulder. “No shit. What else?”

I close my eyes and think. “He knew what to do, that’s for sure. And he was a great kisser as well. I have a strange feeling this guy’s had a lot of practice.” Biting my lip, I open my eyes and sigh. I really don’t want to see my rating. Everything went perfect, until the end . . .

“What’s wrong?” she asks.

Groaning, I rest my forehead on the table. “He’s going to rate me bad, I know it. After we had sex, I was so overwhelmed, I got up and went straight to my button. I had to get out of there as fast as I could.”

“That crazy, huh?”

I lift my head and sigh. “You have no idea. I mean, it’s not like we would’ve cuddled afterward. We don’t even know each other.”

“True, but you could’ve gone for round two.”

The thought makes my insides tighten. What the fuck is wrong with me? I should’ve stayed. And now it’s too late, I’ll never know what could’ve happened next.

Logging into my email, I click on the one from Society X. The instructions are simple, just answer the questions and rate my partner honestly. Once both parties fill out the survey, the results are sent to each one respectively.

“Have you gotten your results already?” I ask.

Her eyes are glued to my laptop. “Yep. The guy gave me an eight. As soon as I filled out the questionnaire, I got another email with his results. I was hoping to get a ten, but whatever. I gave him a nine, and an eight is still good anyway. I’m going to contact Jared tomorrow and let him know I’m ready to sign up.”

A twinge of jealousy flares in my chest but I let it go. I experienced it once; that was enough. “All right, here we go.”

 

Did you enjoy your time at Society X? Yes or no.

Yes

On a scale of 1-10, rate your partner’s overall abilities.

10

 

“Wow, he was that good?” Rachel asks incredulously.

“You have no idea.”

I answer the rest of the questions and stop at the last one. Everything inside me wants to answer yes, but I can’t, even if I’m dying to.

 

Will you be joining the Society X membership club? Yes or no. If no, why?

No. I can’t afford the membership fees each month.

 

Once I type it in, I hit send before I can change my mind. “It’s done,” I say. Another email pops up. Eyes wide, I stare at it, afraid to click it open.

“Holy shit, he’s already rated you. What are you waiting for? Open the email,” she commands excitedly.

Sliding my chair back, I shake my head. “I don’t think I can look.”

She pushes me out of my chair and takes a seat. “Fine, I’ll do it.” Turning my back, I stare at the wall, my heart thundering out of control. I really don’t want to know my score. “I’ll be damned,” Rachel announces.

Gasping, I turn around. “What is it?”

With a wide grin, she lifts my laptop and points at the screen. “You must’ve been one hell of a lay, my darling. He gave you a ten.”

“No way.” I grab my laptop and focus on the words. There is indeed a number ten as my rank. “Holy hell.”
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The hot water rolls down my torso, pooling briefly at my feet before slipping down the drain. The tiled walls, black in color, keep my mood somber and focused on the task at hand. Pumping my shaft, I recall the sweet tasting pussy I had the privilege of feasting on in the dark room.

I can only imagine what my conquest looked like. A feisty blonde, a fiery redhead or an exotic brunette. Honestly, it doesn’t matter what color her hair is because she was a walking pheromone who was sent into that room to bring me to my knees.

And I prayed at her fucking altar.

I want seconds, thirds and probably fucking fourths if we could manage it. I need to have her legs wrapped around my head while she spreads her luscious juices all over my face.

I have to have her again.

It’s been days since I’ve been able to get off. It doesn’t matter how I go about it, I can’t blow a load. I get to the edge, the warmth in my gut and the ache of my balls making me grip tighter as I imagine my cock pumping in and out of her pussy . . . and nothing. Nothing but blue balls. Fuck blue, they’re near black and shriveled up because I can’t give them the relief they seek.

My head rests on the cool marble tile as I focus on my experience from the dark room. I know she had a good time, even though she left right after we finished. That shit pissed me off. I wanted to fucking chase her, drag her ass back to bed, and make her pay for leaving so soon, but I’m not willing to break the rules. My sorry ass just rolled out of bed and went into the dressing room. I sat on the stool buck ass naked, smelling my fingers before I was forced to get dressed.

My movements are vigorous now and I’m doing everything I can to fucking come. My balls tighten and I add more liquid soap to help the lubrication. “Come. Fucking come already.” I growl, the water drowning out my words.

Closing my eyes, I picture what I want her to look like. Grabbing onto the edge of the shower, I thrust my hips, imagining my cock touching the back of her throat. When her eyes look at me, they’re green with a spark of gold. I can see her hair now, golden blonde to match that same streak of gold in her eyes. In an instant, I come all over the shower wall. I pump until the last drop is out, pulling away from my own touch, letting my overly sensitive dick hang freely.

What in the hell? Did I seriously just think of Mia? Those green eyes of hers can’t look at me like that – it’s not right. She’s my best friend’s sister and was never meant to be a part of this fantasy.

The last thing I want to do is imagine Mia taking my cock down her throat. As hot as that is, it’s not a line I’ll cross, nor would I be allowed to. Her brother would stuff my still-attached balls down my throat. He knows too much about my past with women.

“I need to get laid,” I say as I shut off the water and step out. I need to remember to clean the wall because I don’t need the maid seeing this particular mess.

Wiping the condensation away from the mirror, I look at myself. My eyes are hollow and bags are taking up a permanent residence underneath them. I’m fucking tired and not sleeping because I can’t get the damn dark room out of my system. It’s almost like an addiction, an itch I can’t scratch.

I have to go back into that room, but not with just anyone; I want the same girl. She gave me a ten. I made her come all over my cock. If given the chance again, I’ll rock her fucking world.

My phone mocks me, sitting on the countertop next to my hand. My fingers move on their own, reaching for the device that can make this all happen again. I’m not a member, but I am an investor. That alone should give me all the benefits of the club. And if it doesn’t, I’ll fucking pay.

“Bryce,” I say as he picks up.

“What’s up, man?”

“The other night . . .” I pinch the bridge of my nose as I think about what I’m doing. I’m a well-respected businessman. I can head down to Lucky’s and have women following me out in under five minutes. Do I really need this?

“You want the room again.”

This is why he’s in the business. He knows how to meet the needs of people who don’t even know they have needs to be met. Bryce is doing this with so much discretion and class, he’s cornering the market on prostitution. I’m a fucking prostitute and it doesn’t bother me.

“Yeah, but same chick.”

There’s a brief silence on his end. “Same chick? You know I have plenty of others who are looking for hook-ups, right?”

“Same chick,” I growl.

“All right, bro. I’ll see what I can do.”

“Thank you.” I feel my fried nerves relaxing.

“By the way, you don’t have to call me. Text the number on Christy’s card and she’ll set you up. Our texting system is highly confidential and her phone never leaves the club. If she’s not working, a text is sent to her private phone and she’ll still take care of you.”

Fucking hell, he has this all figured out. “Right. Tell me, Bryce, do you pay the escorts well?”

He chuckles. “If you had read the financials, you would see they’re paid very well. In fact, my turnover rate is almost non-existent and I have a number of applicants on a waiting list.”

“Please have Christy text me,” I say as I hang up. I don’t know when I’ll get the text, but I do know that standing around in my bathroom naked, isn’t going to get any work done in my office.
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Regardless of how I’m feeling, work has to get done. When I arrive at my building, the hustle and bustle of the day is in full force. Ward Enterprises is in a high rise in downtown Portland and occupies two floors. The rest of the floors are leased out to other businesses.

My daily routine is fairly consistent. I spend time looking at business profiles of potential takeovers or partnerships, and attend an endless stream of meetings. There are companies to buy and sell, and money to be made. Personally, I like to make more than I spend on any given day.

Opportunities come to me in various ways. Some companies reach out for help, while other times one of my headhunters hears a rumor of a troubled company and does research—when their stock drops, we’re in front of their board that day with an offer to buy.

When the companies reach out, we buy with the intent to sell back; helping them and gaining a profit in return. If they’re not salvageable, we sell off pieces to other corporations in the same industry.

The first profile I pick up is for the high-end clothing manufacturer, Les Belle. They make their own designer label clothing for women. It appears they’re hitting the right markets, but aren’t selling. It’s the owner who sought my company out, but without saying what they’re interested in. I don’t know if they’re looking for us to simply invest, or to buy. One thing is for certain, I don’t know jack shit about designing clothes.

But I do know someone who does.

I call my assistant. “Mrs. Jones, please make an appointment for me to tour Les Belle, and make sure the CEO is available to meet while I’m there.”

“Yes, Mr. Ward.”

Our line disconnects and I contemplate calling Mia to see if she’d be interested in going to this meeting. It’d be a smart business move to show them I’m serious, and can bring something to the table other than money.

I pick up my phone to call her and scroll through my contacts, until I land on the picture I took of her before she started dating the supreme douche-nugget. It had been almost two years ago, at the Hudson family reunion. I’d taken her out on my boat because Andrew had been giving her shit about not tubing. When we got on the boat, she asked me not to take it easy on her. I didn’t, and it was the last time I’d truly seen her smile.

Thinking about her brings the image of her mouth wrapped around my cock to mind. It was her face that made me blow my load this morning. And the only reason she popped into my head is because I saw her at the grocery store stroking a banana.

Stroking a fucking banana.

My pants become tight with the swelling of my cock. I close my eyes and push away any impure thoughts about my best friend’s little sister. “God, what the fuck is wrong with me?”

I need to get laid, that’s what. I need to be back in that room with the vixen I was with the other night, listening to her moan while I bury my dick inside her. I want to feel her fingernails digging into my back, raking across my skin as her orgasm builds. I welcome the pain, the exhilaration of knowing I’m doing that to her.

“Mr. Ward?” My secretary’s voice brings me back to the here and now.

“Yes,” I croak, clearing my throat.

“Mr. Wainright is free tomorrow at noon. Shall I confirm?”

I look down at my phone, about to pull up my calendar, before realizing Mrs. Jones would’ve never agreed if I were busy. Mia’s face is staring back at me from my cell, her green eyes sparkling in the sun and her blonde hair wet from being dumped on the tube.

“Yes, for lunch, and I’ll have a guest with me.” I have no choice but to take a date now, and it needs to be Mia. It’ll be purely business.

“Thank you, Mr. Ward.” She hangs up, leaving me with my wandering thoughts.

My phone chimes and Christy’s name pops up.

 

Christy: Hello, Mr. Parker. I’m sorry to inform you, but the woman from your first encounter has decided not to submit an application.

 

I re-read Christy’s text. My temper rises and I pound a fist down on my desk. She’s the one I want. She’s the one who makes me feel like I’ve never felt before.

 

Me: Why not?

 

She gave me a fucking ten, why wouldn’t she want to do this again? We’d created magic; completely owning each other’s bodies.

 

Christy: According to her escort, it was for financial reasons.

 

Well, fuck a duck. I have to remedy this situation, and fast.
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Between classes at the gym, I take a fifteen minute break and fetch my purse out of Andrew’s desk, seeing four missed text messages. My breath catches when I see who the first one’s from.

 

Parker: I need your help. Are you free for a lunch meeting tomorrow? Let me know and I’ll have a driver come get you.

 

Instead of texting him back, I call. He’s never asked for my help before.

His voice is silky and deep when he greets me. “Thanks for calling me back. Can you get away for about two hours tomorrow?”

“You said you needed my help. Is everything okay?”

He chuckles. “I have a meeting tomorrow with the owner of Les Belle. I’m thinking of buying out his company, but I don’t know anything about the product. I was hoping you could advise me on whether it would be a good investment or not.”

Eyes wide, I lean against the desk, my heart thumping wildly. I’ve been in the Les Belle stores a gazillion times. Their line of clothing is amazing. “I’d be happy to. What time do you need me?”

“Noon. I’ll have Stanley come and pick you up at eleven-thirty. Will you be at the gym?”

I really want to ask him why he’s not picking me up, but decide it’s best not to. The last thing I need is to get close to him again. We weren’t in high school anymore. Besides, he’s part of the elite crowd, just like Zac. He wouldn’t want anything to do with me now.

“Mia?”

“Sorry, I’m still here. And yes, I’ll be at the gym. I don’t have a class until later in the afternoon, so I’m good.”

“All right, I’ll see you tomorrow. Thanks for doing this for me.”

I smile. “Any time.”

I don’t really want to get off the phone, but I click the end button and blow out a long breath. I was nervous, but why? Being around him hadn’t bothered me since before Zac came into the picture, back when I thought things were changing between us.

“Stop it,” I grumble under my breath. He’s a player who’s moved onto bigger and better things. It isn’t high school anymore. Tomorrow I have to make sure to keep things on a professional level . . . no flirting, and absolutely no touching.

Sighing, I look down at my phone and cringe when I see two messages from Zac, demanding I speak to him.

“Sorry, dickface.” I hit delete. He seriously must think I’m naïve enough to believe his sorry ass has changed. I just hate it took me two years to see through his bullshit. I fully expect the last text message to be from Rachel, but it’s not.

 

Jared: Hi, Mia. There have been some new developments regarding your account. I’d appreciate if you could give me a call. Thanks!

 

New developments? What in the hell does that mean? Glancing out the two-way mirror, I see Andrew is still working with his client, so I have time to make a quick call. Shutting the door to his office, I dial Jared. The last thing I want is for someone to overhear the conversation. My heart races as I wait for him to pick up the phone.

“Mia, thanks for calling me back.”

I laugh nervously. “You’re welcome. What’s this new development with my account? Do I owe money or something?”

He barks out a laugh. “On the contrary. I know you said you can’t be a member due to financial reasons, but what would you say if that was taken care of?”

“What do you mean?”

“When the gentleman you were with found out you weren’t returning, he asked if he could pay for your membership.”

I gasp and slap a hand over my mouth. “Holy shit, are you serious? Why would he do that?”

“Looks like he didn’t get enough the first time around. He wants to be with you again tonight if you’re available.”

Knees weak, I fall into Andrew’s chair, completely in shock. “I don’t know what to say. Does this sort of thing happen a lot?”

“No.” He laughs. “I have to say, even I’m intrigued. Do you need some time to think about it?”

Inside, I’m jumping up and down, ready to say yes, but the logical part of me has its reservations. I couldn’t help but feel like a whore. It’s not like the money is being put in my hands, but technically he was paying to have sex with me. Did he really think I was that good?

“Mia, you still there?”

“Yes,” I reply breathlessly. Taking a deep breath, I close my eyes. “I think I’m going to do this.”

“You sure?”

“Yes. Just tell me what time to be there.”

His fingers tap on the keyboard. “Can you be here at eight?”

I’m supposed to close the gym tonight, but there’s no way I’m missing this appointment. “I’ll be there.”

We hang up, and my stomach flutters. I can’t believe I’m doing this again.
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“Hello?” I answer my phone, pulling into the parking lot of Society X.

It’s Rachel. Her loud voice booms through the phone. “Girl, where you at? I go to the gym and you’re not there. Drew says you had somewhere to go.”

Laughing, I find a space at the edge of the parking lot. “I was going to tell you once I got back home. You’re never going to believe this.”

“What happened?” she asks excitedly.

I turn off my car and lean my head back against the seat. “I got a call from Jared. He said the mystery guy wants to pay for my membership.”

She gasps. “Holy shit! That’s insane. What did you say?”

“I said yes. He wants to see me again tonight. You don’t think I’m stupid, do you?”

“Hell no, this is awesome. Are you there now?”

Taking a deep breath, I glance out the window at the club. “Yep. Wish me luck, I gotta go.”

“Good luck.” She giggles and hangs up the phone.

Jared is waiting on me, dressed to his usual perfection. He takes me to the dressing room connected to the dark room and shuts the door, only this time, he’s in here with me. It’s strange, knowing my mystery guy is just one room over, waiting for me to enter.

“Before I leave you, I want to go over a couple of things,” Jared mentions, stopping in front of me. “Now that you’re a registered member, you’ll get all the perks of the club. You’re more than welcome to try out the other rooms and explore all of the possibilities. Also, the next time you come in, we’ll give you your Society X necklace. Sound good?”

I nod in reply, completely at a loss for words. This place is like a whole new world. When he leaves the room, I change into a set of sexy, red lingerie and enter the dark room. It’s not like it matters what I’m wearing, but I don’t want to walk in there naked. For just a brief second, I’m given a shred of light to find my way to the bed. Once it shuts off, I wait.

My breath hitches when his door opens and I hear him entering the room. He’s not given a light, but his steps sound confident. I want to speak, to ask him why he chose me, but I can’t. Even if I could find the right words, it’s against the rules. Maybe it’s a good thing I don’t know who he is. It’s easier to fantasize about him being anyone I choose.

He’s close now, nearing the edge of the bed. When the mattress dips down, his fingers slide up my bare legs. A rumble of satisfaction sounds in his chest, and I can’t help but smile. How can someone I don’t even know make me feel so good? He moves up my body and places his knee between my legs, nudging them apart. I wrap them around his waist, smiling when I feel his bare backside; he’s already naked.

I have to bite my lip to keep from talking. It doesn’t matter anyway because his lips close down on mine, his tongue forcing its way inside. Moaning, I give in and fist my hands in his hair. The cologne he wears smells familiar and the first person I envision is Parker. My underwear grows damp between my legs. I can’t stop from imagining his scent all around me . . . that it’s him about to take me in the dark.

The harder we kiss, the more my mind scrambles to see the man, which ends up being Parker’s face. As much as I want to deny it, I’ve often thought about what it’d be like to be with him.

Trailing his lips past my neck, he flicks his tongue across a nipple and bites it through the fabric. I suck in a breath and he chuckles lightly, the sound of it bringing a smile to my face. He slides my underwear down and kisses his way to my sweet spot. The second his tongue slides across my clit, I arch my back off the bed, moaning.

Not wasting any time, he plunges in deep, tongue fucking me with force. I move my body against his face, trying so damn hard to keep my cries to myself. Gripping the sheets, I’m close to losing control when he stops and joins me on the bed, pulling me on top of him. I hear the sound of a wrapper opening, and move to grab his hands and take the condom from him. I slide it down his arousal slowly, loving how long and thick he feels in my hand.

I want the pain, the ache of feeling him stretching me wide. Lifting my lingerie, he tosses it on the floor and wraps his arms around me to grab his cock and align it with my center. Slapping his tip against my opening, he jams it in and holds me down as he thrusts upward.

His hands are everywhere, squeezing and massaging as his lips close around my sensitive nipples. He sucks them hard, pulling them with his teeth. My hips slam against his, my body close to losing control. Grabbing a handful of my hair, he pulls my head back and sucks on the sensitive column of my neck.

All too soon, I let go and scream out in release. My whole body is trembling when I feel his cock pulsating inside me, as he too is taken over the edge.

Collapsing on his body, I lay there while I catch my breath. He traces his fingers along my spine and it feels so good, but I know I can’t stay. When I slide off of him, he grabs me around the waist and doesn’t let go. Grinning from ear to ear, I lay down as he guides me onto the bed, holding me from behind. I can hear him slide his condom off and drop it on the floor. Rolling back to hold me close, his slick cock rubs against my ass. Pushing back into him, I rub along the length of his arousal.

He places a hand on my thigh and traces lines on my skin. It takes me a minute to realize what he’s doing. He’s sending a message.

I want more.

The words are branded on my skin. I want more too, so much more. Taking my hand, I reach back and slide a finger across his leg, giving him my answer.

So do I.

A deep growl vibrates in his chest and I can feel my body tighten. He opens another wrapper and I can hear him rolling it down into place. Pulling me against his body, he lifts my leg, sliding one of his between mine. It gives him the opening he needs to push inside from behind.

Kissing the back of my neck, he clutches his arm around my chest, rolling my nipples between his fingers. He palms me with his other hand and rubs my clit as he thrusts inside. The faster he goes, the harder my release pounds into me from the inside out. He grunts a few more times and deepens himself inside of me as he jerks and spasms, coming hard.

If I could stay in that position all night, I would, but I know I can’t. When he pulls out, I reluctantly sit up and so does he. He feels around for my face and clasps his hands on both sides, pulling me to him. His lips are soft yet hard against my own. He nips my bottom lip and I moan.

On his back, I trace the words, see you soon. Sliding off the bed, I pad over to my door, hitting the button to exit. Once I’m dressed and out the dressing room door, Jared smiles at me and escorts me to the exit. I’m at a loss for words and can only manage a smile in return, hoping like hell I don’t look like an idiot.

“Have a good rest of the night,” he says as I walk out.

“You too.” He shuts the door and I get in my car. It’s not until I get all the way home when I realize my mistake. I left my lingerie on the floor.
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“Hello, Mr. Ward.”

“Hello.” I look around the crowded elevator, hoping no one can hear her on the other line. I don’t know why I’m trying to be coy, it’s not like people know Christy’s my escort from Society X.

“I’m calling to let you know everything is set for your consort. She’ll be receiving her Society X necklace the next time she comes in.”

I try to recall the necklace Bryce showed me the first day I was there, and come up blank. To me, that means it’s plain and doesn’t belong on her neck. “Actually, I’m going to drop one off for her. This is a unique situation.”

“Yes, sir. Understood.” She hangs up without allowing me to elaborate on my statement.

I don’t want this woman to feel ordinary. She’s special and she’s mine. I don’t care if I don’t know her name, or what she looks like . . . she took care of me the other night. She came back to me.

The elevator doors open on my floor, but I don’t get off, choosing instead to ride all the way back down to the bottom floor. I won’t waste time with this necklace. The next time I’m with her, I want to trace the chain with my tongue while it lies against her skin. I dial Mrs. Jones and wait for her to answer.

“Ward Enterprises, Mr. Ward’s office.”

“Good morning, Mrs. Jones. I’m going to be late this morning. I have an errand to run.”

“Yes, Mr. Ward. There’s a Mr. Zac Haggart waiting in the lobby for you. What shall I tell him?”

What the actual fuck? What the hell could that douchebag want? “Tell Mr. Haggart I’m booked and he needs to make an appointment to see me.”

“Of course, Mr. Ward,” she says as she hangs up. Mrs. Jones is the most dutiful secretary I’ve ever had the pleasure of knowing.

As I exit the building, I stop and look up at the sky, silently thanking my grandfather for having the foresight to leave his company to me. My father didn’t want to switch careers and chose to continue practicing criminal law, leaving me to run the family business.

I pass by a couple of colleagues who are happy to give a passing greeting and not stop to talk. I need to make it to the jewelers and back to the office so I can prepare for my lunch meeting today. It’s been a few days since my last run-in with Mia and I really need to get her off my mind. Not that lunch is going to accomplish that, but seeing her in a professional setting should help. I’ve never had impure thoughts about a colleague before and I’m not about to start now.

The jeweler is just over three blocks from my office, an easy and refreshing walk. When I step in, the door chimes and the owner looks up and greets me with a smile.

“Parker, to what do I owe the pleasure?”

“Hello, Lucy,” I say, as I give her a hug. Two years ago, I came in and had her custom design a bracelet for my mom’s birthday. I like the idea of having one of a kind pieces adorn the women I regard. That thought causes me to pause. How is it possible to adore a woman I only have carnal knowledge of?

“I need a custom necklace.”

“What’s the occasion?” she asks, as she opens her note pad.

How do I put into words the woman I’m paying to fuck has to wear a necklace without making her sound like a whore, or me a john? “A dear friend’s birthday,” I lie easily. “What I’m looking for needs to be unique and standout, but it has to be an X.”

“Why?” she asks, as she starts drawing.

Because it’s the rules?

“It’s her name,” I blurt out, scrambling for an answer. “Her name is Xena.” Fucking Princess Warrior. Jesus, I’m a moron.

“Xena is such a beautiful name.”

I’ll take your word for it, Lucy. I nod, sliding my credit card over. “How long will you need?”

Lucy taps on her tablet, letting out a slight grimace. “I’m at least two months out.”

“That won’t do,” I state, bluntly. “I’ll pay double to have it next week, or triple to have it by the end of this week.”

Her eyes go wide and her mouth drops open. “This week just opened up.” Of course it did. Money has a funny way of clearing busy schedules. “Anything aside from the X?”

“It needs be platinum, with diamonds, up to four carats.”

“She’s one lucky lady.”

I smile, leaving her to her own assumptions. I don’t know what she is and probably will never be able to define it. I don’t even want to think about what happens next month. Do I pay her fee again? At what point do we stop doing this and go our separate ways? Or will I break down and demand Bryce tell me who she is?

Lucy hands me my card and tells me it’ll be ready at the end of the week. I feel good about this purchase, but regret I’ll never visibly see the necklace hanging from her neck.

On the way back to my office, I fall in step behind a couple clearly in love. They’re holding hands, and every few steps, they stop to kiss. It makes sense for me to walk around them, but I’m a glutton for punishment and watch them interact. A slight pang of jealousy hits me as they stop in front of a corner florist and he hands her a flower. Sometimes, I think I want this type of relationship, but they’re messy when they end. Too many feelings are involved. It’s better to keep relationships sterile.

I pull out my cell phone and text Mia, reminding her the car will be there to pick her up at eleven-thirty. I refrain from asking her to wear something professional. I should know better than to assume she’d embarrass me by showing up in those cock rising, tiny-ass shorts she likes to wear at the gym.

The thought of her in those makes me want to hit the john to rub one out before lunch. The only thing holding me back is that I need to see her face to come, not to mention the mess. I was already chastised by my maid for forgetting to clean the shower the other morning. I gave her a bonus. It was the least I could do for being a pig.

“Hello, Mr. Ward,” Mrs. Jones says as I step into the office. She hands me my messages and I notice Zac’s is on top.

“Was Mr. Haggart rude to you?” Please say yes. I need an excuse to beat the shit out of him.

“Of course not,” she says, bursting my fantasy.

I read over his message as I walk to my office. I’ll catch up with you later. We need to talk. I crumple up the pink piece of paper and toss it into my wastebasket. Zac and I have nothing to talk about. I’ve despised the man ever since Mia brought him around, but mostly for the way he treated her - like she was a piece of property. A woman like Mia doesn’t need anyone telling her what to do. She needs a man who is her equal. One who is going to help her strive to be her best, not bring her down.

She deserves a man who is going to put her first, over everything he deems worthy, and who treats her with the respect her father expects. Mia needs someone who is going to worship her body and memorize every perfectly placed curve. She needs a man who is going to appreciate her apricot skin contrasted against her red panties.

Red panties . . . like the pair I took from the dark room the other night. When I felt she had clothes on, I almost came on the spot. I could only imagine how fucking sexy she looked in lingerie and the feel of the lace tickling the tip of my cock made me harder than I’ve been in a long time. When I took them from her body, I dropped them close to where I was so I could easily pick them up. So I could take home a souvenir from our time together.

The buzzing of the intercom breaks me out of my daydream. I need to stop thinking about Mia like this. It’s not right. Her father and brother would slice off my dick if they knew I was thinking about her in this way.

“Mr. Ward?”

“Yes, Mrs. Jones.”

“The car is outside. I’ve also confirmed Ms. Hudson has been picked up.”

I look at my watch and wonder where the last two hours went. I feel like I’ve just sat down and now it’s time to leave. “Thank you. Please let the driver know I’ll be right down.”

Standing, I steady myself against my desk, willing my erection away. I’ve never had these thoughts about Mia before, and I don’t know why they’re starting now. I’ve known her for years and I’ve never imagined her on her knees, sucking my dick in front of my office window, until now.

The drive to Gracie’s should only take ten minutes from my office, but with an accident up ahead, it’s taking longer. I should walk the rest of the way, but it’s unprofessional to show up on foot. When the driver pulls up, Mia is standing outside, waiting for me. I groan when I see that she did dress up for this meeting. I know I should be happy, but given the current tent in my pants, I’m not.

This woman is dressed to kill and putting all the other corporate women to shame. Her charcoal pencil skirt stops well before her knees and her tailored jacket highlights those curves I was fantasizing about earlier. Her black heels accentuate her toned legs, causing every guy who walks by to take a double and triple look.

“I’ll kill them all,” I mumble under my breath as I get out of the car. Her eyes widen in surprise when she sees me, making me feel ten feet tall.

“Mia,” I say, as I kiss her on the cheek. I linger longer than acceptable, but I can’t help it. She smells of flowers, sunshine, and fucking sex. I step away before she can feel my dick rubbing on her leg, trying to get under her skirt. “Shall we?” I motion for the door, nodding to the maître d' after he opens it for us.

Even with my hand on her lower back, my body hums. I’ve never felt this before and I’m going to chalk it up to being horny as fuck.

The hostess shows us to our table, letting us know our guests are waiting. I’m expecting Mr. Wainright to have his CEO or legal counsel with him. He’d be foolish to come alone.

“Wait,” Mia says, stopping us short. “What am I doing here?”

“Simple. You have the knowledge of the fashion industry, and I need someone to tell me if this is a good buy or not.”

“Am I able to speak freely and ask questions?”

I look at her with an eyebrow cocked before I remember her douchebag ex. “Of course. I value and respect your opinion, Mia. I always have. If you have questions, by all means, ask away.”

The smile on her face is bright enough to light up Manhattan during a power outage. I can’t help but smile in return and nod for her to continue following the hostess. As soon as we round the corner, Mia freezes mid-step and I stumble into her, barely catching her before she face plants into a gentleman’s marinara sauce.

“Are you okay?”

She shakes her head and turns to face me. Her face is red and she’s seething. “No. You didn’t tell me Zac would be here.”

I look over her shoulder, and sure enough, he’s sitting at the table. The same table our hostess is waiting at for us to join. “Motherfucker. I swear I didn’t know. Should we leave?”

She blanches. “You’d give up a deal for me?”

I didn’t need to think about it, but my answer surprises me. “Yes, I would.”

Mia takes a deep breath and squares her shoulders. “No, I don’t want to leave. I want to go over there and get this company for dirt cheap.”

“Damn, I should bring you with me more often,” I mumble to myself as she walks toward the table.

Mia and I sit across from Mr. Wainright and an incensed Zac. I introduce Mia as my associate, much to Zac’s displeasure. It’s comical really, how pissed off he is. The pleasure I get from his red face should be illegal.

