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Summary: 
 
      
 
    24 roses. 
 
      
 
    24 days filled with declarations of love. 
 
      
 
    24 moments where life will mark her as mine. 
 
      
 
    I’ve loved Anahi Pratt since she moved in next door at the age of twelve. With her knobby knees and a mouthful of braces, she made my heart thump harshly inside my prepubescent chest. One look into the greenest eyes I’d ever seen, and I was hooked for life. Owned. 
 
      
 
    However, I was tongue-tied and confused and did the only thing I could: offer my friendship. 
 
      
 
    Over the years, those feelings never changed. Instead, they grew—morphed into something deep and profound. But never once did she see me as more than a friend. Never did she see the man that worshipped the ground she walked on. The man that needed to be what she wanted. Needed. 
 
      
 
    I stayed on the sidelines until that day: 
 
      
 
    A crash. 
 
      
 
    Her life on the line and my world came to a screeching halt. 
 
    Life is short and changes in the blink of an eye, a lesson I suddenly understood. There wasn’t a second to wait. No more hiding behind the guise of friendship. 
 
      
 
    She was mine, and it was time I claimed her. 
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 6 Months Ago… 
 
                                                                          
 
    “So tell me a bit about yourself?” Not that I cared what the woman sitting across from me had to say. Could give less than a fuck in reality, but it was expected of me to sit here and pretend to be interested. All the while, her coy looks and the way she tossed her hair from side to side were internally making me cringe. 
 
    Whoever invented the blind date should be shot and tortured. This cruel and unusual type of punishment was worse than watching reruns of cheesy reality TV; a lesson I should’ve learned the last time I accepted one of these bullshit nights from my best friend. It was her genius idea to try and hook me up with young and dumb from her office. 
 
    If I had her near me now, I’d spank her pert ass. 
 
    “…I work there part-time while my modeling career takes off, you know?” No, I didn’t, but it would be considered an asshole move on my behalf to tell her as much. So instead, I nodded with a polite grin while taking a hearty sip from my wine glass. “It’s what I was born to do. My beauty and charm have gotten me this far, and I plan to milk it for what it’s worth. Call me driven, but if I want something…” and cue obnoxious giggle “…then others get it for me.” 
 
    “Of course they do.” Moreover, because I am the world’s biggest jerk, I added a wink at the end. Made her believe that I found her now plain-to-see gold-digging qualities charming. 
 
    “So tell me—what is it that you do for a living? Anahi didn’t quite fill me in.” There was a slight indication of disdain for my girl in the way she spoke her name. Fucking idiotic move if you’re sitting across from her best friend, but again, the denseness of this one was quite astounding. 
 
    “I own a small web design company.” Wasn’t going to elaborate on that. She wasn’t worthy of knowing a damn thing about me, especially about my success. Nor the extensive clientele I’ve built on my own without any familial influence. Being the godson of the acting CEO and chairman to one of the nation’s largest banks had its benefits. 
 
    Nevertheless, they were connections I’d refused to use when it came to business. My company, my rules. Everything tastes sweeter when earned, and that was one motherfucking saying that was true to the core. 
 
    “How quaint,” she said with a slight smile while I remained silent. A closed mouth couldn’t tell her to go fuck herself and the high horse she rode in on. 
 
    The woman who sat before me in that dimly lit restaurant was nothing like my Anahi. Nothing like the woman who set us up—shared a corner office space on the executive floor of the media building they worked in. The woman had a comfortable job as the glorified assistant to the owner of Central Florida’s largest telecommunications company. 
 
    One was hired based on her academic and previous work history, while the other on her oral abilities. I was more than sure that the woman sitting across from me earned her bonuses on her knees. 
 
    With a sharp tongue and claws to match, she was the epitome of everything I hated in a woman. 
 
    Fake: 
 
    Bleached blonde. 
 
    Colored contacts. 
 
    Overly tanned. 
 
    Clothes that weren’t meant to tease, but show how easy one could have access. It’d be so easy to lure her into a dark corner and bend her over facing the nearest wall. Could be buried balls deep before the main course was served and save myself this fiasco and the clinginess that was sure to follow. 
 
    A slim finger running over my hand pulled me back to the present. “You okay?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I be?” Pulling my hand back, I reached for my glass once more and took another healthy sip. Nothing. She remained mute while I stared her down with a raised brow. “Was there something you needed?” At the least I played the part of interested date to a T. 
 
    I had perfected the art of deflection throughout the years; Anahi had left me with little to no choice other than to learn. To love her was painful, but there was no other route for me in life but to try and accept her dismissal. 
 
    Blatant or not. 
 
    Intentional or innocent. 
 
    Her feelings for me had somehow eluded her senses, and I was the victim in that one-partner tryst. 
 
    Was I a saint? Fuck, no. I’d slept with my fair share of women in the past, yet not one measured up to the one kiss we shared on a dare at the age of fifteen. Hook, line, and sinker; I was tortured, and she was my punishment. 
 
    “Will you pick that up already?” There was a hint of anger in my date’s tone that almost caused me to laugh. Instead, I bit the inside of my cheek and gave her a smirk. Same smile Anahi swore got me out of anything. 
 
    Problem was that I needed it to have the opposite effect. I’d give everything for that one smile to get me into her pants—her heart. To just let us get closer. Leave that motherfucking best-friend zone she’d placed me in. 
 
    In the background, there was a low, incessant thrum of a ringtone. 
 
    “Pick up what?” 
 
    “Your phone?” She huffed before crossing her arms over her chest. I wasn’t blind to how she pushed her tits up with the move, and the hint of a smile on her lips told me as much. “It’s been going off nonstop the last few minutes.” 
 
    Again the device came alive, and this time I pulled it out of my pants before it stopped. “Must be important.” That was a courtesy excuse. Still, even as Anahi’s mom’s name flashes across the screen and my stomach dropped, I tried to remain calm. To be the man my mother raised me to be. “It’ll only take a second.” 
 
    “But we’re on a date. That’s rude…” I didn’t stay long enough to let her finish her idiotic sentence. Instead, I walked off and out the front door. Only paused long enough at the hostess stand to throw down a couple fifty dollar bills and explain I had an emergency. 
 
    Once outside, I pressed the redial button and waited—paced the sidewalk while the valet brought my car around. Something wasn’t right, and a heady mixture of worry and anxiety grew within. 
 
    Her mother never called to say hello randomly. 
 
    Wasn’t one for small talk; no, she was the type of woman that said what was on her mind just like her daughter. 
 
    “For fuck’s sake, pick up,” I growled low while snatching the keys to my Audi from the parking attendant. Once in my car, I revved the engine and took the curve out of the parking lot at high speed. My sole goal at the moment was that of getting to my girl’s apartment fast. “Goddammit.”  Again to voicemail, and I punched the steering wheel. 
 
    Within minutes, I merged onto the I-4 expressway and pressed my foot down on the accelerator. Zigzagged in and out of traffic while the street lights blurred in my periphery; five minutes had passed. 
 
    A harsh thump beat inside my chest; I breathed in deep, swiped my finger once more over the screen, and prayed she answered. 
 
    Anahi was on a date tonight. This time it was with some clown from her job, an idiot that didn’t deserve to breathe in the same air as her. Had he done... “I’ll kill the little cocksucker if he touched a single hair on her head.” 
 
    Just as I was about to press the green button, the phone came alive in my hand. “Hey, Ma—” 
 
    “Bryson…she…” A loud sob erupted from deep within her, and my world crumbled. My eyes blurred as the fear I held at bay now became palpable within the confines of my car. 
 
    “Where is she, Maribel?” 
 
    “Dr. Phillips Hospital, kid. She needs you.” 
 
    “I’ll be there in ten,” I spoke low, voice cracking at the end. Anahi Pratt was my world, my sole reason for breathing. 
 
    If she died, I would follow, and it was time I told her as much. 
 
    No more waiting. Fuck being friends. 
 
    My heart raced the entire way to the hospital. Images plagued my mind, different scenarios where each was more horrific than the last. How the fuck had she gone from dinner and possibly a movie with that douchebag, to this? 
 
    Guilt churned, and my ire rose. Everything she’d endured tonight was my fault. 
 
    Had I spoken up, we’d be wrapped up in each other now versus the reality. But just like every opportunity before, I backed off and let fate take its course. Stupidly, I always thought that in the end she’d pick me. Not anymore. Fuck fate and its slow-ass path. 
 
    Turning into the ER’s parking lot, I took a sharp turn and slid into an open spot beside a parked cruiser. If the fucker inside wanted to give me a ticket, so be it; I gave no fucks. My eyes shifted to the marked car and to my luck, I realized it was empty. A deep exhale left me, all the while my body working on autopilot. 
 
    At the moment, I was just thankful it was one less thing to deal with. 
 
    My feet carried me inside, and yet, I’d blocked off reality. Nothing around me seemed to connect with my consciousness. 
 
    Filled to the brim, the waiting room was a loud rush of voices, yet none of them stood out. They merged into a mindless thrum as I made my way toward the front desk. I’d never understood the concept of tunnel vision until that moment. Didn’t give a flying one about anything but seeing my girl and telling her that I loved her. 
 
    “Sir, are you all right?” A hand on my shoulder shook me, a tiny jerk of my body that caused me to turn my head. Short and wearing a concerned expression, an older nurse stood to the right side of me. Around us, the noise level grew quiet while the lady in front of me with what looked to be a sprained wrist stepped aside. “Sir, can you hear me? I need you to take in a deep breath and let it out slowly. That’s it…in and out.” 
 
    “I’m…” I had to stop there and clear my throat. A lump had formed, and my hands had begun to shake. Fuck, no. Taking a moment to collect myself, I stretched my fingers out and cracked my neck, releasing a bit of the mounting tension coursing through my body. It wasn’t until my lungs took in a deep inhale that didn’t burn that I turned to fully face the concerned nurse. “I’m fine, just a bit worried about my girl. Her mother—” 
 
    “There you are!” Small and impulsive like her daughter, Maribel wrapped her arms around my midsection and squeezed me tight. “I’ve been worried sick. Anahi’s asking for you and wants you in the room with her while they take care of her injury. Claims it’s because I am squeamish, but I know better. She needs you.” 
 
    “Where?” On instinct, I wrapped my arms around her small frame. This woman, mother of the love of my crazy life, was like my own. 
 
    “Bry, baby, I need you to calm down. She’s okay…banged up, but okay.” At my raised brow, she pursed her lips, jutting out her chin in that defiant way her daughter always did. “Don’t look at me like that! Your heart is racing and body shaking. Do I need to have you seen?” 
 
    “Maribel, look at me.” The tinge of desperation mixed with anger in my tone caused her to gasp and take a step back. 
 
    “Kid, I—” 
 
    Reaching out, I grasped her hand in mine and gave it a squeeze. “Take me to her.” Opening her mouth, Maribel watched me with soft eyes while the refusal sat on the tip of her tongue. “Please, Mom.” 
 
    “Ma’am,” the nurse I’d forgotten about spoke then, and we turned to look over at her. “I think he needs to be seen by our attending before going anywhere.” 
 
    “Nothing is wrong with me,” I gritted out from between clenched teeth. “Back off.” 
 
    “Bryson!” Maribel chided, her hand coming down on my shoulder in reproach. Looking over at the woman who stood in the way of me seeing my girl, she raised a brow. “What’s wrong with him?” 
 
    “Medically?” Both snorted while I glared. “He seems to be having a mild panic attack.” 
 
    “The fuck I am,” I growled out, muscles tensing at being denied what I needed to breathe again. 
 
    “Well, I’ll feel better if they check you out. It’s my fault you freaked out.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Bry, son—” 
 
    “I’ll find her myself.” Not waiting for either to reply or interject, I took the remaining steps over to the information desk. Anahi was already in the back, and all I needed was a room number. Another nurse sat at this station. Younger. Could be considered cute if not for the beauty I compared her to. “Excuse me, miss.” 
 
    At the raspiness in my voice, she looked up, startled. “Can I help you?” 
 
    “I’m looking for a patient brought in earlier today. Could you help me find out what room she’s in?” Earlier surprise turned into a coy smile from her. With each word I’d spoken, I noticed how her breathing picked up and mine calmed. Both for very different reasons. 
 
    Mine, because I’d get some motherfucking answers at last. Within minutes, I’d see my girl. 
 
    “Name, please, handsome?” Coquettish in her expression, she fluttered her lashes. “And I’m not asking about the patient’s.” 
 
    “Name’s Bryson, sweetheart, and I’ll owe you big if you get me information on—” 
 
    “How about your number?” She giggled, and internally I cringed at the sound. High pitched and loud, many inside the packed waiting room turned to look at her in annoyance. Not that she cared; instead, she leaned over the counter and tapped a manicured nail over my hand. “I get off at twelve and maybe we could—” 
 
    “He’s not interested,” Maribel deadpanned, her expression stony and lips set in a thin line. 
 
    “Ma’am, you need to wait your turn,” flirty hissed out low. Her eyes never left mine while she spoke harshly to the woman I considered family. Did she think I’d find her rudeness attractive? 
 
    “Watch it.” At the anger in my voice, both women gasped. “Don’t ever disrespect her.” 
 
    Looking contrite, she bit her lip. “I’m sorry; I didn’t know you two knew each other.” 
 
    “Just forget about it.” Turning to look at Maribel, I let out a tired sigh. “Get me to her room.” 
 
    “As stubborn as your father, kid. Let’s go.” Pulling on my arm, she walked me toward the nurse, dead set on having me checked out. What part of I didn’t give a fuck about anything but seeing Anahi with my own two eyes didn’t they understand? Feet stopping, I caused her to stumble a bit. “Why are you…no, Bry. She isn’t going to continue insisting, I promise.” 
 
    “Then what?” Because fuck, I wasn’t moving a damn inch until she explained. 
 
    A chuckle met my ears, and I looked away and toward the culprit. “Just here to get you into the back. Nothing else, I swear.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” Bending at the waist, I kissed Maribel’s forehead. “Let me go in on my own. Give me twenty, please.” 
 
    “You sure?” I nodded, and she sighed. “Fine.” 
 
    “Love you, Mom.” 
 
    “Love you, Bry.” A small smile bloomed on her face before she gave my hand a squeeze. “Go and take care of our girl.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Present Time… 
 
      
 
    “She needs you.” 
 
    Six months. 
 
    That was all the time I was willing to give my girl while she recuperated and I continued to play the role of her best friend.  Over one hundred and eighty days of wanting to be closer, to hold her in my arms and make everything better. 
 
    Nevertheless, I couldn’t; at the very least, not in the context that I wanted. 
 
    Fuck that. 
 
    I was done. 
 
    “Bryson, can you help me to the couch, please? My leg’s killing me today…feels so sore.” The mere sound of her dulcet tone set ablaze the desire I held for her. Something as simple as my name coming from her lips made me hard. I throbbed against the confines of my zipper, and a shiver raced up my spine. My entire body drew tight, and goose bumps erupted as a bead of pre-come flowed from the tip. 
 
    “Give me a sec,” I called back from the kitchen we now shared. Hands griped the edge of her counter and counted to ten. It was a blessing and a curse, this arrangement I now found myself in—her mother’s idea to have me moved in temporarily and at her disposal. “Getting you something to drink…you want water or iced tea?” 
 
    “Tea, please.” Counting to ten once more, I turned and opened her fridge. Inside was bare, just the minimum, and it reminded me that I needed to hit the grocery store, and soon. Pulling the pitcher out, I closed the door and placed it on the counter. Two glasses came next, and by the time all was said and done, I’d gone soft. 
 
    “You decent?” What I wouldn’t give for her to be naked and waiting on me. A thump followed by the sound of glass hitting the floor was the answer I received. “Are you okay?” Nothing. No answer. “I’m coming in, Ani.” 
 
    “Wait…fuck, shit, damn.” Another crash; this time it was followed by a yelp. Her muttered curses met my ears a second before I threw her door open. That was a mistake. 
 
    Anahi stood in front of her chest of drawers in nothing but a pair of cheeky panties and bra, both in a soft pink color that accentuated the natural light tan of her skin. Lace, the miniscule fabric covered her, but not enough where I couldn’t see the outline of her pussy. 
 
    She was a tiny little thing at five foot two, but thick where it counted. All hips and ass, my girl had an hour-glass figure that caused me to choke on a groan. My eyes ate up every single inch of her—from those green doe eyes to the plumpness of her bottom lip. To her tiny upturned nose and raven locks that fell down her back in perfect waves. 
 
    That lip…soft and caught between her teeth while her cheeks bloomed a slight pink color. It almost matched the tone of her sexy undergarments. 
 
    “Ummm…yeah,” was her oh-so-eloquent reply. Her right hand snatched the towel she’d thrown over the dresser’s top and held it in front her body. Not touching, but blocking enough where my new favorite view had been compromised. “Can you turn around while I get dressed? The staring isn’t helping me one bit; I know the scar is hideous.” 
 
    “Fuck are you talking about? There isn’t an inch of you that isn’t beautiful, Anahi.” 
 
    “I don’t feel that way.” Those words, five in total, pissed me the fuck off. Just like the first time she uttered that bullshit six months ago. 
 
    “Please don’t say anything.” Those were the words that greeted me as I entered her room. A small space inside a busy ER with an abundance of sick kids and what looked to be the victims of an earlier crash on the I-4. “No ‘I told you so’ or calling me out on my choice of men. This is on me, I promise you.” 
 
    My brows furrowed at that. “Why the hell would…” I trailed off, coming to a stop at the foot of her bed; funny how realizations dawn on you at the most inopportune of moments. In the past, I would’ve said stupid shit just to get under her skin. Said everything but the three words she deserved to hear. “Babe, all I care about is you. Are you okay?” 
 
    Fuck, she looked small on that bed. Fragile and pale. 
 
    “Pain is nothing compared to how hideous I feel.” 
 
    “You’re beautiful even banged up and a bit blue’ish.” 
 
    “I don’t feel that way.” 
 
    My eyes traversed her frame, and my heart clenched. Blood and gauze everywhere; her beautiful face had a small bandage over her eyebrow. It was still bleeding, and even though they covered the cut, red liquid seeped through. Looking lower, I noticed how she wrapped an arm around her midsection as if holding herself up. Breathing shallow, each intake was uneven, and she winced. 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” I muttered under my breath while I caught the worst of her injuries. Mother of fuck, her leg was broken from what I could see. Blood covered both her and the sheet she’d half thrown over herself to ward off the chill of the room. How in the blue fuck was she awake? 
 
    The pain alone should’ve knocked her the fuck out. 
 
    Ashen, she looked at me from beneath her lashes. “I was waiting on you.” 
 
    “What?” She was making no sense at the moment. 
 
    “You asked how the hell I’m still awake, and I answered.” Anahi noticed my confused face and giggled, short and sweet before she grimaced once again and had to rest her head back. She lowered her body fully onto the bed and looked up at the ceiling. That was how I realized she’d sat up to greet me. 
 
    “Swear to God if you move from that position, I’ll spank you,” came out harsher than I intended, but fuck, this chick’s hardheaded. 
 
    “Is that a promise or threat?” Little thing thought she was funny. 
 
    My reply? I arched a brow and crossed my arms over my chest. “A little of both.” 
 
    Smiling, she closed her eyes. “Trust me, I’m not moving again.” In her hand she held a small remote, one that connected her to the nurse’s station. Pressing the red button on it, she called for one to come into her room. “I’m ready for them to knock me out now.” 
 
    “Why would you wait, beautiful?” 
 
    “You’ve always liked my ass.” She ignored my question in its entirety and hit me with a dosage of truth. My girl wasn’t completely blind to my attraction. 
 
    “Quit changing the subject, Ani.” Walking over to her right side, I bent down and kissed her forehead. Her sweet hum of appreciation caused me to twitch inside the confines of my pants, and I had to bite the inside of my cheek to hold in my groan. “Why were you waiting?” 
 
    Same nurse as the one that walked me back here came into the room then and cleared her throat. “Just as stubborn,” she said while wearing an amused smile. “Both refuse treatment until they see the other.” 
 
    “Why would he need to be seen?” The mild panic in Anahi’s voice caused me to curse under my breath. If there was one thing my girl was, it was protective—momma bear at times when it comes to my well-being. Clear green eyes snapped toward mine and narrowed. “Talk.” 
 
    The machines hooked up to her beeped, and I noticed her blood pressure was elevating, something the nurse didn’t miss. 
 
    I nodded at her and turned back to my girl who watched me like a hawk. “Nothing is wrong, sweetheart. Just worried about you, I promise…” from the corner of my eye, I saw her nurse inject something into the IV line without Anahi noticing “…and she can vouch for that.” 
 
    “Swear on us.” 
 
    “Swear.” That was our thing. Meant we were always telling the truth. “Now, can you relax and tell me a bit about what happened?” 
 
    “Fine,” she grumbled and yawned, a small pout forming at the end. Fuck, the urge to kiss her bloomed once more, and I acted on instinct. Cupped the back of her neck and brought my lips to the corner of her mouth. Just a small taste, and every single cell in my body exploded into an intense plane of euphoric nirvana. “To be honest, I’m in shock.” Ani spoke as if I hadn’t just taken a liberty with her. Another yawn escaped and her eyes fluttered closed for a second, but I didn’t miss the smile on her lips. Or the way she sighed. 
 
    “Baby, I—” 
 
    “She won’t be awake much longer,” her nurse interjected, and I’d almost forgotten she was inside the room with us. “Less than a minute at best.” 
 
    A giggle brought me back to my girl. “I feel funny…no pain.” 
 