“Mr. Wainright, let’s get down to business. Tell me why Ward Enterprises should buy Les Belle.”

Mr. Wainright is an older man and if I had to guess, he’s pushing seventy. He’d probably thought he would hit the market boom, then retire in the lap of luxury. Clearly things haven’t gone as he likely predicted.

“We haven’t decided to sell yet,” Zac says with bite.

I turn my gaze to him and smile. “Of course you have, or I wouldn’t be here.”

“If I had known my client was thinking of contacting you, I wouldn’t have allowed it.”

“And why is that, Zac?” I lean back in my chair, closer to Mia than what is deemed professional. Her hand brushes against my thigh, causing me to clamp down on the inside of my cheek.

“There are other options,” Zac hisses through clenched teeth.

Mia must feel my temper rise because her hand rests on my thigh, fingers drawing lazy circles. I want to grab her wrist and tell her to stop, or to grab her hand and hold it against my raging hard on . . . either way, I can’t decide. Lucky for everyone involved, the heat flooding through my core prevents either from happening.

I jump slightly when Mia pinches me, breaking my reverie. Zac is glaring at her and it takes me only seconds to remember what he said. I nod in agreement. “There are, but none as good as me.” I wink at him for good measure, before turning my attention back to Mr. Wainright.

“I’ve looked over your profile and brought my associate along to help make the best decision for Ward Enterprises. It’s clear your counsel doesn’t approve of you moving forward with a sale, so let me sell you on my company.

“Ward Enterprises is different from the rest. I’m not going to come in and fire everyone. I am, however, going to strip titles from your CEO, COO, and whoever else you have in place, because they’re not doing their jobs. I’ll find them other positions, with fair positional pay, if they choose to stay. Most often they do, because I’m a great guy to work for.

“Operations continue to run, but under my guise. I will bring in staff to oversee production and make the necessary changes to best suit my needs. I give the company sixteen to eighteen months to start producing a viable income. If it can’t, I peel off the departments and sell.”

“How do you propose to turn around sales, if I can’t do that myself?” he asks.

That’s where Mia comes in. I look at her and she meets my gaze, silently asking for the floor. I nod and she takes over. “First off, Mr. Wainright, your store is amazing,” she gushes. “With what I can tell from the outside, you have the product but no solid marketing plan. I know of at least a dozen contacts in the fashion world who would love to help. Plus, several of them owe me favors.” She smiles, then winks at me quickly. “If we can just get your brand known throughout the world, I know we can turn this around. I have no doubt.”

She then starts in on the market, trends, and meeting the demand of wholesale suppliers while running front-end shops. All the shit I had no clue about. Who the hell is this woman?

Mia only pauses to order lunch and once the waitress leaves, she’s back at it. I’m tempted to cover her mouth so she stops giving away trade secrets, but watching her in action is a huge turn on. There is nothing sexier than a powerful businesswoman.

Zac interrupts at one point. “Charles, let me remind you, Ms. Hudson works at a gym teaching Zumba classes and is hardly a source for the fashion industry.” He picks up his drink to avoid eye contact with anyone at the table.

I freeze, digesting what he just said. My hands ball into fists and my breathing deepens. Mia, on the other hand, has been stunned into silence. When she looks at me, I know I have to do something.

“Let me assure everyone at the table, Mia is over qualified to work for you. She works at the gym her brother owns to help him out, but has recently taken a job at Ward Enterprises as a consultant. What Mr. Haggart failed to mention is, her previous boyfriend was holding her back from pursuing her dreams. I can assure that is no longer the case.

“I’m sorry to cut our lunch short, however, I have no room in my company profile to add anyone who keeps such a pigheaded counsel on his payroll. It was nice meeting you.” I set my napkin on my plate and push my chair away. Mia’s watching my every move with her mouth open. When I tug on her chair, she helps me move it back, and stands to follow me out of the restaurant.

“Holy shit,” she says when we get outside. “Did you really just throw that deal away?”

I shrug and call for a cab. I’m trying not to think of my actions, but apparently that’s exactly what I did. “Zac’s a douche, Mia. He’s unprofessional and Les Belle needs me, or it folds. Any other company is going to come in and fire everyone on board. I’m the safest option.”

When a yellow cab stops in front of me, I open the door and motion for her to get in. As soon as she does, I shut the door. She rolls down her window and sticks her head out. “Thanks, Parker. It was nice to have someone stick up for me like that.”

“Anything for you, Mia.”

I walk away before I can say anything stupid. The next time I see her, I’m going to offer her a job at Ward Enterprises. This move will guarantee I’ll never have her in my bed.
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“I can’t believe he did that,” Rachel shrieks through the phone. “What did you do when Parker got up from the table?”

I grab my gym bag and head for the door. “I sat there like a gaping idiot, of course. What I really wanted to do was jump across the table and beat the shit out of Zac’s smug face. I can’t believe I put up with him for all those years. If he so much as tries to sweet talk his way into my life, I’ll lose my goddamn mind.”

His words had hit my gut hard. I’m not just a girl who works at a fucking gym. I have talents and goals. Soon he’ll see exactly what I can do.

“What’s Parker gonna do now, just let the deal go?” she asks.

I get in my car and sit there. Parker shouldn’t have to miss out on a deal because of my issues with Zac. I need to think of something to help him. Out of nowhere, it comes to me. “No. I’m going to talk to Mr. Wainright myself. His company will go down the shitter if Zac gets his way.”

“Are you sure you’re allowed to do that? What are you going to do, show up at Les Belle and talk to him?”

Grinning from ear to ear, I hop out of my car and rush inside. I can’t show up at Les Belle wearing gym shorts and a tank top. “I believe that’s exactly what I’m going to do.”

“Wait, you never told me what happened with you and Hottie McHotpants in the dark room. I want details.”

Laughing, I search for the perfect outfit to wear and pull it out of my closet. It happens to be a Mia original. “I’ll tell you all about it later. Right now, I have to go. Wish me luck.”
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Les Belle is in downtown Portland, but there’s so many other shops around that are more inviting. I park my car across the street and stroll inside the shop. It’s gorgeous and bright inside, with ceiling to floor windows. It gives the shop a vibrant, open feel to go along with the amazing clothes. One day, I’ll have my own designs displayed in a place like this, with my name on the front of the building. I can dream, right?

“Ma’am, is there anything I can help you with?” a young lady asks as I venture further into the store. She’s a petite brunette with a kind smile.

“Yes, as a matter of fact, you can,” I say, returning her smile. “Is there any way I can speak with Mr. Wainright?”

“Did you have an appointment?”

I shake my head. “No, but it’s important. Can you tell him Mia Hudson is here to see him? I met with him briefly yesterday.”

“Sure, I’ll be right back.” She smiles again and hurries to the back. I take a look around while I wait, admiring his hard work. Making it big in the fashion industry is almost impossible without the right people supporting you. In a way, I’m glad I haven’t taken the plunge yet. There’s no way I would’ve succeeded on my own.

“Ms. Hudson.” I turn around and Mr. Wainright greets me with a warm smile.

“Please, call me Mia,” I say, taking his outstretched hand.

“Mia it is then.” He’s wearing a designer suit with his gray hair perfectly coifed, looking very classy and elegant. He clasps my shoulders and brushes a swift kiss on one cheek, then the other. “Are you here on Mr. Ward’s business?”

I bite my lip. “No. This is strictly on my terms, to give you my personal insight on the matter. Mr. Ward doesn’t know I’m here.”

His lips spread wide. “I see. I have to say, I’m intrigued. Would you like to talk in my office or shall we take a walk?”

I glance outside the window at the bright blue sky. “A walk would be perfect.”

He takes my hand and wraps it around his arm as we step outside. His actions are very gentlemanly; I like it. “What would you like to talk about, young lady?”

Clearing my throat, I take a deep breath. “I’d like to start off by saying how sorry I am for the way we left. Mr. Haggart has a way of bringing out the worst in people. I know firsthand.”

“I saw that.” He chuckles.

“And I also want you to know, Mr. Ward is an exceptional businessman. I can guarantee if you take his offer, your company will flourish in the long run. Doing nothing will ruin the hard work you’ve already put in. I’d hate to see that happen. Your store is amazing.”

We walk past other fashion shops and he sighs. “I hate failure. Every day, I walk these streets and watch people go into other shops, maxing out their credit cards. All I’ve wanted was to make a name for myself. My mistake was putting my faith in the wrong things, the wrong people.”

Stopping at the edge of the street, I turn and face him. “And we can give you the help you need. Don’t let Mr. Haggart’s idiocy sway your judgment.”

He bursts out laughing. “I take it he’s the boyfriend Mr. Ward mentioned?”

“How did you guess?” I ask, eyes wide.

“I may be old, but I’m not blind. I saw the look on all of your faces when you sat down for lunch. It’s a good thing I can make my own decisions.” We turn around and head back to Les Belle.

“What do you mean?”

He grins wide. “It means, I was prepared to give Mr. Ward my company long before the lunch meeting. Having you here today only proves I was right. I’ll give Mr. Haggart a call this evening to let him know my final decision.”

Holy hell! I want to jump up and down and squeal with excitement, but I can’t. I have to stay professional, even though my adrenaline is spiraling out of control. I can’t wait for Parker to find out.

“Thank you, Mr. Wainright. You have no idea how much this means to me.”

“Since we’re on a first name basis, you can call me Charles.”

“Charles it is then.”
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Working at the gym is monotonous. I do the same things every day and see the same people. I never realized until today how empty it all felt. It makes me wonder how many people just go through the motions of everyday life, totally unfulfilled. But Parker must enjoy his job. He makes a shit ton of money and does whatever he wants.

Being around him brings back all sorts of memories I'm not prepared for. We’re not in high school anymore, but when I’m with him, I feel like the past couple of years haven’t been a complete waste.

Once the day is done, I finish my classes and close up the gym. There are towels that need folding, and I hurry with those before I make sure the front door is locked. Parker hasn’t called me, so he must not know about Les Belle yet.

“So you’re an associate at Ward now, huh?” Zac snaps from behind me.

“Jesus,” I growl, jerking around to face him. “You’re seriously gunning for a restraining order, aren’t you?”

He rolls his eyes. “I’m not a threat to you, Mia, you know that.”

“More of an annoyance, really,” I add. “What do you want?”

He leans against the side of the building. “What were you doing with Ward? I know you don’t work for him.”

I shrug. “He wanted my advice and I gave it to him. Not that it’s any of your business.”

“It is when it involves my client. I heard you went to see him today.”

I walk toward my car and he follows. “I did. He’s a smart man.”

“And one who’s easily swayed by your charms.”

When I open my car door, he slams it shut. Growling, I turn around. “Are you throwing a tantrum because you lost?”

He backs me into the car, sending chills down my spine. “I don’t give a damn about the deal. Charles can sink his own ship if he wants to. My concern is you and Ward. What’s going on there? Are you fuck buddies now, is that it?”

Anger boils in my veins. I don’t even have time to think about what I’m doing when I rear back and smack him across the cheek, snapping his head to the side. “Leave, now.”

Slowly, he turns to face me, his smile growing wider. What the hell is wrong with him? It’s like he gets off on me bitching at him. He moves close, confirming my suspicion.

“I said leave!” I shout, clenching my fists. Before I can knee him in the balls, he’s pulled away and thrown to the ground.

“Did you not understand her the first time, fuckhead?” Parker yells, poised and ready to fight. “What the fuck is your problem?” He grabs my arm and pulls me behind him. I love how protective he is.

Fuming, Zac gets to his feet. “Just wait, Ward. Your luck will run out one of these days, and I’ll be there to watch you fall.”

Parker snorts. “You’ll be waiting a long time.”

Zac glares at us both before getting in his car and speeding away. Parker doesn’t take his eyes away from him until the car disappears down the street.

“Holy shit!” I exclaim, slapping a hand to my chest.

Parker turns, his burning gaze on mine. “What the fuck, Mia? Why didn’t you tell me how bad it was between you two? You used to be able to tell me anything.”

“Yeah, a long time ago. We’re not as close as we used to be.”

“That’s not my fault.”

I blanch at his comment. “I know, it’s mine. You have no idea how much I regret the decisions I made.”

Sighing, he pulls me into his body and I breathe him in, relaxing instantly. His arms are familiar. “We all have regrets,” he admits. “But if that cocksucker comes anywhere near you again, I’ll fuck him up.” He rubs a hand down my back and then lets me go.

I shake my head. “You need to steer clear of him. He’d slap an assault charge on you in a heartbeat. You can’t risk the integrity of your business over this petty crap. I already almost lost you a deal.”

A mischievous smile spreads across his lips. “Almost?”

“Stop being coy. I know you know. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be here,” I state. I’m not naïve enough to think he’d come see me for no reason.

“Okay, fine. I came by to say thank you. Mr. Wainright was really impressed with you. I’m actually interested in hearing more about what you had to say. How about dinner tomorrow night? Strictly business.”

Of course he has to add that in there. At least it won’t be considered a date. I start to say yes, but then remember a phone call I’d received from my mother. “I can’t,” I say regretfully. “My mom asked me and Drew to come over for dinner.”

For a split second, I swear I see disappointment flash in his gaze, but it disappears quickly. “A raincheck then?”

I nod. “Sounds good.” He smiles and starts across the street to his car. “Parker, wait.” He turns around, lifting his brows. “Want to have dinner with us? Mom said I should bring someone. She’d love to see you.”

“Is she going to make her homemade biscuits?” He sounds hopeful.

I burst out laughing. “For you, I’m sure she will. So is that a yes?”

He smiles wide. “Yes.”
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My mother is thrilled with having Parker come over for dinner and she makes extra biscuits so he can take some home. I can’t wait to see his face when she hands them to him.

“So how did you and Parker get reacquainted again?” she asks.

I stir the mashed potatoes. “It just kind of happened. He asked for my help with one of his deals and I agreed. In the end, it looks like he’ll be buying out Les Belle.”

Eyes wide, she rubs her flour-covered hands on her apron. “That’s right up your alley, isn’t it? Have you shown him your designs? He could help you get the contacts you need to get up and running.”

I shake my head. “I’m not going to use him for that. Besides, he didn’t ask for my help inside the company. He just wanted my input on whether he should invest or not.”

“What a shame,” she sighs. “But I’m sure he’ll help you if you just ask. You two used to be pretty close.”

“A long time ago.” The doorbell rings and my heart jumps.

My mom turns back to the stove. “Do you mind getting that, sweetheart?”

“Sure,” I say, leaving her in the kitchen.

Andrew and my father are in the living room, talking about golf, and clearly not paying attention to the door. I walk by them and they don’t even acknowledge me. Men. When I open the door, Parker is there, dressed in a pair of jeans and a blue button down shirt. He is always so hot. Did he ever so much as have a bad hair day?

I stand out of the way and motion him inside. “Welcome. Come in.”

“Thanks,” he says, stepping forward. He sees Andrew and my father talking, but turns back to me. “How are you?”

“Good. You?”

“Can’t complain. Thanks for inviting me.”

“Dinner’s ready,” my mother calls from the dining room. Andrew and my father get up and greet Parker before walking into the other room to sit down.

Throughout the whole dinner, my parents ask Parker varying questions on what it’s like to be a multi-millionaire, and of course, he’s modest about it. Andrew and Parker banter back and forth until Andrew gets a phone call and has to leave. Over the entire meal, I don’t think I get in two words.

My mother starts to get up, but Parker puts a hand over her wrist, stopping her. “Mia and I will clean up. Why don’t you and Mr. Hudson go into the living room and relax for a bit?”

She pats his hand. “Aren’t you a sweetheart.” Her fingers brush across his watch, her eyes almost popping out of her head when she looks at it. “That’s an amazing watch you have there. It’s so nice to see you kids moving up in the world, being able to afford such nice things. I’m astounded at how far you’ve come.”

I know Parker’s smile melts her heart. “Thanks, Mrs. Hudson. It’s been a lot of hard work, but I enjoy it every day.”

I glance down at his watch, astounded at the intricate design around the facing. I’ve never seen one like it before. “Where did you get it?” I ask him, reaching for his wrist. My hand touches his and it feels like our connection sizzles.

“I had it custom made. Lucy Grant at Exquisite Designs does everything for me. I had a bracelet made for my mother a couple of years ago. Lucy’s the best in the field.”

I let his hand go. “I don’t even want to know how much you paid for that. But I’ll have to check her out. I’ve always wanted custom jewelry. That design is stunning.”

“I know someone else who has amazing designs,” my mother cuts in. She winks at me and I glare at her. I know what she’s doing. “Mia told me about Les Belle. Has she showed you her designs? I think she could really turn that place around.”

Getting to my feet, I snort and wave her off. “Mom, please. He doesn’t want to see that stuff. Can you hand me that?” I ask, reaching for her plate.

“Why wouldn’t he? I think it’s just what Les Belle could use to get the boost they need.”

Holding my breath, I hurry into the kitchen. It’s scary showing my designs to someone for the first time; especially to someone who’s opinion actually matters. If Parker likes my designs, that’ll mean I have to work for him. Probably not a good idea to work for someone you’re attracted to.

I know he’s standing behind me, but I ignore him and rinse off the dishes.

“I’d love to see your designs.”

Sighing, I dry my hands off and turn to face him. “What if you don’t like them?”

He passes me a plate, his gaze locked on mine. “That’s not going to happen. Do you have the designs with you?”

I shake my head. “They’re at home.”

“Then I guess I’ll just have to come over and see them. Tomorrow night work for you?”

My head nods of its own accord and before I know it, I’ve agreed to another night with him. It’s a mistake getting close to him, especially if he finds out what I do in my spare time. The solution to it all is simple . . . keep my distance.
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As soon as I step off the elevator the next morning, a busty brunette stands to greet me. “Hello, Mr. Ward. I’m Tonya, your new assistant.”

I shake her hand slowly while looking over her shoulder at Mrs. Jones, who looks terrified. I know Mrs. Jones was looking to hire an assistant for herself, but not for me.

“It’s nice to meet you, Tonya. Now if you’ll excuse me,” I say, brushing by her. “Mrs. Jones, my office.”

“Yes, Mr. Ward.”

As soon as my coat is hung up, Mrs. Jones steps into my office, closing the door behind her. “Are you quitting?” I ask, quietly.

“No, sir.”

“Then why is she under the impression she’s my new assistant?” I point to the wall, where Tonya is waiting on the other side.

“The temp agency wrote the paperwork wrong. I’ve called and corrected them, but she doesn’t seem to understand.”

“Let’s make sure she understands. By the way, if you’re ever thinking about retiring, please do me a favor and give me a year’s notice.” She’s all I’ve ever known at Ward Enterprises. The last thing I want is some half-wit thinking she’s going to take Mrs. Jones’s place when she retires. That shit isn’t going to happen.

“I’m not going anywhere, Parker.” She only calls me Parker when she’s being motherly. She pats my cheek and leaves, closing the door behind her.

As soon as I sit down, I turn on my computer and launch a web browser. Typing in Les Belle, I surf through the reviews, the online store, and how they’ve been doing their marketing. The website yields nothing new and I make a note to have it immediately revamped—if I decide to let the company continue, that is. I’m still not sure if it’s in my best interest to keep the doors open, or sell off pieces to other fashion companies. A nice bidding war would ensue, which could earn me a lot of money.

There’s a knock on my door and before I can invite them in, Tonya is walking in with a tray of food. It looks like it came from the cafeteria downstairs, a place I’ve only eaten in a few times. Call me old-fashioned, but I like the mom-and-pop deli on the corner and prefer to eat a sandwich and chips when I’m not having a business lunch.

“What’s this?” I ask, even though it’s clear it's supposed to be lunch.

“I took the liberty of getting your lunch for you.”

I eye her skeptically. “Where’s Mrs. Jones?”

Tonya shrugs, which is never the answer to give a boss. “Did I not get your order right?”

“Who told you to order for me?”

Tonya looks over her shoulder, causing me to hold my breath. If she blames Mrs. Jones, I’ll fire her on the spot. She would never tell a temp to order my lunch, and in the event she was out sick today, I’d order my own.

“I’m just trying to fit in,” Tonya says as her voice breaks.

“Stop,” I state bluntly. “Just do your job. You’re not trying to impress me, but Mrs. Jones. She’s your boss, not me.”

“Yes, Mr. Ward.”

Tonya turns to leave, but I call her back. The minute I say her name, I regret it. Her eyes look hopeful and she squares her shoulders as she walks back to me. “Take this tray, please.”

“Oh.” Her face falls. “I’m sorry.”

I refuse to engage in any more conversation with Tonya, choosing instead to turn back to my computer as she walks out of my office. I catch the look on her face as she struggles to close my door with the tray in her arms. Sometimes an eager temp or office clerk is too much for me to handle. They take a job, thinking they’ll sleep their way to the top and that doesn’t happen here. I refuse to engage in sexual activity with anyone I work with.
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My palms are sweating, and my heart feels as if it’s trying to take over the space my throat occupies. Why are my palms sweating? I’m not a damn teenager anymore, and I refuse to believe I’m nervous about having dinner with Mia. It’s a ridiculous notion, especially considering this isn’t our first dinner, nor will it be our last. This also isn’t the first time I’ve been to her house. I helped her move in, paint, and was even here when the delivery man brought her new bed in.

This is, however, the first time since Zac though. Not that it should matter.

I pull up along the curb in front of her quaint home. Reaching for the flowers and bottle of wine I picked up before driving over here, I get out of my car. I’m still in my suit from work, having opted not to go home and change.

The fresh smell of oregano hits me as I step up to her door. My fist is poised to knock, when the door flies open. Her hair is down and is blown back from the gust of wind she created. Her smile is electrifying, igniting something dormant inside of me. I push down the thought of hiking her tight skirt over her hips and feasting on what surely is a magnificent treasure trove between her legs.

“Parker?”

“Huh . . . what?”

“I asked if you want to come in, or do you plan on standing on my porch all night?”

Mia’s question makes me pause. Was I really just standing there, staring at her? Like a moron, I thrust the flowers at her, along with the bottle of wine, and chide my inner self for thinking about sex when we’re supposed to be focusing on work.

“I love what you’ve done with the place,” I say as I step into her home. Her walls are painted in soft, warm colors; vastly different from the dark walls of my penthouse. I walk into the living room and marvel at all the pictures she has up on the walls, and in every free space on various tables and cabinets. There are pictures of us in high school, her sorority sisters, and her family, giving a real homey vibe to the room.

“Thank you. It’s been hard work, but the reward is worth it,” she says, placing her flowers on an end table near the window. The oranges and reds in the bouquet really make her cream colored walls standout more.

What the fuck is wrong with me? Since when do I care about wall color? I live in the doom and gloom of grays and blacks, and that’s how I like it.

Mia comes and stands next to me, her arm brushing against mine. My immediate response is to jerk away, but the warmth seeping through my clothes and onto my skin is a welcome reprieve from my normally cold demeanor. I make a mental note to text Christy and set up another meeting in the dark room. Fuck it if the necklace wasn’t ready.

“Should we get down to business?” I ask, trying to get my mind onto other things.

“Yeah, dinner is ready. We can go over my designs after we eat.” Mia turns and walks away, allowing me to take in the soft sway of her hips and her perfectly rounded ass. Her toned legs are a testament to her rigorous workouts, making any man who comes into contact with them, one lucky bastard.

“Dinner smells wonderful,” I say, following her into the other room. The dining table is set for two.

“Mom’s recipe,” she says, motioning for me to sit down. Except I don’t.

I walk around and pull out her chair, pushing her in gently, until she looks at me and whispers thank you. The way she bats her eyelashes goes right to my groin, causing an instant stirring. I beat my feet to the other side of the table and sit down as quickly as possible.

Once Mia has plated her food, I take my turn, piling mounds of pasta and homemade marinara sauce onto my plate, along with a slice of garlic bread. The surefire way into a man’s bed is a home cooked meal.

A few bites in and I’m in heaven. Everything about this meal is what I needed. As one would imagine, living the single life doesn’t afford me many home-cooked meals. Room service and take out are my best friends, unless Mrs. Jones is packing me a dinner from home, which she does a couple of times a month.

The more I think about it, the more I realize I need a roommate who can cook. It doesn’t take me long to finish off my plate and as much as I want seconds, I don’t want to spend all our time together eating. I’d rather be next to her, subtly touching her every chance I get.

“Dinner was . . . you’re an amazing cook, Mia. Thank you for this.”

She drops her head shyly and pushes her chair back. “My portfolios are in the other room.”

The mention of work draws my attention away from the extra food calling my name. I put my fork down and wipe my mouth and hands with my napkin before getting up. I follow Mia back to the living room, take a seat on her couch, and wait for her to present her work.

To be honest, I don’t have a clue as to what I’m looking for, and unless I see something with human body parts, or made of feathers, I have no doubt her designs are stellar.

The portfolio is heavy as she sets it on my lap, making me wonder what I’ve gotten myself into. Turning the first page, the explosion of color and vibrancy catches me off guard. I immediately see Mia wearing this long blue dress to a gala, the color against her apricot skin would make her a foe to any woman in the room.

Each page yields a new design, from jeans and T-shirts, to slacks and blouses. The evening gowns are what the stars of Hollywood would wear and the lingerie . . . well, those images remind me of the red panties I have in my nightstand drawer.

“Mia . . .” I start, but hold my words in. With a shake of the head I know what I’m about to do and have no regrets doing it. I look at her, her eyes waiting for me to continue. “I don’t know shit about fashion, but you clearly do. How would you like to work for Ward Enterprises? You’ll be in charge of the Les Belle account, overseeing their re-emergence into the fashion industry.”

Mia’s mouth drops open, then closes. She looks at me with unshed tears as I wait for her answer. At this point, any answer would do.
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“Mia, you okay?” Parker asks. He touches my chin and moves it back into place. I feel like an idiot and I know my face is beet red. He’s so close, it doesn’t help matters. Not to mention, he smells good and looks sexy as hell in his fitted dress pants.

My gaze keeps making its way to a certain bulge nestled between his legs. “Did you just ask me to work for you?”

He chuckles and I love the way his face lights up. “I believe I did. You interested?”

I want to scream and jump up and down with excitement, but I can save that for when he leaves. “Yes,” I answer breathlessly. “I would love to . . . but you know my brother’s going to kill you. Working for you means I have to quit the gym.”

“Seriously, you’re worried about that?” He flips through my portfolio and points at one of my designs. “This is what you’re good at. Don’t get me wrong, I’ll miss watching you bounce around in those tight shorts, but you belong with me.” He catches himself and places a hand on my leg. I hold my breath, my heart pounding. “Sorry, I mean you belong with my company.”

I wave him off. “I knew what you meant.”

“Besides, I can handle your brother. Should we call him right now?” He pulls out his phone and dials, not even giving me a chance to answer him. Andrew is either going to be pissed or not care at all. He’s at the point where he can hire anyone to take my place.

“Hey, man, what’s up?” Andrew answers. Parker has him on speaker phone so I can hear everything.

“Nothing much, other than the fact your sister is putting in her two weeks’ notice. Actually, it’s going to be more like a two days’ notice.”

I smack him on the arm. “You know I can’t do that to him,” I hiss.

Andrew laughs. “What’s going on? Was that Mia?”

Sighing, I lean my head against the couch. “Parker offered me a job and I don’t want to pass it up. I’m not going to leave you high and dry, but I guess I need to put in my notice. I’ll teach my workout classes at night until you can find a replacement.”

“Which better be fast,” Parker interrupts. “I’m going to need her full-time ASAP.”

“You’re not mad are you?” I ask, chewing my lip. The last thing I want is tension between us, but he knew there would come a time when I left.

He snorts. “No. I knew you wouldn’t be here forever. It’s probably time I hired a couple extra people anyway. Business is booming.”

“Good to hear,” Parker announces. “Want to go to Lucky’s one day next week?”

“You know it.”

“All right, see you then.” He hangs up and smiles. “Was that so bad?”

I giggle. “No. I’m sure he’ll find my replacement soon. But we’ll need to be patient until he does. We can’t hire just anyone from off the street.”

“I’m a businessman, Mia. I know how it goes.” He looks down at his watch and sighs. “Speaking of which, I should probably head out. Big day tomorrow. I have to get an office set up for my new employee.”

Eyes wide, I gasp. “I’m going to have my own office?”

He winks and stands. “With a view too. Is that okay?”

I stand with him and place my hands on my hips. “You’re not just doing this because I’m your friend are you?”

He tucks a strand of my hair behind my ear and I inadvertently lean into his touch. “I’m doing this because you’re talented and you deserve it.” He starts toward the door and I follow after him.

“What time do you want me at the office in the morning?” I ask.

He turns around. “How about eight o’clock?”

I nod. “Sounds perfect. I’ll see you then.” Watching him leave, I grab his arm. He looks down at my hand and then lifts his gaze to mine. “Thank you,” I whisper. “You have no idea how much this means to me.” Then, as if my body moves of its own accord, I lift up on my toes and kiss his cheek. “Goodnight, Parker.”

“Sweet dreams, Mia.”

Holding my breath, I watch as the door shuts behind him. Did I really just kiss him? Once I start working for him, there’ll be no more late night meetings at my house, or stolen kisses. He’ll be a forbidden fruit. And if given the chance, I know I’ll take a bite.
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“Oh my God, you seriously kissed him?” Rachel shrieks.

I finish putting on my lipstick and examine myself in the rearview mirror. “On the cheek,” I remind her.

“Still, your lips touched his face. That had to be hot. Are you excited about going into work?”

“Very. I get my own office with a view.”

“So jealous right now. While you’re off working with our city’s Christian Grey, I’ll be slaving away in biochemistry. When I grow up, I want to be like you.”

I burst out laughing. “You’re such a dork. When are you going back to Society X?”

She clears her throat. “Tonight. I was going to tell you, but then got too excited about your make-out sesh with Parker’s face. I think they give me my necklace this visit.”

“Oh yeah, that’s right. I should get mine next time too.” I hop out of my car and grab my purse before locking it up.

“When are you going back?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t gotten a call yet. I might call Jared and schedule it up myself.”