    “I gave her something to sleep.” 
 
    Nodding to let her know I heard, I kissed Anahi once more and pulled back. “What else do you remember, baby?” 
 
    “It all happened so fast.” Slurring now, she gripped my hand in hers. Kept me in place beside her, as if worried that I’d leave once she was under the effects of her medication. “One second I was on the intersection of International Drive and Sand Lake when…” That was it. Her beautiful face relaxed and she slept, and I watched her with the eyes of a man deeply in love. 
 
    “Do you wish for me to find her doctor?” 
 
    “Yes.” Without taking my eyes of hers, I gave her a minute nod and waited until she exited the room. Once alone, I sat in the chair beside Anahi’s bed and leaned over, placed my head on the pillow beside hers. Close enough that I could say what I needed to without anyone else hearing. “I more than like every single inch of you. In my eyes, you will always be my perfection.” 
 
    “How can you say that with this hideous scar on my thigh?” Fuck, she could be as stubborn as a mule. 
 
    “That scar…” I hissed out, my eyes searching the floor around her feet for the broken glass I’d heard fall through the door. It was nothing big. A small figurine broken in two pieces. Taking the remaining steps between us, I paused in front of her. “This is proof that what could have been tragic…wasn’t.” Taking her face in my hands, I tipped it up and lowered my forehead to hers. “It means that you are okay and here with me. That a drunken asshole crying over his divorce didn’t take the most important thing in my life away.” 
 
    “Stop.” Prying my hands from her face, she brought them between us and squeezed. “It isn’t your job to fix this. I was the one that left the jerk I’d agreed to have dinner with mid-meal and drove off in a rush. I was the one that didn’t notice the car not stopping as his light turned red. I was the one that put herself in this position time and time again.” 
 
    “Fuck are you talking about, Anahi?” Every muscle within me tensed as I waited for her to explain herself. 
 
    “That I should’ve listened to you when it came to the men I dated.” 
 
    Staring into her sad green eyes, my heart clenched. Her pain was mine. “Shit happens, and it was not your fault.” 
 
    “Had I been paying attention and not thinking about the ‘what ifs’ I…” Anahi’s face bloomed with a sudden rush of embarrassment. 
 
    “Tell me.” She shook her head. “Please.” 
 
    “You want to know? Because trust me, I remember everything about that night.” Letting out a bitter chuckle, she stepped back and released my hands. I missed her warmth immediately. “Fuck!” Ani yelled out while turning around. Placing her hands on the top of her dresser, she hung her head. A sob was caught in her throat, and I rushed forward to wrap her in my arms. 
 
    The pain medication she’d been on tended to make her emotions fluctuate a bit. 
 
    “Talk to me, babe.” With my arms secured around her waist, I pulled her in closer. Ignored what the feel of her warm skin against my own created. “Let me in.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Wiping at her eyes, Anahi took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Didn’t mean to pull the crazy chick card on you.” This was said with a laugh, but there was real hurt behind the action. “There’s too much going on upstairs, and I don’t know how to handle it. Between nightmares and anger, it’s a constant roller coaster.” 
 
    “Start from the beginning,” I hummed against the top of her head. “You’ve never wanted to give me details about that night. Always vague and avoiding—something about what happened is hurting you. Let me in, dollface.” 
 
    “Why do you always call me pet names?” Diversion tactic if I ever heard one; that, and she needed her ego stroked. Not that I minded in the least. For some unknown reason, Ani felt as if the small scar over her sculpted brow was this heinous thing that offended the world. 
 
    “Because I can.” 
 
    A huff, and then a smack to my arm. “That’s not an answer.” 
 
    “And neither is yours. Tell me what’s eating you up inside, Ani.” 
 
    “Every time I close my eyes, I see those high-beam lights coming at me followed closely by the sound of screeching tires.” A shiver so hard ran through her that it rocked me to my core. All I could do was hold her tighter, with my presence show her that I was here for her. “Next came the sound of metal bending—caving in on itself—as a searing pain shot up the side of my body. It burned. The intense jolt caused me to almost black out, but even as everything intensified around me, I had only one thought in my head.” 
 
    “Say it,” I whispered low into the crown on her head. 
 
    Running her fingers over my hand, she shook her head. “Doesn’t matter in the grand scheme of things, Bryson, but it’s those ‘what ifs’ that eat me alive. I’ve lost time that I don’t know if I can ever get back.” 
 
    “You want to know what tortures me about that night?” Turning her around so my blue eyes could meet her green ones, I placed my hands at her hips and squeezed them lightly before holding her in place. No more hiding. Anahi wasn’t running away from the damn truth that was currently smacking us in the face. 
 
    Bringing a shaking hand up, she cupped my jaw. “What?” 
 
    “The fact that I almost lost you when I’d just realized that I’ve always owned you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Day 1… 
 
      
 
    “Femoral shaft fracture,” the attending ER physician explained while we sat down inside a small room. Not the waiting room per se, but similar in the sterile feel inside the four walls. Bland. Cold. The perfect place to break someone’s heart if things had gone wrong. “Her body has suffered significant trauma, but, and this is a very positive thing, not once did she lose consciousness on her way here. Her vitals were steady while being treated, and no added stress was placed upon the injured leg or bruised ribs.” 
 
    “Was it a clean break?” Maribel asked from her place beside me. In her hands she held a cup of lukewarm coffee from a vending machine I’d found after leaving my girl’s room. Why they’d decided to wait instead of just patching her up, I still didn’t understand. “What are we looking at when it comes to procedures and recovery time?” 
 
    “We will need to assess the extent of the damage to the bones in her thigh. As it stands, I can tell you now that it’s displaced, and the small tear it caused on her outer thigh is concerning. Concerning, yet treatable. We’ll more than likely operate to clean out the wound and reset.” Gathering her patient file, he read a few lines before continuing his explanation. “If necessary, metal rods or screws will be inserted to stabilize the break and give her the support she will need.” 
 
    “And her other injuries? The gash over her eye?” I interjected as he stood from his chair; his focus was now on moving onto the next patient. Everything was a go—hurry to the next bed. Assess, review, and repeat. “What about those?” 
 
    “The bruised ribs will be wrapped and monitored, and the gash stitched. Because of the curve in its form, I will have a plastic surgeon from within this hospital come and perform the small suture. Make the final cut as straight as possible and with the least amount of permanent damage.” 
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    She didn’t believe me. 
 
    Or better yet, continued to play that goddammed delusional game that annoyed me to no end. Anahi had shut down the second my first confession had come forth, giggled with the just the barest hint of hysteria lingering in her tone. 
 
    And then she asked me to leave for the night. To give her space to calm down—not try to kill me in my sleep. In her eyes, I was being an asshole. Mocking her. Making light of how she felt, when in reality it was the exact opposite. 
 
    Fuck her stubbornness and propensity for believing the worst. 
 
    “She’s going to fight you every step of the way,” her mother said with a giggle over the rim of her coffee cup the next morning. We were at my mother’s, congregated in the kitchen after I’d all but demanded their attendance. “Stubbornness runs deep within you both, then add her dramatic female flair and you are in for the fight of your life, kiddo. Watching this will be the highlight of my life.” 
 
    “Thought you were on my side?” Even the orange juice I’d taken a sip from tasted bitter. 
 
    “Don’t listen to her,” my own mother interjected while sending her friend a mock glare. “That girl loves you…mark my words. It’s there and very real; she’s just going to need extra convincing that it’s mutual. Woo the fuck out of her. You are your father’s son…prove it.” 
 
    “Fuck that…” Two hands struck out at once and met the back of my brother’s head. The resounding thwack caused me to wince. “Ouch, ladies!” Kaleb cried out and pushed back from the table. He stood and walked to the other side, hiding safely behind the wide expanse of our mother’s kitchen island. “Quit being so abusive, or I will be making a call to the authorities and report you both. Child endangerment and all that jazz.” 
 
    “You’re twenty-four not ten, Kaleb,” Mom chided, her eyes holding a stern expression, yet I didn’t buy it one bit. Not when her lips twitched. “Act like the gallant young man I raised you to be. Don’t be vulgar.” 
 
    It was as if someone had released laughing gas inside the room and sealed all the exits points. Plain and simple, we cracked the fuck up. Bent over and deep bellied, we were a bunch of idiots in hysterics over the stupidest shit. 
 
    “Good one, Angela.” Maribel reached over and high-fived Mom. The two were a riot, and I thanked God every day that I wasn’t raised by a meddling dictator. Or worse: a prude. 
 
    “You two have no shame, Mother,” Kaleb held a hand to his chest as if wounded. “You mock me. I’m hurt by these actions of yours.” And to make it worse, this was all said by what had to be the worst British accent I’d ever heard. Just bad. 
 
    “Don’t ever do that again.” If Anahi were here, she’d agree with me and beg that he’d never give us a repeat. “Now please finish what you were saying before. Fuck what?” 
 
    “Language!” Both women shouted in unison while I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “As I was saying before I was rudely interrupted…” he looked over at the two with stink eyes “…fuck that shit. Yeah, I said it. Fuck it. If I were you, I’d have thrown Anahi over my shoulder, carried her back to my apartment, and locked her in. Not let her out of my sight until she realized what I meant to her.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s onto something? I’d like some grandkids this century, Bry. Boy and girl to spoil the hell out of.” Maribel spoke the words, but it was my mom who got that scary glint in her eyes. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “But I haven’t said anything, Bryson,” Mom whined. 
 
    “Answer is still no. I do this my way.” Swear to God I knew the way her mind worked, and it was a scary place. “Doing this my way, not yours. There will be no clobbering and dragging by the hair back to my lair. I’m going to make that girl want me. Choose me.” 
 
    “Go get her—” She was cut off by the ringing of my phone. 
 
    Her ringtone. 
 
    My girl. 
 
    My life. 
 
    Without another word, I turned around and walked toward the sliding glass door that led to the back patio. Didn’t answer the call until I was far away from prying eyes and I could enjoy what was to come. Love and war was never fair, and I planned to be the dirtiest bastard to ever play the game. 
 
    “Yes, Miss Pratt.” Voice cool and with a smirk on my face, I took a seat near the edge of the pool. Feet dipped into the warm water, I waited for her retaliation. 
 
    A small whine came through the line followed by a huff. “What did you do?” 
 
    “Hello to you too, sunshine…everything okay?” If her bullshit pigheadedness pissed me off, Anahi hated when I played it cool. 
 
    “Don’t play stupid with me, Bry. How did you manage to get this?” No matter how hard she tried to hide her excitement over my gift, I heard it. With each word that passed through her lips, her tone lightened and happiness seeped through. “Why?” 
 
    And there was the crux of the problem. The why. Always had to be a “why”? 
 
    “Because I wanted to.” No need to beat around the bush with unnecessary explanations. With my girl, you needed to be direct and keep it short. Show, don’t tell philosophy. “What I said last night is my truth, Ani, and I will make you believe. This—that small gesture is nothing compared to what I have planned.” 
 
    “I don’t understand any of this. Help me out here, because I’m beyond confused.” 
 
    “How long have we known each other?” 
 
    “Really? You’re changing the subject on me?” I’d bet money she was standing in her bedroom with a hand on her hip and eyes narrowed, staring off into space. Anahi was exotic in looks, but her temperament was hotter than sin. Her eyes would flare with anger, the green bright and mesmerizing. Her lips, naturally plump and inviting, would be red and swollen from biting. Body clenched, posture stiff, and those mouthwatering tits of hers pushed up while she took her stance. 
 
    “Ladies first, babe. How long have we known each other?” Fuck, I couldn’t contain the smile in my voice. 
 
    “Sixteen years now.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Leaning back on the concrete floor that surrounded the pool, I stared up at the sky and gathered my thoughts before I laid down all my cards on this proverbial table. “And in that time, Ani, when have I ever lied to you? When have you known me to say shit that I don’t mean?” 
 
    “Never, but—” 
 
    “I’m going to stop you right there, babe. You just answered yourself.” 
 
    “Maybe I need to hear it once more.” 
 
    “You belong to me as I do you.” 
 
    “And what does that mean?” Being obtuse on purpose wasn’t a good look on her. 
 
    “Did you enjoy my gift?” Instead of answering her question, I flipped it back to what was important. Everything I did from this moment on until she was in my arms had a purpose. “Have you enjoyed them?” 
 
    “Maybe.” Coy, her tone turned sweet, and there was this slight hint of shyness I found refreshing. Very cute. 
 
    Fuck, just imagining her opening the door and walking in to find my surprise. Understanding the reasoning behind my choice—why I purchased those gifts and the soft blush that would brush the apple of her cheeks after. Something to smile about after spending her morning at the rehabilitation for that leg she still limps on when tired. 
 
    The basket full of products I’d placed on her bed were from her favorite store. A soft blend of nature and fruit: sweet. Something she wore every single day throughout our high school careers. It was her. Her essence. What I always wanted my sheets to smell like after I took her repeatedly. 
 
    Fucked myself into her system and branded her soul with my come. 
 
    “You remembered all my favorites.” The rustling of sheets came through the line, and I let out a small groan. One she heard and giggled. “Okay over there?” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “I haven’t thanked you for all my goodies, have I? Guess I should’ve started there with this conversation.” The many ways she could thank me flittered across my mind. Favorite of all would be her, on her knees, with my cock stretching those pretty, pink lips. “From the bath products to the soft silk nightie, I’ve used them both. Soaked and lathered in the soft, sweet scent of juniper breeze, all the while eating the chocolates with small chunks of hazelnuts inside that are my favorites.” 
 
    Mother of fuck. 
 
    Her naked and lips wrapped around a morsel of chocolate; my cock ached. Pulsed inside the confines of my basketball shorts. 
 
    “I’m glad you enjoyed them.” 
 
    “But there was more.” She laughed, and the tinkling sound shot straight through my body and settled on the engorged head of my dick. Had to squeeze the fucker to alleviate a bit of the tension she’d caused. “Pampered and feeling better than I have in months, I discovered two more things inside that huge basket. A book: the paperback release of the final in a series of four, written by one of my favorite authors. Same book I raved about and had pre-ordered on my Kindle. The one I needed to complete my collection.” 
 
    “Your desires are my own, Anahi. I know you and what you like.” Throwing an arm over my face, I closed my eyes. 
 
    “Loved them all, but one thing stood out,” she whispered low. 
 
    “Yeah.” I smiled. 
 
    “A red, long-stemmed rose; beautiful and in full bloom.” 
 
    “Uh huh…” 
 
    “It was sweet and made me smile.” 
 
    “It was a warning.” 
 
    “A warning to what?” Her surprise carried through the phone. 
 
    “Of my intentions to own you.” From the kitchen, I heard my name being called and sat up without turning to look back. I just held a hand up asking that they gave me a moment to wrap this up. There was a lot for my girl to accept—come to terms with before I strike again. “I want to possess your every breath…your every smile. Make love to you and wake up with you wrapped in my arms. I want to love you openly and without restraint. So yeah, this is a warning. Let heaven help you because I promise to have no mercy.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Day 2… 
 
      
 
    “She’ll wake up when she’s ready.” 
 
    “Patience was never my virtue.” It’d been a full twenty-four hours since they operated on her. Thirty-six hours since I last saw her eyes open and she’d spoken my name. “All I want is to know she’s okay. Not listen to the mumbo jumbo of some doctor with a God complex.” 
 
    “He’s been very helpful, Bry…attentive and understanding of the emotions running high inside this room.” My eyes snapped toward Maribel’s, my retort sitting heavily on my tongue, but she held a hand up to stop me. “Don’t. I want her awake and smiling, telling me to stop fretting and that she’s going to be okay more than anyone, but I know it takes time. Please, for us, cool it and sit beside her. Whisper in her ear that you love her. She will come back.” 
 
    Once again my eyes drifted to my sole reason for living. Admired her beauty. Bruised and engulfed atop that tiny bed—broken and now sporting a cast—she took my breath away. 
 
    My need for her grew. Morphed into a heady spell of protective want so strong that I had to hold onto the bed’s railing to keep myself upright. 
 
    “Love is a dangerous thing, and I’d face a thousand strikes from God himself to save her from any kind of pain. Knowing and accepting that I have no control over any of this is hard to swallow, but for her I’ll do it.” 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    My knuckles rapped against the door of Anahi’s apartment. Three quick hits, and then I stood back. Waited with as much patience as I could muster while listening to her rushed steps coming toward my direction. 
 
    With the twist of a deadbolt, a small shiver ran up my spine. 
 
    A twist of the handle and I reached down, careful not to break my gift, and adjusted my cock. 
 
    She opened the door just a fraction and looked out. Green eyes connected with mine, and a small smile formed across her lips. “What’re you doing here?” 
 
    “I gave you enough time to get used to the idea of us yesterday. Today…” Stepping closer, I invaded her personal space and breathed in deep. Fuck. My girl was wearing my gift, and immediately I jerked inside the confines of my jeans. “Today starts my conquest. Show you just how good we will be together.” 
 
    “You sound very sure of yourself.” Coy, she looked up at me from underneath her lashes. Beautiful. “What if I already have plans?” 
 
    “Cancel them.” Wasn’t giving her a choice in the matter. “Plus, I already have something in mind for us.” 
 
    “What if I’m tired—” 
 
    “You aren’t, and we both know this.” Another step closer and she moved back, giving me just enough space now for me to cross the threshold. Mother of fuck, her scent hit me full force now. It was everywhere inside this two-bedroom apartment. Delicious. Mouthwatering. 
 
    I ached for her. 
 
    Her shy smile turned into a smirk of her own. “We should probably talk first. I have a million and one questions here and I’m—” 
 
    Placing a finger over her plump lips, I shook my head. “Not now. Go on and get dressed…something comfortable and simple. No glitter or sequins. No attempts at heels like last week.” Grasping her chin with two fingers, I leveled her with a mock glare, something she found hilarious, and she giggled. “Just a pair of shorts and tank top—flip flops and glasses.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “It’s a surprise.” Anahi opened her mouth to speak once more, but I continued before she could. “Hush. Not another word. Go and change. I’ll be here waiting for you.” 
 
    “Fine,” she grumbled with a pout. Every cell in my body throbbed at that moment with the desire to kiss the ever-loving fuck out of her. “Be back in twenty.” 
 
    Stepping away from me, she made a move to turn around, but I stopped her once again. Gorgeous green orbs snapped up toward mine with a questioning look, and I smiled, a shitty grin which she herself had called me out on for using in the past. 
 
    Swore it made women dumb in my presence. 
 
    “You forgot something, Ani.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “This.” Leaning down to her level, I skimmed my lips up the side of her neck and back up to her ear. Let my breath fan out over her soft skin and kissed the one spot she’d drunkenly confessed made her pussy throb. 
 
    “Fuck,” she whimpered, and I pulled back with the same smirk across my lips. I didn’t speak, not a single word, while I brought the single, long-stemmed rose up to her face and caressed the apple of her cheeks with the soft petals. A shiver ran up her spine, and she clutched the front of my shirt. Pulled me closer. “We really should talk.” 
 
    “We will.” Persistent little thing, but I’d let her have her moment. Rule number one for hunting prey: let them think they have control over the situation. Anahi’s answering huff was cute, but the girl knew me well. Things like that didn’t bend my will; they strengthened my resolve to possess her soul. “But first, get dressed. We have somewhere to be.” 
 
    Stepping away from her, but not before leaving my token in her small hand, I walked around her and toward the kitchen. Just as I would’ve done on any other occasion while visiting, I grabbed my mug from the cupboard and poured a cup of coffee. Leaned against her counter and took a greedy sip of the hazelnut-flavored java. It was her favorite, a close second after pumpkin spice. 
 
    Jesus Christ, the woman had issues when it came to that time of year. The fall months where retailers decided that everything needed to be mixed with that specific flavor combination. Pumpkin everything. 
 
    I hadn’t quite finished with my mug when she reappeared wearing nothing but a small pair of cheeky panties and tank. No bra. 
 
    My mouth watered. 
 
    “I need help zipping my shorts.” 
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    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “As a heart attack.” 
 
    “But I don’t wanna,” she whined with her lips jutted out in a pathetic pout. We were at a local attraction, a small theme park that locals flooded to for the thrill of the rides. That, and the chance to check out a sweet collection of classic cars on a hot Saturday night while sipping beer. “How about we head to the movies instead?” 
 
    “No.” Shaking my head, I grabbed her shoulders and spun her around. My front to her back. My nose buried in her long tresses. “You need to do this, babe. Get back on the horse in baby steps.” 
 
    “And you thought that having cars zoom by me on that small-ass track would help how?” Anahi hissed out between deep breaths. Yeah, she was fuming, but she’d thank me later. Ever since her accident, she’s avoided driving. Used every excuse in the book to keep her feet off the pedals, and while I understood the fear, I knew she hated the feeling, the uselessness that followed.  
 
    That, and her Uber and taxi bills were getting out of hand. 
 
    “Baby steps.” From her shoulders down to her hands, I skimmed my fingers over the tense muscles. Just slow and soothing strokes to help dissolve the tightness in her posture. Took a few minutes, but she calmed. “How many times have we come here to ride the go-karts? To show the shoobies how it’s done and then laugh when they glare. Giggling the entire time when you’d hit some random kid and caused him to spiral and crash onto the safety guardrail.” I didn’t miss the way she bit her lip to hold in her chuckle or the minute movement of her shoulders as they shook. “Where’s that girl at? Where’s my girl?” 
 
    “She’s a tiny bit scared.” Taking her hands in mine, I brought them around her midsection with my own covering hers. 
 