She laughs. “I hear ya. I probably won’t be able to talk to you again today, so good luck on your first day.”

“Thanks. And have fun at the club tonight. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” We hang up and I toss my phone in my purse.

Taking a deep breath, I slide a hand down the front of my skirt to smooth it out. I chose a white blouse and a navy skirt that hits just above my knee. Very professional, yet comfortable. Can’t really say the heels are comfortable, but they go with the outfit more so than flip flops. I’m a fashion designer who loves wearing shorts, tank tops, and tennis shoes. It’s going to take some getting used to.

“Here goes nothing.” I glance up at the tall building looming over Portland. I love how Parker has stayed down to earth, even though he grew into one of the most powerful men in the country.

Once inside, I take the elevator to his floor. When the door opens, I’m greeted by Mrs. Jones. I’ve known her since Parker and I were kids. The last time I saw her was years ago, but she looks the same, dressed in the usual gray dress suit, and white hair pulled into a bun.

“Ms. Hudson, it’s so good to see you again,” she gushes.

I wrap my arms around her and squeeze. “You can call me Mia. You know that,” I whisper in her ear.

She chuckles. “I know, but I like to keep things formal in the office.” She pulls away and takes a good look at me. “My, how you’ve grown. You’re so beautiful.”

Another woman walks in and gives me a look of disdain. I can already tell she’s going to be a problem. Mrs. Jones follows my line of sight and grabs my arm. “Let me show you to your office.”

We walk past the busty brunette and it makes me wonder if Parker is the one who hired her. She reminds me of the bimbo Zac cheated on me with. It wouldn’t surprise me if she’s fucking Parker. Hopefully not. It’ll ruin all my good thoughts about him.

“Here you go, sweetheart.” Mrs. Jones opens the door to my office and I gasp. Parker was right. It has the most amazing view of downtown. “Mr. Ward’s office is right beside you. So if you need him, he’ll be right through that door,” she says, pointing to the door across the room.

“So close?”

She shrugs. “It’s what he requested. Speaking of Mr. Ward, he should be here very soon.” As soon as she leaves, I walk over to the windows. I can see everything in the city, even the top of the Society X building. “This can’t be real.”

My door swings open. Parker walks in wearing a crisp, gray suit. “Good morning,” he says, his voice as smooth as silk.

“Good morning to you too. This office is amazing.”

He leans against my desk. “I thought you’d like it. In the drawers, you’ll find all the files you need regarding Les Belle. Mr. Wainright already knows he’ll be dealing with you directly.”

“Aren’t you on top of things,” I tease.

“I have to be.” He looks down at his watch and straightens it. “If you have any questions, I’ll be next door. I have a meeting in ten, but will be back shortly.” He walks to the door and turns around. “Are you okay? Do you need anything right away?”

I shake my head. “I’m fine.”

“Good,” he says with a smile. “Want to grab lunch? I can go over everything with you.”

“As long as you’re paying.”

He winks. “I’ll let you choose anything from the dollar menu.” I laugh and he smiles again before shutting the door.

Opening the drawers, I pull out all the files and place them on the desk. I sure hope I know what I’m doing. My address book is in my purse, so I pull it out and go through my contacts. There are so many people who can help, and I can’t wait to call them. However, my finger slides over Jared’s number and I hit the number.

“Good morning, Mia. What can I do for you today?” he announces.

Taking a deep breath, I let it out slowly. “I was wondering if maybe there was an opening in the dark room tonight?”

“Let’s see,” he says, tapping away on the keyboard. I can hear the clicks through the phone. “Sorry, Mia, there’s nothing available tonight. The next opening we have is two nights from now. Shall I see if your previous partner is available, or would you like to try someone new?”

“No, I’d like to stay with him, please,” I say quickly.

“All right, I’ll see what can be arranged. I’ll let you know as soon as I find out.”

“Thanks, Jared.” We hang up and I turn my focus to the files in front of me. I try to concentrate, but all I can think about is getting back to the dark room. Hopefully, he’ll be available. If not, I’ll probably go insane.

 

[image: ]

 

“Looks like our lunch date ran a little over,” I say, looking at the clock. It’s two in the afternoon and Parker’s been in my office since twelve.

He stands and straightens his jacket. The Chinese food we ordered was eaten and tossed away over an hour ago. It’s crazy how time flies when you’re having fun.

Parker smiles. “Maybe it was a mistake hiring you. I don’t see myself getting much done these days.”

I stack the folders together and place my notes inside. “We got plenty done. I called my contacts and put together a whole marketing plan for you. That’s about a week’s worth of work right there.”

“You’re pretty amazing,” he murmurs, his gaze intense. “I look forward to seeing what you do with this company. Now take the rest of the day off and go home. You deserve it.”

I can feel the heat rising to my cheeks. “Thanks. I just don’t want to disappoint you.”

“That’s not going to happen.” His phone rings and he pulls it out of his pocket, his body tensing when he sees who it is. “I have to take this. I’ll see you tomorrow morning.” He leaves the room and goes into his office, slamming the door behind him.

Hopefully, everything’s all right. I can only imagine the kind of calls he gets. The pressure he’s under would give me a heart attack.

The intercom on my phone clicks and Mrs. Jones’s voice rings out. “Ms. Hudson?”

“Yes?”

“I have your ID badge and employee information packet ready. Do you want me to bring it to you?”

“No, that’s okay. I’ll grab it on my way out.” I pack up my things and head straight to her desk. She hands me the large envelope and I gasp at the weight. “Geez, this is going to take me forever to go through.” I laugh.

Mrs. Jones smiles and shoos me toward the elevator. “You’ll be happy you did. See you in the morning, dear.”

Thankfully, Miss Scowl is nowhere to be seen. The thought of her alone in Parker’s office puts a twinge in my stomach, but surely he has better taste than that. I can only hope so.

The drive home isn’t bad, but I remind myself it’s not the peak traffic time. That’s going to be one of the downfalls of working in downtown Portland from eight to five every day. As soon as I get home, I open up a bottle of wine and one glass is gone by the time I get to my information packet.

There’s so much information to read and papers to sign, it’s ridiculous. By the fourth glass of wine, I choke as I read the part about health benefits. What the hell? There’s no way I’m reading it correctly. Picking up my phone, it takes me a while to type in Parker’s number. The wine has me a little tipsy. When he answers, the silkiness of his voice makes my insides tighten.

“Miss me already?” He chuckles.

“Am I reading this correctly about the health benefits? Your company actually pays for all of it?” I ask incredulously.

“I was wondering when you’d get to that part. And yes, we do. The people who work for me work extremely hard. I have to make sure they’re taken care of.”

“Wow, I’m impressed. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Oh, and Mia?”

I gulp down another sip of wine. “Yeah?”

“Make sure to drink plenty of water tonight. I don’t want you hungover in the morning.”

I freeze with my glass at my lips. “How did you know I was drinking?”

He chuckles. “How long have I known you now? Your voice changes when you drink. You talk slower . . . sexier even . . . which I would’ve thought was impossible.”

“Oh,” I respond, biting my lip. “I’ll take that as a compliment. The same goes for you too.” Holy shit, did I just say that? He laughs and I want to kick myself in the ass. “Okay, I think I’m done making a fool of myself. I’ll see you in the morning.”

I hang up quickly, feeling like a complete dumb ass. My phone rings again and I’m almost tempted not to answer, but when I look at the screen, it’s not Parker. “Jared, what’s up?” I answer.

“Just calling to let you know I have you down with the same partner for the dark room, in two days. So it’ll be this Thursday.”

“That long?” The words fly out of my mouth before I can reel them back in. “Sorry about that. Two days just seems like a long time to wait.” I laugh uncomfortably.

“We’ve been getting booked here recently.”

“Oh, I understand. I’ll be there,” I say happily.

“Great, I’ll see you then. And make sure to come a few minutes earlier than usual. I need to give you your Society X gift.”

“Sounds good.” We hang up and I lounge back on the couch, closing my eyes. I envision the dark room and the way it excites me. I can feel hands on my body and soon realize it’s me touching myself. I imagine it’s him. He squeezes my breasts and pops my nipple into his mouth, drawing that delicious ache to spike between my legs. My underwear is soaked as I slide my hands up my skirt and spread my legs.

The second my palm closes over my clit, I know it won’t be long. I’ve been deprived for too long. Slipping a finger inside, I push it in, rocking my palm against the ache. My breasts are heavy, and I squeeze as hard as I can, driving myself to completion. Pleasing myself only gets me so far. I need more. It’ll just have to do for now.
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When I step into Lucky’s, I’m a different guy. Not a single one of the men in here gives a shit about my job or checking account. It’s good to get a break from the daily stress of being me. Only just this morning, my mug was splashed all over the news because my recent acquisition of a Miami golf course turned out to be a hot bed for illegal activity; the news is always looking for a reason to put me under the microscope. Most journalists can’t accept the fact Ward Enterprises is on the up and up.

My first stop is the bar, where I grab a beer. I’m not here to impress anyone, but I’m also not looking to get drunk. I just want to enjoy the night with my buddies and try to keep my best friend’s sister off my mind, which seems to be impossible since I hired her. Why had I insisted her office be next to mine? Now I spend my days watching her like the fucking creepy bastard I apparently am.

I easily find Andrew and the rest of the guys in the back of the bar. Their boisterous laughter rings out over the crowd, showing the onlookers we’re a tight knit group and outsiders aren’t welcome.

“Well if it isn’t the man who stole my best employee.” Andrew slaps me on the back and pulls me in for a hug. I’m not the least bit sorry I stole Mia out from under him. I know she loves her brother, but the fact he hadn’t hired anyone to replace her earlier or encouraged her to follow her dreams, doesn’t sit well with me. Mia has a talent most women, and some men, desire.

“Oh, she came willingly,” I say, keeping myself from waggling my eyebrows. I can imply sexual innuendos about any other woman, but not his sister. If you want to see a man come unhinged, make a comment about Mia; Andrew is beyond protective of her. Not that I blame him.

I shake hands with the rest of the guys and take a seat on an empty stool, making sure to drink my beer before it gets too warm. “I want the next game,” I announce, nodding toward the pool table.

Andrew is running the table on these guys and for the life of me I can’t understand why they continue to play him. Mia and Andrew’s father spent a summer in Vegas when he was in college, learning the art of billiards and mastering the technique of hustling. He happily taught his children how to make money in bars, while making others look stupid.

Andrew clears his throat and nods toward the door. “Incoming, Ward.”

I groan when I see who it is. Walking into our area is Peter Fields, with two other guys I don’t know. Peter and I have an unkind history. My grandfather bought his father’s company about ten years ago and by all accounts, the Fields should’ve been on their way to a nice retirement. However, the senior Mr. Fields didn’t invest or put any money away, and within a year, the family was broke. He came crawling back to my grandfather, asking for his company back and even tried to sue Ward Enterprises, which only landed him deeper in debt.

Peter is an investigative reporter and the root of my media problems. He blows everything out of proportion and misquotes every word I say. At first, I tried to help him along by giving him the deals I was closing before the other outlets. But he’s in favor of undermining me whenever he can. So now I make a habit of making his life miserable.

He sits down next to me with a smug look on his face. “I hear Ward Enterprises is in a bit of hot water,” he scoffs as he raises a martini glass to his lips. I haven’t a fucking clue as to what he’s talking about, but I’ll play along.

“I’m sure the water is tepid at best, Fields. It never seems to get too hot for me to handle.”

“Is that what you think? If so, you’re stupider than I thought.”

Where the fuck does he get off saying I’m stupid? I take a large swig of my beer, leaving a small bit in the bottom, and slam the bottle down on the table next to him. It shoots out, splashing on his shirt. I can’t help but smirk at the childish act.

“See what I mean?” he says, over my laughter.

“That’s not stupidity, Fields, it’s immaturity. I’d think someone in your profession would know the difference.” I leave him there and walk back to the bar. This time, I order a couple of pitchers of beer and flirt mildly with one of the bartenders. She’s cute, with long red hair, and I find myself tempted to ask if the carpet matches the drapes, but I refrain.

I only have to hold out one more day until I’m back in the dark room with my mystery girl, who has Mia’s face and is consuming every fantasy and daydream. It’s fucking sick and twisted to think of Mia like that. She should be cherished, not fucked.

Tomorrow, my lover will receive her necklace. The custom piece cost me a small fortune, but it’s important to me she doesn’t feel like a whore. I also want her to stand out among the masses of women who are members there.

As soon as I’m back to the tables, Mia has arrived and is being chatted up by none other than Peter Fields. My blood boils and my hands clench into tight fists. This caveman act of mine is really starting to piss me off. Mia is free to do what she wants, and with whom she chooses, whether I like it or not. Truth be told, I want her doing me, but that’ll never happen. Only in my lust filled fantasies will I see her on her knees with her plump red painted lips wrapped around my cock.

“Mia and I have the next game,” Fields announces, making my skin crawl.

“Bullshit,” I yell out, much to everyone’s surprise. “She’s my partner for the night.” Peter scowls and Mia’s eyes go wide. She nods quickly, side-stepping Peter’s outstretched hand and walking right into my awaiting arm. My body sighs when her hand wraps around my waist and her head rests against my chest. She’s a perfect fucking fit.

“I called her first,” Peter snaps, showing everyone how petulant he is.

“She’s not a piece of property, Fields. Mia came here tonight to play pool with me.” In this exact moment, I make eye contact with Andrew and Mia’s best friend, Rachel. Both of them are looking at us with their eyebrows raised. I already know I’m in deep shit, but it’s worth it not to watch Peter rub his fucking pickle all over Mia’s ass tonight.

“Parker’s right,” she says to Peter as her hand rests on my chest. I glance quickly down at my pants, thankful I’d decided to change into jeans before arriving, because I’m sporting a semi. Life was a bit easier when I thought she was dating Zac because I didn’t have a problem being a dick to her.

“I’ll be your partner,” Rachel says to Peter.

“Yeah, she’s really good,” Andrew says as his face breaks out in a smile. I stifle a laugh, knowing full well she can’t play worth shit. It’ll be easy to beat them. Peter jumps at the opportunity because Rachel is hot, and a wicked flirt. It dawns on me he’s never seen Mia play, which works in my favor.

“You can break,” I call out as I walk over to the rack, looking for a decent cue stick. Mia follows and reaches for one, brushing her arm against mine. “Let them win,” I whisper into her ear, immediately regretting I’m so close. I move away before I can do something stupid like breathe in deeply.

“Why?”

I look over her shoulder to see what Peter’s doing. He’s deep in conversation with Rachel, while Andrew finishes his current game.

“Let them win one, then we’ll run the table on the rest of the bar. More people will start to show up.” Mia looks at me skeptically. I know she hates to lose, but sometimes it’s for the best. “Trust me,” I say, placing my hand on her hip.

“You owe me.”

“I already gave you an executive job, and an office with a view . . . what could I possibly have that you would want now?” I wink at her and step away, leaving her to think about what else I could give her. My own list is short: my dick, cock, fingers, tongue, and mouth. I do realize it’s only three, but I’m the only one counting.

Peter breaks, sinking both solids and stripes, gloating about it as he walks around the table, looking for a way to clear it. Mia’s looking too, and commenting on all the pretty colors, much to Andrew’s delight and mine.

“Solids.” He lines up for his next shot. The ball barely falls into the pocket, allowing him to continue. His next shot doesn’t go as planned, stopping short of its destination.

“I’ll go,” Mia says, moving around the table. She runs her hand along the felt, brushing her hand in front of the cue ball.

“I’m hittin’ the head,” Andrew says, knowing it takes Mia a while before she finds the perfect shot.

Having her go first works to our advantage. Her technique is slow and steady wins the race, making Peter impatient. From where I’m sitting, it looks like he’s stomping his foot.

“Do you know what you’re doing?” he asks, causing Mia’s head to pop up. “I can show you, if you’d like.”

“No thanks. I think my partner’s got it taken care of,” she says in the most innocent tone, sending vibrations straight to my groin. I groan, thankful for the noise in the bar, as I go over to her. I really want to tell her no, but I don’t want anyone else touching her.

I saddle up behind her and take a deep breath. She bends over, sticking her ass right into my crotch. It takes everything in me not to grab her hips and thrust, not caring that we’re in a public place.

Clearing my throat, I step aside, leaving my hand on her hip. “You want to do this,” I say, as I take her hand and position it on the cue stick. My other hand reaches around her, holding the end of the stick. When she starts to move the stick and her hips, I just about lose my shit.

“I think you got it,” I say, stepping away. She stands abruptly, hitting the cue ball and ending our turn. Thank God for small miracles, because at this rate, I want to lose this game and go the fuck home.

Something's got to give soon. I can’t keep thinking about her on her knees, or spread out on my bed, when she’s my best friend’s sister. Besides, she works for me. She’s entirely off-limits now. I made sure of that the day I hired her. I’m not about to break my vow of no workplace hook-ups.

If she and I were ever to be together, I’d have to fire her and I won’t do that either.
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“Mia, that’s fabulous!” Charles gushes. “I can’t wait to see what you’ve done. Does Mr. Ward know how amazing you are?”

I laugh. “I sure hope so, but I’m not telling him about this. I want it to be a surprise.”

“It’ll definitely be one, for sure. Do you want to meet for lunch on Monday? I’d love to see what you’ve come up with.”

Smiling, I finish the last touches of my sketch and close the notebook. “Sounds good. I’ve just completed the final drawing.”

“Excellent! How about noon at the Rose Café?”

“I’ll be there. See you Monday.” We hang up and I can’t help but feel ecstatic.

Soon, if everything goes as planned, everyone will be able to buy my designs. I needed a big break like this, and it’s magically fallen in my lap—thanks to Parker. It almost feels too good to be true.

Time seems to be moving fast, but every time I look at the clock, barely a minute has gone by. I’m nervous and I know it’s because I’m meeting my mystery guy in the dark room tonight. Sometimes, I wonder what the hell I’m doing.

I’ve just about finished for the day when a knock sounds on the door. “Mia?”

The way Parker says my name makes me shiver. He walks in and the memories from the night before come flooding back. I can still feel his hands on my hips and the way his arousal stirred when I pushed my ass into him. Too bad he’s off limits.

“Hello, stranger. Where have you been today?” I ask.

Grinning widely, he shuts the door and takes the seat across from my desk. “Meetings. The joy of owning my own company.” He looks perfect in his suit with his hair neatly coifed to make him look professional. I remember when he’d run his hands through it and call it good. So much has changed over the years. He’s still the same, but yet not.

Parker points to my files. “Everything good on the Les Belle account?”

I slide the files back into my desk and smile. “It’s going great. I have a surprise for you, but I can’t tell you yet. I think you’ll be proud of me. Mr. Wainright is ecstatic.”

“I’m intrigued.” His brows lift. “See? I knew I made the right decision bringing you on.”

My phone beeps and Mrs. Jones’s voice comes over the speaker. “Ms. Hudson?”

“Yes.”

“Peter Fields is on line two.”

My gaze finds Parker. His jaw clenches and he looks ready to kill. He and Peter don’t get along and Peter’s play on me last night didn’t help matters.

“Why the hell is that fuck calling you?” he growls.

Line two flashes on my phone. I shrug and meet his gaze. “Obviously, he found out I work for you. I didn’t mention it last night.”

“You mean, when he was trying to get in your pants?” He huffs and sits back in the chair. “He probably just wants to stir shit up with me.”

Instead of picking up the phone, my finger hovers over line two. I don’t care if Parker can hear the conversation. I have nothing to hide. “I guess we’re about to find out.” Taking a deep breath, I press line two. “This is Mia Hudson.”

His obnoxious voice blares over the speaker. “Mia, it’s Peter Fields. How are you?”

Rolling my eyes, I lift my voice in excitement. “I’m doing well. What about you?”

“Can’t complain. Busy as usual.”

“I bet. So how did you know I worked for Ward Enterprises?” Parker leans over on his elbows, his murderous glare focused on the phone.

“I went by the gym looking for you, and your brother said you quit. I didn’t realize you and Mr. Ward were so close.”

I clear my throat and avoid Parker’s stare. “We go way back. He was kind enough to offer me a job in my area of expertise.”

“Which is?”

“Fashion design,” I say, trying not to sound impatient. “So, what can I do for you today, Mr. Fields?”

“Ah, yes. I tend to lose focus when speaking to beautiful women.” Parker rolls his eyes and I stifle a laugh. “I was wondering if you were free tonight. We didn’t get much time to talk yesterday and I wanted to remedy that.”

Eyes wide, I glance at Parker. He turns his head, the muscles in his jaw tensing. Deep down, I secretly wish he’s jealous, instead of angry that Peter’s trying to get to me. “Peter, I’m sorry, but I have plans tonight.” In the dark room.

“Oh, I see. What about tomorrow?”

I silently groan, wishing like hell I never picked up the phone. “Peter, I don’t think that’ll be such a great idea. I’m kind of seeing someone right now. But thank you for the offer.”

He sighs. “I understand. Maybe when you’re free you’ll think of me?”

That’ll never happen. “Of course. Thanks again for calling. I’m sure I’ll see you around.” Not that I’m looking forward to it.

“Sounds good, Mia. Have a great weekend.”

“You too.” We hang up and I breathe a sigh of relief. “Thank God that’s over. I can’t imagine going out with that ass-wipe.”

Parker rests his elbows on my desk, his gaze serious. “Are you seeing someone, or did you lie just to get out of the date?”

I open my mouth to speak but then shut it, my heart racing out of control. Who is the guy in the dark room to me? I’ll never know his name or who he is, but he’s still a part of my life. He’s the man I know I can never have, just like the man sitting in front of me. With a shrug of my shoulder, I meet his stare.

“I didn’t lie. In my own way, I am kind of seeing someone right now. It’s a little complicated.”

He nods. “I see. Do I know who he is?”

A laugh escapes my lips. I don’t even know who he is. “No.” The room falls silent and I scramble for anything to break it. “So, do you have plans tonight? It is a Friday after all.”

“I do,” he replies, running a hand through his hair. He’s agitated.

“Oh yeah? What are you doing?”

He shrugs. “I guess you can say it’s complicated.”

“Are you dating someone?” I haven’t seen him with any women recently. The thought of him with another woman infuriates me. Maybe I’m the jealous one. I’m hoping he’ll say no, but that’s not what comes out of his mouth.

“In a way, I am,” he says.

My stomach drops and I nod, pretending to be happy for him. I can’t get mad because I’m not exactly single either. It doesn’t matter anyway because it’ll never happen between us, no matter how much I fantasize about him.

“That’s good. Maybe we could double date sometime.” The words come out of my mouth before I can stop the word vomit. What in the hell is my problem?

Parker gets up and heads for the door, the tension so thick I could cut it with a knife. “I don’t think that’ll be such a great idea. But have fun tonight, and get some rest this weekend. We have another busy week coming up. I’ll see you on Monday.” He turns his back and heads out the door.

“You too,” I whisper.

Why is it that people always want what they can’t have? There was a time when I could’ve had Parker Ward, but I’d made a mistake. I chose the wrong man. How could I have ever been so stupid?

 

[image: ]

 

Jared leads me to the dressing room later that night and shuts the door behind him. In his hands is a little black box. He holds it out to me and smiles. “This is for you.”

I take the box and open it up, gasping when I see the diamond X glittering in the light. “Oh my God, is this real?”

I pull it out and he takes it, clasping it around my neck. “Yes, it is. This was specially made for you.”

“It must’ve cost a fortune.”

He chuckles. “Something tells me, this guy can afford it. You’re officially Society X royalty now. He’s the one who had it made for you. No one else has one like it.”

There’s a mirror beside me and I look at the jewels around my neck. “Who is this guy?” I mumble to myself.

Jared grins and leaves me to undress. I know the drill. Taking off my clothes, I take a deep breath before finding my place in the dark room. The necklace feels foreign around my neck, especially since I know it has to have cost thousands of dollars. I’ve never owned a piece of jewelry that cost even near that amount.

Instead of lying across the bed, I sit at the edge. My whole body is tense when the door to the other side of the room opens and he steps across the floor. They aren’t slow and deliberate footsteps like before; they’re fast and determined. The next thing I know, his hands are in my hair and he’s shoving me back on the bed. His lips are hard against mine, like a ravenous animal. It’s just what I need. How did he know?

I open myself up to him, wrapping my legs around his waist. The sound of a wrapper opens and I feel him reach between my legs to slide the condom down on himself. Without wasting any time, he pushes into me in one hard thrust. I can’t control myself and a gasp escapes my lips. The sound spurs him on and he goes harder, the sound of our skin slapping together echoes loudly in the barren room.

He pulls my head to the side and grazes his teeth along my neck, nipping my tender flesh. A satisfied growl rumbles in his chest when he feels the diamond necklace. He fingers the X, before gripping onto my hair.

When he closes his mouth over my nipple, I almost lose control. Everything inside of me tightens as he licks and sucks my breasts. His thrusts are as hard as they are relentless, quickly sending me over the edge. I bite my lip to keep from screaming, but all I want to do is let it out. He grunts a few times and jerks as his cock pulsates inside of me.

My heart races, but I’m nowhere near done. He lies on top of me, and I push against his chest, lifting my hips for him to move over. It’s like he knows what I want because he rolls off of me. I already miss him inside of me, but there’s something else I want.

I move down his body and slide the condom off of his still hard arousal. He groans when I place my lips over the tip, gently sucking down his release. I want to taste him, to feel all of him. Crawling back on top of him, I take him inside me. His fingers dig into my hips as I ride him hard. I’m probably going to have bruises and bite marks all over my body, but I don’t care. It’s more pleasure than pain.

My orgasm explodes from the inside out, but I keep on going, until I feel the heat of his release filling me. He sits up and holds me close against his chest, placing his lips to mine. A satisfied moan escapes his lips and I smile. My body aches, especially the spot between my legs, but it’s a good feeling. I trail my fingers down his back and kiss his shoulder. Hopefully, he’ll get my message. There are three words I trace against his skin.

Until next time.

I kiss him again before letting go, exiting the room like I’m supposed to. Safely on the other side of the door, I look down at my necklace, my heart racing out of control. “Who are you?”

It’s a shame I’ll never know.

 

[image: ]

 

“Girl, it’s time to wake up,” Rachel shouts, jumping on my bed. “It’s eleven o’clock.”

My head bounces against the pillow and I groan. “What the hell are you doing here?”

She stops jumping and lies down beside me, propping her head on the pillow. I open an eye and glare at her. “It’s Saturday. I thought maybe we could get some sun and have a girls’ day. Maybe even a mani-pedi?” she asks, looking hopeful. “I made breakfast.”

The smell of eggs and bacon wafts up to my room and my mouth waters. “Sometimes I hate knowing you have a key to my house, but I think I love you right now.”

Laughing, she smacks me on the ass. “I’ve already eaten, so I’m going to head out to the backyard. The sun is perfect right now.” She bounces out of my room and the back door slams as she races outside.

Ever so slowly, I get out of bed and slip into my light blue bikini. I don’t look at myself in the mirror because I know I look like a hot mess. Once in the kitchen, I eat the rest of the eggs and bacon and guzzle a glass of orange juice.

Rachel has the music blaring outside, her head bobbing to the sound. She already has a towel ready for me on the ground. I quickly rub sunscreen over my body, so I don’t get burnt. Having alligator skin doesn’t exactly go with my designs.

“It’s about time,” she says, as I open the door. Lifting her head, her mouth gapes. “What is that?” Tearing off her sunglasses, she jumps to her feet and races over. Her fingers grab the diamond X and that’s when I notice hers, just a simple silver X on a chain. It’s nothing like mine. “How did you get one like this?”

I shrug. “Jared said my guy had it made for me.”

She shook her head. “I’ll be damned. Why can’t I find a guy like that?” Her gaze finds something else and she gasps. “Care to tell me what happened there?”

I look down and my eyes go wide. “Oh, wow. I didn’t realize it was so bad.” I knew I’d have marks from his bite, but I didn’t realize it was going to be so evident. What’s crazy is, I actually like it. “Things got a little hot and heavy last night.”

Rachel laughs. “You think? I’m jealous now. I want to know who this guy is.”

Sighing, I walk over to my towel and plop down. “You’re telling me. You have no idea how bad I wish I knew.”


[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

The scotch I poured when I arrived home from Society X still rests on my knee with my hand wrapped tightly around the glass. I don’t believe I’ve moved an inch since I sat down. In all my sexually active life, I have never gone bareback. Yet in a weakened moment, when she took me in, skin to skin, all I could do was dig my fingers into her flesh and encourage her to ride me until I emptied into her.

I don’t know if it’s fear or dread that’s running through me. As I try to think about every worst-case scenario, I only come up with two: pregnancy and STDs. We had unprotected sex and I have no one to blame other than myself. I’m the walking adage for thinking with my dick instead of my brain.

I hate that I don’t know anything about her. I do know one thing, however – we fuck well together. No, not well – fucking fantastic – the way she feels wrapped around my dick is like no other feeling ever.

I need to know her.

My eyes close the second the sun shines into my living room. I’m still dressed from the night before and wide-awake with thoughts of what the future might hold. If she were to become pregnant from our time together, how would I find out? Is that something Christy will call and tell me?

Running a hand over my face, I groan. My body aches from sitting for so long and I’m in need of a shower and a shave before I meet Bryce this morning. We’re meeting on the golf course to discuss business. It’s better there than at my office or his. I set my glass of scotch on the table and make my way into my bathroom, turning on the shower. I step in, forgetting that I’m fully clothed, and curse at myself for being so stuck in my head.

“It’s not like you can do anything about it,” I tell myself as I undress. Once the cold water hits my skin, I wake up a little.

Today is going to fucking suck. I feel like I have a massive hangover and I haven’t had a drop to drink. My memory is crystal clear and as much as I want to forget last night I know I’m never going to be able to. I have a sick obsession with her and I need to figure out a way to get over it. It’s not healthy for either of us. The initial thrill has died down and I still want more, but I don’t know how I go about breaking the rules to find out her name.

As the water cascades down my body, my mind replays the moment my mouth touched the necklace I designed for her. I needed her to have something that stands out from every other woman in Society X. I wanted to be the one to slip it around her neck, to see her expression when the cool platinum caressed the skin that my lips know well. I have never, in my life, been so smitten with someone that I don’t even know.

Once I’m done in the shower, I forgo shaving and dress quickly in khakis and a pullover. I shoot off a quick text to Mrs. Jones as I head to my car, letting her know I’m heading straight to my lunch meeting and to cancel any meetings that I have today, only to realize after I’ve hit sent that it’s Saturday. I’m afraid I'm not going to be able to function by mid-afternoon and the last thing I need is to enter into some deal that I can’t get out of.

I contemplate texting Mia to tell her to take the weekend off. I know she’s working hard and if I know her like I think I do, she has her work spread out on her table with a cup of coffee in her hand and pencils in her hair. As much as I hate to admit it, I made a mistake hiring her. Not because she’s not qualified, she’s overly so. It’s because of how I feel about her.

I’ve turned women down who have worked for me in the past and fired people for dating co-workers. Workplace romances affect the company and the team’s morale. There’s no way I can ask Mia out as anything more than a friend while she’s working for me. In my fantasy world, she has money stashed away and can purchase Les Belle from me at a reasonable price.

Or, I can just give it to her.

I have no doubt in my mind she’s the one that got away. When I had the opportunity, I didn’t make a move out of respect for Andrew. That was my mistake because before I knew it, she was in the arms of that ass-licker, Zac. I saw the way she looked at him and realized I couldn’t compete.

Bryce is getting his clubs out of his car when I pull in. As luck would have it, there’s a spot next to him I claim.

“You look like shit,” he says as I get out of the car.

I press the button that opens my trunk and flip him off. That’s the most professional greeting I can muster for the moment. My appearance is his fault. If he hadn’t asked me to invest, I would’ve never known about the dark room. Or had the best sex of my life. It’s a double-edged sword, no matter which way I drive the knife in. I think at this point, I could live without the sex. I’d rather take my chances and meet her on the street somewhere.

Except she’s at the club for a reason, and it gives me pause, wondering why she chose the dark room. What is she hiding? For me, it’s a safe way to keep my identity hidden and avoid the instant cling-on, who only wants to be with me for status.

“Your appearance is a little unlike you,” he says, reminding me that I look like shit.

“Couldn’t sleep last night.” I don’t really care to elaborate, so I change the subject. “How’s business?”

“Good, numbers are solid and memberships are up.”

It dawns on me he must know I paid for two memberships, and it makes me wonder if he’ll say anything. Although, being discreet is what he’s best at. “That’s good. What are your plans for expansion?”

We arrive at the first tee and have to wait for the party in front of us to finish. They’re laughing and carrying on, already a few sheets to the wind. I spot a Bloody Mary and crave one. Even though I don’t have a hangover, my body feels like it does.

A mechanical laugh catches my attention, causing me to lean out of the cart to get a better look. It’s Peter Fields, and his arm is wrapped around some woman. I see red, remembering how he’d asked Mia out just yesterday. I knew he was a no good piece of shit.

“I’m thinking Tampa or Miami. The scene is hot down there,” I hear Bryce say.

I nod, pretending I’m interested. I should be, considering it’s some of my money he’s using. But truth be told, my mind is elsewhere.

Peter and his crew get in their cars and head to the next tee. I motion for the people behind us to go ahead. I won’t make it through the day if I have to follow that sleazeball around for a round of golf. My foot may accidentally fall asleep on the gas pedal and cause us to chase him into the pond.

“Are you sure you want to golf?”

“Yeah, why?” I ask, getting out of the cart and pulling my driver out.

“You seem . . . off.” Bryce hesitates before finishing.

“I haven’t slept in a day or so.” The second the words are out of my mouth, I regret them. I know Bryce, but not like Andrew. He’s not my buddy in that sense. As soon as the couple in front of us walks down the fairway, I move toward the tee and take a few practice swings, hoping to avoid further conversation on the matter.

“What’s her name?” I pause and that’s enough time for him to shake his head. “What you’re doing in the dark room is unconventional at best.”

“Christy told you?”

Bryce nods. “She needed my permission. We’ve never had anyone keep the same partner, or give them their own necklace. Do you know her?”

I bend to put my ball on the wooden tee. When I stand, Bryce is looking at me with the most serious expression I have ever seen. I shake my head, knowing he’s waiting for a verbal answer.

“I don’t, but she’s . . . I can’t explain it.” I take a deep breath and look out over the lush green grass of the fairway. “From the moment I touched her, I had to know her. And I’m not just talking about sex. I do nothing but think about her.” And imagine another woman’s face because I’m sick and twisted like that.

I step up to my ball and dig my spikes into the soft ground. Pulling my driver back, I swing through the hips, and watch my ball fly through the sky. Bryce pats me on the shoulder and I step aside so he can take his hit. He takes more time than I do, studying the grass and the wind. When he finally swings, his ball flies farther than mine, instantly souring my already horrible mood.

“Nice one,” I tell him as we get back into the cart.

“I have a virtual golf game at home. I’ve been practicing.”

“Figures,” I mutter as we pull up to my ball.

“So tell me about her,” he says from behind me.

“Nothing to tell.” What I want to say is, she fucks like a champ and her pussy is made of fucking gold, but I can’t. Even though I don’t know her, I can’t disrespect her that way. It’s bad enough we screw in pure darkness and don’t even know each other’s names. “I’d have to know her in order to tell you something. If I did, I’d probably be fucking her in my bed and not yours.”

“That’s probably true,” he says with a smirk.

I know it’s true. If I knew who she was, I’d be with her every available minute. It has to be some sort of sign that I feel this connected to a woman I haven’t shared a conversation with, or even a glance. I hope that if I ever meet her on the street, I’ll know it’s her, because letting her go and never knowing who she is, is going to be the hardest thing I’ll ever have to go through.
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The perks of owning your own company is the hours you keep. The downfall is that everything you missed today has to be made up tomorrow. After my golf game with Bryce, I bailed on a liquid lunch with him and came home. The first thing I did was strip down to nothing, pull my blackout curtains closed, and crawl into bed.

When I woke from what I’d consider a less than stellar nap, I made the mistake of turning my phone on. It was a full ten minutes before the alerts stopped, leaving me with no desire to return any messages or texts. Instead, I buried my head deeper into my pillow, until Mia's ringtone, Eric Clapton’s Beautiful Tonight, echoes in my room. For some reason, the song reminds me of her. I don’t know if it’s because she’s off limits that I hope to one day have a chance, or if it’s simply because she’s beautiful.

I clear my throat in a lame attempt to sound more awake, but it doesn’t work. Halfway through saying “Hello,” my voice cracks and I sound like a frog.

“Are you sick? Do you need me to bring some soup?”

This is a loaded question. Would I like Mia to come over? Yes. Do I want soup from her? No. I’d be happier than a pig in shit if I could rest my head on her lap and tell her how crazy I’ve made my life. She wouldn’t understand the whole paying for sex thing, though.

“I think I'm just a bit run down. I’ll be fine by Monday,” I say, sitting up. I pull my phone away quickly to see the time and realize it’s just after nine. I’ve slept the day away and probably won’t be able to sleep tonight. “How was your day?”

“Eh, it was boring for the most part. I didn’t do any work.”

I laugh, knowing that any day with her isn’t boring, and knowing full well she worked her ass off today. It’s in her nature. “You know, I wish that were true, the part about you not working.”

“I tried.” She sighs, which causes an instant stirring beneath my sheets. How can an action as simple as breathing be the reason a cock wakes up? No wonder women think we’re imbeciles.

“I appreciate the effort. What can I do for you, Mia?” Please say, come over and fuck my brains out, Parker. Unfortunately, I know that’s not going to happen. I think she holds me on the same level I do her – untouchable. We’re both afraid of how her brother would react, and I can’t forget I did the dumbest thing ever and hired her.

“Stacey is getting married.”

“Sounds like fun,” I interject.

“Will you go as my date?” she says the words so fast, I almost don’t understand them.

It’s going to pain me to say this, but the line has to be drawn. I sigh, pinching the bridge of my nose. “We can’t date, Mia.”

“Oh God no, not like that. What I mean is, I need someone to go with me because Zac will be there and I don’t want him talking to me, or trying to get me back.”

“I’ll go,” I blurt out before I realize what I’m agreeing to. Mia claps in the background and rambles about dancing and drinking before saying goodbye and hanging up.

Holy shit, I just agreed to be her date to a wedding where the three D’s are going to happen: dancing, drinking, and a dress. The fantasy is already playing out in my head; a little too much to drink, some provocative dancing, followed by a trip to the bathroom where I’ll hoist her up on the counter and pound the hell out of her pussy.

I groaned. I am so fucked and in need of some serious therapy.
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“You fucked him without a condom? Thank God you’re on the pill!” Rachel shrieks.

“I know,” I grumble. “I can’t believe I did it either. It just felt right.”

“I wonder what the guy thinks about it.”

“Not sure. He didn’t seem to have a problem with it at the time. And I’m actually the one who requested for him to wear condoms.”

“It’s a shame you couldn’t ask him to the wedding. I’d really love to meet him.” So would I. “And I can’t believe you ended up asking Mr. Sex on a Stick to be your date.” She laughs. “You know all the single women there are going to be throwing themselves at him, right?”

“What else is new? Titties and vaginas most likely hurl themselves at his face every time he walks out of his apartment. I felt like such an idiot when he was about to turn me down.”

She accidentally drops her phone and the sound bangs in my ear. “Sorry about that. Trying to do my makeup. We have to be there in an hour and I’m totally running late. Anyway, why would he turn you down?”

I pull my dress out of the closet and set it on my bed. “He’s strict on the 'no dating co-workers’ policy.”

“And what do you think about it?”

It sucks, but he has a point. Sometimes I wish I hadn't even taken the job. There’s too much tension between us to not explore what could be there. That’s what I feel, but it’s not what’s allowed. Instead of telling her the truth, I lie. “I completely agree with him. It’s not professional to date your boss.”

She snorts. “Yeah, tell that lie to someone who believes you. Seriously, you’re talking to me here.”

“It doesn’t matter, Rach. Nothing can happen between us.”

“Uh-huh. Let’s see what happens tonight, when love is in the air. I bet he kisses you.”

Just the thought makes my insides clench. I wonder if he’s a good kisser. He’s had enough practice, that’s for sure. “I don’t want to think about that,” I say quickly. “I do, however, need to finish getting dressed. I’ll see you in an hour.”

“See ya,” she says and hangs up.

Taking a deep breath, I run my fingers down the silky, pink gown. It has one strap over the right shoulder and it’s skintight until it flares out at the waist, stopping right above my knees. It’s one of my own designs and I can still remember the day I showed it to Stacey. She burst out crying, saying how amazing her wedding day was going to be. One day, I’d love to design a wedding gown for someone. Hopefully, I’ll get the chance.

My phone lights up, then beeps with an incoming text. I pick it up, thinking it’s Rachel.

 

Parker: Be there in thirty minutes.

 

My heart skips and I groan. Why the hell am I nervous? It’s not my wedding day. At the rate I’m going, I’ll never get married.

 

Me: See ya then!

 

Putting on my jewelry and my silver heels, I pour a glass of wine and guzzle it quickly. Drinking might not be the best thing to do around Parker, but I need it. He arrives precisely on time and rings the doorbell. I pat down my dress and look at my reflection in the hallway mirror before answering it.

When I open the door, his eyes go wide before he recovers. It’s nice to know that even though we can’t date, he still finds me attractive.

“Mia, you look stunning.”

I twirl to give him a complete look at the dress. “It’s one of my designs.”

“It’s beautiful.”

“Thanks. You look really handsome yourself.” He’s wearing a black Armani suit that is tailored perfectly to his body, and his hair is gelled into messy spikes. Yep, he’s going to have all the ladies chasing him tonight. Maybe it’s a good thing we can’t date. I’d hate to have to worry about everyone wanting him. Keep telling yourself that, Mia.

“Are you ready to go?” he asks.

I nod. “Just got to lock up.” He waits on me to lock the door and shove my keys in my clutch. Instead of his car, there’s a black Rolls Royce with a man in a suit waiting for us. “You hired a driver for tonight?”

He holds out his arm and I take it. “I figured there’ll be some drinking going on, and I wanted to make sure we were safe.”

The driver opens the door and I slide in. There’s a bottle of Riesling in the chiller. “I can’t be getting drunk before the wedding. I might trip and fall down the aisle.”

Parker gets in beside me and laughs. “That’d be a sight. Who are you paired with? Anyone I know?”

“Hopefully not Zac.”

His eyes darken. “He’s one of the groomsmen?”

I nod. “Unfortunately so. We were supposed to go to the wedding together, and of course, being the narcissistic asshole that he is, he figured we were still going to. I told him at the rehearsal that I had a date.”

“What a fucking prick.”

“Tell me about it. So, thank you for coming with me. You really saved my ass. Hopefully, the only time I have to be around him is for the pictures. I want this day to be perfect for Stacey.”

When we arrive, we take in the beautiful French-style chateau with amazing stone architecture. The gardens are what make it fabulous. Luckily, the weather turned out perfect, with sunny skies and wisps of clouds here and there. Once we’ve made our way inside, I see Rachel and a couple of the other bridesmaids sitting at the bar. When she sees us enter, she waves us over.

“Hey, guys,” she calls.

The other girls smile, hoping Parker will notice them. I thought he’d look at them, but he only has eyes for me and Rachel. It makes me feel good inside and gives me hope for men everywhere. Zac used to look at everything with tits. Fucking bastard.

Meredith, the bride’s sister, gets up and walks over. She looks beautiful in my design, with her long, blonde hair pulled high in a bundle of curls. I haven’t spoken to her since the bachelorette party. She pokes out her breasts for Parker’s benefit.

“There’s something you should know,” she says, biting her lip.

I glance up at Parker, hoping like hell it’s not about Society X. “After you left the rehearsal, a couple of things changed.”

“Like what?” Dread settles into the pit of my stomach. I have an idea of what she’s getting at, but I’m hoping I’m wrong.

“You and Zac got paired to walk together.”

I snort in disgust. “You have got to be kidding me.”

“I know right? I kept telling Stacey it was a bad idea, since you two broke up. Unfortunately, it was Alex’s doing. He’s the one who switched Zac in the lineup.”

“The fucker must have paid him off,” Parker mumbles under his breath.

Zac winks at me from across the room and I have to agree with Parker. “I have a strange feeling you might be right.”
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I keep finding reasons to look at Parker during the ceremony. Maybe it’s because he keeps his gaze on me the entire time.

“You may now kiss the bride,” the preacher announces. Stacey and Alex kiss and several people whistle. “Ladies and gentlemen, it is with great pleasure, I give you, Mr. and Mrs. Alex Baker.”

The music starts and they begin their way down the aisle, followed by her sister and the best man. Rachel goes next with one of the other groomsmen, while I wait for my turn with Zac. With a satisfied grin on his face, he holds out his arm, waiting for me to take it. The photographer is taking pictures so I have no choice but to smile and put on a front.

“You look sexy as hell in that dress,” he murmurs, leaning in close.

“Your compliment is not needed, or wanted.”

“Why, because you’re getting it from Ward?”

“It’s none of your business what I get from him. I guess I should let you know my account with Les Belle is going great. There’s going to be a grand re-opening coming up, featuring some of my designs.”

We walk inside the building with the rest of the bridal party and he pulls me to the side. “Charles told me about it. Congratulations. I’ll have to stop by.”

I look past his shoulder, where the guests are starting to disperse. “Do you really mean that? Because I could’ve sworn you said I was just a girl who teaches classes at a gym.”

“Come on, Mia, I was pissed. You know how I get when I’m angry. I say stupid shit.”

I smile and bat my eyelashes. “You do that all the time, Zac. It’s not just when you’re angry.” Parker walks inside and sees me, his gaze dark. “I have to go now.”

He tries to grab my arm, but I side-step him. “Mia, wait.”

Parker glares at Zac over my shoulder and takes my hand. “Everything okay?”

“Yep, just glad it’s all over. You hungry?”

He grins. “More like thirsty. Want a glass of wine?”

“You have no idea.” He pulls me to the bar and I order a glass, drinking it quickly. Parker shakes his head and downs his gin and tonic. It doesn’t take long for the wine to kick in on an empty stomach. The food is in the next room over and my stomach growls. “I think it’s time for some food. I haven’t eaten all day.”

“So that’s why your eyes have this glazed over look?” he teases.

I’m pretty sure there’s another reasons for that, but I’m not about to tell him.

He pays for our drinks and we retreat to the room with the food. Parker and I fix our plates and take a seat at an empty table. The other people in the wedding party are sitting at the front tables, but I don’t want to leave Parker by himself, not when I’m the one who asked him to join me.

“What did shitdick say to you?” he asks.

I guzzle another glass of wine before answering. “He said he heard about the grand re-opening of Les Belle from Charles Wainright.”

“Is that it?”

“Pretty much. I didn’t stick around long enough for him to try his usual bullshit.”

His jaw clenches. “I can’t stand the thought of you being around that jackass.”

Smiling, I place my hand on his like it’s second nature. Wine makes me bold. “That’s why I have you to protect me,” I tease with a wink. Yep, definitely bold.

I half expect him to spout out the whole no dating rule again, but he doesn’t. He smiles and moves closer, his fingers intertwining with mine. I get lost in his gray eyes, wondering what it would be like to kiss him. He stares at me, like he’s wondering the same thing.

The music starts playing and the bride and groom do their first dance, followed by the father and daughter dance. “Do you think you’ll ever get married?” I ask, watching the people around us. My head feels heavy from all the wine. I lean into him and smile.

His lips pull up in a seductive smirk, eyes glassy. “Maybe one day. It’s hard to find someone who isn’t just after my money.”

“You don’t think I’m like that do you?”

He squeezes my hand. “Of course not. You’re different than most, but also off limits.”

Sighing, I turn my head. “Yes, I know.”

A slow song comes on next and Parker pulls me to my feet. “I want to dance with you.”

A laugh escapes my lips. “Do you even know how?”

He ignores my question and pulls me onto the dance floor, twirling me around before pulling me in close. One of his hands is on my waist, while the other holds my hand. The song is one of his favorites, Beautiful Tonight by Eric Clapton.

"Does this answer your question?"

I giggle and shake my head at him in disbelief. “You’re full of surprises, Parker Ward.” Zac glares at us from across the room and Parker must see him because he draws me in closer. “Do you ever wonder what it’d be like between us if we didn’t work together?” I ask him.

His gaze finds my lips. “All the time. And even if we didn’t, your brother would have a problem with it.”

“What if he didn’t?”

“What is this, twenty questions?”

I shrug, hoping he’ll answer it. He twirls me around again and laughs. “I don’t know, Mia. Those are questions we’ll never have the answers to.”

“I know. I just thought I’d ask,” I murmur softly.

His brows furrow and he keeps his gaze on me while the song continues to play. It’s such a beautiful song, I don’t want it to stop. Ever so slowly, Parker leans in, his lips achingly near to mine. I can feel his breath on my skin. Should I close the distance? Is that a step I want to take? His lips break apart and I’m ready for them to touch mine, but the song stops and the spell is broken.

Averting his gaze, he snaps up straight and looks down at his watch. “You about ready to leave?”

We step apart and I hate myself for losing control. From now on, there will be no drinking around Parker. “Sure, let’s go.”
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The sun shines through my window and I groan. It’s Sunday morning and I have the worst hangover of my life. When I got dropped off last night, Parker walked me to the door and I about choked on the tension buzzing between us as we said our goodbyes. I wish it was easier to deny the connection we have.

My meeting with Charles to show him my new design collection is tomorrow. I get out of bed and grab some coffee, thinking I’m going to spruce them up, when I realize I left the whole damn sketchbook in my office. I try to call Parker to let him know I’m going up there, but he doesn’t answer. He’s probably avoiding me after asking him those stupid ass questions. How embarrassing. He’s made it obviously clear he doesn’t date women he works with. The sooner I get that through my mind, the easier this will be.

My phone rings but it’s not Parker returning my call. “Mom, what’s up?”

“Hey, darling. I’m cooking lunch today, chicken and dumplings. Want to come by and eat in a couple of hours?”

I look at the clock; it’s ten in the morning. I haven’t slept over ten hours since I was in high school. “Sure,” I say, pulling out a shirt and jeans from my closet. “I just have to run to the office and grab my sketchbook and I’ll be right over.”

“Sounds good, sweetheart. See you then.”

Arriving at work, I take the elevator up to Ward Enterprises, and head straight to my office. It’s still hard to believe I have a huge office in one of the biggest buildings in downtown, working for one of the richest people in the city. It’s also hard to believe Parker has grown so much since we were kids. My sketchpad is right where I left it on my desk. I snatch it up and head out the door. I’m sure my mother will want to see what I’ve been working on.

Shutting the door to my office, a giggling noise catches my attention. It’s coming from behind Parker’s door. My stomach clenches, and my heart drops to my stomach. The thought of Parker in there with another woman makes me ill. I edge closer to the door, definitely a glutton for punishment. What the hell is wrong with me? He’s not mine and he never will be. I hear the voice again, and I recognize it. Tonya.

“Oh my God, your cock is so big. Harder, baby!” Papers shuffle around and I can hear the slapping of their bodies against one another.

“Son of a bitch,” I whisper low, anger replacing my sadness. Both emotions leave me feeling gutted. One thing is clear; Parker is a fucking liar.
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I hate Mondays. Loathe them. And as soon as I step into the lobby of Ward Enterprises, the front desk receptionist looks up and smiles. I don’t know what I offer back, but by the look on her face, it isn’t good. I disappear quickly down the hall leading to my office, only to run into a happy Mrs. Jones.

Mrs. Jones makes every Monday cheery. I don’t know if she wakes up this way, or if it’s just her mission to make sure everyone is having a good day, but at times, it can be annoying. There are days I want to come in and slam my door, ignoring her cheery disposition, but my grandfather would have my hide if I did something like that, especially to Mrs. Jones.

“Good morning, Mr. Ward. May I take those for you?” She grabs my briefcase and removes my coat. “The financials for Wess & Co. are in your inbox, as requested.” She hands me my messages after hanging my coat.

“Great, thank you.” I glance at Mia’s door. I know I should go in there and talk to her about Saturday night, but I’m not sure what I can say to make the situation any less awkward. “Is Ms. Hudson here?”

“She’s not in yet. Shall I send her to your office when she arrives?”

“No, I’ll see her in our board meeting.”

I step into my office and shut the door, resting against it. Something has to give, but I don’t know what. There’s no doubt in my mind that hiring Mia was a mistake, but as I went over the financials this weekend, I know I did what’s best for Ward Enterprises. She’s going to turn Les Belle around in no time. I gave her this challenge and she stepped up without hesitation and took over, making the account her own.

There’s a knock on my door that has me scrambling to my desk to make it appear as if I’ve been working since I stepped in. “Come in,” I say loud enough for whoever is on the other side to hear. When I see Tonya walk in, I groan internally. I don’t like her, but Mrs. Jones hired her, so until she gives me a reason to fire her, she stays.

“The board room is ready,” she says happily, as if she’s done something right. “And here is your agenda and necessary paperwork.” Tonya hands me the printed copy of the file I sent to Mrs. Jones yesterday.

I take the stack of papers and leaf through them quickly, reminding myself of the companies I want to explore for possible purchase. I have to give her credit because everything is in order and the way I like it. Maybe having her around won’t be so bad after all, as long as she keeps learning from Mrs. Jones. It’ll be better when she stops the flirting though.

“Thank you, Tonya. Everything looks great.” I nod and look back down at my agenda, dismissing her. She stands there a beat longer, batting her eyelashes. The smart-ass in me wants to ask if she needs anything else, but before I can, she smiles and walks out.

I gather my files and head to the board room, glancing once again at Mia’s door. It remains closed and Mrs. Jones tells me she’s still not here. Knowing Mia as long as I have, I’ve never known her to be late. It worries me.

“Please call her and make sure everything is okay,” I say to Mrs. Jones as I walk by.

The conference room is fully stocked with bagels, coffee, and an assortment of juices. I did away with the donuts after my grandfather retired. I’d done this after it became clear that we needed to watch our intake of sugar, because everyone was tired by noon and production was down.

I take my seat at the head of the table, and wait while others filter in. A few smile shyly as they step in, likely pissed for not beating me here. I know they think it looks bad when they’re showing up after me, but right now, I don’t care. It’s Monday and I want this day over already.

When the clock hits nine, whoever is sitting on my right is tasked with shutting the door. Today, the lucky bastard is Bill Johns, who is looking around the table wondering who is missing . . . Mia. He lets out a sigh before standing and shutting the door; as he does this, my anger level starts to rise. Unless she’s stuck in traffic or dead in a fucking ditch, there’s no reason she should be late.

“Alright, let’s get started. Bill, you can go first.”

He clears his throat and rattles off the shipping companies he’s found. Most would be takeovers, adding to our already extensive list of acquired companies. There are a few that sound like solid leads, and I tell Bill to get the meetings set up.

Everyone goes quiet as the door opens and Mia walks in, head held high. I like her confidence, but she’s late. Everyone knows I find it rude to interrupt an already in-session meeting.

“Nice of you to join us, Ms. Hudson. Let’s hear your report on Les Belle.” Mia glares at me and normally I’d find it cute, but not today.

“I’m sorry—”

“Your report, Ms. Hudson,” I say, cutting her off.

“Um . . . it’s uh . . .” Mia flips through her papers, reaching into her bag to pull out more. She’s clearly not ready.

“Is there a problem?”

“There shouldn’t be, but this doesn’t seem to be the information I sent my assistant to print off for the meeting. I apologize. I’ll just be right back.” She stands and gathers her things. The other members at the table look uncomfortable. Some are agitated. We’re too busy to half-ass work, and honestly, I’m surprised at Mia for being unprepared.

“Ms. Hudson, your return to the meeting won’t be necessary,” I say as she reaches for the door. The small gasp doesn’t escape my notice, and I feel like a dick for treating her like this, but it’s how I’d treat any of the other department heads if they were unprepared. I can’t show her special treatment, even though I want to.

As soon as the meeting is over and I’m back to my office, I slam the door. It’s not something I like to do, but I’m pissed. Mia’s door was shut when I walked down the hall, not that it’s required to be open, but after this morning, one would think she’d be waiting for me.

“Mrs. Jones, please tell Ms. Hudson I need her in my office immediately, and with her reports.”

“Yes, sir,” she replies as I slam my hand down on the speaker button. It’s only a matter of seconds before there’s a quiet knock on my door, followed by the turning of the doorknob. My chair is turned, so all Mia can see is my back. It’s a dick move, but a line has to be drawn. Besides, there is no way I can face her with what I’m about to say.

“Sit down, Ms. Hudson.” The harshness of my words stab me in the heart. It pains me to be harsh, but I can’t allow her to walk all over me.

“Every week, we have a staff meeting on Monday mornings. And I realize Mondays are the worst day of the week, as people are often nursing hangovers, but that doesn’t negate their responsibility at the nine o’clock meeting. Everyone who heads up a team, department, or division, must come prepared with their reports, ready to present to the team.”

I spin my chair around and look at her. Her eyes are downcast and her usually rosy cheeks are ashen. I hate the way she looks right now, as if the vibrancy of life has been sucked out of her.

“Ms. Hudson, I expect this from everyone.”

“Yes, Mr. Ward.”

The strong, confident Mia I know is not sitting in front of me now. She’s been replaced by a meek shell of who she is, looking more like the person she was when she was dating Zac. The urge to pull her into my arms and comfort her is strong.

“Please present your report.”

Mia nods and starts on how she and Wainright went through the entire company and made changes. She tells me of the staff members she’s taken from Ward Enterprises and placed them with the Les Belle staff to teach them better marketing and production skills, not to mention implementing new and fresh designs.

“Mr. Wainright has been with me through the entire process of rebuilding and is excited to have a grand re-opening of his first store on Friday. The marketing department has secured catering, a pianist, as well as the media. It’s a black tie affair, with the most prominent women in Portland and Seattle being extended an invitation to sample the new line before it goes to mass production.”

“And why couldn’t you tell us all this before?”

Mia clears her throat. “Because the notes I had asked Tonya to print weren’t the ones in my hand, and it threw me off. I don’t know why, but it’s not what I had on the thumb drive for her. She gave me the wrong set and I couldn’t remember everything.”

I lean forward, resting my clasped hands on my desk. “I know Tonya is new, but she’s doing a good job. Maybe your file was wrong?”

Mia squints her eyes at me but doesn’t say anything, which I find odd. Usually she has a response for everything. It’s one of the things I love about her.

“Right, I’ll do better next time.” She gets up and leaves before I get a chance to say anything else. It’s probably for the best, because right now, I’m still reeling from her being late and not calling.
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“Good evening, Parker.” Mrs. Schilling, who lives down the hall from me, greets me at the elevator when I step out of my penthouse.

It’s Friday evening and I’m heading to the grand re-opening of Les Belle. “Good evening. You’re looking stunning as usual,” I greet her as the elevator dings.

I hold the door open, letting her walk in first. I’ve been tempted to take her up on one of her many offers for an evening companion, but the thought of sleeping with her doesn’t sit well with me. She’s my neighbor and I don’t want things to become awkward between us. I’d happily escort her to the opera or symphony, but Mrs. Schilling is a cougar and pounces on her prey the moment the shows are over. From what I’ve heard, no one ever tells her no, and I don’t want to be the first.

Mrs. Schilling is rich beyond her years. Her first husband struck liquid gold in Texas, and her second husband invested their money well, leaving her a very rich woman when they both passed away. Now, she mingles—at least, that's what she calls it. Most of the men are barely out of college, and more than happy to be on her arm and in her bed.

“Thank you. You look dashing in that tux, where are you off to?”

“Ward Enterprises took over Les Belle and my newest associate is hosting the grand re-opening this evening at their store.”

“I must check it out after the opera.”