    “What scares you?” I spoke against her hair, all the while bathing my senses in her. Her touch and scent. Her warmth and the softness of her skin beneath my fingertips.    
 
    A shrug and then a sigh. “Carts coming at me full speed…the flashback that could take place. The impact. Everything.” 
 
    “So in essence, reliving the accident.” Tighter, I pulled her in closer. Enjoyed in silence how she snuggled into me, calmed herself using me to draw strength from. 
 
    “Yeah…” There was a hint of self-reproach in her tone. 
 
    “What could I do to help you?” I asked. 
 
    “Let’s go home?” Looking back at me from over her shoulder, she gave me the saddest look. I almost took pity on her. 
 
    “Nice try, but no.” With her hand in mine, I stepped back and then turned her to face me. Face to chest in this instance, but with a finger to the chin I fixed that. “I’ll get on with you this round, but you are driving. Kick ass, Ani, or I’ll take it out on you on the next run.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious, Bryson. I’m leav…put me down, you big oaf!” Everyone stared at the crazy couple as I threw her over my shoulder and marched toward the ticket booth. That continued all throughout my transaction with the attendant, while I paid, and then as I walked over to the go-karts. 
 
    Some laughed while others—the older crowd—watched with a wild mix of amused disappointment in our behavior. 
 
    “Behave, or I will spank you in front of everyone,” I growled my threat while my hand connected with her left cheek. It ignited her further. 
 
    Maybe it was evil of me to do so, but I needed to push the boundaries a bit between us. And while it wasn’t the first time throughout our friendship that I’ve spanked her, this time it felt different. 
 
    The reaction was different. 
 
    There was a sudden shiver and low moan she released. Her backside clenched and back arched. 
 
    “Put me down,” came out on a soft mewl, and I sensed her desire. Lust mixed with want stretching toward me. We both needed a moment to collect ourselves. 
 
    Slow and with care, I brought her down to her feet. 
 
    “Walk ahead of me and give these to the attendants,” I hissed out, my cock aching from her mere sounds. Throbbed. Motherfucking pushed against the metal of my zipper while she stood there stock still and breathing harshly. “Go.” 
 
    “I…” she trailed off at the harsh glare I sent her way. 
 
    “I’m taking this slow for your benefit, not mine.” Stalking forward, I stopped three steps away. Enough room to breathe without her scent blinding me completely. Being with her sometimes was as if my senses were cut off and I relied on instinct—caveman-like tendencies that in another place and time would be understood and accepted. “In my head, I’ve been dating you since the age of twelve, Anahi. Give me an inch, and I will take liberties you’re just not ready to give.” 
 
    “What can I do to help?” That sassy smile across her lips wasn’t helping my predicament in the least. 
 
    “Go,” I all but growled, fists clenched at my sides. “Walk to the attendant and I will follow your lead, but first, give me a minute.” 
 
    “As you wish,” she sang with a bow and turned her plump ass around. Walked—sashayed those thick hips of hers up the walkway and paused behind a group of kids waiting in line. Punks that turned their attention toward her the moment she stopped behind them. 
 
    “Son of a tortured bitch.” Adjusting my dick, I stalked off after her. 
 
    “Took you long enough.”  She didn’t turn around while addressing me; instead, she leaned back against my chest. Held herself closer while I placed an arm around her midsection. To the jerkoffs in front of us, we looked like a regular couple. 
 
    A man and his woman waiting their turn. 
 
    “Shut it, smartass.” Once again the line moved, and our group was allowed behind the chained entrance. One by one, the people on the track were seated. Pairs went into double-seat karts while singles buckled themselves in. Everyone took his or her turn, and then it was ours. 
 
    She moved with the line, but anyone around us could see the tension mounting.  
 
    “Bryson, I can’t.” 
 
    With a hand on her back, I ushered her forward. “Do you trust me?” 
 
    “With my life,” she answered, her voice a shallow whisper while we stopped beside a go-kart. Anahi trembled in my grasp, yet she didn’t move away. There were no tears or screaming her head off as if someone was trying to kill her. 
 
    Not once did she glare or curse my mother into an early grave. We both knew she needed this small push to get back on the proverbial car. No pussyfooting around or hiding. That just wasn’t the type of woman she was. 
 
    Never had been, and I’d be fucked up the ass if I ever let her become one. 
 
    “Passenger in first,” the attendant explained, and I took my place, sitting down with a hand extended out. A hand she took in silence, fingers gripping hard while she stepped inside the vehicle. “Please buckle up, and no ramming others into the rubber walls. Keep it civilized and inside the kart at all times. Have fun.” 
 
    Anahi wasn’t fully strapped in when he pushed us off. Her hands immediately found purchase on the wheel and held on tight. Didn’t press the gas, just let the force from his push catapult us forward. 
 
    “Drive, baby. You got this.” While she contemplated life’s greatest mysteries, I finished buckling her in. “Nothing’s going to happen.” Beside us, karts zipped around the turn. Some shouted while others just looked over as if we were weird. Not that I gave a fuck, I just wanted to make her see. Yes, what happened sucked—scared me half to death—but she had everything to live for. 
 
    You grow from bad experiences and cope. Move on and live a full life. Never hide. 
 
    “Let me out.” We’d stopped altogether now; her eyes focused on mine. Disappointment swam in their depths, and I almost threw in the towel. Almost, until from the corner of my eyes I caught someone coming our way. “Not ready to…what the fuck!” 
 
    A flip of the switch, and Anahi was furious. Nerves replaced with indignation and the need for revenge. The singular culprit laughed while we crashed into the side guards. Flipped us off while he drove on and we bounced back on the road. 
 
    Within seconds, an attendant came over and asked if we wanted off. 
 
    “Do we, babe?” 
 
    “Hell, no.”  Happy with her reply, the guy pushed us forward again, this time with a bit more weight behind the move. “That idiot has no idea what he’s done. Hit me…huh? His ass is grass.” Low grumbles came from between those plump lips, but I understood every single word.  Moreover, I enjoyed the fury building in her veins. 
 
    The competitiveness. 
 
    “Thank you, Jesus,” I muttered under my breath while those jade orbs narrowed and her cheeks became flushed. We lurched forward on the first turn, but she pressed down harder on that accelerator. Passed a few cars and cut a few off. No one so much as blinked an eye while she met the dick as he hit another kart. 
 
    Everyone saw what was coming. 
 
    There could only be one ending, and as she hit him on the ass with her kart, he shrieked like a bitch. Fishtailed hard enough to bounce off the guardrail and hit another car behind us. 
 
    “Asshole,” Anahi hissed out, and I’d never wanted to kiss her dirty mouth more than I did at that very second. “Wish I’d hit him harder…made him pee his pants.” 
 
    “Still salty I see.” Yeah, I taunted. Revved her up before I took my own kart out on the next go round the track. Bring out the alpha female in her that I loved. 
 
    My girl didn’t like to lose. 
 
    “Shut it before I drive you over the wall on your go.” We took a sharp turn and drove up the hill, bypassing cars on our second go around the track. Like an expert, she weaved in and around cars at high speed. Well, the maximum allowed on this track while wearing a huge smile. 
 
    “Told you so.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Leaning over, I placed my lips near her ear and kissed the shell. “I said, I told you so.” Another kiss, and her fingers clutched the wheel tighter, knuckles turning white from exertion. “No one knows you better than I do. No one will ever put your needs above their own, but me.” 
 
    Pulling into the pit stop, she turned to look over at me. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “That I will never let you hide behind your fears. You can wallow and take a time out—recoup both physically and mentally—but I will never cease to challenge you. Even when that makes you angry, I’ll always tell you the truth.” 
 
    “I’m beginning to see that.” 
 
    “Good.” Placing a final kiss on her cheek, I unbuckled myself and hopped out. Extended a hand out and waited. This wasn’t over. Not by a long shot. “Ready for round two?” 
 
    A soft giggle escaped her, and those beautiful eyes crinkled at the corner. “Honey, that was mere foreplay. The main event is about to begin…” sassy little hellion knew what she was doing when she bit her bottom lip “…can you handle me?” 
 
    “I’m going to devour you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Day 3… 
 
      
 
    Never had the twitch of a finger meant so much to me. 
 
    Eyes closed, I sat beside Anahi in the hospital room. Between the pain medication and allowing her body the time it needed to recuperate, I’d yet to see her green eyes open. 
 
    Asleep and comfortable, they said. 
 
    Moreover, while those two words meant she was getting better, my impatience ran deep. However, the second I felt that minute flex in her index and middle finger, the world brightened. I breathed for what felt like the first time, released a fraction of the tension that had seeped into my bones the night of her accident. I was born again and with eyes opened wide to the reality of life. 
 
    “Again, baby,” I pled, and she complied. The movement was slow—delayed, but nonetheless there. “You have no idea how much I’ve missed you, Ani.” Leaning over her, I placed my lips on her forehead. Just a chaste touch to soothe my frayed nerves. “Please, sweetheart, open those eye for me. Give me a reason to smile today.” 
 
    This moment was a sign from the man above; couldn’t be anything else. Her mother had just stepped out to get something to eat, and it was just her and me. No one else to share in this or interrupt our connection. 
 
    It was a private moment between a man and his woman. 
 
    Anahi flexed her entire hand—all five fingers—and then groaned. Garbled and tired, but the sound was there. 
 
    Eyelashes fluttered next, her head moving slowly from side to side. “Bright,” she whined, and it was the sweetest sound. 
 
    Reaching over her, I turned off the lights, the sole source of illumination now coming from the slightly opened door. That, and the television I’d had on as background noise. 
 
    “How’s that?” Another kiss, this time I laid it on upon her cheek. In response, I got to experience one of those moments where life taught you a valuable lesson. Nothing matters more than love.  
 
    No amount of money or fame could compete with seeing those eyes open and looking back at me. Nothing could describe it but pure elation. Relief. Gratitude. 
 
    “Hi,” Anahi whispered low, voice hoarse from nonuse. I could’ve cried at that moment from how much I missed listening to her talk. 
 
    Fuck my man card—could become null and void. It’d be useless if I never got to hear her again.  
 
    “Welcome back.” 
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    “Where are you taking me today?” Anahi sat beside me in my car. Buckled in and calm, she wore a serene smile while I used the speed and ease that came with driving an Audi to my advantage. “I mean...” small smirk across her red-stained lips “…you asked me to dress up and be ready by five. Came to my apartment and whisked me away and yet, no explanation. Clue me in here, dork.” 
 
    “I’ll let that insult go because you’re wearing a skirt.” With a grin of my own, I placed my hand on her bare thigh. Not high enough to be indecent, but strategically placed where I could skim a finger behind her knee if I so pleased. Something she seemed to like if the goose bumps on her thighs were anything to go by. “Legs on display get you a few free passes.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Biting her lower lip, she fluttered those long lashes at me. Flawless, Anahi was a vision today dressed in a short little summer dress. Pink and in lace with two thin straps keeping the top half up, it stopped mid-thigh and held a thin braided tan-colored belt around the waist. 
 
    Cute and sexy—fucking mouthwatering seeing her dressed up for me. Didn’t matter in the least that she wasn’t wearing a ridiculous pair of high heels, I found her completely appetizing in those gladiator sandals. 
 
    “Yes.” One-word replies was what she’d reduced me to. Eyes bright, the green with a few speckles of gold around the irises held me spellbound. No makeup, nothing but fresh skin and that winged-tip-line thing that women loved so much. That and her tinted chapstick were the extent of her routine, with her long hair down and in loose waves. 
 
    In one word, she was motherfucking perfection. 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind.” Shaking her head, she turned to face the front once more. 
 
    “Just sit and look pretty.” I gave her a playful growl and did the same. Pulling onto the main road, I drove a few blocks up and merged onto the highway. We weren’t going far, but I had a reservation to keep. 
 
    “You look handsome,” it was said on a low whisper a few minutes later, but I heard her loud and clear. Petal soft and blooming pink, her cheeks gave her away. I stayed quiet, just watching her from the corner of my eyes while I drove. Anahi was busy trying to hide the way her eyes wandered over me. “Brownie points have been earned.” 
 
    This wouldn’t be the first time she expressed how much she loved how I looked dressed in slacks and a button-down. Especially in all black with the sleeves rolled up and my one tattooed sleeve on display. Once she claimed that this made my blue eyes pop—looked innocently dirty. 
 
    “Be more specific, please.” Never claimed I’d play fair. One way or another, she would admit to herself that I was the man she wanted. 
 
    “You cut your hair.” This she blurted out, and as I stayed on the right side to get off the highway, I chanced a look at her. “What? I like the way you left the top long and had the sides shaved low. It’s sexy, makes your swagger dirtier for some reason.” 
 
    “Right answer.” I winked and turned to follow the curve onto 535 and then stopped at the light. We were right smack-dab in the center of tourist central, but our favorite little Mexican place was down this way. 
 
    Anahi didn’t say a word while I continued our drive. Instead, she played with my fingers still on her thigh. Mesmerized, she’d trace the outline of each one with soft strokes. Caressed, and then moved on to the next while I tried to pay attention to the traffic around me. 
 
    Fifteen minutes of torture. 
 
    Nine hundred seconds where my dick cried a silent tear of frustration. 
 
    “You just won yourself some bonus points,” she hummed in elation while I pulled in. Parking lot was full as was to be expected, but I’d called ahead and my table was secure. “I haven’t had a decent margarita in months!” 
 
    “Tonight you’ll have one of those monsters you like so much.” That earned me a quick lean of her body toward mine and a peck on the cheek. “Don’t move.” I wasn’t going to draw attention to her minute shows of affection. Liked it that way; it was spontaneous and sweet.  
 
    Coming around to her door, I pulled it open and offered her my hand. Natural, it was the sole way to describe how it felt to be out on a simple date with her. No nerves. No doubt. This was right. 
 
    We waked inside encased in a bubble. 
 
    The world revolved around us, not the other way around. 
 
    “Welcome to—” 
 
    Without taking my eyes from my girl’s face, I addressed the hostess. Didn’t care for her overeager need to help me. “Reservation for two under Holt.” 
 
    “Of course, sir. Is the other member of your party here?” Women that acted dumb on purpose disgusted me. 
 
    “Are you blind?” Had to be asked, would be the only acceptable reason as to why she didn’t see the woman who stood just to the right of me. Same one who I’d led inside with a hand on the small of her back. Anahi seemed amused by this while I stewed in anger. 
 
    No one would ever make her feel invisible while I was around. 
 
    “Of course not, sir.” The sassy tilt of her voice caused me to look up, and my eyes narrowed. I knew her. Took her out on a single date that’d been set up by my brother’s ex a while back; didn’t fuck her, but I knew what she was made of. “Just verifying as is requested by restaurant protocol. We’re not allowed to sit you down until all parties are present.” 
 
    She was baiting me, and by the low chuckle Anahi released, she knew this too. 
 
    “Excuse me,” Ani called out suddenly, arm stretched out toward a passing waiter, an older gentleman that seemed surprised by the approach, but was more than willing to help a beautiful girl. On the inside I bared my teeth like a beast protecting his mate, while on the outside I smiled. “Can I ask you a quick question?” 
 
    “Of course, miss. How can I help you?” 
 
    “Can you tell me how many people you see standing in front of this hostess stand?” 
 
    Perplexity was the dominant emotion that flashed across his features. “Umm…two? Just you and your date.” 
 
    “Thank you,” my girl said and then turned her attention back toward my old acquaintance. “It should be a requirement to know simple math skills to do this job. Nothing major, but something as basic as adding and subtracting should be a must.” 
 
    “Oh shit,” the older gentleman coughed under his breath while I bit the inside of my cheek to contain my mirth. 
 
    Anahi wasn’t deterred, though. She didn’t so much as bat one pretty little lash. “That, or not be a bitter harpy. Get us to our table or I’ll call the manager. Your call, sweetheart.” 
 
    “Right this way,” she hissed out with a forced smile on her lips, her eyes darting between the waiter and my girl. Nervous, yet the contrite look on her face came off as fake. Saccharine sweet yet venomous. “Your table is toward the back, and please watch that first step.” I almost laughed at the waves of anger that emitted from her walking form. 
 
    Fuck her and the need to make herself feel better by bringing others down. 
 
    I opened my mouth, a nasty reply sitting on the tip of my tongue, but my girl shook her head and mouthed the word, “no.” 
 
    We’d reached the step in question when the nice waiter stepped in, in his hands a new set of menus. “I’ll take them.” There was no doubt in my mind that he felt the mounting tension between us. The man was simply trying to fix the idiocy of his coworker. 
 
    “That’s my job, Oscar—” 
 
    “They’ll be seated in my area, and as such, will be treated with respect. Go back to the podium and assist, Margery….that, or go home. Your choice.” With a smile our way he waved us forward, but not before turning a final time toward her. “I’ll not have you upsetting any more customers tonight.” 
 
    At that, I laughed. “This won’t be her last incident. Women like her can’t help themselves.” 
 
    “I know, but we’re waiting on her to hang herself. Shame, too, this is her third week here.” Shaking his head, he continued to walk—never paused until we reached the back and our booth. He placed our menus down and a few napkins before speaking once more. “Between you and me, it’s easier to fire her that way. Worst part is that she came recommended by a friend.” 
 
    “Not to be rude, but—” I’m sure my face showed more than just confusion at that statement.  
 
    “Welcome to Tapatio’s.” He made a show of bowing slightly forward toward my girl. “I’m the owner, Oscar, and I’ll be your server tonight.” 
 
    “I’m going to need your biggest margarita,” Anahi giggled and the prior tension broke, causing me to laugh. Leave it to my beauty to make everything right. “That and lots of chips with all three of your salsas. I want mild, bite-me hot, and fuck-my-life scorching.” 
 
    Throwing his head back, Oscar laughed too. “You know our menu.” Wasn’t a question. 
 
    “Yup.” She beamed up at him. “We’ve been coming here since before the name change a year ago. We’re loyal customers.” 
 
    “Now that’s something I love to hear. I’ll be right back with…” he looked over at me with an apologetic look “…I never asked you what you’d like to drink, sir?” 
 
    “No sirs or madams, just Bryson and Anahi,” I replied while I wrapped my legs around one of Ani’s under the table. “And while you bring her monstrosity, I’ll take a Modelo draft with a few wedges of lime.” 
 
    “Right away.” Another mild bow and then he signaled with a finger in the air for the music to be turned up. Not too loud, but enough to have a few of the patrons humming along. 
 
    “Alone at last.” There was a slight provocative tilt to her tone—a slight hitch in her breath that caused my pants to tighten. Her leg, caught between my own, bounced; a clear sign that she was nervous. 
 
    “In this packed restaurant?” 
 
    My small joke had its desired effect, and she laughed. “Point proven.” 
 
    “Drinks and chips,” Oscar interrupted then and placed the items down before pulling out a small notepad from his apron’s pocket. “Are you two ready to order?” 
 
    “Texas-style nachos with everything,” we answered in unison, and he laughed while walking away. Didn’t write or ask if we wanted anything extra—those things were huge, and more often than not, people ordered to share as a meal. That, or he wanted to wait and see if we asked for more after our appetizer. 
 
    My eyes settled on hers once more. Green to blue. 
 
    For a while, I didn’t talk. Just watched as the blush on her cheeks deepened the longer my attention was focused solely on her. 
 
    “Stop,” she grumbled, but there was no real annoyance behind the demand. The slight quirk of her ruby stained lips told me as much. 
 
    “Make me.” Yeah, it was a taunt, and in the past she’d met it head on. Would’ve thrown a chip at me in the very least. “Or are we too chicken to?” No sooner had the words left my lips that a small fried piece of tortilla hit my forehead. And then another. It was a barrage of flying food, but the smile on her face was worth the moment of embarrassment when the owner caught us playing a few minutes later. 
 
    Not that he said anything; no, the man just placed our food down and the two smaller plates beside our drinks. Not once did he call our attention. Just shook his head with a grin and left to help a waitress covering the large party of twelve that had walked in a few minutes ago. 
 
    It was as we started our meal that the older lady wearing a typical folkloric outfit walked through the dining room. In her hand, a basket filled to the brim with red, long-stemmed roses. Pretty and in full bloom.  
 
    Same as the ones I’d given my girl the last two days. 
 
    Slow, and with a charismatic smile, she made her way to each table chatting up each patron while selling her flowers to the lust-sick fools. 
 
    “Flower for the lovely lady?” Heavily accented Spanish met my ears, and Ani smiled, a light dusting of pink touching her cheeks. There was something so sexy about a woman who blushed. Innocent and bashful, yet you knew that a very dirty mind resided within her. “Every woman deserves to be spoiled, mijo, and they love roses.” 
 
    “I’ll take three, please. The prettiest you have,” I crooned while sending Ani a wink. The woman giggled, loving the antics of this fool.   
 
    Since the moment I’d picked Anahi up, I noticed the question in her eyes. How she searched my hands for the token I’d given her on our previous dates. I’ll give her credit; she hid her disappointment well when she noticed them empty. Then, there was the quick flick of her eyes toward the back of my car when the front seats held no surprise. 
 
    Almost laughed, but I didn’t want her storming off. 
 
    “Any preference in color? I have a few different tones in the back.” 
 
    “Red.” This she said while her green eyes remained focused on mine. Intensity flowed between us. 
 
    “As you wish, mi niña.” With a delicate touch she pulled three flowers from her basket and placed them on the table. She did this quietly, and with the purpose to not disturb our moment. 
 
    Because that’s what this was: a memory. 
 
    I didn’t take my eyes off Ani while I paid her. Didn’t respond when she asked me if I wanted change or bid us a goodnight. 
 