“Please do,” I tell her as the elevator reaches the lobby. I hold the door for her once more, allowing her to step out and into the arms of her next conquest. I wink at him and adjust my pants, letting him think she and I were just together. I can’t help being childish sometimes. These guys are in over their heads where she’s concerned, and if they think they are the next Mr. Schilling, they’re crazy.

Pulling up to the event in my limo, it’s a spectacle for the eyes. Spotlights are shining, and lights are twinkling, all set up to bring the large picture window to the forefront. It’s not mannequins modeling the new line, but real-life models who are switching poses every few minutes.

As I stand outside, I watch as the women are flocking to Mia and Mr. Wainright, and the sight brings a smile to my face. Rachel and her mother are moving around the room, talking with guests who are waiting to speak to Mia, making sure they’re comfortable.

As I step inside, I notice the noise level. It’s subdued, like something you’d find at an art gallery. The pianist is in the corner, playing a soft melody, adding to the existing glamorous ambiance.

“Mr. Ward, I can’t thank you enough.” Mr. Wainright grabs my hand in both of his and shakes. “I may not own Les Belle anymore, but I can tell you I’m bursting with pride. You’ve made me a believer. The best thing I ever did was sell to you.”

“Mr. Wainright, I’m happy Ward Enterprises could be of service to you. Once we have Les Belle back on her feet, we’ll sit down and look at your options to rebuy.”

He laughs and shakes his head. “I don’t know. I may not want to let Mia go.” I know the feeling. “She’s a gem.”

“That she is,” I mutter under my breath as she comes into view. Tonight, she’s dressed in red with her blonde hair swept to one side in a wave of curls. Her alabaster skin illuminates against her dress, making her stand out like a goddess.

Mr. Wainright leaves me to mingle, but the only person I want to speak with is Mia. As I make my way over to her, I overhear women gushing about her designs and asking if they can buy them off the models when the show is over. I stand behind her willingly, letting her bask in the glory she’s earned.

I graze her elbow with my fingertips to get her attention, and the moment her eyes meet mine, I’m done for. Thankful that my coat is buttoned up, and covering the very erect cock straining against my zipper, I smile and take her in. Her green eyes are alight with adoration and achievement. She’s happy and elated, causing me to feel the same. But it’s her red lips that are my undoing.

I close my eyes and think of anything else but those lips, to no avail. I see them wrapped around my cock as she looks up at me, taking me deep into her mouth. Fuck, I want her. I don’t care what Wainright thinks, I’m selling this company as soon as I can, with the condition Mia stays on board.

“Mia,” I croak out. “There are no words to describe how stunning you are this evening. For me to say you’re gorgeous would be an insult. The word I’m looking for hasn’t even been invented.”

Mia rests a hand over my heart and lets her fingers dance on my lapel. “Thank you, Parker,” she says breathlessly. Before I can muster up another comment, a socialite takes her attention away from me, leaving me to fend for myself.

All I can do is mingle and eavesdrop on conversations, listening to women gush about her designs. It’s by chance that I stop and look at a dress hanging on the wall, wondering what Mia would look like in the silky, yellow fabric. I pull at the label, examining it, wondering where I’ve seen it before. As my thumb rubs over the intricate H, it all comes rushing back to me.

Rushing over to Mia, I rudely pull her away. “Excuse me,” I say, as I turn my back on the people she was speaking with.

“Parker, what are you doing?”

“What label do you use when you make one of your designs?”

“An H, why?”

“Do you sell your designs?” Please say yes. Please, for the love of all things holy, please say yes.

“No, I’ve never sold any until tonight.”

My heartbeat thunders in my ears as I stumble away. I can hear her calling my name, but I refuse to turn back. I need to go home.

I’m praying I’m wrong. But if I’m right . . . I’m so fucked.
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“Parker, wait!” I shout, watching him make his way out the door. He doesn’t even look back. What was that about?

“Mia!” Rachel squeals, racing toward me, dressed in a gown I designed for her. It’s a strapless, royal blue shift that compliments her skin perfectly. “This is amazing. Seeing your work in a store is surreal.” She links her arm with mine, dragging me across the floor, her eyes twinkling with excitement. “There are so many people here. Did you think it would be this big?”

I shake my head. “Not at all. I think I’m still in shock.”

“You’re gonna be famous one day, chick. I can feel it. And when you are, you can come pick me up in your jet and we can go shopping in Paris. Oh, the possibilities.” A waiter walks by and she snags a glass of champagne. “Do you mind if I walk around? I want to see all you’ve done.”

“Go for it. I’m not going anywhere.” She saunters off, sipping her champagne. I look down at my phone, tempted to text Parker and ask him what the hell was wrong with him. Out of all the nights for him to bail on me . . .

“What a great showing!” a voice calls out behind me, grating on my nerves. I groan. Tonya is the last person I want to see.

“Thanks,” I say, turning to face her. Like always, she has her brown hair pulled high and off her shoulders, giving everyone a perfect view of her ginormous tits. She loves flaunting those things in front of Parker. I guess her tactics worked. “I didn’t know you were going to be here.”

She drinks her champagne, smiling at me over the rim. “I wouldn’t miss it. I love your designs.” The thought of her wearing my clothes infuriates me.

“Thank you,” I reply, knowing her smile is as fake as ever. She doesn’t like me and I’ve made it perfectly clear I don’t like her.

“I saw Parker . . . I mean Mr. Ward, outside,” she adds. “He seemed to be in a hurry to get out of here.”

My jaw clenches. “So it seems.”

She places a hand over her chest. “He’s been working so hard lately. The man needs a break.”

“Yeah, he’s been working real hard,” I utter sarcastically. “Those long hours on Sunday afternoon have to be tough. I bet you get a lot done together.”

Her gaze narrows, but then she gasps and slaps a hand over her mouth. “He said no one goes into work on Sundays. I feel so embarrassed.”

“I’ll bet.” I’m not believing a single word she says.

By the look in her eyes, she’s not embarrassed at all. In fact, she’s reveling in my discomfort. How come Parker can break his rules for her and not me? The thought of them together sickens me. Parker’s the last person I thought would give in to someone like Tonya. She’s obviously only interested in him for the money.

“Mia, come here,” Rachel calls out, waving to get my attention.

I glare at Tonya a moment longer, then smile. She can be a manipulative bitch all she wants, but I’m not going to let her get to me. “If you’ll excuse me.” Taking a deep breath, I walk away, joining Rachel across the room.

“Girl, you look pissed. Who's that?” she asks, nodding her head in Tonya’s direction.

I roll my eyes. “Just the secretary Parker fucks in his office.”

She gasps. “Are you serious? Where have I been? What the hell’s going on?”

“Don’t know, don’t care,” I grumble.

“Honey, we need to get you in a better mood. How about we celebrate at Society X after the show? It’ll be a good change of pace from the sex rooms. We can chill and have us a few drinks. Do you have your necklace with you?”

I nod. “I keep it in my purse. You?”

She winks. “Same. You never know when you’re going to crave a good time.”

“All I want is to enjoy my night. That’s it.” Society X will be a wonderful distraction.

Her gaze meets something over my shoulder and she scowls. “Fuck me. You have an incoming.”

“Congratulations, Mia,” Zac announces smoothly.

Sighing, I turn around. “I would say thanks, but I know you don’t mean it. You were never the type to praise a woman’s success.”

“You’re just never going to give me a break, are you?”

Rachel snorts and mumbles, “It’s because you’re a douche,” under her breath. She then scurries off, leaving me alone with him.

Zac steps closer. “Can we please put everything behind us?”

“If I say okay, does that mean you’ll leave me alone?”

He sighs. “I was hoping you’d agree to go out with me for drinks, just as friends.”

I shake my head. “That’s not a good idea. I’m seeing someone at the moment.”

His brows lift. “Hopefully, you don’t mean Ward. Because I saw him outside with that brunette over there,” he says, nodding at Tonya. “They were doing a little more than just talking, if you know what I mean.”

I smile, even though I’m seething on the inside. “What Parker does is his business. He’s not the man I’m seeing. Thanks for your concern though.” Without another thought, I walk away. The last thing I want is for Zac to know I have feelings for Parker.

I find Rachel talking to Charles with a huge smile on her face. The crowd has dispersed, except for a select few. “Ladies, I think it’s about time to call it a night,” Charles announces.

“I believe so too,” I agree. “I think it’s time to celebrate.” I meet Rachel’s gaze and wink. I’m hoping my mood will shift once I get a few drinks in me.

Charles pulls me in for a hug and chuckles. “Don’t have too much fun now. Will I see you sometime next week?”

“Definitely. I’ll call you as soon as I’ve caught up at the office.”

“Sounds good.” A lady walks through the door and he smiles at me before making a beeline straight for her.

“I need to run to the restroom before we leave,” Rachel whispers.

“Okay, hurry up. I need to get some drinks in me STAT.” Watching her rush across the floor, I pull my necklace out and slip it on. I’ve never worn something worth this much money before. There has to be over three carats of diamonds in it.

I turn to go thank the caterer before heading out for the night, and run straight into someone. Gasping, I grab the lady’s arm to steady her. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry. Clumsiness runs in my family.”

The woman chuckles and waves me off. “No worries, I’m fine. It’s probably my punishment for showing up late. Hopefully, Charles can forgive me.”

“He’s a sweet man. I doubt you’ll have a problem.” She looks about his age, maybe a few years younger, with really short, dark blonde hair.

Her attention lands on my necklace and she gasps. “You’re Xena?”

I burst out laughing. “Xena? Um, no. But I wish I were the warrior princess.”

She points at my necklace. “I’m the one who made that necklace, my dear. And my client said it was for a girl named Xena. I’m assuming that means you.”

My heart races and I don’t know what to say. I look down at her monogrammed bracelet, recognizing her initials immediately. “You’re Lucy Grant,” I state.

She nods, but I can see the confusion in her gaze. She’s not the only one trying to grasp what just happened. Parker’s the one who told me about her; her designs are amazing.

Parker.

His name echoes in my mind. Everything around me spins and my palms begin to sweat. The thoughts running through my brain make no sense at all. The coincidence is uncanny. Surely, there’s no way . . .

“My name’s actually Mia Hudson. Xena is my nickname. It’s an inside joke.”

Her face brightens, the look of confusion gone. “So you’re the famous Mia Hudson I hear everyone talking about. Charles has been talking nonstop about you.”

“Thank you, it’s been pretty overwhelming. And I would love to chat,” I smile apologetically, “but it’s been a busy evening, and I really need to use the little girls’ room.” I need some air.

“Lucy,” Charles calls out, saving the day. “I’m over here, my dear.”

Lucy waves at him back, grinning wide. “Mia, it was a pleasure meeting you. I’m sure I’ll see you again.”

All I can do is nod and plaster a fake smile on my face. “Enjoy your night.” I sure as hell know I’m not going to enjoy mine. Not until I get some answers.
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“Mia, this is insane. There’s no way in hell Parker would have anything to do with Society X. Don’t get me wrong, it’s an elite club, but I know him. It’s not his cup of tea,” Rachel argues.

“I guess you’re right, but I don’t know. I have a bad feeling about this.”

We head toward the door of Society X and she rolls her eyes. “I’m sure you do, but it would have to be one massive coincidence for it to be Parker. Just think of all the chips that would have to line up! The chances of that are slim to none.”

“But Parker always gets his jewelry made by her.” I’m at my breaking point, and sound desperate. Hell, I am desperate. I need to know if it’s Parker or not. There are signs that point to him, but I still can’t fathom the thought he’d even join a place like Society X.

We flash our necklaces and our membership cards and they let us right on in. Rachel links her arm with mine, shaking her head incredulously. “Parker isn’t the only one who gets custom made jewelry, Mia. You’re being silly. Now let’s go have some fun.”

I’ve only been in the main club once, for Stacey’s bachelorette party. The escort walks us to our table and pulls out our seats. “Would you like anything to drink?”

Rachel raises her hand. “I’ll have a Bloody Mary, please.”

He nods and looks at me. “And I’ll take a Tequila sunrise.”

“Coming right up, ladies.”

Rachel shakes her shoulders to the beat and claps when one of the male dancers comes up on stage. He’s a good-looking guy with a chiseled body and a package that would make any woman tremble. He struts around the stage and the women drool over him.

“I wonder if he enjoys doing that?” I ask.

Rachel shrugs. “Enjoyment or not, I’m sure he makes a lot of money. Speaking of which,” she says, face beaming, “why don’t we get a lap dance? I’ve never had one before.”

I shake my head and laugh. “You can get one. I’m happy where I’m at.”

The guy who showed us our seats comes back and sets our drinks down. “Is there anything else I can get you ladies?”

Rachel takes a long pull on her drink and smiles wide. “Actually, I would love for my friend here to get a lap dance. She deserves it after the night she’s had.” I kick her leg under the table and her smile spreads even wider, rejoicing in my ire.

“I’ll get it taken care of,” he says, winking at us both. When he walks away, I kick Rachel again.

“Ow, that one hurt.” She laughs.

“It should, after what you just did. I don’t want a lap dance.”

She waves me off. “Sure you do. It’ll be fun.” Her eyes light up when she sees something across the room. “There’s Jared.”

I turn my head and that’s when he notices us. “Ladies, how are you? I saw you had checked in with us. I wanted to come out and say hi.”

“I just requested a lap dance for Mia,” Rachel blurts out, waggling her brows.

He chuckles. “I’m sure she’ll enjoy it.” He then turns to me. “I’m glad you’re here because I was just about to call you.”

“Oh yeah? What for?” I ask.

Taking the seat beside me, he leans in close. “Your partner has requested another visit to the dark room. Are you available tomorrow night?”

My heart speeds up and I stare at him. This is exactly what I need to get my answers. “Yes, I’m free. Put me down.”

“Great, I’ll see you tomorrow.” He gets up and pushes in his chair. “Have a good rest of the night.”

As soon as he walks off, I suck in a much needed breath. “This is it, Rachel. Coincidence or not, I’m going to find out who this guy is.”

“And when you do?” she asks.

I toss back the rest of my drink and sigh. “I haven’t figured that part out yet.”
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My hands grip my hair, nearly pulling it from my scalp. The nightstand mocks me as I pace in front of it, the red digital display of my clock ticking off the minutes until sunrise. I’ve been at this for hours, ever since I arrived home from the gala.

The proof I need is hiding in the drawer. That’s where I’ve kept the red panties my partner left behind in the dark room all those nights ago. It would be so easy to walk over, pull the drawer open and look at the label, except I already have it committed to memory and I know it matches the one I saw tonight.

I know what it looks like and how the embroidered H feels because I’ve rubbed my thumb over it while jacking off. I’m such a sick bastard.

The other part of me refuses to believe that the woman I’ve been having sex with knows Mia . . . or is Mia. The thought of it being Rachel unnerves me. The way I feel in the dark room with my partner, it’s like we belong together. That’s how I feel when I look at Mia. My heart longs to be with her. Yet, she is the worst kind of off-limits known to man. She is my best friend’s sister and one of my employees. Everything about this situation screams for us to be on Dr. Phil, having our fucked up sexual activities analyzed.

I knew using the dark room was going to come back and bite me in the ass, but I never expected this. Even though I’ve wanted to know who she is, I don’t. I love the anonymous feeling, knowing she would never know anything about me. I loved the excitement and challenge of using my other senses to give a woman satisfaction.

My blood boils at the thought of Mia being in the room with someone else, anyone else but me. The idea of another man touching her, moving inside of her, has my hands clenching into fists. Why the hell is she even going to a place like Society X? Her parents raised her better than that.

What the hell am I doing in a place like Society X?

“I don’t even know if it is Mia,” I tell myself as my hand rests on the knob to the drawer. I pull on it, opening the drawer slowly. The red fabric is like a beacon to my groin, remembering the night I took them off her legs before burying my face between her luscious lips. I rub my thumb and index finger over the lace, comparing the label to the one I burnt to memory at the event. It’s a perfect match.

I close my eyes and let the images from the dark room replay in my mind, putting Mia’s face on the woman writhing underneath me. My skin tingles as my fingers remember holding onto her hair, my lips nipping at her succulent neck.

“Mother fuck,” I yell, ripping the panties into pieces and letting the fabric fall to the floor. My hands return to my hair, pulling it as I try to find a way to curb the rage and excitement I’m feeling. I’ve been with Mia.

Moving toward my bedroom window, I look out over the nightlife below. I should be down there, socializing with the single women of Portland, finding one or two of them to bring back here so I can fuck their brains out. Except, all I can see is Mia and the dark room. I want to feel her under me one more time, before the truth comes out; before I have to tell her what I know, and who I am.
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The club is hopping when I pull into the parking lot. Men and women are lined up to get in, celebrating who knows what. I keep a low profile as I enter, flashing my members only card and being ushered behind a closed door to meet Christy. It’s only a few minutes before I’m standing alone in the dressing room.

I quickly undress and try to psych myself up. As much as I want to burst in there, yelling her name, I need to do this right for the both of us. We need this closure.

Stepping into the dark room, with a condom in hand, I make my way to the bed. It hasn’t escaped my memory that I’ve already felt her around my bare cock, but it won’t be like that tonight. She should never have done that. It was risky and as much as I want to chastise her for being careless, I’d do it again in a heartbeat.

I didn’t set any specific requirements or demands, so I can only hope she’s undressed and on the bed. I take a deep breath and a sense of calm and frenzy come over me.

I want this.

I want her.

I need her.

My steps are solid, following around the bed until my fingertips graze her skin. She jumps slightly, bringing a wicked grin to my face. My hand grips her ankle, as I split her legs apart and kneel on the bed. The small intake of air coming from her surprises me, but doesn’t stop me from trailing my tongue up her leg.

I settle between her thighs and bury my face in her pussy. Her sweet juices coat my tongue as my thumb massages her clit. Her moans are deep, and the tightening of her legs against my head spur me on. I slowly push two fingers into her, pumping slowly until they’re coated. She’s so fucking wet, so responsive. The thought of being buried to the hilt has my dick throbbing for attention. I’m so turned on that I rub myself against the bed for friction.

Having enough, I sit back on my haunches, rip open the condom wrapper, and quickly sheath myself. Standing up, I spit on my hand and rub it on the tip of my cock. Falling forward, I land on top of her, my mouth meeting hers, our tongues fucking with desperation.

With one quick movement, I’m basking in the glory of her tight pussy squeezing my dick; her hips rocking, creating the motion we need. I cup her face and run my thumb over her lips, feeling her tongue snake out to lick me.

Each thrust is slow and calculated, as I drive home the notion that her and I belong together, but can never be. I want her to remember this night and compare me to every lover she has afterward. I know no one will ever come close to making me feel the way she does.

As her nails dig into my back, my head rears back and her heels push into my ass, begging me to pick up the speed. Thing is, I don’t want to. I want to go slow. I want this to last. Tonight, she won’t be rolling out from under me until we’re both sated. She pushes on me harder.

“Let me make love to you, Mia. Please,” I beg, only to realize my mistake.

She freezes, and then gasps. Using her legs, she tries to push me off of her. I roll to the side, but refuse to let her go. She tries to wiggle out of my grip, but I tighten my hands, trying to hold her in place. When she stops moving, I relax the tension, and she breaks free, pushing her light before I can catch her.

“Don’t go,” I call out, only to have the door open and close.

I roll over on my back and scrub my hands over my face. Well, that was a monumental fuck up.
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Heart racing, I lean against the door, struggling to take in a breath. I was right. I had been right all along. It’s him, and even worse, he knows it’s me. How long has he known? Has he been playing with me this whole time?

My phone rings and I rush over to it, only for my stomach to drop when I see it’s Parker. I send him straight to voicemail, and he calls again. Hands shaking, I turn off the phone and shove it into my purse. I have to get out of here before he does.

As fast as I can, I throw on my clothes and rush out the door, only to run right into Jared. My gaze darts around the hall, wondering if Parker’s going to show up.

“Are you okay? I was just about to check on you. When I heard you hit the button so fast, I got concerned,” he says, brows furrowed.

I plaster on a fake smile. “I’m fine.”

“You sure? Did something happen in there? You can tell me, I’ll take care of it.”

“Nope. I just need to go is all.”

He purses his lips, clearly not believing me, but he escorts me to the back door anyway. “Have a good rest of the night. Call me if you want to schedule another time,” Jared mentions cautiously.

I look up at him and nod, but what I really want to do is run as far and as fast away from that place as I can. “Thanks. I’ll talk to you soon.” It’s a complete lie because I have no intention of ever going back there.

I speed out of the parking lot. I don’t even look back. Either I’m in shock, or my mind can’t seem to fathom that I’ve been sleeping with Parker the entire time and didn’t know it. The necklace weighs heavy around my neck and it makes me sick. There’s no telling how many women he’s fucked in the dark room. He’s already sleeping with Tonya, and whoever the hell else as well.

Let me make love to you, Mia. Please. I can still hear his voice in my mind. What a fucking joke! He doesn’t even know what making love is. I can smell him all around me and it just fuels the fire. How am I ever going to get him out of my mind now? What am I going to do about work? There are so many questions that I don’t have the answers to.

Digging in my purse, I find my phone and turn it back on. It beeps with missed messages, including a few texts I’m too afraid to read. I refuse to look at them. I speed dial Rachel’s number, chewing my cheek the entire time I wait on her to answer.

“Hey, girl.”

“I was right,” I blurt out.

She gasps. “Wait, what? Get the fuck out of here. You’ve been fucking Parker?”

My eyes burn, but I refuse to cry. “He said my name, Rach. I don’t know what to do now.”

“Holy shit, this is insane. Where are you at now?” she asks impatiently.

“On my way home. I had to get away from there as fast as I could.”

“All right, I’ll meet you at your house. You have to tell me everything.” She hangs up and as soon as I set my phone down, Parker calls again. What if he shows up at my house? I can’t go there. I call Rachel back.

She laughs when she picks up. “I was just about to call you. You’re probably going to want to come to my house.”

“Exactly. Parker keeps calling and I know he’ll show up at my house.”

“What if he comes here looking for you?” she asks.

Blowing out a sigh, I shake my head. “I don’t know, but at least it’ll give me some time to think. I’ll be there in a minute.”

When I get to her house, she has the door open for me. I walk inside and she’s standing there with a cup of hot cocoa in her hands, dressed in a pair of pink footie pajamas. The smell of brownies wafts from the kitchen.

“I thought you could use this,” she says, passing me the steaming cup.

“And I love you for it.” I toss my purse on the table and take a huge gulp of the chocolatey goodness. I just wish it’d make the aching in my chest go away.

Rachel sits on the couch and pats the cushion beside her. “Tell me all about it.”

Sighing, I sit down. “I can’t believe it. I just can’t wrap my head around this information. If my life wasn’t complicated before, it sure as hell is now.”

“How did you find out it was him?” she asks.

His voice echoes in my mind and my skin breaks out in chills. I need to forget the way he makes me feel. “He let my name slip while we were in the dark room.”

She gasps. “Oh my God, he knew it was you?”

I nod. “I don’t know how either. I was waiting for my chance to figure out if it was him, when all of a sudden, he says my name while we were . . .”

Eyes wide, her mouth gapes. “Were you in the middle of having sex?”

I close my eyes and I can still feel him inside me. How am I ever going to forget him? “Yes,” I answer softly. “It wasn’t my intention to let it go that far tonight, but I couldn’t help myself. I wanted to believe it wasn’t him. Yet, I wanted it to be him despite the fact.” Groaning, I set the cocoa down and cover my face. “Just imagine all of the women he’s slept with there. Not to mention, he’s screwing around with Tonya. He’s such a player, and a hypocrite.”

She grasps my hand and squeezes. “You didn’t know, Mia. Parker’s our friend and even though I’ve known him for many years, I never would’ve thought he’d turn into the douche he is. He had us all fooled.”

“The question is, what am I going to do about it? I’ll see him every day at work. Do you know how hard that’s going to be for me? Should I just quit and make it easier for everyone involved?”

Pursing her lips, she averts her gaze, deep in thought. “Wait, did you respond when Parker spoke to you?”

“No,” I say, shaking my head. “After he said my name, I pushed him off and ran to the door.”

A wide grin spreads across her face. “Then who’s to say it was you? It could be Betty Rotten Crotch for all we know. If he brings it up, just pretend you don’t know what he’s talking about. Easy-peasy.”

“Easier said than done, Rach. I just found out I’ve been sleeping with the man I’ve secretly loved all my life. He’s going to know.” She sucks in a breath and I freeze, knowing it’s too late to take back my words. “I can’t believe I just said that,” I whisper.

Rachel moves over and puts her arm around my shoulders. “I think everyone in our circle has known you two have had feelings for each other for years. It was only a matter of time before you both realized it.”

“It’s a little too late for that. He’s not the same guy he was back in high school.”

“And you’re not the same girl,” she counters.

The buzzer to the oven beeps and Rachel jumps up, heading into the kitchen. “Why don’t you change into a pair of PJ’s and we can watch a movie? It’ll be a sorely needed girls’ night. These triple chocolate brownies are calling our names.”

Laughing, I get up, then freeze when her phone rings. She pulls out the brownies and rushes to get her phone, eyes widening when she looks down at it. “It’s him,” she says.

My heart thunders in my chest. “Answer it. If he asks for me, tell him I’ve been here the entire time.”

She nods and takes a deep breath before placing him on the speaker phone so I can hear. “Parker, what’s up?”

The second I hear his voice, my whole body shakes. How the hell am I going to face him on Monday? “Rachel, is Mia with you?” I can hear the desperation in his voice.

She looks straight at me and doesn’t hesitate. “Of course she’s here. We’re having a girls’ night. We just got through Pitch Perfect and now she wants to watch The Hunger Games.”

He huffs. “I need to talk to her and she’s not answering her phone. Can you give the phone to her?”

I shake my head quickly, mouthing the words hell no.

“I wish I could, but she’s in the bathroom right now. I can have her call you right back. Is everything all right? You sound like something’s wrong.”

“I have a feeling you already know. Either way, I’m going to talk to her, Rachel. Just let her know I’m not going to let this go.” He hangs up and I don’t realize I’ve been holding my breath until I gasp for air.

“I’m in deep shit,” I grumble.

Rachel bites her lip and sighs. “I’d say so. But at least you have the rest of the weekend to work on your game. You can do this.”

My brain says I can do anything, but my heart tells me I’m a fool. I played the game, and now I have to pay the price. I didn’t realize it was going to cost me my heart.
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Monday rolls around and I’m dreading every minute of it. I kept my phone off for the rest of the weekend and I still haven’t turned it on except to call Charles. He agreed that my presence at the store will be beneficial so I’ve arranged to spend most of the week there. However, Parker has no clue of my plans. I pull into the Les Belle parking lot and shut off my car.

I’d called in and told Mrs. Jones I would be working offsite for the week, but one way or another, I know Parker will make sure to find me.

I quickly turn off my phone and head into Les Belle. The store is packed. Charles is talking to some of the customers with a huge grin on his face, pointing at some of my designs. His face brightens when he sees me.

“And there she is,” he announces. “Ladies, this is the brilliant designer I was telling you about.” The women ask me questions and I talk to them about the whole designing process. Once I’ve answered all of their questions, they stroll off to continue shopping.

“How’s it going?” I ask Charles.

He chuckles. “Can’t complain. After the party Friday night, this place has been packed. I have so many orders for your designs. Your label will be all over this city before the year is up.”

I smile. The thought of seeing people wear my designs fills me with pride. I can’t believe I actually followed my dream. I wouldn’t have been able to without Parker. That thought only adds to the current dilemma. “I hope so,” I reply, hoping he can’t see my discomfort.

“Did you bring the new design sketches you told me about the other day?” he asks. “I’d love to go over them with you.”

I grimace. “They are on my desk at work. I wasn’t planning on going over them today.”

“That’s too bad. Is there any way you can get them?”

My throat closes and my palms sweat. What the hell am I supposed to do now? I can’t say it’s too far of a drive because Ward Enterprises is only ten minutes away. I speak before I get a chance to think it through.

“Sure. I’ll get them for you.”

“Great. I look forward to seeing them. We can go over them at lunch.”

Forcing a smile, I turn on my heel and head for the door. Holy shit, what did I just do? I try to walk slowly to my car, but I get there way too fast. The next thing I know, I’m pulling into the parking garage at Ward Enterprises and riding the elevator to my floor. All I can hear is my heart pounding in my ears. I’m pretty sure the people in the elevator spoke to me, but I couldn’t be positive.

When the doors open and I see Mrs. Jones at the front desk, I burst into action. All I have to do is grab my sketch pad and get out.

“Mrs. Hudson, I didn’t know you were going to be in today,” she announces. I cringe when she says my name. Why did she have to talk so loud? Parker’s office door is shut and I’m praying he didn’t hear her.

I wave at her in passing. “I left my new designs here. I’m just going to grab them and go.” Rushing into my office, I see the portfolio I want and snatch it up. Before I can get out my door, I see him walk off the elevator. Thankfully, he doesn’t see me. I’m hoping he’ll go straight to his office, but that would be too much good luck.

He stops at Mrs. Jones’ desk and she hands him all of his messages. Even though his suit and hair are perfectly coifed, I can see the turmoil on his face. I hope he’s suffering just as much as I am. He deserves it. When he starts to walk to his office, I’m almost home free, until Mrs. Jones points my way.

His head snaps to my office door and I move out of sight. If he corners me in here, I’m done for. There’s no other option but to face him head on. Taking a deep breath, I walk out, only to come face to face with him.

Smiling wide, I hold the portfolio to my chest. “Parker, did you have a good weekend?”

He’s taken aback by my cheery attitude and narrows his gaze. “You’d know the answer to that if you answered my calls. I need to talk to you. Can we take this to my office?”

“Actually, I’m kind of in a hurry. Charles wants to see these sketches and he’s waiting on me. So . . .” I start to walk off, but he steps in my way.

“He can wait. I need to talk to you now.”

“Mr. Ward, your ten o’clock is on his way up,” Tonya calls.

I look at her over his shoulder, desperately wanting to smack the smirk off of her face. She’s the sole reminder of why I refuse to get involved with Parker.

Clenching his jaw, Parker’s gaze never strays from mine.

“You have an appointment, Mr. Ward. I’d hate for you to keep them waiting,” I say with no warmth to my voice.

Side-stepping him, I rush to the elevator just as his ten o’clock appointment steps off. I hop on and press the button for the bottom floor, wishing like hell that the doors close quickly. When they finally start to drift shut, I lift my gaze to Parker’s.

He can see right through me.
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The week has flown by and I’ve managed to avoid Parker at all costs. Every time I’ve gone to the office, he’s been in a meeting. At some point, though, my luck will run out and I’ll be forced to talk to him.

It’s late Friday afternoon, and I know not that many people will be at the office, so it’s my only chance to get everything I need. I just pray Parker isn’t working late. On the way there, I find the courage to listen to my voicemails; they’re all from Parker.

“Mia, please answer the phone. We have to talk about this. I need to know you’re all right.”

The next one isn’t so calm. “Dammit, Mia, pick up the phone. I don’t want to make you talk to me, but I will if it comes to that. We have to sort this out. Please call me back. I’m on my way to your house.”

The rest of the messages are similar to the first two and I’m about to delete them all, when the last one plays in my ear. “Mia, please call me back. I don’t know why you’re avoiding me, but I can’t stand the thought of losing you over this. I care about you. I always have. And I know you have feelings for me too. We can work this out, if you’ll just call me. I need to hear your voice.”

For a brief moment, my heart longs to feel that connection with him, but then visions of him with Tonya plague my mind. He’s not going to sweet talk me anymore. I delete all of his messages and toss my phone in my purse.

The parking garage is still kind of full, which surprises me at this time of the day. Even Tonya’s little red sports car is parked in her usual spot. Fuck me. She’s the last person I want to see. Riding the elevator up, the door opens and Mrs. Jones waves at me from the front desk.

“Mrs. Jones,” I greet. “What are you doing here so late?”

She stands and organizes a stack of papers on her desk. “Just wrapping things up for the day, Ms. Hudson. It’s been a long week.” That’s for damn sure.

Parker’s door is closed, and I half expect to hear Tonya’s squeals of delight coming from inside, but there’s nothing but silence. He has to keep up with pretenses when everyone else is there. What a joke.

Sighing, I continue on my way to my office and turn on the light. My gaze drifts to the windows, where the sun disappears behind the buildings, leaving the sky in shades of pink and purple. Downtown Portland has never looked so beautiful.

I almost forget where I am, when a dark reflection shows up in the windows. I shriek and turn around, clutching my chest. “Dammit, you scared the shit out of me.”

Instead of his usual crisp suit, Parker’s shirt is untucked and wrinkled and his tie is partway undone. He looks the way I feel.

He lifts his hands in the air. “When I saw the light come on, I had to see if it was you.”

I reach for the paperwork on my desk and slide them into my briefcase. “I came to get a few things, but I’m done now. I should probably be heading out.”

His gaze narrows and he shuts the door, blocking my path. “It’s time you stop avoiding me. I know it was you in the dark room, Mia. No amount of lying is going to change that. We need to talk about what happened.”

Clearing my throat, I stand up straight. “We’re not supposed to talk in the dark room, remember?”

He crosses his arms over his chest. “I guess it’s a good thing we’re not there right now.”

I roll my eyes. “How did you find out anyway?”

His gaze lands on my briefcase. “Your logo was on the lingerie you left behind. When I saw the same logo on the clothes at Les Belle, I knew it was you.”

“What’s a guy like you doing at that sort of club anyway?”

Huffing, he stalks closer and I move back. “It’s a long story, and one I hope to talk about, if you’ll just stop running away.”

I scoff. “I just want to forget about it, but you’re making it extremely difficult. Why can’t you let it go? It’s a mistake that’ll never happen again. None of this means anything to me.”

His jaw clenches. “You don’t mean that.”

“Yes, I do,” I growled. “At least I’m not a hypocrite.”

He’s taken aback. “What the hell does that mean?”

Lifting my chin to meet his gaze, I step up to him. “It means just what I said. Now get the hell out of my way. We’re done here.”

“I beg to differ.” Grabbing the back of my neck, he jerks me to him and presses his lips roughly to mine. He pushes his tongue into my mouth and I have no choice but to open to him. I try to fight him off, but he holds me tighter. Deep down, I don’t want to fight. I want him to take me like he’s done so many times before.

Then logic wins out and I push him away. “Stop!” Eyes blazing, he stares down at me, his chest rising and falling with his rapid breaths. All I can hear is the pounding in my chest, but I can’t back down. “Don’t you ever do that again,” I snap. “You say you care about me, but it’s nothing but a fucking joke.”

“How can you say that?” he shouts, trying to pull me back in his arms. I jerk away and head for the door. “All I’ve ever wanted is you, Mia. First, I didn’t pursue you out of respect for your brother. Then, when we were getting close, I hired you to work for me in hopes I could keep you at bay. Nothing works. I want you so fucking bad, I can’t even think straight.”

I open the door, meeting his angered glare. “Is that what you told Tonya too?” Mrs. Jones stops mid-step, eyes wide as she stares at us.

Parker narrows his gaze, his voice low. “What does Tonya have to do with any of this?”

I shake my head in disgust. “That’s exactly what I thought you’d say.” Rushing out the door, I hurry to the elevator, and he grabs my arm.

“Mia, stop. I honestly have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Eyes burning, I press the button for the elevator and then turn back to him, my voice a low hiss. “Maybe this will jog your memory. It’s a Sunday afternoon and I stop by here to grab something, when I hear none other than you and Tonya fucking in your office. You’re just like Zac. I’m better off staying as far away from you as I can.”

He stumbles back, as if I slapped him. The elevator doors open and I step inside, reaching into my purse for one last thing. I pull out the necklace and throw it at him. “It’s over, Parker. I’m no longer your Xena.”

The elevator doors close slowly enough for me to see him stare at the necklace and back up to me, in shocked disbelief. “You knew,” he whispers.

“And I wish I didn’t.” As soon as the doors shut, I break down and cry. I can’t hold it in any longer.
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The elevator doors shut before I realize I’m not in there with her. Instead, I’m standing in the lobby, with my employees pretending they’re not gawking, even though they suddenly have a lot of business in this area. I open my palm and stare at the necklace. I don’t know how many times I’ve wanted to see this beautiful pendant nestle in the hollow of her throat.

Her . . . Mia. The one woman I can’t have and yet, I have had and need more of. This isn’t one of those one nightstands that sends you back to the bar, looking for the one who rocked your world. No, this is different. Mia and I fit together, and I have to get her back.

The walk to my office is a painful one. Employees look quickly, but act like they’re working when I walk by. My head is held high no matter what. I’m the fucking boss here. If they want to think what they just saw was awkward, they can go to the lounge and discuss it.

As soon as I turn the corner, Tonya comes into view. Mia’s voice rings out, yelling at me for fucking this woman. I falter in my steps, trying to grasp why Mia would think that, especially considering I don’t sleep with my employees. Does she really think I’d choose Tonya over her? That thought alone seems asinine.

Tonya starts to smile until she recognizes the look on my face. “In my office, now,” I say through gritted teeth, pointing at my door. I barrel by, not stopping to see if she’s going to follow. It’s in her best interest to do as I say, regardless.

I step into my office, turning sharply, and wait for her to pass. Once she’s seated, I slam the door, wishing I could open it up again so I can slam it repeatedly. I have no doubt people on the other side are talking and I really don’t give a flying fuck.

“Mia said something before she left.”

She nods. “She did seem a little upset.”

I rest my hands on my desk and look at her. “Don’t ever interrupt me again. You work for me. It’s not the other way around. When you step off the elevator, you’re an employee of Ward Enterprises.”

Tonya slinks back in her chair, but never wavers on meeting my gaze. I sit down, my hands making a steeple as I think about how I want to proceed. If I’m not careful, a sexual harassment lawsuit could be coming my way.

I hit the intercom button. “Yes, Mr. Ward,” Mrs. Jones says.

“Can you please come in here?”

I don’t wait for her to respond before disconnecting. The door opens and she steps in with a pad and pen, always ready. She should teach a class on how to be the perfect secretary. She takes the seat next to Tonya, but moves her chair slightly more toward me.

“As I was saying, before you interrupted me, Tonya. Mia seems to believe that you and I are having some sort of sexual relationship. Why would she think that?”

I lean forward, resting my arms on my desk. A quick glance at Mrs. Jones and I know she’s writing everything down verbatim. Tonya squirms in her chair as her eyes wander everywhere but at me.

“Unfortunately this isn’t one of those ‘if I look pretty he won’t care if I don’t answer’ moments. Mia is a very close friend and for her to say those things to me . . . well, it has me concerned. I have a strict policy about employee fraternization. I don’t allow it, period. So tell me, Tonya, why would she think you and I are anything but boss and employee?”

I sit back and wait for her to bury herself. I didn’t like her when Mrs. Jones hired her, but I gave Tonya the benefit of the doubt. Mostly, she’s proved herself a decent employee, until now.

“She um . . .”

“I can assure you Mia didn’t do anything.”

Tonya fidgets with her hands. Honestly, it’s not going to matter what she says because I won’t believe her.

“I wanted you,” she blurts out. “When I applied for the job, it’s because I had seen you in the bar, but you wouldn’t look at me. So I thought if I saw you every day, you’d notice me.” She pauses and looks at Mrs. Jones, who is frantically writing everything down. “Ms. Hudson thinks we’re having an affair because I led her to believe that.” And there it is.

“You’re fired, Ms. Brewer. You may collect your belongings, and security will escort you out.” The words are automatic and without feeling. I cannot tolerate behavior like this, especially when it involves Mia. Even if Mia weren’t working here, Tonya would be fired. Insubordination is unacceptable. We’re here to work, not fraternize with our co-workers.

She tries to say something, but Mrs. Jones is there to run interference, ushering her out of my office. I call security and ask that they send someone up to remove Tonya from the premises. After I hang up, I stand and go over to my door, opening and slamming it for effect. It’s a childish move, but it makes me feel better.

I need to get this pent up aggression out of my system and the only way I know how is to workout. Thoughts of pounding my fists into a punching bag run rampant through my mind. I pull out my cell phone and shoot off a quick text telling Andrew I’m coming down to the gym.

 

Andrew: Not working today. Meet me at the bar. Chick issues.

 

I groan when I see his words. It would figure he’d be at the bar, since it’s Friday and it’s the last place I want to be. Mia might even be there, telling him everything that happened. I don’t care if shit with her is going to be awkward, I’m determined to speak with her and clear the air between us.

The last thing I want to do is hurt her, or stop sleeping with her, which makes me the biggest hypocrite to walk the face of the earth. Why is it okay for me to sleep with a co-worker, but no one else?

“It’s not,” I blurt out to my empty office. Andrew’s right, I need booze. Maybe then my thoughts will make more sense.

I leave my office, noticing Mrs. Jones isn’t at her desk. She deserves a raise for having to put up with my shit. One look to the left reminds me Mia isn’t here. She’d left me standing at the elevator, watching as she cried. I should’ve chased her. I should’ve hauled ass down the stairs and met her at the bottom. I don’t know what I would’ve done though, when coming face to face with her. Kiss her? Shake her? Ask her why the fuck she’s a member of Society X?

I choose to walk to the bar, needing the fresh air to clear my mind, except it only becomes more cluttered due to the honking of horns and congested foot traffic. The moment I step into the bar, my name is sung out and beers are raised in the air. The bartender smiles and nods toward the section where Andrew is, telling me she’ll bring me my beer. It’s pretty sad when you’ve been to the same establishment so many times the bartender has your order memorized.

“Sup,” Andrew says as I pull the stool out. We slam hands and man hug before I take my seat. As if my life isn’t fucked up enough, flashbacks from when we were kids come rushing back. It was always the three of us, hanging out in their game room, watching movies, or playing video games. Only after Mia would go to bed would Andrew pull out his stash of nudies he’d stolen from his father. Even then, I wondered about what Mia looked like under her clothes. The irony of the situation is not lost on me.

“Oh you know just an average day in my life, buying defunct companies and firing secretaries who have crushes on me.” I smile at the bartender after she sets my beer down and watch her walk away. I’ve been coming here long enough that she knows I’ll settle up before I leave.

“You have the life man,” Andrew says as he clinks his beer bottle with mine.

“Why do you say that?” I pick at the bowl of mixed nuts, tossing a few into my mouth.

“You’re this big-time business tycoon by day and a ladies’ man by night. I want to be you when I grow up.”

“No, you don’t,” I say matter-of-factly.

“Why not?” Andrew asks before taking a pull off his bottle.

It’s a loaded question. There are three things holding me back from pursuing Mia and he is one of them. The other two are that she’s my employee, and the whole dark room issue. The club is for anonymous sex, and I can’t get the idea out of my head that she’s been in there with other men. I know it’s a double standard, since I frequent the club too, but I know she’s the only one I’ve been with.

I may have paid for her membership, but that didn’t make her mine. Even the necklace she bore to get inside was from me, but she could’ve been with another man, or two, or three. It sickens me to think about her with other men, which is how she thinks about me. She assumes I’ve been with other women, no thanks to Tonya.

I look to Andrew and set down my beer. “Because I’m in love with your sister.” A wave of relief washes over me. I didn’t realize how great it’d feel to actually say those words, and to her brother no less. He’s going to kill me and I’ll deserve it, but at least I got it off my chest.

Andrew brings his beer bottle to his mouth, tipping his head back and finishing it off. He slams the bottle down on the table and I huff, knowing the lashing is about to begin. And because I live in some sick twisted universe, I sit there, waiting for it to come.

“Jesus Christ, Parker. It’s about fucking time you admit it,” he says with a bark of laughter, slapping me on the shoulder.

“Excuse me?”

“You have been in love with each other since high school. Don’t for a minute think I never noticed the way you look at each other. She used to sit next to you when we’d watch movies. Hell, I always thought you were finger banging her when you shared the blanket.”

I sit back, shocked at his revelation. The shock soon wears off and I start mentally kicking myself in the ass. If what he’s saying is true, then I’ve lost years with her.

“Mia got your tongue?” I look at him questioningly and he shakes his head. “She doesn’t know, does she?”

“No.” I wish she did, then maybe I wouldn’t be in this position. That’s assuming she loves me back.

Andrew signals for another round, even though my first bottle sits untouched. I used to think that if this day ever arrived, I’d have to be blitzed out of my mind to spill my guts about Mia. I guess that wasn’t the case. All I needed was to see her tears to know I had to do something.

“You should tell her the truth,” he claims.

I pick at the label from my bottle. It’s easy to peel as a result of the condensation and comes off in one piece. Back in college, we’d save the labels and beer bottles to use as decorations in our rooms. Stupid frat boy shit.

“Would you be okay if we dated?”

“Hell yeah, because then I wouldn’t have to be in the middle of all that sexual tension.”

“But she’s your sister,” I say, pointing out the freaking obvious.

Andrew thanks the bartender for our next round and waits for her to leave. He leans closer to me, not that there’s much space between us to begin with. “And you’re my best friend. I know you won’t dick her around. Plus I like my sister so the whole awkward meet-my-new-girlfriend shit is already out of the way.”

I let his words seep in, realizing I’d been worrying for nothing. Honestly, Mia and I needed the time to grow up. I’m not sure if we dated earlier on we’d still be together. Unfortunately for me, we’re currently in a situation neither of us can talk about. I can’t tell Andrew that I’ve been fucking his sister in a sex club. That would be enough for him to strangle me and take back everything he’s said; and with good reason.

“What are you still doing here, bro?”

“What?” I ask. “I thought we were having beers and you’re having chick troubles.”

He nods and smiles, an indication he’s up to something. “You should be with my sister. Go on and get the hell out of here.” He points to the door and raises his eyebrows, letting me know he’s serious.

I’m not going to make him tell me twice, even though I know Mia won’t speak with me right now. I do, however, have something I need to take care of before I see her. It’s for my own peace of mind. I toss a twenty on the table and leave two full beers on the table.

As soon as my feet hit the pavement, I have a bit more pep and a different outlook on things. I call Mia, only to be sent to voicemail. Getting her to talk to me is going to be hard, but she can’t avoid me forever. I’m her boss and we have a meeting on Monday.

My next call is to Bryce who answers after three rings. “Bryce, I need a favor.”

The clubs are starting to come to life around me and the bar hopping has begun. Many people are still in their Friday work clothes and will likely be heading home to change.

“What’s up?”

I take a deep breath and prepare myself for what I’m about to say. “Listen, I know I said I never wanted to know anything, but I’m in a situation. The woman that I’ve been with in the dark room . . . I need to know if she’s been with anyone else there.”

“Got the cock itch?” he asks as he laughs.

If he were standing in front of me, I’d punch him. “No, nothing like that.”

“You know I can’t talk about it, it’s against the policy. The dark room only exists because it’s able to remain anonymous.”

“I get it, I do,” I say, looking for traffic as I jaywalk across the street. “I already know her name, but I need to know if she’s been with someone else.”

“Did you break the rules?”

Yes. “No, it was nothing like that. We were in the right place at the right time. Shit just fell into place.”

There’s a nerve-wracking silence until Bryce fills it was something unintelligible.

I press the phone closer to my ear. “What was that?”

“She hasn’t been with anyone but you.”

I can’t help the shit-eating grin that spreads across my face, nor can I prevent the fist pumps I do in the middle of the sidewalk. “Thanks, Bryce.” I hang up and run to my car. I need to get to Mia’s house. Her and I need to talk.
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My body aches, and I’m cold. I try to stretch, but every muscle in my body screams in agony. I look around and see people jogging down the street. I’d come to Mia’s last night to talk to her, and she never came home . . . or she came home and walked over me as I slept on her porch. I’d called her all night until my phone died, then fell asleep at some point, leaning near the front door.

I stagger to my car, angry and hurt. As I get in, my body sighs, thanking me for the comfort of my heated leather seats. I start the car and plug in my phone, waiting for it to boot up. The apple icon seems to sit there for eons before my screen comes alive. The notification alerts come in like crazy, but the only one I’m looking for is a text or voicemail from Mia.

Nothing.

She could be anywhere: work, her parents, Les Belle, or Rachel’s. I can drive around town all day looking for her or I can go home and shower. I can’t go to Les Belle dressed in yesterday’s clothes that are wrinkled and dirty. But I can go by Rachel’s and see if her car is there. She’s at least close and not completely out of my way.

After a few turns, I find that Mia’s car isn’t in front of Rachel’s, effectively killing any hope I had of finding her today. I was hoping to talk to her before the meeting on Monday. I have to know how she feels about me; to know if I’m pining away for someone I’ll never have.

I reach for my briefcase to find a piece of gum, only to realize it’s not in my car. I retrace my steps and figure out I never went back to my office after meeting up with Andrew. I take the exit that will put me downtown and drive toward my office, pulling into the parking garage. Hopefully no one will be there today because they don’t need to see their boss looking like a hobo coming down from a bender.

As soon as I get off the elevator and walk down my hall, Mia’s door opens. She comes storming into the hallway with a look of raw anger on her face. When she sees me, her expression changes to shock, then utter confusion.

“I’ve been trying to call you,” I murmur cautiously.

She opens her mouth to speak, but then stops and backs up, her voice just above a whisper. “I left my phone at Les Belle and I don’t have keys to get it. How are you standing here?”

I tilt my head and look at her. “Did I die last night or something?”

Mia shakes her head slowly and points toward my office. “If you’re out here, who is in there?” Sounds of hushed laughter and squeals of passion filter out of my office.

Blood boiling, I thunder toward my office and burst through the door, only to see two people fucking on my desk; my file cabinets open and spread all over the floor. Mia gasps while I stand there, livid and ready to kill.

I take in the scene in front of me. Tonya is naked and bent over my desk, getting her hair pulled by Zac, who stares at us, but doesn’t stop thrusting into her ass. My eyes need fucking bleach, but that will have to wait because I see nothing but red.

“You’re fucking dead, shitdick!”

Tonya scrambles out from under him and her screams echo in the room as I lunge for Zac, slamming his head into my desk. The idiot, who thought he could get dressed before I caught up with him, stumbles and trips over the underwear wrapped around his ankles.

“Call the cops, Mia. Looks like we have a couple of trespassers. And don’t let her leave.” I walk toward Zac who is trying to get dressed, but the concussion he is likely sporting isn’t helping his awareness much. He stands with his pants barely on and swings. It’s easy to dodge and I jab back, popping him in the nose. His head snaps back as he covers his face, crying out in pain.

“Want more, mother fucker?” I’m seething, and so pumped up I barely feel the pain in my hand from breaking his nose.

He looks at me, with blood dripping down his face and swings again, stepping toward me. I let him hit his mark, which according to Mia’s gasp was the wrong thing to do. I barely flinch as his fist connects with my jaw. I know I’ll have a bruise tomorrow, but it’s going to be worth it knowing I kicked this loser’s ass.

I knock Zac in the side of the head, sending his blood splattering all over my dress shirt. “What the fuck are you doing in my office?”

“Fuck you,” he growls, lunging toward me once again. It’s like he wants me to kick his ass.

I meet him halfway and tackle him into the wall, pounding my fist into this stomach and ribs. Tight hands grip my forearms, pulling me off Zac and slamming me into the wall. I surrender, putting my hands up.

“Hold still, buddy.” It’s security.

“Yes, sir,” I answer, my eyes meeting Mia’s.

She looks shocked and I just hoped she’s not scared of me now. I should’ve known better, but seeing that piece of shit in my office, fucking that whore, sent my rage through the roof.

The police and medics show up and chaos ensues.

“Care to tell me what happened?” I’m handed a towel to clean up with by one of the officers.

“Sure. And thanks,” I say as I hold up the towel. “She was fired yesterday.” I point to Tonya, who is sitting in the corner with a coat on. “I came into look for my briefcase and my co-worker came out of her office as I arrived. She pointed out the noises coming from my office and when I opened the door, I witnessed these two in the act.”

“And you decided to beat him up?”

I shake my head. “No. I did that because he was trying to steal from me.” I gesture to the mess behind him. “He’s not a friend and has no reason to be in my office after hours. Neither one of them do.”

“Don’t move,” he says.

“I don’t plan on it,” I mutter back. Sliding down the wall, I hold my head in my hands and close my eyes.
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“I’d like to ask you some questions, Ms. Hudson. Do you mind if we step out into the lobby?” The officer gestures to the doorway.

I nod. “Of course, officer.” I begin to follow him, but Parker gently grabs my elbow before I can leave, his gaze raw.

“I’m sorry, Mia. I never wanted you to see me like that.”

Lifting my hand, I carefully place it on his cheek. “It’s okay. We’ll talk as soon as I’m done out there.”

The policeman waits for me in the lobby and motions for me to sit down in one of the chairs. He’s tall with a shaved head and blond goatee, probably not much older than me. When I sit, he follows suit and takes the chair across from me, his pen poised and ready to go.

“Ms. Hudson, I’m Officer Danny Mitchell. Do you know the young lady and man in Mr. Ward’s office?”

“Yes,” I answer. “Tonya Brewer works for Ward Enterprises, or at least she used to. I didn’t know Mr. Ward had fired her until just a few minutes ago. And the man is Zac Haggart, a lawyer and my ex-boyfriend.”

His eyes go wide. “Interesting. And why do you think they chose Mr. Ward’s office to ransack?”

I shrug. “I’m not exactly sure. Mr. Ward and Mr. Haggart have never seen eye to eye.”

“So they know each other personally?” he asks.

“Yes.”

Tonya and Zac are escorted out of the room, while the medics and Parker follow behind them. When the last cop comes out, he’s carrying a large purse, and opens it, pulling out a set of files. “Is this your purse?” he asks, focusing on me.

I shake my head. “No.”

“Is it yours, Ms. Brewer?” he then asks. Lips trembling, she lowers her head and doesn’t say a thing.

Parker growls and reaches for the files, opening them up. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. These are the files to a new account I just opened.”

Officer Mitchell gets to his feet and marches over to them. He takes a look at the files and lifts a brow. “Why did you have these in your purse, Ms. Brewer?”

Zac meets my stare and I glare at him, hoping the day for him to pay has finally come.

“I don’t know,” Tonya answers, her voice shaky and scared.

“You don’t know?” Officer Mitchell asks incredulously. “Surely you know something, or they wouldn’t be in your bag. This is a criminal offense Ms. Brewer. You and Mr. Haggart will be facing jail time for this.”

Her head snaps up and she turns to Zac. Lips set in a firm line, he glares at her and shakes his head, but she bursts out crying and points at him. “It’s his fault. He’s the one who put them in there, hoping he could sabotage one of Parker’s deals.”

“You stupid cunt!” Zac yells, lunging for her. One of the cops holds him back, but he tries to fight him off. “She’s nothing but a fucking liar and a whore who’s a lousy lay. Do you even know who I am?”

Officer Mitchell rushes over to help, and slaps a set of handcuffs around Zac’s wrists. “I don’t give a shit who you are. Right now, you have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and may be used against you in the court of law.” The officer finishes the Miranda rights as they pull him up to a standing position.

Tonya is put in handcuffs and read her rights as well, and they are both hauled into the elevator. Before the doors close, Zac glares at me. I smile wide and wave my hand. Justice has been served. The medics say a few words to Officer Mitchell before they leave.

“If we have any more questions, I’ll be in touch,” Officer Mitchell explains to us. “Do you have reason to believe they’ve done this before? Have any of your other files gone missing?”

Parker rubs a hand through his hair and sighs. “I don’t think so, but I’m pretty sure they’ve been in my office more than once. Mia can tell you more about that one.”

Officer Mitchell turns to me and I explain about the noises I heard coming from his office a few Sundays back. When I’m done, he faces Parker again. “And you can testify it wasn’t you in there with her at that time?” he asks.

Parker snorts. “I’ll be glad to. Tonya already admitted to me and my executive assistant that she lied to Mia and said it was me in there with her. That’s why I fired her. Neither one of us knew at the time that she and Mr. Haggart were working with each other.”

Officer Mitchell shakes his hand and glances at us both. “Looks like we have a solid case then. If you find any of your files missing, I’ll have their homes searched.”

“Thanks, Officer Mitchell,” Parker mentions appreciatively.

Once he leaves, we sit there alone, in complete silence. I don’t even know where to begin. I can still see the look on his face when I threw the Society X necklace at him and said those mean, accusatory words.

“Mia,” he whispers, coming up behind me. I can feel the heat of his body against my back. “We need to talk.”

“That’s an understatement.” His hands snake around my waist and rest on my stomach, making me shiver. I look down at them and sigh. “But first, we need to clean you up. Do you have a first aid kit here?”

He turns me around and I look up into his serious gaze. “No, but I do at my place. We can go there.”

Heart pounding, I suck in a silent breath. I haven’t been inside his penthouse in years. “What about your office? Don’t we need to straighten it up?”

“It’ll still be here tomorrow. I don’t want to spend tonight worrying about it. Right now, you’re what’s more important to me.” Letting me go, he shuts his office door and jots down a quick note that he puts on Mrs. Jones’ desk. “You ready?” he asks, approaching me cautiously. By the look on his face, he’s afraid I’m going to run.

Not this time.

I nod. “I’m ready.”

We ride the elevator in silence and once we’re in the parking garage, I follow him to his car. He only lives a few blocks away, in one of the most upscale living establishments in downtown Portland. The ride to his penthouse goes by in a flash and I find myself walking through his door. The last time I was there was at a Christmas party a few years ago, when he had just moved in. Everything looks the same, all masculine in grays and blacks. I walk to the windows and look out at the twinkling lights below while Parker disappears to the back.

His reflection shows up in the window a few minutes later, a first aid kit in his hands and dressed in clean clothes. He sets the kit down on the coffee table, keeping his gaze on my back. All I want to do is run into his arms, but I can’t bring myself to do it. Not until I have all the answers I need.

“I guess now you know the truth,” he murmurs.

Turning around, my eyes burn and I nod. “I am so sorry for everything I said and did.”

He shakes his head and sits down on the couch. “You didn’t know, and the evidence was stacked against me. I can’t blame you for that.”

“Still,” I say, taking the space beside him, “I shouldn’t have done it.” I open the first aid kit and grab the alcohol wipes. Taking Parker’s hand, I dab them onto his cuts and he tenses, but doesn’t say a word. “I will say this though. Watching Zac fall on his ass was funny as hell.”

Parker chuckles but there’s no humor in it. “I wanted to kill him, for everything he’s done to you, Mia. It just made me so goddamn furious. I’ve been dying to kick his ass for years.”

“And now you can say you’ve done it. It’s over.” Once I’m done cleaning the wounds on his hands, I sit back on the couch and face him. He moves closer and leans back with me, our legs touching. “I don’t know where to start,” I whisper.

“How about the beginning? We have to be honest with each other. Just tell me what you want to know.”

“How long have you been a member of Society X?” I ask. What I really want to know is how many women he’s slept with since he’s been there.

Sighing, he looks straight into my eyes. “About two months now.”

I gasp. “Are you serious?”

“Did you expect it to be longer?”

“I guess I did. But that means you started paying for my membership around the same time you joined.”

His gaze narrows. “And I’m assuming you want to know how many women I fucked while I was there?”

I swallow hard, not knowing if I really want to hear the answer to that question. Instead of answering, I nod and close my eyes.

“Look at me,” he commands, and I comply. “You were the only woman I ever slept with there. In fact, you’re the only woman I’ve slept with since our first night together. I haven’t been able to think about anyone else, I’m an addict for you. That’s why I had to make sure I got you again.”

“Is that why you paid for my membership?”

He nods. “When I found out you weren’t coming back, I had to do something.”

“Why would someone like you want to be a part of a sex club anyway? I did it as a liberation type of thing after Zac and I broke up, and even then, only planned on doing it once. But you can have any woman you want, at any given time. You don’t have to pay for sex.”

“No, I don’t. The only reason I used the dark room in the first place is because I’m a silent investor. The owner is a good friend of mine from college. He thought I should try out my investment.”

“Do you have plans on going back?”

A small smile spreads across his face. “Only if my partner agrees to go back as well.”