    Locked on my girl, she was my sole focus. The entire room nothing but a low buzzing sound in the background, I was in tune with her every breath. Each twitch of her fingers. Each time she fidgeted in her seat.  
 
    “Your food’s getting cold,” I hinted a few minutes later, breaking the connection. Ani blinked, a slow bat of her lashes, and looked down at her plate. “Eat.” Placated was how I felt when she picked up a nacho and popped it in her mouth. A few more followed, and then a generous sip from her sixty-four-ounce glass. 
 
    I didn’t take a single bite while she polished off half the plate including the jalapeños. Knowing what was coming, and expecting, we’re two very different things. 
 
    “Other than to munch on fabulous food, why are we here?” She leaned back against the seat, arms crossed over her chest while waiting for a plausible explanation. 
 
    Something else I never understood about women: 
 
    Why complicate things? Why search for hidden secrets and lies—for a double meaning behind every single thing a man says? 
 
    Not all men were pieces of shit placed on God’s green earth to destroy them. Some care. Some love.  Some would give up their damned lives to protect the women they love. 
 
    “You wanted to talk. So let’s.” 
 
    “This isn’t what I had in mind, Bryson. No…” she shook her head, and a tendril draped itself over her chest, a sight I followed like a dehydrated man seeing an oasis for the first time. “My idea was more of a quaint coffee shop or a near empty park, not a crowded restaurant.” 
 
    “Stop.” Taking the final sip from my beer, I placed the glass down and mimicked her action. “Quit making this into a movie on that network you love. Life doesn’t always warrant dramatic scenes to validate feelings. What it does demand is truth, Ani. Hearts open and expectations laid out. Do that with me, and it’ll be as it always should’ve been. Perfect.” 
 
    Some of that concrete-like wall she sometimes hid behind crumbled at my words. “Why?” 
 
    One word, but it summed up the crux of all her problems. Why her. Why now. 
 
    “Better question, babe, is why the hell not?” 
 
    “Because you’re my best friend.” Sounded weak even to my ears. 
 
    “Same man who’s been in love with you since you moved in next door.” Anahi scoffed, but didn’t pull away when I reached across the table and grasped her hand. Not a single complaint while I skimmed the top of each finger with one of my own. “Same man who dried your tears when you fell from the tree in your back yard and broke your wrist.” A shiver ran through her while I traced the pattern of a small scar left behind. 
 
    “But what if this…” she waved her other hand between us “…doesn’t work? Can’t lose you, Bry.” 
 
    “You won’t.” Leaning over the table, I kissed the scar before entwining our fingers together.  “Never going to happen.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure when I’m a ball of confusion?” Adorably hard-headed woman still couldn’t see the truth.  What hung between was palpable. Exhilarating. Motherfucking happiness delivered on a silver platter. 
 
    “Because after all these years, I’m still here.” 
 
    A gasp of surprise passed through her lips. “Still here?” 
 
    “Tell me the name of one idiotic fool who’d pine over a woman for years and still be sane? Wait patiently while she kissed every fucking frog that promised her the moon. Go ahead. Name that man.” 
 
    “Not every man,” she grumbled before narrowing her eyes. “And you, mister, have been no saint. Was she one of the many?” 
 
    “She who, Ani? Be a bit more specific.” Bullshit. I knew who she was referring to, but this was a new space for us and I wanted to explore. My girl was jealous, and I would be a fool not to enjoy. 
 
    “Perky chick up front.” Green eyes flickered from me toward the front. Not that she could see her, but in the general vicinity. “The uptight shrew with a seating chart.” 
 
    “One date, and no, I didn’t sleep with her. However, let’s ask the right question…would you have been the Virgin Mary reborn? Let’s not be hypocrites here,” I hissed low, careful not to draw attention our way. In all the years of our friendship, I’ve never coddled her—something she appreciated, and I wasn’t starting now. “You’d never wait for me, or turn down actual offers for relationships as I have. Of a serious chance for more.” 
 
    “And you have?” Didn’t miss the slight clench of her jaw nor the venom in her tone. 
 
    “Yes, I have.” For a split second, the anger evaporated and sadness flashed across her face. “And even when I wanted to, I couldn’t.  Know why that is?” Silence, not that I expected her to answer after her last outburst. This was her breaking point, or at the very least, my first foot in the proverbial door. “They were never you, Ani. No one could ever compare to you. It’s you or no one. I’m done playing games.” 
 
    Clearing her throat, she looked down toward her lap. “Let’s say I believe you…what happens now?” 
 
    I wanted to kiss the ever-loving fuck out of her. “Now, we finish our meal.” 
 
    Green eyes snapped up, and a delicate brow rose up. “That’s it?” 
 
    “Yes.” Reaching over with my free hand, I picked up a chip and held it mid-air. “I’m still the same man who punched Robert Cranston in the mouth after he told everyone you let him touch your boob at junior prom.” It worked, and she laughed. “I’m that guy. Your guy. The always constant in your life.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Cause I had to be a hundred percent certain that she understood me.  
 
    “More than okay.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Day 4… 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eyes are the windows to the soul, but not when they’re spitting venom at you. 
 
    “I can walk, you know.” Indignant, Anahi glared at me while I stepped closer. She looked ready to fight me off if it was necessary. “Doctor told me I needed to get accustomed to those crutches. Back off, and now.” 
 
    My first instinct was to tell her tough shit and to deal, but I then I got a better idea. “You’re right. Go ahead.” I took a few steps back and sat down on the small couch across the room. Same one I’d been sleeping on since she was brought back from her surgery. The repair to her leg was extensive, and luck had been on our side as the bone was reset without difficulty. Screws and plates had to be inserted, but she wouldn’t have any lasting effects from this break. 
 
    None as long as she quit being a hardheaded child and let me help. 
 
    A huff from the bed followed a second later. “Can you pass me the crutches?” 
 
    “Can’t reach them?” The answer to my asinine question was an icy glare and the purse of her cute lips. “That’s tough, Ani, but not a deterrent. Let that be the first place you start…be independent—be all that feminist shit you just spewed a few minutes ago.” 
 
    “Don’t be a dick, and pass them.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Quit being so stubborn!” I snapped; gone was my playfulness, and in turn the asshole that cherished her resided. The part of me that wouldn’t dare let her be hurt, even if the damage came from her own hands. “What part of ‘don’t put any weight on that foot’ didn’t you understand? You just opened those beautiful eyes three days ago, babe. Quit trying to rush your recovery when in fact you might extend it by being rash.” Walking back over to where she sat on the edge of her bed, I framed her face in my hands. “Let me help you. Be here for you.” 
 
    “Bry, I can’t depend on you for everything.” Taking my hands from her face, she brought them down to her lap. The anger had evaporated a bit, and what I saw now broke my heart. “You have a life to get back to. Work and a social life—don’t sacrifice yourself for the cripple who needs help to do something as simple as brush her teeth.” 
 
    “That’s not your call to make, Anahi. It’s mine.” 
 
    “But…” Her chin quivered and two fat tears rolled down her face. “I’m a mess.” 
 
    Nodding, I agreed. “But you’re my mess.” 
 
    “Don’t stop your life for me.” 
 
    “Baby,” I crooned low, “fuck everything and everyone. You are all that matters, and I need you to understand that. Can you? Can you let me be here for you?” With a nod of her own, the tension in the room dulled to a mild thrum. “Now, what did you need?” 
 
    “To stretch a bit and brush my teeth. Hate this yucky feeling.” Pink touched the apple of her cheeks. Finally some color on her face; she’d been pale since waking from the surgery. 
 
    “Okay, but on my—” My phone rang then; the ringtone from my office. 
 
    “Pick that up. It might be important. A possible problem with one of the servers.” 
 
    “What did I just say, Ani?” Pulling my phone from my pocket, I turned the ringer off and then tossed it onto the couch. “Fuck everything and everyone. They can wait.” 
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    “Good morning, beautiful,” I crooned into the phone the following morning. It was well past ten, and my girl had the day off. No rehab or plans to work. At the moment, her office was being generous and allowing her to follow through on simple tasks from the comfort of her home. 
 
    That, and they realized what a total idiot her counterpart was. 
 
    The woman was dense, and her area of expertise was answering the phones and passing the urgent business toward my girl. Anahi was more than understanding when it came to that situation. Me, I would’ve had her fired at this point. 
 
    “Hi,” she whispered low, and around her you could hear the bustle and noise of a room full of people. Not that I could decipher what was being said, but I could distinguish the many conversations going on. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Where are you? Did I forget grocery day?” From what I’d gathered yesterday, she was going to chill, and I was very much looking forward to adding a bit of Netflix to the mix. 
 
    “No. You didn’t forget…” A small chuckle came through the line, and it wasn’t feminine or hers. “…just catching up with a friend.” 
 
    “Are you heading home after?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I was thinking of a Mellow Mushroom and Netflix afternoon.” Could almost hear her salivating over the pizza I’d offered for dinner. “That is, if you have time to hang with yo—” A muffled voice and then the rustle of her phone as if it were dropped cut me off. Whoever was with her wasn’t happy with the interruption, and my curiosity piqued. I’ve never been the kind of man to grovel for information or hide the women I was seeing from the world. Nor insecure or pathetic. She was a big girl and her decisions reflected on her. 
 
    “Hey, that sounds amazing, but I got to go,” she called out a second later. “Call you when I’m on my way home?” 
 
    “Sure.” The last syllable had not passed through my lips when the call ended. Suspicions could be thrown out for the weird behavior, but I’d let that one go. For all I knew, she was with one of her other friends and they were giving her a hard time. 
 
    Even if I knew for a motherfucking fact that at least one of her companions was male, I’d reserve final judgement until later. We shared many friends—male and female—and respected those relationships. 
 
    “Son of a bitch.” For both our sakes, I hoped she didn’t do what I suspected. Taking in a deep breath and letting it out slowly, I got up from my position on the couch and stretched my sore muscles. Having fallen asleep on my couch last night was a big mistake, and I was paying for it. My body had gotten accustomed to being near Anahi at all times, within the same apartment, and I wasn’t adjusting as easily to be being back in my own space. 
 
    She didn’t need me as much. Or as often. 
 
    In a sense, it was better this way as it would give her a chance to miss me. 
 
    Making my way into the en-suite bathroom, I stripped out of my boxers and kicked them aside. Cool breeze caressed my poor and neglected cock, and I stiffened further. Her voice had already caused me to throb and a small bead of pre come to form at the tip. 
 
    Hand on my cock, I stepped into my shower and turned the water on hot. That first shock of ice cold water felt good on my overheated skin; a shiver ran up my spine and my hold tightened. Another quick jerk of my hand, and I had to rest my head against the cold tiles. 
 
    “Possessing you will be my greatest pleasure.” Goose bumps erupted all over my skin at the change in temperature. Rivulets of hot water rushed down my back, caressing my form. Relaxing, it helped me breathe with a clearer head while my tightened muscles loosened up. Just enough for me to fuck my hand in her hand. 
 
    Since her accident—for six motherfucking months—I haven’t felt the pleasure of a tight cunt wrapped around my girth. The only pleasure I allowed myself was that of my fingers. A mediocre release, enough to soothe my volatile need for her. 
 
    Satiate, but not diminish. 
 
    Tightening my hold, I pump my hips a few times while I picture her in that sinful little pink-colored set she was in a few days prior. Lace and see through. Delicate and curve hugging, it left little to the imagination. In my head, instead of the embarrassed look she wore, I was greeted by one full of lust. 
 
    Want and hunger. 
 
    Passing my thumb over the engorged head, I spread the pre-come there and down my shaft. Used the slickness—lubrication—to love myself while the image of my girl falling to her knees played. Coy smile and with a wicked gleam in her eyes, she beckoned me forward with the crook of a finger. 
 
    “Let me taste you, love,” her sultry voice crooned out, and my knees shook. Motherfucking had to grit my teeth and plant my feet firmly apart while I continued to pump my dick. Up and down, then twist. “Please.” 
 
    “Beg me,” I all but snarled and picked up the pace. Faster now; taunting her into acting. Taking what she needed from me. 
 
    “Bryson, I need you.” Mother of all that is holy, the way my name rolled off her tongue caused my balls to tighten. I’d heard that tone before, and it wasn’t while she was conscious. My girl moaned in her sleep—a torturous wonder that caused more than one night of no rest. “Give me your cock, baby. Let me take care of you for once.” 
 
    Anahi didn’t wait for me to agree and brought a hand between her thighs. Enraptured, I watched as she stroked herself, drenched her fingers in the sweetness there before grasping my length. Fingers slick in her essence encased my cock and stroked. 
 
    I was done. 
 
    “Fuck, baby.” Damn rush of euphoric pleasure snaked itself up my spine. Shook me and I gritted my teeth, holding on; stayed on my feet. Angry and at once refreshed, spurt after spurt rushed through my cock and glazed the pristine white tiles of my bathroom. 
 
    Took me a minute to gather myself and wash off, then another twenty to get dressed and head out the door. In a pair of low-slung basketball shorts and a black T, I made my way across town and toward our favorite pizza joint. 
 
    Mellow Mushroom was in the Winter Garden area of Orlando.  A few minutes’ drive from downtown and its night life, this location was always packed, but worth the line. Fuck, you could smell them way before you reached the shopping plaza it was based at. 
 
    “Welcome to Mellow Mushroom,” the crew called out as I entered the door. Inside, the place was crowded and the tables filled to the brim. There was a line formed, five or six people in front of me all waiting to order or pick up. 
 
    Pulling in behind an older lady, I pulled out my phone and sext Ani a text: 
 
    What do you want on yours? At Mellow now #Thai Dye ;) ~ Bry 
 
    A few paces up I heard the familiar ping of a phone; Ani had one specific ringtone that sounded off when it was my number. It was stupid, but us. The beginning of “Heathens” by 21 Pilots filled the room and was shut off just as quickly as it came. 
 
    “Oh shit!” followed that sound, and I knew why. Like Moses parted the red sea, the customers stood aside and my eyes locked on hers. Guilt riddled her features, and I understood why the hushed whispers on the phone earlier today. 
 
    Why the fuck she’d cut me off as if her cute ass was on fire. 
 
    Anahi took two steps toward me, but a hand on her arm stopped her. “Where’re you going, babe?” My eyes shifted from her and landed on one smug son of a bitch. Same one who’d broken her heart more than year ago and I was left to pick up the pieces after. Same man who’d stolen from her—emptied her bank account before disappearing into the wind. “Oh, hey, man!” he called out to me as if he hadn’t sized me up. 
 
    Fuck them both. 
 
    Without answering him or appeasing her nervous stare, I walked out. 
 
    I was almost to my car when the sound of running feet hitting the pavement was heard. Quicker, they pushed harder to meet the fast pace of my own, and any other day I would’ve stopped and checked on her. Yelled at her for running when she shouldn’t be. 
 
    “Fuck,” came from her lips, and it was on a pained yelp. 
 
    Any other man—that asshole she came with—wouldn’t have stopped and turned around, much less run back to where she fell on her cute ass. Before she could pull herself up, I was at her side and with my arm wrapped around her midsection bringing her up. 
 
    “It’s not what you think, Bry.” And wasn’t that the start to every conversation when the other party had done something wrong? “Jason called me last week, and we’d made plans to catch up. You know, he just wanted to see how I was after the accident. Nothing else, I swear it.” 
 
    “Answer me this much, Anahi. How does the asshole who robbed you blind have contact with you?” Fuck, it was hard to school my face into a mask of indifference when all I wanted was to shake some sense into her. Once a user, always an abuser. 
 
    “Facebook.” 
 
    “Who contacted…you know what? It doesn’t matter. Go back inside with him.” 
 
    “Have some faith in me, Bryson. It’s not a date, and I was just picking up some grub for us. He followed me up here claiming that he was going to get some for himself. I swear…that’s it. Coffee and caught up, then I made it known I had plans with you.” That son of a whore knew what he was playing at. Never liked the asshole, and he knew as much. One didn’t get a beat down from a man because you were besties. 
 
    “You don’t owe me an explanation, sweetheart. Adults make their own choices, and you made yours.” Once I made sure that she was steady on her feet, that she could put her full weight down and not flinch, I released her. Moved back a few steps and pulled my keys from the inside of my pocket. “I’ll catch you later.” 
 
    “What about all that you spewed yesterday at dinner? Was it bullshit?” I could hear—motherfucking feel her frustration at seeing me walk away. Her constant. Her fallback didn’t want to hear it. 
 
    A sardonic chuckle escaped me. “I’m not the one on a date with her ex.” 
 
    “Dammit, Bry. It’s not a date…I was just stupid enough not to cancel.” Closer now, she invaded my personal space. Placed a hand on my arm and turned me around. Could I have refused to move and walked away? Of course I could, but this was Ani. My girl. 
 
    And even if my male pride demanded that I walk away and tell her to fuck off, the rest of me wouldn’t allow it. No. This small woman held me by the balls, and I liked it that way. 
 
    Didn’t mean I’d make this easy for her, though. 
 
    With care, I removed her hand and lowered it to her side. “Then why not tell me on the phone what was going on? Being honest would save you a lot of problems in your next relationship.” 
 
    Those big expressive eyes of hers widened, and her body froze. “Next?” 
 
    “Anahi, I refuse to play games with you. In or out.” Mistakes happen, and I wasn’t a total dick to believe she did this with malicious intent, but I know her reasoning. Didn’t take a genius to see the indecision in her eyes, the same expression she wore last night after I’d dropped her off at her home. 
 
    Doubt. 
 
    Worry. 
 
    Fear. 
 
    The “what if this is wrong and I lose him” thoughts were controlling her actions. 
 
    “In. You know I am in.” 
 
    “Do I?” Lifting her face up to mine, I placed a kiss on her chin. Right below those bee-stung lips she’d begun to part. “Here I am picking up dinner for us when you were entertaining him. Would you be as understanding—asking me to not walk away—if you had you caught me hanging out with that idiot from your job? Same chick you hooked me up with for Valentine’s.” 
 
    “Fuck, no,” left her on a low growl, and I had to bite the inside of my cheek to hold in my smile. “You can’t…” at my raised brow and snort she began to backpedal “…you wouldn’t do that to me.” 
 
    “You’re right…I wouldn’t, but that doesn’t mean that I’ll take it either. Don’t confuse my feelings for blindness. I’m neither that or stupid.” Another quick peck to her cheek this time, and I turned around. 
 
    “That’s it? You’re leaving me?” she yelled just as I was about to press the unlock button on my key fob. 
 
    Instead of answering, I pulled out my phone once again and sent out a quick text. 
 
    Enjoy your night. See you soon. ~Bry 
 
    Once again her phone blared our song while I continued on my path. I opened the door and got inside without a backwards glance, driving out of the parking lot and leaving her to her own thoughts. 
 
    Left her wondering just how she could make amends for that choice. Because I didn’t buy for one second that she couldn’t have said no. No, that girl was in need of a stroke to the ego. 
 
    To know that she could be with whomever she wanted even if she hated the jerkoff’s guts. 
 
    Closure to what never would be. 
 
    Problem was that she played the game wrong. 
 
    Validation didn’t come from a man that wasn’t worth his weight in shit. That could only be accomplished by the one who loved you. Because I did. Foolishly and with blinders on, I cared.  
 
    Even if it came down to breaking her down a tiny bit, I would. My walking away tore at her heart because in her eyes I’d never leave her. Anahi was confused—lumped me in with those other idiots—and it backfired. 
 
    I’d be her all or nothing. 
 
    Moreover, she would choose me. The ball was in her court, and I’d sit back and watch her dribble it up to the metaphorical line. 
 
    She’d learn the hard way that I could give her the world on a silver platter and then take it away just as fast. 
 
    No more games. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Day 5… 
 
      
 
    “Get me the hell out of here,” Anahi cried out after a particularly bad day. We’d been here, locked in this room for the last week, and they still hadn’t released her. Going stir crazy wasn’t the problem; it was the lack of sleep catching up to both of us. 
 
    We were exhausted. Needed more than the occasional nap, because let’s face it, who the fuck sleeps while hospitalized? 
 
    There was no privacy. 
 
    There was no respect when vitals needed to be taken or medicine administered. You were a pin cushion with a name, and at that point tensions ran high. Ani was uncomfortable and being watched around the clock. 
 
    “Babe, you need to be patient. They’ll release you when they are one hundred percent certain that the mild infection is completely gone. We can’t risk it.” Frustration was a dangerous bitch mixed with raging emotions. I was scared for her. Worried and running on fumes because there wasn’t a single second of the day where my eyes weren’t watching: 
 
    Her. 
 
    The monitors. 
 
    The slight sheen of sweat that’d appeared on her forehead early yesterday morning right before we were set to be released. Same one that announced her fever, then followed its visit with small shivers running throughout her body. 
 
    “I’d feel better at home…in my bed with Netflix and a pizza.” A sigh came next, and her eyes did that pathetic puppy-dog look that made me want to punch a wall. This was out of my hands. 
 
    “And I’ll make that happen as soon as they give the word.” Pulling her hand without the IV to my lips, I kissed each knuckle. “Please, Ani, be patient. Your health means everything to me, and I need my girl back at one hundred percent.” 
 
    “Fine, but I don’t want to be here.” 
 
    “Neither do I,” I countered, “but where you go…I go. This team will not be split up.” 
 
    “You can’t be on the team of someone who will be limping.” God, she was cute when being a petulant brat. 
 