The heat rises to my cheeks and my heart accelerates. “I think I’m retired. Besides, the allure of it’s gone. We know who we are now. It wouldn’t be the same.”

Shaking his head, he grasps my face with his hands. “You’re wrong. Every time we’re together, I feel the connection. I feel it even now. All I wanted was for it to be you in that damn room. Your face was all I saw when we were in there. When I touched you, I imagined it was your body wrapped around mine. Fuck, Mia. I’ve wanted you for way too damn long.”

He moves closer and I suck in a breath. “Why didn’t you tell me you had feelings for me? Things would be so different now.”

“I don’t know,” he says, his lips so close to mine. “But I’m telling you now. I’m in love with you. And now that you’re here, I’m not letting you go. I don’t think I can.”

“Then don’t.”

He wastes no time and claims my mouth, kissing me hard as he tangles his hands in my hair. I moan against his lips and pull back, resting my forehead to his. “I love you too, Parker. I always have.”

Lifting me in his arms, he kisses me again and carries me down the hall. He pushes the door to his bedroom open, and sets me down on his bed. Ridding ourselves of our clothes, I don’t even have to think about what we’re doing next because I know it’s right.

Stalking up my body, he keeps his gaze on mine as he kisses his way up to my thighs, spreading me wide. “I want to see your face when I kiss you like this,” he says, closing his lips over my center. He thrusts his tongue inside of me and I moan as he fucks me with his mouth.

The sensation is amazing, but it’s made even better now that I can watch him devour me. Parker Ward is sucking on my clit. I cry out his name and run my hands through his hair.

He lifts up and covers me with his body, a wide grin on his face. “Do you have any idea how long I’ve waited to hear my name cross your lips in ecstasy?”

“Probably as long as I’ve craved seeing your cock plunge into me,” I whisper back.

He growls at my admission and pushes the tip of his dick against my opening and buries himself, inch by inch. “You’re so fucking beautiful,” he murmurs, moving his body against mine. Our lips connect, and never once does he close his eyes while making love to me.

Raking my nails down his back, I cry out as he thrusts harder, his breaths growing shallow and more sporadic. Everything feels like it’s going to explode, and when he drives me over the edge, I scream out. He grunts a few more times, then releases inside me, his cock pulsating as I milk him clean.

Breathing in a contented sigh, he lifts up on his elbows, his raw gaze penetrating into mine. “I think I just broke my number one rule.”

Shaking my head, I lean up and kiss him. “No, you didn’t.”

“What do you mean?”

I cup his face in my hands. “I’m resigning from Ward Enterprises. My resignation letter is on my desk with yesterday’s date on it. So technically, you can say I’m not your employee.”

His smile fades. “You’re quitting?”

“I don’t want to, but we both know it’s for the best. Just because I’m quitting doesn’t mean I’m giving up on what we’ve started. I know you have your policies to uphold. We don’t want any of your employees thinking the rules are only a suggestion.” His smile returns and I squeeze my legs around his waist, pushing my body up into his.

Groaning, he holds me tight. “I don’t know what I’m going to do not being able to see you at work every day.”

“You can see me any day you want. You know where I live and I know how to find you. Besides, I’m sure I can visit the office for a little afternoon delight on special occasions.”

He chuckles, and then his gaze turns serious. “Does this mean you’re officially mine?”

“Is that what you want?”

“You have no fucking idea. All you have to do is say yes.”

I don’t have to think twice. “Yes, Parker. I’m yours. I always have been.”
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Aside from having a sore hand and a slightly bruised jaw, I’ve had the best weekend of my life. It’s not because Mia and I finally got together, or the fact her brother knows I’m in love with her. It’s not even the fact that I know she’s never been with anyone but me in the dark room, or that I got to kick Zac’s ass.

It’s because she knows I’m in love with her.

And she loves me.

The one woman, who has had me wrapped around her finger for as long as I can remember, is in love with me. Knowing she feels the same way makes me the luckiest man in the world. It’s a cliché, I know, but it’s the truth. Mia is my better half, my soul mate, and I’m going to spend every chance I get telling her how much she means to me.

The cleaning company had spent an entire day taking care of the blood and filth that was left behind by Zac and Tonya. I also had them replace the carpet, furniture, and burn the desk. There was no way in hell I’d ever sit near or even touch that thing ever again; and it really pisses me off because it belonged to my grandfather.

I spend extra time getting ready today because I’m going to do something unprecedented during the board meeting. In fact, when people say men do stupid things out of love, this will be on the list.

Even though Mia put her letter of resignation on my desk on Friday, I haven’t accepted it. I refused to acknowledge what she was telling me over the weekend. It would’ve been the easiest thing to do, but honestly, she’s worked far too hard to rebuild Les Belle in such a little amount of time. What she’s done in weeks, Wainright couldn’t do in years.

Instead, I’m torturing myself by expecting her at the board meeting today, where as with any other employee, her letter can be submitted. I’ve always prided myself on having a good relationship with my team and want her accolades known to the rest of the group. I’ll leave out the bit about our new relationship.

I step out of my office just as Mia steps out of hers. Our eyes meet and my heart swells. Every fantasy I’ve had about her is about to come true after today. I hate that I won’t see her every day at work, but on the flipside, I’ll definitely be tasting – I mean meeting – her for lunch.

“After you,” I say, swinging my arm out for her to walk in front of me. As soon as I step in behind her, she sways her hips a bit more, enticing me with her backside. At least now I won’t have to go home and jack off to thoughts of her, she’ll be there to help me out.

One day and I am already a goner. Deep down I think I knew this would happen, and once I had her, I’d never be able to let her go. I adjust myself discreetly before I enter the conference room. All seats are filled and I notice a few odd stares being sent my way. No doubt they’ve heard about the break-in this weekend, which I’ll have to address.

“Good morning,” I say as I sit down. Everyone is looking my way as I take the helm. “Let me start by squashing any rumors. Over the weekend I encountered two thieves in my office and the male and I had an altercation. One was a former employee and within the hour you’ll have the names of both people involved, in the event you need to report seeing them lurking around.

“Also, as of this morning, Ward Enterprises no longer owns Les Belle.” I immediately seek out Mia’s eyes as they widen in shock. Maybe I should’ve told her earlier, but I wanted it to be a surprise.

I’m tongue-tied as I see the look of disappointment spread across her face. We didn’t discuss her plans for employment after she told me about her resignation, and I quickly realize we probably should have.

I clear my throat and break eye contact with her. “It came to my attention that we’re not fit for the fashion industry and this is a move that is best for the company.”

Opening my folder I pull out the purchase and sales agreement I had drawn up late last night. I’ll lose an incredible amount of money, but it’s worth it.

Mia is sitting three chairs away from me, and looking down at the table. I lean over and slide the papers in front of her. Her fingers toy with the edge of the paper until she reads the top of it and glances at me in disbelief.

“After lengthy consideration, allow me to introduce you to the new owner of Les Belle, Ms. Mia Hudson. I know you are all with me as I congratulate her on her next adventure.”

Everyone starts clapping as I sit back and pray that no one has seen through my bullshit. There was absolutely no consideration whatsoever. I can’t have her quit and the account go down the tank, and I don’t want her going back to the gym. She’s far too good for that. Mia needs to be designing clothes that make women feel sexy and make men weak at their knees.

Once everyone has gone over their reports I stand to take my leave. I was hoping to speak to Mia, but her now former co-workers are keeping her occupied with their congratulatory praises. I wink at her before leaving the room to let her bask in the glory of owning her own company. It’s a pretty surreal thing.

“Mrs. Jones, can you please have these signed by Ms. Hudson when she returns, and have her sign a check for the total transaction amount.” I give her the paperwork and her eyes go wide at the final sales amount of one dollar.

“You gave her the company?”

I look around to see if anyone is lurking before I nod. “It makes the most sense. She was going to quit today and I can’t lose her and the account.”

“Does she know you’re in love with her?”

This time I can’t help but smile. If this had been last week, or even two days ago, I would’ve frowned and denied it. Never again. “She knows.”

“And she loves you?” Mrs. Jones asks in a motherly tone.

“She does. We’re going to give us a try and see where it goes.”

“It better go to church for the wedding,” she mumbles as she walks by me with the papers in hand.

I shake my head, thinking instantly that marriage isn’t in our future, but I’d be lying to myself. I have no doubt in my mind that Mia is who I’m meant to be with.

As soon as I enter my newly furnished office, I sit in my new chair and spin toward the window. The morning sun is shining through, doing its best to warm me. I close my eyes and soak in the rays, only to be startled by a hand on my shoulder. I turn quickly, bumping my knees into Mia.

“Hey, why are you crying?”

Mia’s eyes are red and her cheeks are flushed. “Because no one has ever believed in me like you. And no one has ever done something like this for me. I love you, but I can’t accept it, Parker. I don’t have the money to pay for it.”

I pull her forward, letting my hands slide up her legs. Once I touch bare thigh, I groan and lean into her, kissing her stomach. Breathing her in, I look up and thank my lucky stars she’s finally mine.

“You’re taking this gift from me because you deserve it. And before you start freaking out, let’s talk business. If you were to quit on me, I’d have Les Belle and not Mia – that’s bad for Ward Enterprises. Mia is who’s making Les Belle turn a profit right now. It’s your clothes that are being produced and sold. Wainright sent over numbers late last night, praising you. I’d be stupid to let you go.”

“I can’t afford it.”

“You can because I’ll be there every step of the way to make sure you succeed,” I tell her. “I’m not going to let you fail, Mia. Not that I think you’ll need my help.”

Mia moves forward, choosing to sit on my lap. She rests her head on my shoulder, kissing my neck softly. As much as I’d love to lock the door and have my way with her, I can’t.

“You’re going to do amazing things with your own company. This is what you’ve been waiting for.”

“I know. I just don’t know how to thank you.”

“Seeing you smile is enough thanks. I’d do this even if you weren’t my girlfriend because I believe in you that much.”

She picks her head up and looks at me. “Did you just call me your girlfriend?”

I smile at her. “Yes, I did. Is that okay?”

“More than okay. I love you, Parker. I can’t remember a time when I didn’t.”

I didn’t know what I’d ever done to deserve such a beautiful, intelligent, sexy gift, but I sure as hell was going to cherish every moment with her.
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Thanks to Mrs. Jones, my Armani suit is clean, pressed, and hanging in my office on Friday evening. I try to dress slowly, but I end up being ready in about five minutes. Tonight, I’m taking Mia to El Gaucho in celebration of her new adventures in being a business owner.

I ordered a limo for the night. And when I step out into the night air, the driver is there, holding the door for me with a smile. As I slide in, there are a dozen red roses, wrapped and ready for me to give to Mia, along with a bottle of champagne chilling. The door shuts and I’m left with my thoughts. This could be dangerous as they’re all focused on Mia.

It’s like I’ve been liberated now that she knows how I feel about her. I can think of the future and not just of what image I’m going to get off on when I’m alone. Hopefully, she’ll be in my bed later.

“We’re here, Mr. Ward.”

“Yes, thank you.” I pick up the roses and open the door, exiting before the driver can make it around the car. I walk up the path to Mia’s house, climb the steps and knock three times. When the door swings open, I’m gasping for air.

My girlfriend is standing in her doorway, with a black stiletto heel sticking out of a mile long slit, her leg is bare, and she’s wearing the most scandalous red dress I have ever seen. I tilt my head slightly to see if I can get a clear view of the promise land, but she catches on quickly and adjusts the way she’s standing.

“Mia . . . fuck, I’m hard just looking at you.”

She cocks her eyebrow in an attempt to be serious, but starts laughing. I join in and finally hand her the roses. “They’re lovely, Parker. Thank you so much. I’ll put them in water quickly.” She disappears into her kitchen, leaving me in the doorway.

I’ve been here many times, but never as her boyfriend, and it all seems so different now. When she returns from the kitchen, she comes toward me moving in slow motion. Every time her leg appears out of the slit, it pushes me closer to the edge.

I reach for her hand and her fingers thread between mine. Our lips touch automatically as if our bodies have been craving each other. I think about putting my hands in her hair, but I don’t want to mess up what I’m sure took her hours to perfect.

When I pull away, my breathing is labored. “We should go to dinner now, or maybe just head to your room and call it a night.”

“Dinner first, naughty boy.”

We hold hands as we walk back to the limo. I help her in and the driver shuts the door behind me. “Would you like some champagne?”

“Yes, please.”

I pull the cork and pour us both a glass. “To us,” I say, touching her glass with mine.

“To the future,” she says in reply. That word alone should scare the shit out of me after only being together a week, but it doesn’t. I don’t think there’s a single thing she could say that would make me run for the hills.

After driving for twenty minutes, the driver comes over the radio. “Mr. Ward, we’ve hit a traffic jam. It looks like an accident.”

“Thank you. Please let the restaurant know we’ll be late.” I turn to Mia and pour her some more champagne. “This is unfortunate news.”

“What you think of as unfortunate, I see as an opportunity.”

“Oh yeah? And what are you thinking?” I ask her, waggling my eyebrows.

Mia slams her champagne and sets her glass down. She takes my glass and sets it on the table, not caring that we could start driving at any minute. Before I know it, she’s straddling my lap with her tongue deep in my mouth.

My hands roam over her body, trying to touch as much of her as I can. As soon as I touch bare skin, I need more and I’m pushing the rest of her dress out of the way until she’s lined up with my dick. Her fingers are nimble as they work the knot of my tie, loosening it before starting on the buttons of my shirt. Her lips move to my neck and over my collarbone, nipping my flesh.

I tighten my grip on her hips and rock her over my arousal, creating some friction. Mia likes this idea and palms my hardening cock before sitting back slightly, and undoing my belt and pants to free my dick.

“Fuck, Mia.”

“That’s my plan.”

“Oh yeah?”

Mia grabs my hand and places it between her legs. It’s only then I realize she’s not wearing any panties. I swallow hard and crash my lips to her as I pull her forward. She knows what she wants and guides my cock into her slick pussy. The feeling of her sliding down around me has me hissing and throwing my head back.

Using the headrests, she grips on tight and starts moving up and down.

I reach around and feel for the zipper of her dress. I need to see her, to taste her. I pull her zipper down as fast as I can and watch the fabric pool around her waist. Her perky tits bounce in my face, teasing me. I grab them both and squeeze.

“Do you like riding my cock?” I ask as I swipe my tongue over each of her erect nipples.

Her head falls back when I blow a little air on them, only to repeat this action over and over, until I can’t handle it anymore and bring one into my mouth, while my other hand moves to her pussy, finding her clit.

“Oh yes, Parker.”

Her center clenches, squeezing the shit out of my cock. I switch to her other breast and keep the pressure on her clit as she grows more out of control with her movements.

“I’m going to come.”

“Where? Say it.” I pull away to watch her as her head falls back and her moans become louder. I thrust my hips up to meet hers. “Tell me where you want to come.”

“I’m going to come all over your cock, Parker.” The moment I feel her tighten, I hold her down on me as I pump in and out of her hard. Once her quivering has slowed, I pull out and flip her over, dropping to my knees to bury my face between her legs. I lap at her juices, letting them coat my face.

Mia reaches for my dick, but I move away. Instead I pull her forward, with her ass hanging off the edge of the seat and slap my cock against her opening a few times. Thrusting inside, I grab onto her hips and pound into her with force, watching her pussy swallow my entire length. Her head is slightly awkward, but she doesn’t seem to care.

“Ah shit, baby,” I say, pumping harder. “I’m going to come.” Without any further notice, I empty myself into her. Twitching and spasming until I collapse on top of her, my head resting between her breasts. Once our breathing is back to normal, I know I’m about to put my heart on the line. The pull is too strong.

“I could do this with you every day and it wouldn’t be enough. Being with you is like breathing. You’re what I need to survive.” I let the words flow, not caring if they don’t make sense. I’ve laid out all my cards on the table. She only has to accept what I’m offering.
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Four Months Later

 

“Who all is going to be at this thing?” Parker asks, reaching for the presents in the back seat.

“Just my parents and Andrew. Sometimes my aunt Elaine comes, but it depends on if she goes to her son’s house or not.” Grabbing my crock pot, I shut the door, trying hard not to laugh as Parker tries to balance all the presents in his arms.

He looks at me over the top of the car. “Please tell me she’s not the bitchy one who thinks she knows everything?”

I burst out laughing. “I didn’t think you’d remember. But yes, that’s her.”

Groaning, he shuts the car door and joins me at the door. “Hopefully she keeps her crabby ass at home.” I’m hoping the same thing.

It’s Christmas day, and like always, my parents are hosting Christmas dinner. Christmas has always been my favorite time of year and now I have Parker to celebrate it with.

We’d already flown down to spend a couple days with his family in California since they couldn’t get away to join us here. Once they’d seen how Parker had full control of the family business, they packed up and moved to wine country. It was great seeing them again.

His mother had even pulled me aside and said she knew Parker and I would end up together. My mother always says she thought the same thing too. I wonder where that wisdom was when Zac came into my life. I sure could’ve used it—not that I would’ve listened at the time.

My mother opens the door just as I’m about to grab the handle and squeals. “Parker, my dear, it’s so good to see you again.”

He walks in first and I follow behind him. “Gee, thanks Mom. I’m so happy you’re glad to see me too.”

She waves me off. “Honey, I see you all the time.”

Smiling wide, Parker winks at me as my mother helps him set the presents down under the tree. “You’re just jealous I’m her favorite,” he teases.

“No shit,” Andrew says, walking into the room. “How the hell can mom love this guy?” he asks jokingly. “It’s not like he’s a handsome motherfucker who owns a billion dollar company.” He winks at Parker and they both burst out laughing.

My mother smacks Andrew on the arm. “Language,” she scolds. “It’s Christmas. There’s no room for that kind of talk here.” Then she walks over to Parker and pats him on the cheek. “I love this one because he’s always been so helpful, even as a kid.”

“That’s because he wanted Mia to notice him,” Andrew confesses with a sly grin.

My heart swells and I can’t help but love Parker even more. “Is that true?” I ask him.

Parker shrugs, his lips spreading into a small smile. “It was all I could think of to be near you.”

“See?” my mother exclaims, lifting her arms in the air. “That’s the kind of guy you need to be, Andrew. Maybe then you’ll be able to find a girl who’ll put up with you. I want grandbabies before I’m too old to walk.” She walks off and my father shakes his head as he comes into the room.

If she wants grandchildren, she has a long time to wait. Parker and I have basically been living together for the past four months, and we haven’t even talked about marriage.

My father kisses me on the cheek and shakes Parker’s hand. “Did you have a good time visiting your family?” he asks him.

Parker nods and glances at me. “We did. I got to show Mia around the vineyards. My parents were really excited to see her again.”

While Parker talks with my father and Andrew, I sneak away to the kitchen where my mother is busy making her famous biscuits. But that’s not what catches my attention.

“Did you really record that?” I ask, rushing toward the small television on the counter. My mother always likes to watch her Hallmark movies while she cooks, but that’s not what she’s watching now. It’s footage of my first red carpet introduction at Fashion Week in New York City. I can still remember the way it felt to smile at all the cameras and have people screaming for my attention.

I’ve been at several different fashion shows all across the country, but nothing can take away how I felt that week in New York. Being able to share it with Parker made it even more surreal.

I stare at myself on the screen, loving the way Parker holds onto my hand. He gives me my distance as to not steal the spotlight, but I know everyone loves him there.

I turn off the TV when it’s over and hop up on the counter. “How many times have you watched that?”

She purses her lips and looks up at the ceiling as if she’s thinking. “Hmm . . . let’s see, only about fifty times now.”

I gasp. “Oh my goodness, that’s crazy.”

Tears build in her eyes and she looks down at the biscuits. “I’m just so proud of you, sweetheart. You’ve come a long way this year. You have no idea how good it feels to know that you’ve followed your dreams and become a successful woman in your own right.”

I hop down off the counter and pull her into my arms. She sniffles and it makes me happy to know she’s proud of me. “Thanks, Mom.”

She snickers and smiles. “You’re famous now, Mia. Just make sure you don’t forget about us when you’re off doing these fashion shows every week.”

I shook my head. “That’s not going to happen. I know where I’m from and I know what’s important. Nothing is going to take me away from my family.”

“Promise?” she asks.

“I promise.” Once she finishes the biscuits and puts them in the oven, I stay in the kitchen to help with the rest of the food while she leaves to set up the table. Parker walks in just as she exits. “What are you doing in here?”

Smiling, he strolls over and pulls me into his arms. “This is our first Christmas together,” he murmurs.

“I know,” I reply. “Are you ready for your present tonight?”

“I thought we said we weren’t getting each other anything.”

“We’re not. I actually have something for me, but I’m pretty sure you’ll like it.”

He holds me tighter and presses his lips to mine. “Oh yeah? Are you giving it to me at my place or yours?”

“Yours.”

His lips trail down my neck to my collarbone. “I can’t wait.”

I made a whole line of sexy lingerie and he’s going to be the first one to see them all. I plan on giving him a live show, including a lap dance, once we’re back at his place. When he looks into my eyes, I can see he’s holding something back.

“What’s going on?”

He steps back and pulls out a small, black box. For a second, my heart skips a beat, but then I realize it’s not a ring box. “I know we said we weren’t going to give each other anything, but I couldn’t resist.”

When he opens the box, I gasp and slap a hand over my mouth. “Oh my God, it’s beautiful.” I trace over the diamonds and smile; it’s a necklace with my logo. “Did you get Lucy to make it?”

He pulls it out of the box and clasps it around my neck. “I did. I figured since you don’t wear your X anymore, I could get something to replace it.”

I placed my hand over the necklace and kissed him. “I love it. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

Grinning devilishly, I rub my hand down his chest and slide it inside his jeans. His cock twitches and I laugh seductively. “I guess this means I have to step up my game tonight. But I’ll make sure you have plenty to unwrap this Christmas.”

He moans deep in his chest. “And a Merry Christmas it will be.”
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I’m packing up my portfolios after a meeting with Charles, later the following week. Grabbing my purse, I head out to my car. My phone rings once I get inside and when I see Jared’s name pop up on the screen, I pause. “What the hell is he doing calling me?” I clear my throat and pick up the phone. “Jared?”

“Hello, Mia, how are you?”

“Fine, thanks. How are you?”

“Doing well, thank you. I’m calling to see if you’re available tonight. I had a request for you.”

“What? No. That’s insane. I’m not even a member there anymore.”

“Actually, you are. Shall I put you down?”

“No!” I shrieked. “I’m in a relationship now. My time in the dark room has since passed.”

He barks out a laugh. “I was wondering what you were going to say. Who do you think made the request, Mia?”

“Oh,” I say, feeling like an idiot. “This is Parker’s idea?”

“You know I’m not allowed to give you that information,” he says teasingly.

“Fine,” I tell Jared. “Put me down for tonight.”

“Great, I’ll see you later. Be here at seven.”

“Will do.” We hang up and I dial Parker’s number. It rings and rings, and of course, he doesn’t pick up when I need him to. I call him again, and still no answer. Next, I send him a text.

 

Me: What are you up to?

 

I wait for him to reply and he never does. Starting up my car, I know exactly where I’m going to go. Ward Enterprises isn’t too far away, so I hurry over. Getting off the elevator, I head straight for Parker’s office.

“Hi, Mrs. Jones,” I say in passing.

I’m almost to his office when she stops me. “He’s not in there, Ms. Hudson.”

I turn to her. “Where is he?”

She smiles. “He said he had some errands to run and that he was taking the rest of the day off.” She picks up a letter from her desk and hands it to me. “He knew you’d stop by, and left this for you.”

I open the letter and shake my head. Parker is one sneaky bastard.

 

Mia,

I knew you’d be by because you can’t stand not knowing what’s going on. You wouldn’t be the woman I know and love if you didn’t. I’ll see you tonight. Be ready.

Parker

 

“I swear, that man’s going to drive me insane.” I chuckle and fold up the letter. “Take care, Mrs. Jones. Have a good New Year.”

“You too, dear.”

When I get back in the elevator, I pull out my phone and text Parker again.

 

Me: Sneaky bastard . . . lol. I’ll play your game.

 

This time he texts back.

 

Parker: Looking forward to it.

 

By the time I arrive home and get a shower in, there’s only an hour left until I have to be at Society X. I don’t have the necklace to get in, but I still have the membership card tucked in my wallet.

The drive to the club goes fast and I find myself at the entrance with Jared waiting by the door, dressed to perfection in his tux. I don’t even have to show him my card. He takes me right on back to the dressing room.

“How have you been?” he asks as we enter the room.

“Great, and you?”

“Can’t complain. I saw you on TV the other day. My sister loves your designs. When I told her I knew you, she didn’t believe me.”

I laugh. “Really, why not?”

He shrugs and laughs with me. “She thinks you’re famous.”

Hearing things like that still doesn’t seem real to me. It’s so strange knowing there are people all across the world who know who I am. I don’t think I’ll ever get used to it. “Next time you’re with your sister, give me a call. I’ll make sure she believes you.”

“That would be amazing. Thank you.” He looks up at the clock and heads for the door. “You’re running out of time. Do I need to go over anything? It’s been a while since you’ve been here.”

I shake my head. “I think I’ve got it.”

He winks. “Have fun.” The door shuts and I take off my clothes, leaving on the lacy, black lingerie I have underneath. I enter the dark room and make my way to the bed. When Parker walks in, I can hear every step he takes. I want to say something, but it’s against the rules. It’s not like anyone will know if we talk, but it adds to the excitement of it all.

The bed dips down and his hands caress their way up my thighs until he reaches my waist, gripping me in his strong grasp and pulling me beneath him. He kisses my neck and nips me with his teeth. A moan escapes my lips and it spurs him on, his kisses hot and demanding. He’s fully naked and I can feel his length pressing into my thigh. I want him inside me so bad I can’t even think straight.

Without wasting any more time, he slides off my lingerie, until I’m naked beneath him. But instead of pushing into me, he turns me on my side and faces me. I’m about to ask what he’s doing, but he places a finger to my lips.

His touch sends shivers down my skin as he moves his hands over my body, running his fingers across my back. I’ve fallen asleep many nights with him doing the same thing while we’re in bed. Most of the time he’ll trace messages like I love you and I want more. It’s our own method of silent texting.

He presses down a little harder and I pay attention to his fingers as he traces letters across my back. Will. My pulse races and I freeze. You. He stalls for a moment and then spells out the next word. Marry. Tears stream down my cheeks as he finishes the last word. Me?

Before I can answer, he grabs my hand and kisses my palm, sliding a ring down on my finger. Gasping, I laugh and cry at the same time. I can’t believe it’s finally happening.

My hands shake as I spell out my answer. Yes.

Instead of making love to me, he lifts me in his arms and carries me over to the door, pressing the button for my side. When the door opens, he whisks us into the dressing room and kisses me.

“You have no idea how long I’ve wanted to ask you that question,” he murmurs against my lips. He wipes away my tears and I can’t tear my gaze away from his stormy, gray eyes.

“And you have no idea how long I’ve waited to hear it.”

Setting me down, he gets down on his knee. “Then I guess it’s time you actually heard it.” He takes my hand and it’s the first time I’ve gotten a chance to see the ring. It’s gorgeous, and no doubt, designed by Lucy.

“Mia Hudson,” he says softly, squeezing my hand, “I’ve loved you all my life and I want to keep loving you until the day I die. I know you’ve already said yes, but I want to hear it from your lips. Will you marry me?”

I kneel down on the floor and wrap my arms around his neck. “Yes,” I cry, pressing my lips to his. “I don’t have to think twice. Being with you has made me the happiest I’ve ever been. I can’t imagine a life without you.” We sit on the floor and I straddle his lap, his cock still hard between my legs as we kiss. “It’s a shame our time in the dark room’s over,” I moan.

He nips my bottom lip and smiles. “It’s not. We have it for the rest of the night. You didn’t think I was going to propose without finishing the deal did you?”

I wrap my hand around his cock and squeeze, my body aching to feel him inside me. “Then what are you waiting for?”

“I thought you’d never ask.”


[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

Two Months Later

 

“I can’t believe you want a small wedding,” Rachel says, pursing her lips. “If I had the money you and Parker have, I’d be having the biggest and best wedding of the century.”

I laugh and throw my bra at her. “That’s the difference between you and me. I just want my family and close friends there. Now be a good maid of honor and help me into this dress.”

I’ve always wanted a fall wedding, so we decided to have it in October. It’s still months away, but there’s a lot that has to be done. I moved into Parker’s penthouse and sold my house, making it easier on us both. Now we don’t have to decide where to stay each night.

For the past month, I’ve spent countless hours designing the perfect wedding dress. I made three different designs and had each one brought to life. As soon as they arrived, I wanted to try them on, but Rachel made me promise not to do so until she was able to join me.

I spent three agonizing hours waiting on her to get out of class so she could meet me at Les Belle. This is the third and final dress, and the moment she zips it up, I fall in love. Rachel’s eyes light up when she looks at me in the mirror.

“I think this is it. You look so freaking amazing. Parker’s going to love you in this,” she gushes. “You are so going to design mine when I get married.”

Tears build in my eyes as I look at myself in the mirror. “So you like it? It’s not horrible?” It was my first time ever designing a wedding gown.

Rachel cups my face in her hands. “I love it.”

“Do we have a winner?” Charles asks, knocking on the dressing room door. I open the door and he gasps. “Whoa. That is absolutely gorgeous.”

My phone rings and Rachel grabs it out of my purse. “It’s loverboy,” she says, tossing it to me.

Grinning from ear to ear, I answer. “Hey, hun.”

“Hey, babe. You busy right now?”

“Not really. What’s up?”

He sighs. “I need your opinion on an investment deal. Do you mind coming with me?”

“Sure. Do you want me to meet you somewhere?”

“No, I can come pick you up. Are you at Les Belle?”

“Yep.”

“All right, I’ll be right there in ten.”

We hang up and Rachel helps me out of my dress. “Is everything okay?” she asks.

I grab my clothes and put them on. “Oh yeah, Parker just needs my help with something. Want to meet for dinner later?”

“Sounds good.” We walk outside and I say goodbye. Just as she pulls out of the lot, Parker rolls up in his car.