    “Says who?” This time I bit the knuckle attached to her middle finger, and she hissed at me. Made a move with the same hand to flick my lips, but she missed and I laughed. “You could be missing limbs and I’d still pick you. No matter what, it’s you and me.” 
 
    “Ride or die?” 
 
    “Until the end.” 
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    “Boss man’s alive,” Kathy, my receptionist, called out as I walked into the office. It’d been a week since I’d come in last, but they knew the drill. Being the boss gave me certain liberties, which I took advantage of on a constant basis. 
 
    Well, since my girl had her accident. Most of my business could be run from anywhere in the globe. I wasn’t attached to office hours like most; as long as there was an internet connection and my phone was near, I was set. 
 
    “Must I fire you this early in the day?” I grumbled while sipping from my cup of coffee and looking through a stack of mail atop her desk. Nothing serious, just a light bill and an offer to consolidate a debt I didn’t have. Propaganda like that shouldn’t be allowed in the mail. If I didn’t ask for it, then what makes you think I want it? 
 
    “Can’t fire me, sir…I’m irreplaceable.” Her mirth was barely contained while my scowl grew. 
 
    “Getting you that employee of the month plaque has ruined my life,” I deadpanned, and she laughed, loud and from deep within her gut. She did the one thing I didn’t want done; she called attention to the office gossip and my brother. 
 
    Kaleb looked at me with glee while rubbing his hands together. “Does Ani know you’re here? Or should I earn myself some brownie points by snitching?” He had to bring her up. I wasn’t ready to deal with her just yet, not after yesterday’s fiasco. When it came to her, I’d always been a jealous man, and seeing her with him of all people boiled my blood. 
 
    Turning around without answering the two, I marched into my office and sat behind my desk. Didn’t bother closing the door, but I did manage to count to twenty before they followed in after me. 
 
    Predictable fuckers. 
 
    “Why are you here, Kaleb?” Rubbing my temples, I stared at the idiot in question. “Shouldn’t you be off nursing a hangover or something? It’s too early for this shit.” 
 
    “Because I’m scheduled to, and Mom kicked me out of the house. Said I was, and I quote ‘annoying the hell out of her.’” Taking a seat in the chair across from me, he sat back with his feet atop my desk. I could see why the ass was kicked out. Every summer for the last two years, he’s interned for me and I’ve regretted it every time. “So, enough mindless chitchat. How’s my darling sister-in-law? Has she given in to the Holt charm, or has she blown you off? Still think you had a better chance at kidnapping her.” 
 
    “Not in the mood, bro.” 
 
    “What did she do?” Had lunch with her ex whom I despised and then proceeded to blow up my phone; I had to turn it off to find a semblance of peace. Texts and voicemails were left, none of which I’d read. 
 
    “Get out,” I all but snarled at the idiot while he laughed. Kathy looked like she was bursting at the seams—wanted to add in her two cents, but the glare I sent her way kept her quiet. 
 
    “Don’t be a dick, bro. Just trying to help—” I smacked his feet off my desk with enough force to almost cause him to tumble from his chair. “That was assault, Bryson. Kathy, you saw that,” he cried out with an indignant huff. “I could have you brought up on…shit, okay!” Kaleb got up from his chair and ran for the door. Don’t know if it was the look on my face or the fact that I almost lunged myself at him, but he ran as if the devil himself was after him. “Hi, sis…bye, sis!” 
 
    “Will you two ever grow up?” a familiar voice called from my doorway and my mood brightened, not that I was willing to tell her that at the moment. Let her continue to believe I was pissed. 
 
    I’d had more than enough time to cool off, but the slight sting was still there. 
 
    “No. Never,” I admitted with a shrug. “In hindsight, I pay the jerk to come in and bug me. That, and he has a keen eye for graphics. Works out to my advantage most days, but he’s getting antsy with the new semester starting within a week. That, and no new projects lined up until end of next month.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” Ani limped into the room, almost dragging her gym bag behind her. No one called attention to that. My girl was still embarrassed by the temporary side effect. 
 
    For the first time, I didn’t rush to help her. Instead, I sat back in my chair and scrutinized her appearance. Fuck, she was beautiful. She was in her workout gear and looked as if she’d come straight over from the rehab center. 
 
    “Better not be because of me, Bry. I’ll kick your little ass if it is.” 
 
    “Little?” I threw my head back and laughed at the ridiculousness she’d just spewed. “I’m almost six four, short stuff.” 
 
    “Boss man needed a break, doll,” Kathy interjected, sensing some the tension between us. “Man hasn’t had any downtime in the last two years.” 
 
    “If you say so.” Anahi didn’t look convinced in the least. 
 
    “Good to see you walking around, kiddo.” My secretary walked over to my girl and gave her a tight hug. It was motherly and sweet. “Missed seeing your pretty face around here.” 
 
    “Missed you too, Miss Kathy, and thank you for the cookies you sent last week. They looked great, but that one…” she pointed a manicured finger at me “…ate them all. He didn’t save me a single crumb.” 
 
    “Bryson Holt!” Kathy’s eyes narrowed, and I got the angry grandma look thrown my way. “How could you?” 
 
    “Calling the fifth amendment here. No further questioning or dissecting of motives.” Both women looked at me as if I’d fallen off my rocker. As if coordinated, they raised a brow and stared. “Fine, I was hungry, dammit, and there was nothing in her fridge.” Being a tattletale wasn’t winning her any brownie points with me. “You’re in the negative zone, Ani.” 
 
    “Brownie points have nothing to do with me baking for this sweet girl.” 
 
    Ignoring Ani’s snicker, I looked at Kathy with my best puppy-dog look. “However, and here’s the huge but, I did make up for my infraction two nights later with her favorite meal from Maggiano’s. Add in how I also did her laundry and cleaned her bathroom, and this point she owes me.” 
 
    “Did he do all that?” Kathy still watched me from the corner of her eye while talking to Anahi. 
 
    “He did,” my girl replied with a nod. 
 
    My secretary contemplated something else before speaking again. “And are you satisfied with the offered apology?” 
 
    Anahi bit her lip while looking over at me. “More or less.” 
 
    “What would make it right in your eyes, kiddo?” 
 
    “Back massages every day for the next two weeks.” That was more for my benefit than hers. Those words were meant to calm me, to assure me that she wanted this—that my touch was desired. 
 
    “That seems too simple. Not enough, but—” 
 
    “Done,” I interjected in a low growl, hands clutched into tight fists on my lap. She’d placed the image of my hands on her naked flesh—dangled a proverbial carrot in front of a starving horse— on purpose, and my cock had grown stiff. Hard as a motherfucking pike. “Now, Miss Kathy, you have some work to do.” My secretary bit the inside of her cheek to hold in her amusement, but thankfully remained quiet. The woman put up with a lot from me and was amazing at her job, and that’s why the ribbing was allowed. That, and I hated uptight work spaces where employees were afraid to breathe around their bosses. “I’m going to need my meeting with Spencer from accounting pushed back for tomorrow morning. Any time between nine and eleven is fine. Also, I’ll need the review files for the new website campaign we did for the children’s house.” 
 
    “Anything else, slave driver?” With calm and grace, Kathy walked back around my desk and opened the second drawer from the bottom. Inside she grasped something and then pulled out her hand; held it open for me as if she were presenting me with a sacred gift. “Like him better when he stays away,” she spoke while looking at Ani with a grin. 
 
    “Should I kidnap him, then?” Fuck, those were the wrong words to say. We cracked up while Anahi looked at us as if we were insane. Poor girl had no clue as to why we found that funny, which made it all the more comical. Kaleb and his idiotic ideas had merit. “You two are weird.” 
 
    “Weirdness makes the world go round, my beauty. Also brings out the inner caveman in people.” 
 
    “Should I expect a clobbering soon? Or will I be given the choice—” 
 
    “That choice was taken from you the moment I sent you the first rose.” While I stood from behind my desk, Kathy inched herself closer to the door, opened it, and then turned back to look at me from over her shoulder with a thumbs up in the air. Everyone loved my girl and wanted us together. “Now it’s just a matter of time, Ani, but the end result will lead you into my arms.” 
 
    The audible click of my office door being closed registered inside like a gunshot in the night. Loud. Reverberated throughout every inch, and then made us hyperaware of the tension within. How the thread of desire that ignited burned—stretched further with each ticking second from the clock. 
 
    One day, that thread would snap. Break beyond repair, and an explosion would follow. A combustible—a volatile blast of want so strong that neither would survive intact. 
 
    “Was there a specific reason as to why I haven’t seen you all day?” she hedged while fingering the edge of her tank top. “It’s not like you to go all day without calling me.” 
 
    “Did you miss me, sweetheart?” Closer, I walked around my desk and sat at the edge. With arms crossed over my chest, I observed her fidgeting stance. How my girl didn’t meet my eyes, and how hers strayed over my body. Caressed my planes. 
 
    “I did.” Low, it was expressed on a whisper. “You weren’t there to give me my rose.” 
 
    “And that bothered you? Why?” For three days, I’d given her affection and patience. Showed her a glimpse of what being mine would be like. Just enough to tease, and then today I gave her space. 
 
    For the first time in six months, I didn’t call in the morning. 
 
    For the first time in six months, I didn’t make sure that she ate or wasn’t running late. 
 
    For the first time in six months, I wasn’t there. 
 
    “Never mind.” Anahi was closing in on herself, a fault I was used to. For a woman who was strong and independent, she second-guessed herself at times. In that delusional mind of hers, she was confused by my sudden act of pulling back. 
 
    “Come here.” It wasn’t a request, but a command. Anahi didn’t move, but those doe eyes locked onto mine and widened.  “Now, sweet girl.” Slow, and with measured steps she came toward me, stopping just in front of my parted thighs. Didn’t come between them, but I still felt her body heat just the same. “Closer, Ani.” 
 
    Again she moved, but it was slow and my patience was running thin. Reaching a hand out, I touched the waistband of her yoga pants. Ran my fingertips across the soft material from hip to hip, felt the soft skin beneath before fisting it in my hand and giving it a solid, harsh tug. 
 
    “Bry!” she yelped, her body colliding with mine. Her hips settled between my parted thighs, and the slight tremble that ran up her spine made me groan. In all the years I’d known the girl, never—not motherfucking once—had I’d felt the pleasure of her pussy this close to my cock. 
 
    “Give me a moment,” left me on a pained grunt, and my girl stood stock still. She didn’t so much as flutter a single lash while I willed myself to think rationally. To remember that my actions would cause a reaction that would hurt our progress. “Take one step back.” 
 
    “Okay.” Shaky, her voice came out nervous but with a slight tinge of excitement coloring her tone. One foot moved and the other followed suit, while my hands settled on her wide hips and fingers dug into the soft flesh. 
 
    Goose bumps erupted. 
 
    My cock head leaked, the pearl-like drop rolling down the base length. 
 
    From my view, I could see the hardened peaks within her sports bra pushing against the cotton material. 
 
    If I were any other man, I would’ve skimmed a hand up her thigh and cupped her mound beneath these ridiculous pants. Would fucking relish in the slickness I would to find coating her soft lips. Would demand that she give in to her need for me, to let want override all senses. 
 
    However, that wasn’t me. Not at this stage in the game. 
 
    I’d rather forfeit this round and win the war. 
 
    Once I could breathe without rationality slipping, I looked into those clear green eyes once more. “Do you want to know why I didn’t do any of those things you missed? Why I gave you space today of all days?” A perceptible nod was all she gave me, but that wouldn’t work. Not this time. I wasn’t going to have another one-sided conversation. “Answer me.” 
 
    “Yes, I…I need to know.” Finally, she gave a stubborn inch. 
 
    “Because you needed it.” 
 
    At that, she scoffed and brought her hand up to push at my chest. “How the hell did you come to that asinine conclusion?” 
 
    “How? Easy.” Taking in a deep breath, I let it out slowly all the while she watched, squirming in my tight hold, but I didn’t budge a single inch. “It all comes down to one thing, Ani. And while you know I adore you, you still doubt my intentions. Pushed me away, intentional or not, by going on that lunch date with him.” She opened her mouth to interrupt, but I shook my head and continued over her. “While you say ‘okay,’ your body put a slight wall in the way. You—you beautiful and ornery girl—don’t trust my words, but you will your own emotions. Moreover, it was those same feelings that brought you to my door. Not because of a missing flower or friendship, but because you missed me. The man.” 
 
    “What do you want me to say?” 
 
    “Be honest with yourself.” 
 
    A sigh followed, and some of the rigidity she’d held on to melted. “Truth is, I’ve felt off all day long. No matter what I did or where I was, something was missing and it bugged the heck out of me. Made no sense until you came to mind…and as I started my last round of stretches before my session ended, I knew what I had to do.” 
 
    “And what was that?” This time when I pulled her closer, she came willingly. No stiffness or doubt lingered throughout her being. Compliant. Docile. Mine. 
 
    “I needed to see you.” No sooner had the last word passed her lips that I kissed her. Stole the very breath from her lungs and made her inhale my exhale. 
 
    Bliss: a completion of one’s soul recognizing in another their other half. 
 
    That’s what kissing Anahi was like. Eye opening. Soulful. A coming home that, had I not been leaning against my desk, would have made my knees give out. 
 
    My tongue swiped across her bottom lip, and with a tentative exhale she parted hers. Slowly, they moved against my own. Her tongue swiped the very tip of mine, and a soft mewl of pleasure left her mouth and entered my own. Entwined—massaged—while my hands left her hips and skimmed the expanse of her back. I caressed every ridge and soothed her fragile nerves while my mouth greedily drank from her. 
 
    Became a drunken fool lost to her taste. 
 
    My lips continued to explore her soft flesh until I reached the nape of her neck. There, I embedded my fingers in her raven tresses and pulled, maneuvered her to my liking; I committed to memory her addictive mouth. 
 
    Slowing us down to a few soft pecks, I laid my forehead against hers. “Do you see now?” 
 
    “Yes.” Another nod, but this one felt as if she were assuring herself of this new discovery. Ani hadn’t removed her eyes; they were focused on my lips. On the tip of her toes, she stood and pressed hers to mine once more with a bit more force than I’d used on her. “I see.” 
 
    “Motherfucking finally,” I growled against her lips and took them once more in a searing kiss. Taking what she offered without conscious thought, I made her mine. Demanded with that final kiss that she admit that in me she would have it all: 
 
    Best friend. 
 
    Lover. 
 
    A man that would always cherish her.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Day 6… 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, you’ll need to remove her cast and take a sample from the infected site? I thought you had this all under control. Didn’t her fever break already…isn’t that a good sign?” Anahi’s doctor sat across from Maribel and me. In his hands he held her chart, and the look on his face wasn’t promising. Yesterday the fever was reduced to minimal, but something else seemed to be happening around us. 
 
    “Please, Dr. Norton.” Maribel took in a deep breath; she seemed to be looking for a place to draw some calmness from. “Explain yourself, because to be quite honest, I don’t understand what’s happening to my daughter. The fact you are holding her here is starting to freak me out.” 
 
    “First, I’d like to apologize if we have caused you any duress. That was never the intention…” pushing his eyeglasses up his nose, he gave us a small smile “…but we have to make sure that Ms. Pratt’s out of the woods, so to speak, before she is released.” Flipping through a few pages, he read what looked like scribbles on her chart. Readings from all the times she’s been poked and prodded; her blood pressure and temperature recorded by each nurse on shift. 
 
    “Do you have any idea what caused this infection? I’d think with her leg put in a full cast—” 
 
    Holding a hand up, he stopped me. “Small infections as the one she has caught are not all that uncommon with the kind of bone fracture she endured. One of the bone fragments did pierce the skin; she had hours between the break occurring and being treated. Moreover, while we do clean out all wounds, she is in a hospital and sadly, the pathogens that cause fevers, sweating, and redness around the wound do live all around us. We were lucky that it was caught before her discharge and we are attacking it head on. Please trust that we are doing all we can to eradicate the cause and have her back home as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Have you seen any progress?” Cause fuck, the thought that shit was getting worse ate me up. How much more would my girl have to endure before she was whole again—on her feet and cursing me out over something stupid I’d done? 
 
    “Depends on her body, Bryson,” he offered while standing from his seat. Placing his hands on the back of the chair he once sat on, Dr. Norton faced us both with a cool expression. Not cold per se, but collected. “Every patient is different. Both their tolerance and recuperation lie solely on their health as a whole. What condition they were in before being treated. One immune system could differ so much—take a smoker and a nonsmoker, for example. Same age and weight; have stressful jobs but one decides his vice will be exercise to alleviate the pressures while the other smokes. Their response to sickness will differ, and that habitual habit will play a big role in their recuperation. Anahi is young and healthy…determined to be on her feet soon, and I for one have no doubt that she will be soon. A few months are a blink of the eye in the grand scheme of things.” 
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    “Tell me again why I let you talk me into this?” Anahi complained while we made our way up the line. The clatter of people talking, pep talking themselves up, surrounded us. 
 
    While I, I smiled down at her with my most shitty of grins. “You owe me.” 
 
    “How the hell do you figure putting my life in danger is a worthy payment? The indiscretion does not fit the punishment, Bry.” Pouting and with a hand on her enticing hips, my girl gave me the most pitiful look. In the past, I might’ve been swayed by it, but not this time. 
 
    “Put that thing away and quit it. We are doing this.” The people in front of us chuckled low while the line moved up. Another pair entered the contraption and was strapped in; I watched in fascination as the guy puffed out his chest and nodded enthusiastically. 
 
    His companion looked green. 
 
    “You suck.” Anahi shuddered beside me, and I took the offered opportunity to wrap an arm around her midsection. 
 
    “Would you like me to?” This time it was a shiver than ran up her spine while I whispered those words into her ear. With her body pressed against mine—her back to my chest, I skimmed my fingers over the soft, tanned skin of her midsection. Bare, she wore a crop top made out of a fine material. Almost see through, but not quite. A shade or two lighter than her own flesh, it stretched itself over her tits in the most spectacular of ways. 
 
    “Maybe?” A coy smile stretched across her lips while she reached back and fingered the edge of my suspenders, pulling on them, causing them to snap against my chest. 
 
    “Playing with fire won’t burn, but it will have you bent over for me before the time is right,” I growled low, my nose buried into her neck. My lips skimmed up the expanse of her ear and then I bit down. Not hard enough to mark, not yet, but enough to cause an audible gasp to pass through her lips. “Feel like tempting fate?” 
 
    “The line’s moving.” Moreover, it was, but I was more focused on the goose bumps that erupted all over her stomach. On the breathy way she enunciated each word. She moved forward, and with my hands on her hips she took the few steps up and stopped in front of the metal gate that let people on. 
 
    “You ready to get on, pretty girl?” the attendant, a young guy no older than twenty, spoke to Ani. He was too busy looking at her tits to realize that she had a man behind her. One who held a possessive hold on her. 
 
    “Eyes up, asshole.” At the sound of my voice, his eyes snapped up and met mine. They widened comically and had he not looked apologetic, I would’ve decked the kid. 
 
    “Will you behave yourself!” Ani could act as undignified as she wanted, but I wasn’t buying it. Fuck and no. Not when she once confessed that seeing a man take charge and protect her—exert himself when others made her feel like a piece of meat—was sexy. 
 
    “I-I meant no disrespect.” He added low while the other guy who worked with him at the controls shook his head. In a sense it was good, worked as a distraction while the people ahead of us went up. With people in the air and screaming for the next fifteen minutes, he watched them and avoided all kind of eye contact with us. 
 
    “I hate you.”  
 
    “No, you don’t.” My hands left their spot on her waist, traveled up her sides, and cupped her neck. A shiver coursed through her, and I smiled. When the day came, we would be explosive together. She was so responsive. “Secretly, you want this. You will enjoy every single second.” Using the tiniest bit of pressure, I squeezed her throat. “Trust in me—I would never put you in a position that could cause you to get hurt.” 
 
    “I do trust you, but I’m—” 
 
    “You’re up next,” the young attendant called, and I released my hold on her. Moved a few steps back and with my hands now grasping her shoulders, I walked her forward, up a small ramp away from the crowd and into some kind of lift where another ride attendant waited with body-suit-like harnesses. They looked like mats formed to cover most of your body and after slipping them on, we were put on our stomachs floating above the lift’s floor. Connections were made and security procedures explained. 
 
    The hows and don’ts. 
 
    “Who’s going to have the pleasure of pulling the cord?” he asked, and I pointed at her. Maybe I was being a dick, but after what had happened over the last forty-eight hours, I felt owed. And to pay, I wanted her tortured.  
 
    Ani had been quiet up until then, but at my signaling her out, she narrowed her eyes. “No.” 
 
    “Yes.” I nodded and faced her nose to nose. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then get my name tattooed on your ass.” To me, that was a fair trade. I could live with that. “I want property of—” 
 
    “You’re insane!” 
 
    “Pick one.” 
 
    “You suck.” 
 
    “Choose.” 
 
    Turning her fiery jade eyes back toward the amused attendant, she huffed. “Get me the hell up there.” 
 
    “I’ll give you five brownie points if you pull the cord.” Fuck, I had to bite the inside of my cheek hard to contain the chuckle that wanted to be released. “You’d be out of the negative.” 
 
    “You will pay for this,” Anahi vowed, her best bitch brow still in place. All the while, she ignored the guy putting the final touches on our run. Ignored every click and the sharp pull given to make sure each harness was snug and our bodies held without slack. 
 
    Going three hundred feet up and trusting your life to bungee-like cords wasn’t something to take lightly. If not checked properly, we could slip and there wouldn’t be a happy conclusion. 
 
    There was no guarantee that we’d land on the body of water below. 
 
    “Ready?” the attendant called out, the loud music from a ride nearby making it hard to hear. 
 
    “Don’t have a choice,” Ani grumbled while I snickered beside her. My elbow hit her side, a light tap to let her know she needed to speak up. “Yeah, I’m ready.” 
 
    “So am I.” 
 
    “Good. Up you go.” With the press of a few buttons, the slack on the cords attached to us grew tight. Ascending, we made our way up high in slow motion. 
 
    All the while, she cursed me to a fiery grave. “I’m so going to kick your ass for this.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” I agreed while rolling my eyes. “Right after I bite yours.” 
 
    A quick jerk of the rope, and she yelped. “Oh my God, we are going to die.” Grasping my hand, she squeezed down and dug her nails in. “This bullshit is worth twenty brownie points at the least.” 
 
    “Eight.” Countering her offer with my own, I brought her hand up to my lips and bit the middle knuckle. 
 
    “Twelve.” 
 
    “Nine.” 
 
    “Ten?” 
 
    “Ten.” Anahi didn’t realize that we’d reach the top, too busy negotiating her deal. “Ready to pull?” 
 
    “What are you…son of a bitch!” Three hundred feet high, and somehow the small crowd below heard her. The sound of laughter traveled up to us, not as loud as if we were on the ground, but enough that she blushed. That, and the attendant below had the communication radio open and the speakers above carried the sound. 
 
    “Pull, babe.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I fucking dare you.” That was all I needed to say as she was known to never turn down a dare. Without saying another word, she pulled the cord and off we went. It was fast. Exhilarating. We motherfucking flew, and all the while my girl carried the biggest smile on her face. 
 
    “Oh my God!” She giggled and squeezed down once more on my hand.  From side to side we swung; the wind was a loud rush in our ears. The entire city, what we could see, was lit up and beautiful. 
 
    After a short while the movement slowed, momentum was lost, and we grew closer to the body of water below. Giddy and full of laughter, Ani vibrated beside me, enjoyed this small taste of adventure with me before we were drawn over to the lift and pulled inside by the attendant below. 
 
    “So?” he asked once we were fully inside. 
 
    “Can we go again?” 
 
    I threw my head back and laughed. “Thought you wanted to kill me.” 
 
    “Maim, not kill.” Within seconds we were out of the harnesses and being led down the ramp. “So?” 
 
    “So what?” I hedged, my hand on the small of her back while I led her toward the back of the same line we’d vacated a little while ago. 
 
    “You are amazing.” 
 
    “I know.” With a hand on her hip, I pulled her close and kissed her lips. “But I need to make one small correction to that statement…” two small pecks and then a nip “…together, we are amazing.” 
 
    Cheeky grin in place, she reached up, embedded her fingers through my hair, and pulled. “I know.” 
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    “So where are we going now?” Ani asked while I drove us out of the park. Fidgeting, she sat beside me, watching. Her eyes were on me, dissecting every facial expression while I played it cool. 
 
    “So impatient.” The tension sat heavily between us, the not knowing a part of that excitement. The “what could be” and her nerves heightened my desire.  
 
    She trusted me, and that I found sexy. 
 
    “I’m going to cash in some of my bonus brownie points now.” Fuck, I wanted to laugh at the predictability of her words. We had a system, and it was one she knew how to abuse. 
 
    While points racked up, I had to be selective in how mine were used. It was almost as if I had to ask permission, while she claimed usage rights without proper paperwork.  
 
    Not fair, but that was the system. 
 
    “You don’t have many to bargain with.” Because she didn’t; four at best, and those were after two rounds on the sky coaster. “Use wisely.” 
 
    “Fine.” There was a pout, but it didn’t last long. Sitting up straight in her seat, she turned her upper body toward me. 
 
    “Ask.” Without turning her way, I raised a brow. 
 
    “Why haven’t I received any more roses?” Didn’t miss the small—the slight twinge of sadness in her tone. Or the way she, with a subtle shift, moved closer. 
 
    With a quick flick of my eyes her way, I winked. “Miss them?” 
 
    “I’ve already admitted this, but still, nothing for two days.” 
 
    Pulling into my apartment complex, I waved my entry card in front of the gate reader.  It opened, and we drove a little ways down before taking a slight right turn toward my building. We’d spent the entire day outside in the sun and surrounded by strangers. I wanted her all to myself now. 
 
    “Don’t move.” Sliding into my parking spot, I turned the car off and rushed around to her door. My girl hadn’t complained then, but now that her body had time to cool off, she’d feel stiff. Limp. Hurt. 
 
    “Quit ignoring my question.” A huff, quickly followed by a yawn, came next. “You can’t ignore that which is invoked by brownie points.” 
 
    “Shush, you,” I grumbled before pulling her out of the car and sweeping her off her feet. Warm and sweet, she cuddled into me while I took the elevator up to my floor. 
 
    “No shushing, dork.” Resting her head into the crook of my neck, she hummed out a pleasurable sigh. Just relaxed and breathed me in deep.  
 
    Once inside my place, I walked us straight into my room. Didn’t pause to turn on lights or ask her if she wanted something to drink. Ani was half out. Yes, for the most part, she had recovered from her injuries, but being on her feet all day had taken its toll. 
 
    Add to that the heat of the day, the heavy Italian dinner we’d just eaten, and we we’re in need of some sleep. 
 
    “Can you spend the night?” Placing her on my bed, I slipped off her sandals, crawled up to her, and then laid my head on her stomach. “Promise to behave.” 
 
    Immediately her hands found purchase in my hair.  ”Do you, now?” Anahi scratched—massaged my scalp and for a second I felt like a content fat cat being pampered. 
 
    Not that I’d ever admit it, but the content giggle she released told me I wasn’t as incognito as I thought I was. 
 
    “Uh huh.” Fuck else could I say?  
 
    “But what if I want you to misbehave?” she hedged while holding a hand in front of my face, pinching her thumb and forefinger together. “Just a smidgen...tiny little bit.” 
 
    Lifting my head from its resting place on her midriff, I leveled her with a cool stare. “How much are we talking here?” Cause Jesus, I needed to know the boundaries. My cock, the needy fucker, needed to have the limits drawn in the sand. 
 
    “I’m ready for that offered massage.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Anahi sat up then, causing me to move back. She didn’t give me a verbal answer to my question; no, instead she pulled the thin scrap of material she called a shirt…off. Bare and in nothing but her white lace bra, she sat with a sassy grin on her plump lips. 
 
    Beautiful. 
 
    Motherfucking mouthwatering in her comfort, there was no shyness or awkwardness. 
 
    Just us. Here.   
 
    My eyes enjoyed the sensuous gift I’d received, and she reveled in my attention. How my eyes caressed each bit of skin—rejoiced in her nakedness. 
 
    “Help me relax,” she crooned low, beckoning with a finger for me to come closer. To explore this next step with her. This was different. Intimate. 
 
    I’d seen her over the years in various stages of undress: bikinis or caught by mistake in her underwear, but this was consensual. 
 
    Anahi was assuring me with the gesture that she wanted the more I offered. 
 
    “Turn around and lose the bra,” left me in a low growl. Every fiber of my being throbbed for this woman.  Because of her. I wanted nothing more than to be buried balls deep inside her warmth. 
 
    To make her mine. Mark her as mine. 
 
    Without a single ounce of doubt, my girl did as asked. With her back now to me, she fingered the clasp of her bra and undid the hooks. Slowly, she let the lace fall from her shoulders and down her arms until it was caught at her elbows.  
 
    Ani looked at me from over her shoulder then, and with a saucy grin let the material land on my bed.  There was no move to cover her chest, and while I could only see the profile of her breasts from my position, I appreciated the gesture. 
 
    “What now?” she asked a few seconds later, her tone sweet. “Do I lay on my back or front?” 
 
    “Front.” Reaching a hand out, I skimmed the expanse of her spine. Touched each indentation before coming forward to lay a kiss on the lowest one. She shivered while my dick gave a violent jerk inside my pants. “Lay down. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Had to collect myself. 
 
    Getting up from the bed, I stood at the edge behind her and once again admired the view. I was one lucky motherfucker. 
 
    Walking into the bathroom, I turned on the light and placed my hands on the sink. Leaned forward with my head hanging low and breathed in and out. Counted to ten, only to start all over again.  At least seven repetitions of this sequence until the fog of lust I was under began to dissipate. 
 
    There was no way that I’d take her tonight. 
 
    “Help her relax,” I muttered under my breath before splashing my face with cold water. “Help her relax and go to sleep. Cuddle up and enjoy, but keep your dick in your pants.” Mantra set and on repeat, I grabbed a bottle of massage oil from my counter and walked out. Same one she’d given me in a gag/gift basket on my last birthday. 
 
    A gift full of her favorite things. 
 
    “Ready?” I called out, and then paused just outside the bathroom door. It was a motherfucking thing of beauty to see her asleep on my bed. Knocked out and hugging my pillow, Anahi was facedown and snuggled in.  
 
    Comfortable, she lay in the center of my bed and left me just enough space on each side to throw a leg over her and curl up beside her. 
 
    Dropping my own clothes beside her shorts, I crawled in. When had she taken those off? I had no clue, but I was thankful in not having to move her.  She was asleep, deep in her rest, and I didn’t want to disturb her. 
 
    Covering most of her body with my own, I kissed her bare shoulder. “Thank you, baby.” 
 
    “Brownies,” she mumbled in return a few seconds later, and I had to smother my laughter.  
 
    Fucking adorable woman. 
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 Day 7… 
 
      
 
    “Aren’t you a bucket full of sunshine this morning?” Mom sang beside me while I glared. Everything annoyed me. The silence. The noise. The smells of everything and anything that wasn’t Bryson, but then again he knew me better than most. 
 
    Better than I knew myself most days. 
 
    “I’ve been here a week and a half.” Silence followed my statement, not that I expected her to answer. Mom was more of a listener; she’d let me vent until I came to my own conclusions and understanding. Make my own decisions and fall if need be. “I want my own bed. My own room. Food that didn’t taste bland or that came with these little packets of seasoning that didn’t enhance the ‘blah’ flavor.” 
 
    “Bryson already promised you a movie night and all the junk food you could eat. Why the impatience?” Reaching for my hand, she took it in one of hers and gave it a soft squeeze. “Has someone mistreated you? A nurse or doctor?” I shook my head no. “Bryson and you fight?” 
 
    Bryson. Fuck, that man was too good to be true. 
 
    I’d often wondered how he wasn’t settled down and married yet. How no woman had marked him as hers, gave him children and a warm home. 
 
    “No. Not at all…” At my trail off, Mom waved a hand in the air: threw at me the universal sign for get on with it, you slow poke. “You’re being pushy with the cripple…no bueno, chick.” 
 
    “Anahi Pratt, speak up,” she all but hissed at me, her brow arched high. Mom always knew more than she let on. “This sourness has to do with him, and I know it.” 
 
    “Please don’t yell at me.” Shifting on the bed, I made myself a bit more comfortable. Well, as much as you can be when your leg throbs and every jostle almost causes you to lose your breath. Not one for medication, I withstood what I could—ground my teeth until tears came and then used the pump they’d placed with the IV. 
 
    Her face softened. “Why would I?”  
 
    “Because I feel guilty when it comes to him.” 
 
    “Baby…” leaning forward, she brought her arms around me, holding me close “…that boy would do anything for you, and that is very much vice versa. You are his people. Do for—care for—him as strongly as he does you. There’s nothing to feel guilt over, and if he was here he’d tell you as much.” 
 
    A snort escaped me. “He’d be cursing me out for even thinking that. Bry is so selfless and I—” 
 
    “Should know better than to expect anything less of him. It’s who he is.” Pulling back, she tipped my face up and stared me down. “Where is this all coming from?” 
 
    “Sometimes I feel like I hold him back.” Taking in a deep breath, I let it out slow while using the time to gather my thoughts. “Like he’s missing out on so much because he’s always beside me. Always there.” 
 
    “I call that loyalty.” 
 
    “I call it unnecessary.” Mom opened her mouth to speak, but before she could, I placed a finger over her lips, something she didn’t like if the glare I received was anything to go by. “All I’m saying is that I’d hate myself if I hurt him inadvertently. If he missed his chance at happiness and all because he was too busy babysitting me.” 
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    The sunlight coming in through the window roused me from sleep. I felt good. Rested. More relaxed that I’d been in months. 
 
    Maybe it was the soft sheets below me that smelled of him, a soft, woodsy musk that I’d found mouthwatering since we hit puberty. It was what changed my view of him. I’d gone from young and carefree around my best friend, to shy overnight. 
 
    But then again, he’d always been handsome. 
 
    Reaching a hand to my right, I felt the bed beside me. Cold sheets met my palm. His pillow didn’t even hold in the indent from his head. Gone, and there wasn’t any noise coming from the outside. 
 
    “Where the hell did you go,” I mumbled before turning onto my side to look at his bedside clock. And there they were: two roses and a note. Sitting up in the bed, I settled in against the headboard surrounded by a mountain of pillows and tucked his comforter under my arms, covering my naked chest while looking around the room. 
 
    Everything looked different. Seeing everything in a new light, I now saw the subtle changes he’d made to accommodate me over the years. 
 
    Bryson had learned to appreciate the love affair one has with their bed. How some colors could be soothing and what my favorites were. 
 
    He discovered the wonders of high-quality thread count and good pillows. 
 
    Nothing like when I first met him. Or the first time I was allowed inside his room at the age of sixteen with the doors open. He was a boy’s boy; rough and always playing some kind of sport, baseball being his preferred pastime. 
 
    Bry was the all-American boy next door. 
 
    Always tall and handsome with piercing blue eyes, dark hair that he’d run his fingers through when agitated, and a shitty grin that made girls swoon. 
 
    And I was one of those girls. 
 
    Never told him, nor did I ever show it. We just were: the constants in each other’s lives, and I didn’t want to hurt that.  Break our connection for something that wasn’t a sure thing. 
 
    Because I’d rather have him in my life in some sort of capacity than none at all. 
 
    Bringing the roses up to my nose, I inhaled their soft aroma and smiled. Giddiness the likes of which I’d never experienced before surged through me, and I did the only thing I could. 
 
    “Oh my God!” I squealed and kicked my legs out. If you looked at me in the comical sense, I looked weird but happy. Ecstatic. Demented and on cloud nine. 
 
    “All that, and you haven’t read my note.” At the sound of his velvet-like voice, I looked up and gasped. Fuck, he was a gorgeous specimen of a man, even more so in just a pair of plaid pajama bottoms sans shirt and wearing that grin. “Morning, beautiful. You slept okay?” 
 
    “Mm hmm.” That’s what the sight of him had reduced me to. In the past, I would’ve played the part of aloof with style; now, I mimicked a horny teenage girl. 
 
    Left floundering for the correct words to use. 
 
    “Answer the question with words, Ani.” Bryson pushed off the door’s casing and walked closer. He stopped at the foot of his bed. “Hungry?” 
 
    “Starved,” I breathed out and then bit my lip, a move he followed with his now darkening eyes. 
 
    The tray in his hands rattled. 
 
    “Careful with that,” I sassed through a giggle while running the soft petals of the roses across my neck. “Spill, and I just might bite you.” Being with Bryson like this was different, yet welcomed. Shy one second, and the next I’d bring out my claws. Our new normal. 
 
    “Is that so?” At the foot of his bed, he had a beautiful ottoman I’d fallen in love with at a furniture import store. Bending a bit, Bry placed our breakfast there and then placed one knee on the bed, followed close by the other. 
 
    “You don’t scare me.” 
 
    “I should terrify you.” 
 
    “Too bad for you...oh shit!” On my next inhale, he’d pounced and straddled both my legs while holding my arms against my sides. 
 
    “Want to repeat that?” That taunt would cost him the moment I freed myself. 
 
    “Break my roses and I’ll—” Bryson placed his soft lips against my own, and I lost all track of thoughts. Firm and without yield he dominated this kiss, my mind blank of all thoughts except those of how right it felt. 
 
    How good he tasted. 
 
    Hands that were once pinning mine down now skimmed my arms. Up and down, a soothing caress that stopped at my fingertips. There, he pulled the flowers from my grasp and tossed them aside. In that moment, I didn’t give a damn about where they landed. Not when his tongue swiped across my bottom lip, demanding entrance, one I was all too willing to give. 
 
    I parted my lips, and he didn’t hesitate to take the breath from my lungs. Stole from me. Wrecked me in a way that I’d never recover from. 
 
    Even if I’d someday lose him, I’d always be his. 
 
    “Addictive,” he moaned into my mouth, and the sound made my core throb. Caused me to flex my hips up, search for the friction I so desperately needed. “You drive me crazy in the best of ways, Anahi. Sanity has new meaning because of you; I’m no longer normal. I’m a man surviving on brute instinct.” 
 
    “Then I’m just as messed up as you.” At my confession he turned feral, kissed me with renewed vigor while laying his body over mine. Every inch of him covered me. From our lips to my toes, I wore my own personal blanket. 
 
    And I’d never felt more at ease in a man’s presence. 
 
    His hands, strong and determined, traveled up my sides and paused just underneath my breasts. Breasts that were bare except for the comforter I’d tucked around myself. One small tug from him, and they met the cool air inside his room. Puckered—they pulsed in time with each flick of his tongue against my own. 
 
    “Do you have any idea...” he trailed off, fingers skimming my now bare skin. Reverence—that was the sole word I could find to describe the moment. How he touched me for the first time. Slow and with care, Bryson cupped them in his hands. Gave a small squeeze and then flicked each tightened bud. 
 
    “Please,” I moaned, a low, keening sound that had never come from me before. 
 
    “Perfection ends and starts with you, Ani.” The way he looked at me was the way all women wished to be loved by a man. “Always has been in my eyes, and always will be.” 
 
    Pushing my chest into his hands, I gave myself over. “Need more.” 
 
    “I know you do,” he breathed before moving his body down my own, rubbing himself against me while I sucked in a harsh breath. Bryson’s cock twitched against my pelvis before moving lower and in that one second—that brief moment—I died and visited the Garden of Eden. 
 
    “Shit!” I hissed out as the heaviness bumped my clit and shockwaves of pleasure traversed my much smaller frame. A touch, a small caress, and the ropes of euphoric bliss that had been choking me since he walked into this room snapped, heightened only by the feel of his breath over my left breast, the flick of his warm tongue loving the tightened bud. “Oh my God.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a first for me...barely touched this beautiful body.” Another swipe, and then he blew over my nipple. Shivers ran up my spine, and I arched against him. “So responsive. So fucking beautiful.” 
 
    “Sensitive,” I barely got out before he continued on with his torture, following the path across with the very tip of his tongue. 
 
    “Then I guess it’s a good moment for me to stop.” Lips parted, he enveloped the right nipple between his teeth and gave a small bite. Enough to sting, and for a jolt of pleasurable pain to settle on my clit. “Hungry?” 
 
    “Are you serious right now?” Out of breath and still reeling from the aftershocks, I raised a brow. “You want to eat?” 
 
    Those blue eyes darkened, and he bit his lip. “I’m motherfucking famished when it comes to you.” 
 
    “Oh God.” 
 
    “He’s not here, but I am. Your personal savior, and one day you will worship me.” Pulling back, he sat on his haunches and gave me that grin. Same one that at that moment I want to punch off his face. Smug bastard. “What was that?” 
 
    “Didn’t say anything.” At the very least, I hoped not. 
 
    “I made you come from a mere touch. Fuck, yes, I’m a smug bastard as you so eloquently put it. Now get up and cover up...my restraint isn’t the greatest, and we have a long day ahead of us.” Before I could protest again, he was off the bed and across the room. “Take a shower and dress comfortable...my mom’s expecting us for a barbeque.” 
 
    “What about breakfast?” 
 
    His laughter floated over to me while he walked down the hall. “You ruined my hard work.” 
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    “So good to see you, sweetheart,” Angela said, hugging me tight the moment we walked through the door. I almost couldn’t breathe from the force she used, but I loved it. Loved her. “How’s my son treating you?” 
 
    “You do realize I’m standing right here?” Bryson grumbled while stalking past us; he paused once to kiss the top of her head and moved on, almost to the kitchen, then stopped and turned his face in our direction. “Don’t scare her with talk about the wedding.” 
 
    “Wedding?” I choked out past the sudden lump in my throat. 
 
    “You’re scaring her yourself, doofus,” his mom chided while Bry laughed like the asshole he could be at times. “Don’t worry about that for now, dear.” Didn’t miss the emphasis on the word “now,” but I ignored the fluttering in my stomach it gave me. “Tell me…how did this happen? Was he romantic?” 
 
    “Ummm...kind of?” 
 
    At my answer, she raised a brow and pursed her lips. “What does that even mean?” 
 
    “We’re in this weird ‘kind of’ stage.” With a shrug, I tilted my head in the direction he’d gone. “We are and aren’t...he hasn’t asked to make it official.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Shaking my head no, I walked in and toward the back. The closer to the backyard I got, the louder the noises got, from dull thrum to full-on dance party. “Ani?” She grabbed my elbow, stopping me. “Do you want him?” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “There you are, short stuff,” Kaleb interrupted, bounding into the room and sweeping me off my feet. 
 
    “What are you doing, dork? Put me down!” Nothing deterred him, not the smack on his shoulder from his mom or the pinch on his side from me. 
 
    “Can’t do that.” Dodging another strike from her, he walked out. He carried on past a few family friends and my mom. “Boss man needs you. Trust me.” 
 