He gets out and kisses me before opening my car door. “Good afternoon, beautiful.”

I laugh and hop into the car. “Why thank you.” As soon as he gets in, we head on our way. “So tell me about this investment deal.” I ask.

“I’d like to wait until you see it first, if you don’t mind.”

I shrug. “Doesn’t bother me in the least.”

It takes a while to get there, as it’s located just outside of the downtown area. There’s nothing but trees as far as I can see. We turn down a gated street leading to a house with actual turrets, and it’s breathtaking. This potential client must be loaded.

“Wow, this is amazing. Looks like a real castle.” We get out of the car and I follow him inside. The whole place is furnished and has a medieval feel to it, with stone walls. There are statues of armor placed throughout the house, standing like guards. It’s almost like a historical museum. I look out one of the windows and down the hill to a small vineyard. “Is there really a vineyard here?”

Parker nods. “Yep, and there’s a wine cellar built into the hillside below too.”

After we tour the house, we walk back to the kitchen, where a stack of papers and a pen are sitting on the table. Parker points to them. “Why don’t you read those and tell me what you think? I need to know if it’s the right move.”

Sitting down at the table, I glance at the first page and slap a hand over my mouth. “Holy crap on a cracker. Is this what I think it is?”

Parker takes my hand and helps me stand. “Yes, Mia, it is. When you moved in with me, I knew we couldn’t stay in my penthouse forever. It’s my place, not ours. When this house went on the market, I knew you would love it. I wanted to get it before someone else did. But I don’t want to seal the deal unless I know you absolutely love it.”

I glance around the room and sigh. “I love it, but are you sure we need this much space?”

A smile spreads across his face as he pulls me into his arms. “I don’t know about you, but I’d love to have a couple of kids running around this space someday. Maybe a girl who has your smile.”

My heart swells and I hold him tight. “Yes, and a little boy with your charm and good looks,” I add with a laugh.

Parker kisses me and presses his forehead to mine. “We can build a life here, Mia. I know we were going to find a house together, but I wanted this to be a surprise. Just think of the adventures we could have. My parents could help us with the vineyard until we get the hang of it, and we—”

I place my hand over his lips. “You don’t have to sell me on it, Parker. As long as I’m with you, I’m happy wherever we’re at.” Taking the pen, I sign my name underneath his. “To new adventures.”

Lifting me in his arms, he swings me around the room. “And a hell of a ride it’s going to be.”
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We want to thank you, the readers, for allowing us to bring not only Dark Room, but the other novels that we write for you. Without you, we wouldn’t be here today.

Deciding to collaborate is a leap of faith. You have to put your trust into someone else and that’s not always easy. With that said, we had so much fun writing Dark Room and creating Society X (the research wasn’t bad either) and really hope that you enjoy the story of Parker and Mia as much as we did while writing.

Eric Battershell—thank you for finding us the right Parker and for capturing the perfect image that we were looking for. We know it wasn’t easy, but truly appreciate you sticking it out with us.

Burton Hughes—you’re a natural in front of the camera and gave us so many options from the photoshoot. Thank you for doing “that” pose!

Sarah Hansen—your creative eye knows no bounds.

Emily Tippetts—thank you to you and your crew for always making sure everything is pretty and in our hands when we need it.
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And last, but not least…
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Much love,
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Aside from being a wife and mother, L.P. Dover has written countless novels including her Forever Fae series, the Second Chances series, the Gloves Off series, the Armed & Dangerous series, the Royal Shifters series, and her standalone novel, Love, Lies, and Deception. Her favorite genre to read is romantic suspense and she also loves writing it. However, if she had to choose a setting to live in it would have to be with her faeries in the Land of the Fae.
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Thirteen bulbs shine brightly, adding a certain glow that I can’t define. The unlucky number is supposed to create a romantic ambience or give the person looking back in the mirror the confidence they need to push through what’s coming next. They do neither for me.

This is not how I pictured my wedding day to be. The strapless gown I’m wearing is gorgeous and something I never saw myself in. The smooth satin gathers at my waist and is held there with a diamond-encrusted pin provided by none other than Neil Lane. My blonde hair is side swept and cascading down my shoulder, and my make-up is flawless. I look like the bride I’ve always envisioned I would be, but I would’ve never been able to achieve this vision, until now.

As I look around the small dressing room it becomes harder to breathe and I close my eyes, wanting to cry. I want to run. I want to strangle my mother and ask her what the hell she was thinking. But I’ve come this far, and it would be foolish to back out now. There was a time in my life when I used to believe in true love. Used to.

Imaginary lint is brushed off my shoulder and my curls are flipped forward one more time. I want to tell my mom to stop touching me, but there’s a look of pride in her eyes and I don’t want to ruin this moment for her.

“Smile, Joey.”

“I have nothing to smile about.”

My mom stands tall behind me, creating a picture perfect moment. If this were any other day, any other wedding, I’d want to capture us like this with maybe my hand on top of hers as she rests it on my shoulder. Even with my fake wedding looming, she seems happy and probably thankful that her daughter is finally getting married.

“You’ve been moping for a year. It’s time to put that behind you and take a chance on something new.”

“I’ll get a cat.”

She moves to my side, sitting on a sliver of the bench that I’m currently using. She doesn’t ask me to move, nor do I slide a little to the side to give her more room.

“Joey—”

“Don’t you get it, Mom? Every time I see a man, I’m going to wonder if he’s looking for the next me to come into his life. My new husband will be walking on eggshells, fighting a battle that he probably doesn’t deserve because I walked into my ex-future husband’s apartment to find him in a situation that should’ve never come about. Tell me, how is that fair to that man standing out there?”

“Your father and I think this will do you some good. You can take the time away to reflect, grow, and work on your communication skills.”

I sigh with defeat, accepting the fact that once my mom’s mind is set, there’s no changing it regardless of how much I try and convince her otherwise.

“I know, Mom,” I sigh, taking a deep breath to fight off the tears. I’m probably not in the place my parents expected me to be, especially after we spent so much time planning my wedding earlier. I can’t imagine what my parents went through when I called everything off.

My thoughts are interrupted by a soft knock on the door signaling that my new maid of honor is ready for me, except she won’t be standing by my side and holding my bouquet. That job will be left up to some model being paid to stand on stage and look pretty for the television audience. With one last look in the mirror, I say good-bye to any sanity I may have left. The next moments in my life are going to be shrouded in darkness.

A production assistant greets me with a smile, though I can’t seem to match her enthusiasm. She has on a headset and has a clipboard in her hand. She hands me the blindfold and tells me to put it on. I do and think about how the hairdresser just spent an hour on my hair for it to be messed up by a stupid piece of cloth. What will my new husband think?

Husband.

I can’t even begin to comprehend I’m about to get married to a complete stranger, sight unseen. I should’ve run when my mother burst through my bedroom door and told me she had submitted my profile for the show Married Blind and I’d been chosen. I’m twenty-six; this isn’t how my future is supposed to be. It should be filled with family and friends. I should be devoting my life to someone I’m in love with, not someone who is trying to win his share of one million dollars. I want to marry a man who rocks my world, who makes my palms sweat and can look at me with smoldering eyes, knowing that the moment he touches me I’m his.

I’ve read the rules in the contract I had to sign. We’ll be allowed an annulment at the end of the show if we haven’t consummated our relationship, which won’t be a problem. As husband and wife, we’ll compete for ‘household’ prizes against other couples who are also getting married today. The last couple standing at the end of three months and voted on by TV viewers will win the money.

How can you have a dream home with someone you don’t know?

I run my fingers over the black silk. It’s shiny, smooth. In all my fantasies where I’m blindfolded, I never thought it would be for something like this. I sigh and slip the fabric over my eyes, tying it tightly in the back. The production assistant takes my hand and pulls gently, making my feet move forward. Faintly, over the clack of my heels, I can hear the announcer talking. The audience laughs and while the laughter should ease my tension, it doesn’t.

With each step closer, my heart races faster. I get that I’m the bride that found her fiancé cheating with her best friend and that I’ve been moping around my parents’ house for the past year, but this isn’t right. A mother should never want her daughter to experience her wedding this way. It’d be one thing if I signed up for the show; I’d be prepared mentally. Right now, the only thing I’m prepared for is to lose my bladder from nerves.

“And here comes our bride.”

I fumble over my own feet when I hear the announcer say those words. My hand tightens around the assistant’s as she walks me on stage. The bright lights burn my skin, making me sweat.

Attractive.

I’m handed off to another arm, one that’s clad in a coat of some kind. In my mind, it’s my dad, and he’s in a tuxedo walking me toward the man of my dreams.

“You look lovely, sweetheart.”

My throat swells, and I try to fight off the tears. The last thing I want is for the groom to see me with mascara dripping down my face because my dad just spoke to me.

“Dad, what are you doing here?”

“I couldn’t let you get married without walking my baby girl down the aisle, or in this case on the stage.”

I shake my head. “Daddy, this is so stupid. I don’t think I can do this.”

He leans in and whispers, “You have a microphone pinned to your dress, and everyone can hear you. It’s only three months. Think of it as an adventure.”

All my life, my dad has supported every harebrained idea my mom has come up with. From the time I was going to be a figure skater to pageant queen, from soccer star to head cheerleader, my dad’s support has never wavered.

“Don’t leave my side, okay?”

“Never,” he says before placing a kiss on my cheek.

The Wedding March starts, and the crowd hushes. I’m curious to know if there are illuminated signs telling the audience when to laugh or to be quiet. Will they be prompted to say ooh and ahh when we say our vows? Are there hecklers out there? So many unknowns face me right now, but the biggest one on my mind, the one that I’m trying not to think about, is my groom good-looking? I know it’s vain, but damn it, if I have to spend three months with this guy I at least want some man candy. Someone who looks like Joshua Wilson would be nice.

Joshua Wilson is an actor with the most perfect shade of brown eyes I’ve ever seen. I’ve tried to replicate that color with my coffee and cream, but I can never get it just right. His hair is brown and red, and simply the most attractive color on a man. When I first met Tony, they matched in that sense. I spent most of my relationship with Tony comparing him to Joshua. Where Joshua is tall with nicely defined muscles and arms—I can’t even begin to describe how I feel about his arms—Tony is thinner and less muscular, but still cute. I think that may have been some of my downfall with my ex. I used to prattle on and on about how hot Joshua is, how sexy and how I’d give anything to have his muscular arms wrapped around me. Tony would roll his eyes and complain, but that didn’t stop me from watching every movie, TV spot, reading every interview, and buying every magazine that he’s in. I’m slightly obsessed. It’s easy to admit when you’re never going to meet your celebrity crush.

I hear a few gasps and can only assume that I’m approaching where I need to be. My father hasn’t let go yet, and for that I’m thankful. He’s keeping me steady on my feet and somewhat calm, even though thoughts of hanging my mother by her pedicured toenails are filtering through my mind. If she thinks I’m going to share my winnings with her, she’s off her rocker.

Winnings? How can I even think about winning? I’m not going to be able to pretend to be okay with this for three months. And what if he likes me? What if he finds me attractive and tries to kiss me? Then what? Ninety days of purgatory that’s what. I’m so not ready to live in a house with five people I don’t know all while trying to compete for Best Betty Crocker.

The announcer clears his throat and gets the audience cheering. Behind my blindfold, I’m rolling my eyes and glaring simultaneously at my groom. I know he’s standing in front of me; I can smell him. If anything, his cologne smells good, but it’s probably something his production assistant told him to wear.

Is he nervous like I am? Is he sweating from standing under these heat lamps? Are his parents here, too? What made him so desperate that he had to come on national television to find a bride? That’s the answer I want to know, but will never ask for fear of what he might say.

Neither of us should be doing this and yet here we are. I could run. I could slip off my blindfold and run without looking back. But what if he’s my soul mate and I don’t know it?

What damage could three months do?

Everything!

My father places my hands into those of my groom and while I should cringe, I don’t. My fingertips, hands, wrists, arms and everywhere else tingle. I feel warm, but not from the lights. It’s a different kind of heat. My tummy flutters. My heart pounds furiously in my chest, drowning out the audience, the music blaring overhead, and the crackle of the microphone. It’s all too soon when the music stops and I’m quickly reminded that this is just a show. I shouldn’t be excited.

“Do you take this man to be your lawfully wedded husband, to have and to hold, to compete with in good faith, from this day forward for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, or until three months has expired?”

Um … what? What’s his name? Don’t I get to know his name at least?

“What do you say?” the announcer’s voice bellows through the microphone. I can hear mumbling from the crowd as they wait with bated breath on what I’m going to say. Do people actually come on this show and say no?

“We need your answer.”

I bite my lower lip and nod. If he can make me feel the way he did when he held my hand, maybe three months won’t be so bad. “Yes,” I squeak out, my voice barely audible.

“She said yes,” the announcer roars, and the applause is deafening. I can’t help but smile even though I’m dying on the inside.

My groom’s voice is almost as quiet as mine, making me feel somewhat better that he’s just as nervous. I sigh in relief when he says yes. The crowd cheers again and the announcer pronounces us man and wife.

Here it comes. I sense my groom moving closer, and I hold my head high. His hand fumbles on my neck until he rests it gently on my cheek. The crowd is hushed and everyone is waiting for the moment that seals us. His lips brush softly against mine, and he pulls back before I feel his wet lips press against mine again, this time fully. If not for his hand, I’d be crumbling to the ground. My knees start to buckle. My palms, already damp from earlier, are sweating profusely. My heart has stopped beating, but I can hear his. This is a first kiss for the records, and the only thing missing is his face.

The announcer clears his throat and my groom steps back, much to the delight of the viewers. “This is the moment we’ve all been waiting for,” the announcer says. I read from the rules that the groom’s blindfold comes off first. There’s a collective gasp, followed by a series of ‘oh my God’s’ and ‘that lucky bitch’. Gee thanks, audience members. I can safely assume my groom is cute. Great, perfect. I have a cute husband who can turn my insides to goo when he holds my hand. Hopefully he’s not planning on winning many competitions that require physical touching because I don’t think I’ll be able to handle it.

Someone comes up from behind me and starts to untie my blindfold. I keep my eyes closed. I want to see him fully when I open my eyes. I open them slowly, but keep them focused on the ground. Slowly, I take in what he’s wearing—black patent leather shoes, with black tuxedo pants. His hand rests at his side, and I see the glint of a wedding band and quickly look down at my own hand. Was I so lost in my rambling thoughts that I don’t remember him slipping a ring on my finger, or me giving him one?

I remind myself that this marriage is not real.

“I’ll get you a bigger one,” a familiar voice says.

My head moves up quickly, and I’m caught in the dark, smoldering eyes that I’ve studied for hours on end. I swallow hard and say, “Holy shit,” before the darkness takes over, and I crumble to the ground in a heap.
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Hadley

“Hadley! Hadley! Hadley!” the crowd cheered.

I blew a kiss and waved. “Thank you for joining me tonight. I love the energy here in Los Angeles! I have to say, I’ve missed this place. Make sure to listen to the radio this week for the debut of my new song, Whispered Words.”

“Sing it now!” one of the fans shouted. It was a little girl with blonde braids and freckles, sitting on her dad’s shoulders. She reminded me of myself many years ago, when I stood in almost the exact same spot, watching my idol, Martina Hill perform. One of these days, I was determined to do a duet with her.

I winked at the little girl and shook her tiny hand. “I wish I could, sweetheart, but it has to be a surprise.” Then I lifted my gaze to the thousands of fans in the stands and waved again. “I hope you all like it. Goodnight, everyone.” They went wild and I laughed as I ran backstage.

Waiting for me at the edge of the stage with a huge smile on his face was the love of my life, Nick Meyers. No one could resist his tousled, chocolate brown hair and gorgeous green eyes. The ladies loved him, almost as much as they hated me for having him.

“You were on fire tonight,” he shouted.

Rushing off stage, I jumped in his arms and squealed. “What are you doing here? I thought you weren’t going to be able to make it.”

Cameras flashed and he grinned, his eyes twinkling mischievously. “I can leave if you want,” he joked, releasing me from his grasp.

I gripped his arm and pulled him back to me. “Definitely not. What would the press think?”

Chuckling, he bent down to kiss me, knowing the reporters were taking note of our every move. “Was that a good enough kiss, or do I need to make it more convincing?” he asked, whispering in my ear.

Rolling my eyes, I playfully pushed him away. “I think you need a cold shower.”

“Care to join me?” he quipped, waggling his brows.

“Right now, we have work to do. Get your head out of the gutter.” We faced the reporters and he held me close as questions were thrown at us in rapid fire. A lady with bright red hair and huge glasses, pushed through the crowd and held out a recorder. “Miss Rivers, we’ve heard rumors you and Mr. Meyers are engaged. Is that true?”

Nick smirked down at me and I held back a snicker. It was crazy how rumors got started out of nowhere. The next thing I knew, we’d be married and having a baby. “If she was engaged,” Nick began, “I would definitely be letting the world know.”

We answered several more questions before it was time to go. I knew I was going to have a gazillion autographs to sign on the way to the dressing room. Relaxation was something I needed to schedule now, or it would never happen. I had to get home and get rested up before my early flight to Texas.

Nick was always patient with me when dealing with the press, but I did the same for him too; he was just as famous. I was a rising, country starlet with one of the best hockey players in the country as my boyfriend. Unfortunately, our romance was all for show, but we played the parts beautifully.

Once we were behind closed doors, I breathed a sigh of relief. “The questions keep getting more outrageous don’t they?”

“Same shit show, different day.” He helped me pack up my things and stuffed them into my bag.

“I thought you were busy with the team tonight?”

“I was, but I made sure to get away early. I missed my buttercup.”

I rolled my eyes, nudging him with my elbow when he pulled me into his arms. “You have a life too, Nick. I don’t want you sacrificing everything to be with me. You should’ve stayed with the team.”

“Trust me, baby, I’m not sacrificing a single thing. I enjoy every minute of it.”

“Even if you don’t get anything in return?” I asked, lifting my gaze to his.

For the last four months, he was mine, but not really. It was his and his sister’s idea for him to be my fill in boyfriend. His sister, Felicity Myers, was also my agent and the one who’d introduced Nick to me. I guess they were right, it was safer for people to see me with someone, instead of single and living alone. And I enjoyed having him with me, but I didn’t want to drag him into the danger surrounding my life.

His smile faded, his gaze serious. “I get plenty in return, Hadley. I’m happy where I’m at, even if I have to steal your kisses. It’s not that bad being with me, is it?”

“Are you kidding? You’re gorgeous and could have any woman you want, but yet you choose to be stuck with me. It makes no sense.”

“It does to me,” he murmured.

“I’ve asked you this before, but I need you to be honest with me.” He sighed and nodded for me to continue. “What did Felicity promise you? Surely you didn’t just agree to be with me for nothing in return.” I had often thought about what it would be like to take things further, but I didn’t want to ruin our friendship. When I met him two years ago, we instantly clicked. I considered him more of a best friend than a lover.

Grazing his finger across my cheek, he answered, “My sister didn’t promise me anything. I offered to do this. Believe it or not, I like being with you. At least it’s gotten that fucking psycho off your back.” And there it was, the sole reason for the mess I was in.

“So we think,” I corrected. “What happens when we can’t keep this ruse up? What if he comes back?” What started out as innocent letters had quickly turned into stalking, then to trespassing. Presents were left on my doorstep, and the ever watchful eyes of that creeper could be felt every time I left the house. It got to the point where I was scared to be alone. I used to be able to run around my neighborhood and go shopping by myself, but I couldn’t anymore.

Nick stepped closer. “That bastard isn’t going to get near you as long as I’m around. I believe this plan will work. Eventually, this guy will give up and find someone else to fuck with. Now stop thinking about him, there’s something I wanted to talk to you about and I’m not going to do it here.”

“Oh yeah? What is it?”

“You’ll just have to find out. Come on,” he said, opening the door.

There were two security guys standing by the door, I nodded at them as we passed. Their steps could be heard on the concrete floor, following closely behind. I never thought having a security team was important, until I heard horror stories from other singers. Luckily, I hadn’t had anyone break into my house to steal my underwear like my nemesis, Lydia Turner. The attention she got after that incident, inflated her already enormous head. I would’ve been scared shitless to know some pervert was in my house. Not her; it was just another way to get free PR.

“Where’s Scott? He usually comes inside to get me,” I mentioned.

Scott Wilson worked security for my father, until he’d been sent to protect me. I didn’t mind having a bodyguard, but I had boundaries. Thankfully, Scott and I had come to a shaky agreement; he wouldn’t hover, unless I wanted him to. He loved to test my patience though.

“He’s waiting out by the car. When I came in through the back, I told him I’d bring you out.”

“Wow. Hopefully, he’s taking what I said to heart.”

Nick shrugged. “Possibly. You ripped him pretty hard the other night. The guy’s just trying to do his job.”

I sighed. “I know, and I hate how I took my anger out on him and not my dad. Scott’s a good guy. I just wish the whole country didn’t think I got my career because of my dad and his money.”

“They don’t. Did you not hear the thousands of fans cheering for you tonight? You have an amazing voice. Money can’t buy what comes naturally. Besides, you know why your father’s so protective.”

I leaned into his shoulder, as memories of my mother came flooding back. It had only been two years since we’d lost her to cancer. The first song I ever wrote was about my parents’ love for each other; it was what skyrocketed my career. It didn’t help I looked exactly like her. My father couldn’t look at me without the pain showing on his face.

“I know,” I whispered, blinking back the tears.

Once we were out the back door, there were more security guards who flanked us as we walked toward the car. Up ahead, Scott straightened his suit jacket and opened the car door. He was in his early forties, with a closely shaved head and an athletic build. In New York, he didn’t have to worry about the paparazzi taking his picture. Now, he was all over the tabloids as one of the sexiest bodyguards alive.

“You did well tonight, Hadley,” he said.

“Thanks, Scott. I really appreciate that. But what I want to know is, how are you going to chase down the bad guys in a suit?” I winked and it made him smile. The last thing I wanted was tension between us when he was obviously going to be working for me long term.

“You’d be surprised what all I can do. But hopefully, we won’t have to find out. Get in.”

I slid into the car and Nick scooted in next, putting his arm around me as soon as he settled into the seat. Once Scott got in the front, we headed out for the thirty minute drive back to my home in Santa Monica.

“I take it you’re not mad at me anymore?” I asked Scott.

He chuckled. “It’s hard to stay mad at you, kid. You just need to understand, I have a job to do.”

“I know,” I said with a nod. “I’m sorry for being a bitch.”

His gaze met mine in the mirror. “You’re forgiven.” All too soon we arrived at the house and he parked the car. “You two have a good night. If you need me, you know where I’ll be.”

I nodded. “See you in the morning.” Nick opened the car door and helped me out.

Scott got out of the car and headed to his apartment over my garage. “Be ready by seven, Hadley. We don’t want to miss our flight.”

I saluted him. “Yes, sir.”

Grinning, he shook his head and disappeared into the garage.

Nick slid his arm over my shoulders and squeezed. “Babe, you ready?”

“Yeah, let me get my keys.” We started for the door while I dug in my purse, my heart thundering out of control. Was I ready to hear what he had to say? “So . . . what did you want to talk about?” I asked, voice shaking.

Chuckling, he stopped mid-step. “Nervous much? Surely you must already know.” His expression turned serious, his fingers made their way to my cheek.

I was nervous, but not in the way he assumed. “Please don’t do this, Nick. It’ll only complicate things.”

“How? When I’m not at my games, I’m with you. Everyone thinks we’re together. Why can’t we make this real?” Body tense, he stared at me with those blazing green eyes of his. “Is it really just an act with you?”

My heart ached but my decision was firm. I knew he had feelings for me, and I’d made damn sure I didn’t fall for him. “It’s not all an act, but you’re my friend. Being with me will only tear us apart. The media has already tried, you know that. We don’t need feelings clouding our judgment.”

He scoffed. “Speak for yourself.” I watched his jaw muscles clench; it was something he did when he was angry.

“Hey,” I murmured, “I do need you. But the last thing I want is to jeopardize what we already have.” He lowered his gaze at my words. “Now let’s go inside and eat some Ben & Jerry’s. It’ll help clear our minds.”

“You got anything for an aching heart? You’re killing me here.”

I shook my head. “I’m sure you’ll be just fine. Now, come on. There are countless girls who’d kill to be yours. It will be easy to forget about me.”

Sliding the key in the door, he mumbled under his breath, “Not going to happen,” but I pretended not to hear. My heart already hurt enough for him. Inside, the house was pitch black. That was strange. I always kept lights on. Sliding my hand against the wall, I found the switch and flipped it. Nothing.

“Is the power out? I don’t remember seeing the rest of the neighborhood this dark.”

Nick followed me into the house. “No, the other houses have their lights on,” he said, pointing to the neighbor’s house through the window. “Let me get a flashlight.” Shuffling through the kitchen, he pulled out our junk drawer and grabbed the flashlight we kept in there. He turned it on and brought it over to me. “Maybe the breaker tripped. Wanna check it out with me?”

“Sure,” I laughed. “I’m sure Scott will be busting through our door any second.” We started for the laundry room, but then a sound above caught my attention. “What was that?” Frozen in place, I kept my gaze on Nick. My heart pounded so hard, I felt sick.

Nick glanced up at the ceiling, eyes blazing. The footsteps were light, but audible as an intruder moved around. “Get out of here, now,” he hissed low. His fingers dug into my arm and he pushed me out the door.

I kept hold of his arms. “I’m not leaving you.”

He jerked out of my grasp and clutched my face, his grip firm. “Stop being so fucking stubborn. Go get Scott and call the police, now!”

Turning his back on me, I got one last look at him before he disappeared into the darkness. I ran out of the house, hands shaking as I tried to dig for my phone. It felt like I was running through quicksand, similar to that feeling you get when running away from someone in your dreams. You can never move fast enough.

“Hadley!” Scott shouted, rushing out of the garage. I ran to him and he pulled me to the side, shielding me.

“Someone’s in the house. Nick’s still in there,” I cried, my hands shaking out of control.

“Go next door and call the police. Don’t step out until I come for you.” Once I nodded, he took off inside the house.

Determined, I ran as fast as I could to my neighbor’s house. By the time I reached their door, I’d found my phone and called for help.

“911. What’s your emergency?”

“I’m Hadley Rivers and someone’s in my house. Please send help.” I gave the operator my address and hung up just as my neighbor, Gabriella Emerson, opened the door. She was dressed in her workout clothes with her midnight colored hair pulled high into a ponytail.

Her smile disappeared the second she looked at me. “Oh my God, Hadley, what’s going on?” she demanded. She quickly dragged me inside, and her husband, Paxton, hurried over. They were both MMA fighters and had seen their fair share of violence over the years. If anyone could help, it’d be them.

“Someone broke into my house. They’re still in there,” I shouted.

Gabriella grabbed my hands and squeezed. “Calm down, honey.”

“I can’t! Nick and Scott might be in trouble.”

Paxton started for the door. “I’m going over there.”

“Pax, wait!” Gabriella called. He took off and she huffed. “Dammit, why doesn’t he ever listen?” She rushed out after him and so did I.

Scott had told me not to leave their house, but I couldn’t listen. Again, it felt like everything moved in slow motion. I couldn’t get to them fast enough. Before we could reach the edge of my yard, a gunshot fired from within my house and I screamed, ducking down to the ground. Paxton and Gabriella did the same and crouched low. Dread settled into the pit of my stomach as another shot fired, and another.

I had to make sure they were okay. Charging toward my house, I didn’t get very far until Gabriella tackled me to the ground.

“Dammit Hadley, you’re not going in there.”

“Nick! Scott!” I shouted.

I tried to fight her off, but there was nothing I could do against an MMA fighter. Paxton glanced back at Gabriella, a silent plea on his face; Gabriella nodded. “Go.”

“Nick doesn’t have a gun. What if he’s hurt?” I cried. Gabriella loosened her grip, but kept a vigilant watch of the house. I wished I was strong like her. I’d be able to take care of myself instead of having others do it.

“Don’t worry, everything’s going to be fine,” she said, but even I could hear the uncertainty in her voice.

“Gabby!” Paxton yelled from inside the house. “I need help in here.”

She jerked me to my feet and we both took off for the house. When I got inside, the smell of blood was overwhelming. Everything came crashing down the second I saw Scott and Nick on the floor, covered in blood. But it was Scott who was unmoving, lifeless, his unseeing eyes staring up at the ceiling.

“Scott!” I cried. Paxton rushed over and took his pulse. The pained look on his face was answer enough. I stumbled over and fell to my knees beside him. “He has to be alive.” But he wasn’t; he was gone.

“Hadley,” Nick croaked. Gasping, I crawled over to him and placed a hand over his. Blood oozed out of the wound in his gut. He glanced over at Scott’s still form and closed his eyes. “He . . . saved me.”

“Where did the shooter go?” Paxton demanded.

Nick swallowed hard. “Back door.” His eyes rolled into the back of his head and his body shook.

“Nick! Hang on, please,” I cried. Putting my hands over his wound, I attempted to stem the blood flow.

Sirens blared down the street, but they were going to be too late.

Growling, Paxton dashed toward the back door. “I’m going after the fucker.”

Tears streamed down my cheeks as I watched Nick’s life slowly slip away. Gabriella rummaged through my house and came back with a towel. I took it from her and placed it over the wound.

“Nick, stay with us,” Gabriella commanded, as I applied pressure to the wound. It seemed to help, but what did I know.

He turned to me, his sea green eyes glassy and full of tears. His body stopped convulsing, and was replaced with a sense of calm. “I wanted . . . to protect you.”

“Did you see who it was?” Gabriella asked softly.

He closed his eyes, his grip on my arm loosening.

“Nick? Nick. Don’t you dare die on me,” I shouted.

The police and paramedics burst into the room and rushed over. Gabriella put her arm around me and everything moved in slow motion. I subconsciously noted how Nick and Scott’s blood had soaked through my jeans, but I didn’t care. All I could do was sit there, realization staring me in the face. Scott was dead and Nick laid in a pool of his own blood . . . because of me. It was all my fault.
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