    “What’re you...fuck is she doing here?” 
 
    “Exactly,” he hissed out in disgust. Unanimously we hated this chick: his mother’s goddaughter and my biggest pain in the ass. Young, conceited, and platinum blonde. Always eager to please him, yet he’d never shown any interest. “Claim him, Ani. Don’t hesitate, and show everyone here what we’ve always known.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” I asked without taking my eyes off her hand on his arm. 
 
    “That you’ve always had him wrapped around your cute little finger.” Not giving me a chance to answer, Kaleb set me on my feet and walked off, but not before giving me a pointed look. A look that screamed handle this. 
 
    “He wants me,” I muttered low and squared my shoulders. “I’m who he wants to be with. Whom he shares his life with.” With renewed determination, I walked toward the pool and didn’t stop until I was right in front of him and the bikini-clad whore. 
 
    “Hey, Ani.  How’s the limp?” Patricia asked, but I paid her no mind. My sole focus was on him.  
 
    How his Adam’s apple bobbed with an exaggerated swallow. 
 
    The hunger which burned at the sight of me.  
 
    Blindness made me a fool, because the signs were now plain to see.   
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Are you?” I countered, and he smirked. His mouth parted, and his tongue peeked out to swipe across his bottom lip, a movement I followed with my eyes. “Anything you need from me?” 
 
    “Bryson doesn’t need anything from you,” bimbo supreme huffed, and his smile grew. “And didn’t anyone ever tell that it’s rude to interrupt private conversations? We were discussing our plans for the night.” 
 
    Oh, this girl was good, but I was better. My eyes snapped her way while my hand removed hers from his arm. Used a bit more force than necessary. No apologies either; my glare was enough to keep her quiet. 
 
    “Run along, little girl...” I shooed her with my hand the way one would a fly “...the adults have things to attend to.” 
 
    “Are you going to let her talk to me like that, Bry?” We winced at that, her pitch high and obnoxious. 
 
    “Run along, kid. My girl—” 
 
    “Hold up,” she snapped, her lip curled up in disgust. “Your girl?” Once again she touched him and I saw red, made the move to eliminate her, but he shook his head no. 
 
    The fuck? Did this idiot like the little airhead? 
 
    “Yes…and?” Bryson placed himself between us. His back to my chest with one hand reaching back, fingers intertwined with mine. “Problem?” 
 
    “But what about me?” Dear God, she was dense, and I’d had enough. Refused to stand here all afternoon and explain how this all worked. We were at the end of this discussion.  
 
    With his shirt in hand I pulled harshly, caused him to turn around. Shock flittered across his features before he saw my intent, and his eyes crinkled at the corners. It was time to lay my claim, and so I kissed him. 
 
    Right there. 
 
    In the middle of his mother’s backyard for all to see, I took his freedom. His right to choose. 
 
    Something he and every single person in that backyard, except Patricia, approved of. His breath fed me. His tongue massaged my own with an urgency that was almost feral. 
 
    Brutal, yet loving.   
 
    “Now that’s a kiss!” my mother yelled out while the men catcalled. I should’ve been embarrassed, and yet I wasn’t. Not one bit.  
 
    Enjoyed every single second of that sweet taste he naturally exuded before pulling back. 
 
    With my teeth, I bit down on his bottom lip. “Say goodnight to Patty.” Condescending?  Why yes, yes it was, and we all knew it. She hated that nickname with a passion. 
 
    “Goodnight, kid.” Extra emphasis on the last word. She stomped off but didn’t argue back. She’d never go against anything Bryson Holt said. 
 
    Just sulk and prepare her next attack. Poor delusional soul.  
 
    “Ready to eat? I’m sure they’re ready to grill us...you more than me.” Hands reaching low, he cupped my ass and squeezed. Bry manipulated my flesh before delivering a single spank to each. 
 
    My cheeks bloomed after the fact, but I couldn’t deny that I liked it. 
 
    A man who’s considerate, yet dominant when necessary, was sexy.   
 
    “Hungry?” 
 
    Something he was aware of by the low groan he released. “Killing me here.” 
 
    “Will you two hurry the hell up?” Kaleb yelled out while the others burst out laughing. “My brat’s getting cold, and no one likes a cold wiener.” 
 
    “That’s your brother,” I deadpanned, and his lips twitched. ”Come on, tiger. Let’s put them out of their misery.” 
 
    “But I’m—” 
 
    “Bryson, bring me my daughter!” 
 
    “I’m beyond fucked with this family.” Rolling his eyes, he flipped them the bird and then swept me off my feet. Carried me back to the table filled with family and a few friends. They all watched the action while I ducked my face in his neck to avoid the knowing stares. 
 
    Literally, all eyes were on us. 
 
    Once at his place setting, he pulled my chair closer and sat me down. I was close enough that my leg could be thrown over his thigh if I decided to relax after my meal. 
 
    Intimate.  
 
    We could submerge ourselves into our own little bubble if we wanted to.  
 
    “And she has the nerve to say it’s a ‘maybe sort of thing.’ My ass it is.” Taking a sip from her wine glass, Mom scrutinized my face. Didn’t stop with the deadly mom glare until she’d found whatever she was looking for. “One year, and I want a grandbaby. Take it or leave it.” 
 
    Say what? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Day 8… 
 
      
 
    A knock at the door brought my attention away from the book in my hand and up to the door. Two men stood just inside the entrance, both wearing uniforms with the city of Orlando emblem across the upper sleeve and a police badge over their pecs. Dressed in blue and with apologetic expression, they waited for my acknowledgement. 
 
    “Can I help you?” 
 
    “Ms. Pratt? Anahi Pratt?” the one closer to me asked while his partner gave me an awkward smile. 
 
    “That would be me.” Didn’t give them anything else; I’d had no prior knowledge of this visit, and Bryson had been all but kidnapped to go and eat. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Sorry, ma’am. I’m Officer Jones, and this is my partner, Officer Perez.” 
 
    “Not to be rude, but why are you here?” 
 
    “Can we come in?” I nodded. They walked in and took a stance in front of the small couch in the room. “We’ve been given the all clear to come in and talk to you by your attending. There are a few things we need cleared about the accident that occurred on February 14th that you were a part of. Basically, we’re trying to close this case and have charges pressed against the man who hit you.” 
 
    “Okay. What can I do for you?” Placing the book down, I gave them my full attention. “And please sit down, I don’t charge.” 
 
    Small chuckle escaped the one named Perez while Jones took his seat. Officer Perez pulled out a small notepad from a file he’d brought in with him. Pen in hand, he sat poised to take notes, while my guess was that the other would be in charge of questioning. 
 
    “Let’s begin.” Jones cleared his throat, and I nodded. “Name, please.” 
 
    “Anahi Pratt.” 
 
    “Age?” 
 
    “Twenty-eight.” 
 
    “Everything else has already been gathered for this case, but we need your account of what occurred on Valentine’s Day. Do you remember what happened?” Seeing the pinched look on my face, Jones gave me a sympathetic smile. “Take your time. Just what you remember, don’t overthink. This is just needed for closure—he is guilty, and all the proof has been provided and is now in the court’s hands. The man was drunk—belligerent, intoxicated, and high on cocaine.” 
 
    That son of a bitch. If I ever see that piece of shit, I’d hit him with my car. 
 
    “I’d just left a really bad date and was heading home—making my way toward the I-4 West entrance.” Wringing my hands, I took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. My heart had begun to beat fast, and my palms were now sweaty. Since this all occurred, I hadn’t gone into detail with anyone, and this brought on a flashback. 
 
    “No pressure, Ms. Pratt. If you don’t remember much, that’s fine,” Jones implored. 
 
    Breathing in and out deeply, I calmed down enough to speak. “I’d hit a red light at the intersection of I Drive and Sand Lake. This light was typically longer than others, and I turned the radio on.” On the small rolling table I used to eat on, there was a bottle of water. Taking it in my shaking hand, I brought it to my lips and took in a deep pull. Once settled, I focused on my explanation again. “Even had enough time to find a good station before the light turned green. There was one person behind me, and they honked at my delay. Seems I was holding them back.” 
 
    “Did you see the accused at the red light?” Perez interjected, and I shook my head no. “When did he come into view?” 
 
    “Halfway through my turn, he gunned it and sped forward. It was as if one second he wasn’t there, and the next, bam.” I clapped my hands, and the resounding thwack was loud in the room. “His car slammed into mine in the blink of an eye, and all I can remember after that was the pain…searing pain.” 
 
    Perez looked up from his notes. “Did he ever get out and approach your car?” 
 
    “Not at all, and from what I was told, he was found passed out in his own vomit inside the car.” 
 
    Bryson had been reluctant to tell me much about the prick, but this he did. Thought it was a little payback for his atrocious act. 
 
    In his words: Don’t be a dick and drive after having drinks. 
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    When life gives you lemons, you make spiked lemonade. 
 
    Being sexually frustrated was a dangerous thing, even more so when the one who’d cause the situation in the first place has been called into his office for a midday meeting. I was clit blocked by adult responsibilities. 
 
    The last few months of having him around had been more than pleasant. Spoiled me, in a sense. 
 
    It was comforting—made me happy. 
 
    Funny how in your face these realizations became. Being separated for even the most minute of minutes sucked the big one. Made us codependent, created an addiction that had no claim of satisfaction because even being in his arms was never enough. 
 
    Always left in search for that hidden more. 
 
    An elusive need that had no true fulfillment. 
 
    “Will you please knock off the stupid look?” 
 
    “What?” Eloquent I was not at the moment; I was so lost within my own thoughts that I’d forgotten all about my guest. Yet another problem the damn man had caused. I’d become distracted at all times of the day. “What’re you talking about, Ellie? I’m not wearing a stupid anything.” 
 
    “Wanna bet?” she snorted while throwing a handful of popcorn my way. “The issue here is not who put it there, but why you have it. Spill, bitch.” Snatching the remote from between us on the couch, she hit pause on the movie we’d been watching and turned to face me. “Talk to me. What did Bryson do?” 
 
    I’d known this chick since the age of eighteen—had shared many things with her, but this felt different. Yes, I trusted her, but she’d never be Bryson. Especially since she had the biggest crush on him during our college tour. Followed him around with her eyes like a lost little puppy, but never pursued. 
 
    Didn’t know how I would’ve reacted either if she had. 
 
    Fuck that, I’d have kick both their asses and then moved away. Understanding what was happening within, the way your mind processed different scenarios or emotions, was a horrible fate. Being self-aware of one’s truth sucked the big one at times. 
 
    “Why do you think it’s Bry?” Ellie merely shook her head at the breathy way I’d spoken his name. I was no longer in denial of my feelings, and they’d manifested vigorously, thus knocking me on my proverbial ass. “Nothing’s going on, chica. Just hit play, please.” 
 
    “Do I need to call him?” Had she always been this meddlesome? “Cause you and I both know I’ll use any excuse to call that man.” Calling her bluff, I shrugged my shoulders. “Is that a dare?” 
 
    This was her way of baiting me. Wasn’t going to happen. 
 
    “Leave it alone, Ellie.” 
 
    “Just remember you pushed me to do this.” Grabbing her phone from the arm of the couch, she eyed me while swiping her finger across the screen. While pushing the contacts button and then hovering over his name. “This is your final—” 
 
    “Don’t.” There was a level of iciness in my tone she’d never faced before. The hostility made her smile. 
 
    She sprung up from her seat and pointed an accusatory finger at me. “I knew it!” 
 
    “Knew what, dork?” I snapped, and her smile grew. Chick now looked like the Grinch who’d stolen Christmas. “And wipe that ridiculous—” 
 
    “You love him.” Fuck. Fuckitty, fuck...fuck.  
 
    “I love many people. Sometimes even you.” Diversion was my only hope. That, and denial. 
 
    For some reason, I just didn’t want to admit that to anyone but him. Bryson should be the one to hear those words when the time was right. When at the very least we were more than in this ridiculous limbo. 
 
    “You two frustrate the hell out of me.” Huffing, she walked into the kitchen and straight for the fridge. The clinking of bottles announced her penchant for a beer, and the rustling of chips announced the end of my salt and vinegar stash. “All these years I’ve watched the way you two dance around each other. How you give him coy looks when you think nobody’s watching.” 
 
    “I do not.” 
 
    At my yell, she popped her head out from the kitchen’s entrance. “Bullshit, and you know it.” Taking a swig from her beer, she narrowed her eyes. “Deny it, and I’ll ask him out for drinks. It was out of respect for you that I haven’t.” 
 
    “Look who’s delusional now. Bry doesn’t want you...” Jesus Christ, why can’t I just shut up? “He’s seeing someone.” 
 
    “What’s her name?” 
 
    “Thunder?” it came out as a question. My palms we’re beginning to sweat, and I felt hot. This line of questioning seemed as if I were being interrogated by the FBI. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to go with that answer?” With her back to the wall just outside my kitchen, she stood popping a few chips at a time. “Think about it.” 
 
    “Pastels.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Ginger...” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Barbie?” 
 
    “Enough already, Ani. Admit it.” Coming over to me on the couch, she kneeled in front of me. “You love him and will be jumping his bones soon. Put yourself out of this misery and let me off the hook.” 
 
    “I’m not lying....wait.” The hell does that mean? “Off the hook?” 
 
    “Yes, off the hook,” she mocked me and then flicked my forehead. Ellie stood up then and sat next to me shoulder to shoulder. “Bryson’s hot and all, but the man only has eyes for you. He rejects anything with a pair of tits unless you force his hand.” 
 
    “Wait a second, that’s not true.” I took her beer and sipped it before she could complain. It was the price she paid for being a meddling shrew. “Shut it.” 
 
    “Get your own.” 
 
    “That man has dated plenty over the years.” Jealousy was a bitter pill to swallow, and I chased it down with another pull from her bottle. “Any bimbo that spread her legs, he bed.” 
 
    “Jealous?” 
 
    “Infuriated.” 
 
    “Good,” she sang, hoity tone in place. That know-it-all grin didn’t help the situation either. “Cleanse yourself of all those years you lived in denial. Release yourself from the chains of stupidity and claim that man.” 
 
    “God, I hate you.” I bumped my shoulder with hers.   
 
    Ellie laughed at that. “So you keep saying, and yet, I’m still around after all these years.” 
 
    “I want him.” Low, I whispered the words and let them hang in the air between us. 
 
    “And I told you that anyone with just a smidge of common sense could see that he gravitates around you.” 
 
    “So you never wanted him?” Would calm me to hear her utter those words; I’d no longer see her as a dormant threat. 
 
    “For about five minutes the day we met.” Laying her head on my shoulder, Ellie sighed. “My eyes were on him, but his entire being was focused on you. Always has been. How did you miss the signs? The way he always looks for ways to be near, touch you in any innocent manner he could. You’re his it.” 
 
    “I’m beginning—” A knock on the door interrupted us. 
 
    “Are you expecting someone?” Ellie asked; we both knew where Bry was. Stupid meeting. 
 
    Another knock, this one a bit more persistent. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Are you going to get up and open the door? Or sit here and ponder the possibilities?” My mature reply, I gave her the stink eye before flipping her off. This in turn caused her to laugh and then abruptly stop when a cushion hit her in the face. 
 
    “Act your age.” Haughty, I turned my nose up and marched to the door. Same door that was taking quite the pounding at the moment. “Give me a minute!” 
 
    “No,” a muffled reply came through the door, and internally I squealed. Fuck, I missed that voice. The jerk had turned me into a pathetic being, but I was embracing the hell out of this new “kind of” something.  
 
    I almost pulled the door of its hinges in my quest to open it. 
 
    “What’re you...” I didn’t get to finish; his lips were on mine and my back to the door on my next breath. This kiss was soul bearing—a total destruction of any man’s lips before him.  
 
    Passionate, yet with a hint of deranged hunger that caused my knees to almost give out and my hands to find purchase on his dress shirt.   
 
    “Missed you,” was groaned against my bottom lip before Bry took a teasing bite. “Can’t stay long, but I had to see you.” 
 
    “Is that how you say ‘hello’ to everyone now, Bryson Holt? Because if that’s so, I’m long overdue for a proper greeting.” If looks could kill, Ellie would be dead at the moment. Both Bry and I shot her a murderous glare, which she ignored while walking up to us. She picked up a bag from the floor beside our feet. “And he brings food! Brownie points earned, and I decree him a winner.” 
 
    “What is it with people doing these horrible British impersonations?” His forehead rested atop of mine, while his warm breath caressed my lips. Could almost taste him in the air. “First Kaleb, and now her…just fuck and no, please.” 
 
    “So what did you bring us?” Ellie hedged, the sound of plastic bags being placed atop the kitchen counter loud inside my apartment. 
 
    “I brought my girl some Panda Express.” That made me want him all the more just then, and so I kissed him. On the tips of my toes I stood while pressing my mouth against his. Short, but sweet with an added thank you mumbled between panting breaths. “Kiss me like that every day, and I’ll give you the world.” 
 
    Biting my lip, I pulled us away from the door and further in. With his shirt tightly in my grasp, I brought him into my kitchen without muttering another word. Didn’t acknowledge the weight of his words. I wasn’t ready to yet. 
 
    “Stay.” 
 
    “Just for lunch.” 
 
    “Meetings?” 
 
    “Unfortunately.” 
 
    “You two are sickening,” Ellie deadpanned, watching us with barely contained amusement while I led him toward my cabinets. She let out an unladylike snort when he grabbed me by my hips and placed me atop the granite counter. Shook her head when he stepped between my parted thighs and let me feed him. 
 
    Azure eyes on mine, Bryson ate from my chopsticks. It was intense. Caused me to throb— squeeze his hips with each minute movement of my thighs on either side of his. 
 
    I sought friction, but it evaded me, something that amused him. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to eat?” Voice deep, he challenged, knowing damn well the effect this was all having on me. 
 
    “After you.” 
 
    Not liking my answer, Bryson took the chopsticks from my hand and picked a piece of orange chicken out of the carton. “Eat,” he all but demanded, and I complied. I wrapped my lips around the tiny morsel of food he held up. He watched me chew, then swallow, his own lip caught between his teeth. 
 
    Jesus, the room felt hot.  
 
    Behind us I heard Ellie’s schoolgirl giggle. “I’m just so happy for you two!” 
 
    “Forgot she was here,” Bryson groaned and took a step back, putting enough distance between our bodies that I could make out the outline of his thick cock pressed against his pants. My mouth watered at the small jerk it gave. “Eyes up.” 
 
    I looked up and gave him a sheepish grin. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Sure you are.” Didn’t say anything else, he just leaned forward and placed a tender kiss on my cheek. “Behave. I’ll be by later.” 
 
    “But lunch?” This man reduced me to an almost kindergarten-like vocabulary. 
 
    “Not hungry...” Trailing off, he gave me that shitty grin I secretly loved. Hunger burned in his eyes, but this one wouldn’t be satiated by food. He wanted me. “Tonight.” 
 
    A rush of wetness coated my labia then, and goose bumps erupted across my fevered flesh. He noticed and his fingers twitched—flexed with the need to reach out and touch me. However, he wouldn’t. Not now. 
 
    One more heated look, and he walked off. The sound of the front door closing followed his hasty departure. 
 
    Bryson never heard me calling out a good-bye. 
 
    “He wants you,” Ellie sing-songed while coming to stand beside my sitting form, “and bad.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Plus, you kind of eye raped him, so I’d say it’s mutual.” Now she was just pointing out the obvious. 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “Fucked?” 
 
    “Annihilated is more like it.” A snort escaped me then, and we dissolved into a fit of giggles, loud and uncontrollable laughter that had my eyes crying and her hiccupping. Ellie would stop and I’d start, an endless cycle which left us breathless. 
 
    “But seriously…” She tried once more to control herself. “Are you sure about taking this step?” In her eyes there was a mixture of happiness and concern. She just wanted me to be happy.   
 
    “Like he says, we’ve been dating since the age of twelve, babes. There is no going back now.” 
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 Day 9… 
 
      
 
    “Ready to bust out of here?” At the sound of my voice, her eyes lit up and a huge smile blossomed on her face. “Doc says you are free to go.” 
 
    Just as soon as it came, it vanished. “Don’t toy with my emotions.” 
 
    “Dead serious. Swear on our brownie points.” Walking to her bed, I sat down on the edge and cupped her face in my hands. Caressed her cheek with my thumbs. “Time to go home and recuperate while I spoil the ever-loving fuck out of you.” 
 
    “Bry...” There was that breathy tinge in her voice. Lately it was there every time she said my name. “You don’t have to do that. What about work? Your staff?” 
 
    “I’m not neglecting my responsibilities, Ani. Everything is already taken care of.” Her brow arched and lips pursed. Fuck, I wanted to kiss those pouty lips. “My temporary office has already been set up at your apartment and projects aligned around your needs. Just shut up and let me take care of you.” 
 
    “Don’t I get a say in this?” She didn’t believe a word I’d said. 
 
    “No.” Stubborn woman wouldn’t get her way this time. Nothing would stop me from being near her. “So suck it up, buttercup. You just got yourself a roomie.” 
 
    Jutting her chin out, she gave me a defiant look. “I can always move in with Mom.” 
 
    “No can do, kiddo,” Maribel interjected from the doorway, and Anahi turned to look over at her. Removing my hands from her soft skin, I watched her. “A pipe in the bathroom upstairs burst last week and there was massive destruction to the subfloor. I have crews working as we speak and a giant mess to maneuver around. Bryson can attest to that.” 
 
    “It’s true, and you are stuck with me. Deal with it.” 
 
    Anahi’s cheeks turned pink. “What about when I need to shower or change? Umm, I’ll be naked.” 
 
    “I’ll come by to help you with that, baby.” Her mom walked closer and stood beside her, grasping her hand in her own and giving it a squeeze while I bit the inside of my cheek to hold in a groan. The word naked was all I could focus on. “Everything else you’ll have doofus over here to help.” 
 
    “Hey!” I quipped, and they giggled. “I’m standing right here, you know.” 
 
    “And,” they replied in unison while I glowered. 
 
    “Pain in my...” 
 
    “Shut up and get my stuff ready.” Ani snapped her fingers in my face. 
 
    Once, twice, and then I bit the tip of her pointer. “You’ll behave or else.” Flicked my tongue across the tender skin before releasing it. 
 
    “Keep in mind that you are my slave...I give the orders.” 
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    “Bryson Holt, you have got to be kidding me with this?” Fuck, she was beautiful while huffing and puffing up a storm. It was the weekend and the weather was hot, the perfect time to take a drive down south and into Miami. 
 
    Beaches. 
 
    Her in a skimpy bikini. 
 
    Add a few body shots. 
 
    “Dead serious.” My cock twitched beneath the fabric of my board shorts, a movement she caught from her seat beside me. “Besides...didn’t you always claim that camping was on your short list of ‘must dos’ before you die? Well, I’m helping you cross that off the list.” 
 
    “But,” Ani whined and fluttered those long lashes at me, “I’m not ready yet. I need to pick up bug spray, mosquito bracelet thingies, some hiking boots...my list is endless and—” 
 
    “Stop being melodramatic, babe. Everything you’ll need is purchased and packed.” Leveling her with a heated look, I smirked. “Cool it, or I’m throwing you over the pier first thing.” 
 
    “Pier? Why is there a pier in the woods?” She sat there with the most adorably confused face I’d ever seen. “Where exactly are we going?” Ani’s eyes widened and her fist balled up in a tight fist. The woman looked ready to deck me. “I am not camping in the Everglades. No. Fuck, no. And I will kill you first.” 
 
    “How did you come to that conclusion?” Her mind was a beautiful thing at times, but today the thought process was just plain weird. “Everglades? Really?” 
 
    “Those are the only camping grounds I know in Miami?” Not one person I know would hike in an area known for snakes and gators.  
 
    “Oleta.” We’d gone there enough times for her to see where this was going. Looking at her from the corner of my eye, I experienced one of my favorite things in this world. Her blush. This time it was subtle, but the apple of her cheeks bloomed and the tip of her nose scrunched up in the most appealing way. 
 
    Couldn’t help myself, and at the next red light, I leaned over the center console and kissed those heated cheeks. I skimmed my lips over the warm skin before gifting a quick nip to her jaw. 
 
    Anahi brought her hand up and cupped the area I’d just kissed. “Well that makes all the difference.” 
 
    “Glad you approve, sweetheart.” Turning on Biscayne and 135th street, I merged into traffic and drove a few blocks down before finding a Publix supermarket. “Subs for lunch, or do you want to pick up something else?” 
 
    “Is that even a question? Chicken tenders pub sub all the way!” 
 
    “You order the sandwiches while I pick up a few necessities. Meet back at the registers in fifteen?” Ani nodded and turned to grab the door handle, but my arm shot out and stopped her before she could. “You’ll need money.” 
 
    “I have some.” Even went as far as to dangle her wallet in my face. 
 
    “My trip, I pay for everything.” Her mouth opened to protest, but I shook my head. “No, babe. Next time you feel like paying, invite me out, but this one’s on me.” 
 
    “You’re going to regret saying that.” There was a hint of a smile trying to break through her stern expression. 
 
    “Not a chance.” Removing her wristlet from her hand, I gave her my card instead, closed her fingers around the thin plastic, brought the same hand up to my lips, and kissed the soft skin of her wrist. “Meet me by the registers.” 
 
    “Okay.” It came out as a low whimper. 
 
    “Good girl.” And she was. Ani sat there while I came around the car and opened her door. Didn’t fight me on my inappropriate need to kiss those bee-stung lips or the way my hands kneaded her ass. 
 
    Compliant and sweet.  
 
    Once inside the store, we went our separate ways. 
 
    While she picked up lunch, I got the supplies for our little camping excursion. If you could call renting a small cabin on the beach that had electricity, a bed, and a working bathroom roughing it. 
 
    For the next thirty-something hours we’d be staying at a state park that offered it all. Beaches, kayaking, volleyball, barbeque areas, food courts, and most importantly: privacy. 
 
    All that was missing was a couple bottles of wine for what I had prepared for us. That and something soft—silky and indecent I’d purchased for her to model.   
 
    “Need some help, handsome?” A woman wearing the store’s green and black uniform approached me. A redhead, not her natural color at all, smiled and fluttered what looked to be fake lashes. 
 
    She looked fake from head to toe. 
 
    “No, thank you.” In my hand I held a couple bottles of the Chilean wine my girl liked. This store had a decent selection, better than most liquor stores in the area.  
 
    “I’m a lover of wines and cute men; I could help you choose. Maybe—” 
 
    “He’s taken,” Ani cut in with a low hiss.  My eyes snapped her way. Just beside the cart I’d grabbed, she stood in all her possessive glory. With her green eyes narrowed and a hand on her hip, she stared the employee down. “Move along. No help needed when he knows what I like.” 
 
    “Down, tiger.” Not finding my words funny, those beautiful orbs focused on me. Anahi didn’t do jealousy well, couldn’t hide the effects this scenario had caused. 
 
    The flaring of her nostrils.  
 
    The harsh breathing she couldn’t control. 
 
    The fucking delicious heat that was coming off her body; I felt her presence all around me. All this, and she was still a few steps away. 
 
    “Just trying to help, ma’am. Part of my—” 
 
    “Quit while you’re ahead and move along, please,” I said, trying to avoid any kind of escalation to this conversation. 
 
    How dense could a person be? 
 
    “If you need anything, please don’t hesitate to ask.” Without waiting for any confirmation from Ani, she turned and walked away. She sashayed her literally small ass down the aisle while I rolled my eyes.  
 
    “Delusional bitch.” Beside me, my girl muttered under her breath. 
 
    “Agreed.” Turning to face her, I wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her in close. Chest to stomach, I pressed every delicious inch of her against me. “I’m yours, Ani. Just as you are my girl.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” Her eyes were focused on my shirt, and that wouldn’t do. 
 
    “Look at me.” She shook her head no. Stubborn woman. With the tip of my finger, I tipped her face up and waited until green met the color blue. “Much better.” 
 
    “You’re being difficult.” Ignoring her comment, I bent down and rubbed my nose along hers. Breathed in her fruity smell and enjoyed the softness of her skin. 
 
    “Have I ever told you...” Skimming lower, I brushed my lips against hers. A soft touch, but fuck if it didn’t cause my cock to harden—twitch against her stomach. “Explained just how good you feel in my arms? How that’s not changing no matter who shakes her tail for me? No one but you matters. Not interested.” 
 
    A ghost of a smile appeared. “Right answer, and the first brownie points of the day have been earned.” 
 
    “You’re going to be in a huge amount of debt by the time this day is through.” 
 
    At my words, she raised a brow. “Is that so? So sure of yourself, big boy.” 
 
    “Credit brownie collection agency will be knocking down your door, sweetheart. Bet money on it.” 
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    “God, I needed this,” Anahi moaned, low and throaty, a motherfucking cock-hardening sound that had me grinding my teeth and counting to ten. “Lower please, Bry. Jesus, that feels good...so good.” 
 
    Didn’t she understand that a man could only take so much? Each moan—writhing of her body—held me on a proverbial ledge without any restraints. A free fall into an abyss of pleasure the edges of my subconscious were aware of yet welcomed. 
 
    In tune with. 
 
    All it’d take is a single push, and my good intentions would die along with my free will.  
 
    Anahi was laid out on a large beach towel a few feet away from the warm blue waters of the Atlantic Ocean, on a small stretch of sand where the closest beachgoer couldn’t see how low my hands wandered over her back. How I squeezed—manipulated her sinful flesh to my liking. 
 
    Couldn’t hear each sigh or mewl of pleasure she made for me. 
 
    Those sounds were motherfucking mine and mine alone. 
 
    The top of her bikini had been thrown somewhere by her bag and just the small stringed bottoms remained, a miniscule black piece of fabric that covered her warm, wet heat from me. 
 
    The last small barrier. 
 
    “Love the way you feel beneath my fingertips, baby. How you respond to my touch.” Kneading deeper, I worked my way down her back once more, over each ridge of her spine, and slid my fingertips beneath the thin fabric. 
 
    Firm, yet soft. Mouthwatering. 
 
    Lower, my hands palmed each cheek and jiggled the flesh. My girl had a body built for sin, and my cock wanted to earn his ticket straight to hell. 
 
    I parted her cheeks and ran a single finger over the crease, not low enough to explore her rosebud, but I still felt her heat. Felt the shiver of pleasure that ran up her spine and caused her body to jerk in my hands. 
 
    Enjoyed the sight of her thighs squeezing and goose bumps erupting over every single inch of flesh I explored. 
 
    “Someone could see us.” Weak, her attempt at modesty almost caused me to laugh. Instead, I brought one hand out and moved one side of her bottoms to the side. Her pussy was covered from my eyes, but her left ass cheek was now bare. 
 
    “I’d never put you in a position where you’d be exposed, Ani.” Bending over her, I brought my face to her backside. Hovering just to the side, I brought my hand down with enough force to cause her to tense. “Don’t you trust me?” 
 
    It was ten seconds at best before a low, keening whimper met my ear. “Oh God.” 
 
    It was music to my ears. 
 
    “That wasn’t an answer, Anahi. Don’t. You. Trust. Me?” Each word was followed by another spank. Alternated between hard and soft, heated the skin beneath my palms to an appetizing warmth, a soft rosy glow that I needed to kiss. 
 
    Reward her trust in me. Had she asked me to stop, I would have without a second thought. 
 
    “You’re driving me insane, Bryson Holt. I’m doing things that a week ago I would’ve...” She trailed off at the feel of my lips pressing against her heated flesh, kissing and nipping along the curve of her ass. Relishing in the softness as I spread open-mouthed kisses everywhere I could reach. 
 
    “Ready to cool off?” Anahi didn’t answer; instead, she raised her hips off the towel and tempted me with the sinuous curves of her body. Perfection, she was its definition. 
 
    “Pass me my top.” On the same move, she pulled herself into a sitting position; an arm was used to cover her round breasts from view while the bottoms rode up just a little higher. 
 
    “Come to me.” Raising a perfectly shaped brow, she did as asked and crawled on her knees the few steps between her body and mine. She sat still while I reached for her top and brought the strings up and around her neck. 
 
    “Are you going to dress or undress me? Make up your mind, hotshot.” There was a sassy little twinkle in her eye. Her lips spoke with a sense of calmness I knew she didn’t have at the moment. Not when her body shivered. Not when she closed the hand not covering her breast into a tight fist. 
 
    “Both.” Taking that same hand in mine, I brought it down to her side. Exposed her to the warm Florida breeze for a seconds or two. “But it will happen on my terms.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “It means that I’ve waited long enough and now plan to enjoy every moment with you. Every inch of you I uncover is a gift I plan to savor.” I groaned at the sight before me, her chest heaving with each inhale she took, nipples tightening from my perusal. 
 
    “Please do,” she whispered, and I brought a hand up, caressed the soft peaks before situating each tit behind a small triangle. How were those miniscule cutouts supposed to hold her up, I’d never know, but nonetheless, I tied the strings at the back. 
 
    Once done, I pulled back and stood. Held out a hand for her. “Ready to get wet?” 
 
    “Already soaked,” she blurted out and then brought a hand up to cover her mouth. Embarrassment colored her cheeks; they bloomed that lovely shade of pink I loved on her tanned skin. Leave it to my girl to make the most adorkable moment sexy. 
 
    With my hand still out, I wiggled my fingers in invitation. Anahi took my hand, still adorably flustered, but she let me bring her up. Pulled her into me and wrapped both arms around her back. Held her close. 
 
    Bringing my face down to her neck, I breathed her in before laying a tiny kiss below her ear. “Good to know.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Day 10… 
 
      
 
    “Welcome home, sweetheart,” I whispered into her ear while carrying Ani across the threshold. Finally, we were at her apartment and back to somewhat normalcy. The road to recovery would be long and arduous, but she would get back to being my crazy, sexy girl. 
 
    The apartment was quiet, which surprised me since her mother had left the hospital before we could. Maribel had run out to make sure everything was perfect for her baby girl’s return home. That, and pick up food; pizza, just as Anahi had requested. 
 
    “You can set me up on the couch if you’d like? I’m not a buck ten soaking wet anymore.” Had she not been in the hospital all this time with injuries, I would’ve dropped her on her ass right there. Why do women do that? Insulted herself and my abilities as a man to carry her into a room without herniating a disk. “Quit giving me that look, Bry.” 
 
    Returning the insulted look, I stared at her. “What look, your majesty?” 
 
    “Like I’m full of it.” 
 
    “Sometimes you are, sweet girl. No denying that.” Walking deeper into the room, I bit my cheek in order to not laugh. Ani didn’t like my response and huffed out a breath, causing a bit of her side-swept bangs to flip up and land in disarray. “Food should be here soon, so...” 
 
    Snuggling into my chest, she hummed in contentment, interrupting my question. “Love this smell. Reminds me of everything good in my life.” 
 
    I let out a chuckle at her adorableness. “We replaced all the plugins two days ago and changed the lines. Everything’s ready for your return.” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m talking about,” she grumbled before looking up at me. With her head tilted to the side, she appraised me—searched for the right words to express herself. “Never mind.” 
 
    Oh, hell, no. “What?” 
 
    “You smell good.” A slight shade of pink touched her cheeks, and she looked away. “I don’t know what you wear or if anything at all, but that soft scent of woods with just a tiny hint of bourbon soothes me. Always has, even when we were in high school.” 
 
    “Is that why you always sat close to me while we studied?” Because fuck if that confession didn’t make me feel ten feet tall. Enjoying my scent, lingering close to draw from me was flattering. Expressed that maybe, just maybe, she wasn’t indifferent to me at all. 
 
    “Shut up,” Ani complained with her face still turned away from me. 
 
    “Fuck, no.” Delusional, sweet girl thought I’d let this go? No. Just no. If this wasn’t a sign, I don’t know what is. 
 
    At my forceful response, she met my eyes with apprehension. “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “Never be for finding comfort in me, Ani. I—” 
 
    “Food’s here!” Maribel called from behind me, and I huffed out in aggravation. I was so close, and at my reaction, my girl gave me a strange look. I shook my head and thankfully she let it go, but there was an evil glint in her eye that told me I should be worried. “Sorry it took so long. Place was packed…” the sound of my mother and brother arguing followed Ani’s mom into the room “...is everything okay?” 
 
    I’ve never wanted to strangle someone as much as I did at that moment. 
 
    “Nothing’s wrong, Mari—” 
 
    “Lies, Mom.” How Anahi managed to glare at me with a raised brow I’ll never know, but she did and it was scary. Devil woman was ready to throw me out in front of our maternal busses. “Bry’s being mean to the cripple.” 
 
    “Bryson Holt, I raised you better than that!” My mother bounded into the room with an amused Kaleb following behind. In their hands were the boxes of pizza and some Coke. “Say you’re sorry.” They didn’t spare me a backwards glance while they placed the food and drinks down on my girl’s coffee table.  
 
    “You don’t even know the offense I’m being crucified for,” I cried out, undignified, while Ani giggled in my arms. Turning my glare on her, I bent my head and pressed my lips to her cheek. “You will pay for this.” 
 
    “Blah, blah, blah.” Didn’t miss the slight tremble in her voice, but that was something to decipher at another time. “I’m not afraid of you, Holt.” 
 
    “Bring it, short stuff.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter, Bryson,” Maribel interjected while walking past me and into the kitchen. She came back a minute later with a few paper plates and napkins. “She’s right and you are wrong.” 
 
    Well, fuck. 
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    “I’m right and you’re wrong, as usual,” Anahi laughed while I tried to come up with something to say. We were lying down, spooned together in the middle of the full-sized bed of the cabin the next morning. 
 
    Her back was to my chest, my hard cock nestled between the crease of her ass. Maybe that was why I couldn’t come up with a damn thing to say. Couldn’t function properly when her heat and plushness enveloped all my senses.  
 
    “Sure.” I rocked against her with slow rolls of my hips. 
 
    “Are you even paying attention, perv?” Turning to look at me from over her shoulder, she smirked. “Or is this your way of admitting that I am a better fisherman than you.” Like a dog with a bone, she wouldn’t let it go. Catching four medium-sized fish to my one small one didn’t make her better. Just meant that she was lucky. 
 
    “Where do you come up with these crazy...” Ani pushed her ass back, the movement causing the swollen head of my cock to slip from the waistband of my boxers. Soft heat caressed the tip on the next roll of my hips. “What’re we talking about?” 
 
    “My being right.” Didn’t miss the low moan at the end or the way she pulled her shirt up, exposing her back and midriff. 
 
    “No.” I swallowed hard at the sight of her small red G-string. How the fuck had I not seen that last night? “Fuck, was it something about analogies?” Grunting, I placed a hand on her hip and pushed her forward a bit. Gave me just enough leverage to pull my cock out and finishing taking her shirt off. 
 
    I wasn’t going to take her just yet, but that didn’t mean we couldn’t have fun. 
 
    “Admit it and I’ll give you a reward.” Reaching back, she fisted my hair and pulled me toward her face, arching into me and exposing the left side of her neck to my lips. “Just say the words I want to hear.” 
 
    “Be my girlfriend.” It wasn’t a question, but deep down we both knew that’s what she wanted. Not that she ever pestered me or demanded more than I was willing to give. “I’ve been dating you in my head since the age of twelve, Anahi Pratt, and now I want to make it official. Be mine, just as I have always been yours.” 
 
    “Yes,” she whispered so low that I almost missed it. Rocking back against me, she lifted her ass up enough that my cock slipped between her thighs. In the position she was in, it’d be so easy to push the ridiculous string, which hid nothing from me, aside and take her. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” I hissed out from between clenched teeth. Warm, wet heat surrounded my dick, and I jerked harshly against her, rubbing her through the soft material. “I’m going to make you so happy.” 
 
    “Baby, I know.” Embedding her fingers in my hair, she tugged harder, bringing us closer. Her breath was my own. “Kiss me.” 
 
    And I did. 
 
    It was sloppy and languid, but the most intense moment of my life. Our bodies writhed against each other’s, my cock slipping in and out of her closed thighs. 
 
    Dry humping had never been this motherfucking sexy. 
 
    Maybe it was because I finally heard those words, her admission that she was mine. Or maybe it was the relief that suddenly coursed through my body, but the rush to find our release ebbed into a slow burn. 
 
    Our bodies said everything we couldn’t. Consumed, we were drowning in the other’s taste. 
 
    “Let me feel you,” I hissed out from between clenched teeth as the pulsing head of my cock touched her clit. Felt the twitch of her slick bundle beneath her panties. Felt the slickness from her core that now covered a part of me. 
 
    Nothing had ever felt as good, and I’d yet to fuck her. We were fated to be explosive together. 
 
    “Yes,” she mewled, a low, keening sound that rushed down my spine and settled on my heavy balls. The hand not embedded in my hair grabbed one of mine and brought it down between her legs. Helped me push aside the indecent fabric of her panties and then held it aside for me. 
 
    With the first touch of my fingers, she arched against me. Back bowed back and her ass pushed down, her pussy lips grasped at the air, trying to pull me in. Thick and hard, I slid between her soft folds. 
 
    “Son of a bitch.” Heat—motherfucking wet heat kissed my length, and I shivered. Pressed harder. Used my grip on her hip to grind myself against her. “Let me feel you just like this, Ani. Bathe my cock.” 
 
    “More,” Left her on a choked moan as my hand left her hip and traveled up her stomach. Higher, between the valley of her breasts and then settled on her throat. Five fingers flexed around her neck and held her firm. 
 
    “Come on me,” I grit out, hand tightening just a bit. Hips grinding against her, my body now covered hers face down on the mattress. 
 
    Her pussy lips fluttered, searched for my dick with each slide across her clit. 
 
    “So close, Bry. Please!” That was how I wanted her: desperate and wanton. 
 
    “Come.” My lips grazed her upper back before biting down on the crook of her neck. Anahi tensed, her body strung tight until I pushed forward a final time, releasing my seed over her pussy. 
 
    “Shit...oh God.” She writhed beneath me; her juices and mine combined and dribbled onto the soft sheets below. Convulsing, her body shook as aftershocks rushed through her. 
 
    “I got you, babe. Always will.” Kissing now, I loved the bruised skin of her neck while she calmed. Brought her down with the feel of my flesh on hers, my hands running soothing circles up her sides and down again. 
 
    Moving slightly off her, I settled my body down, spooning her side, yet I never stopped touching her. Needed the connection as much as she did.  
 
    It took her a few minutes, but she calmed and turned her face to look at me. She didn’t say anything at first, just studied me until she found whatever it was she was searching for. 
 
    Taking in a deep breath, she let it out slowly.  ”So you’re mine?” 
 
    “Yes.” Not an ounce of hesitation from me. If reassurance was what she needed, she’d have it in spades. 
 
    “No dating anyone else?” 
 
    “Neither of us will. Committed, sweetheart.” 
 
    “I like that. Committed.” Leaning forward, she pecked my lips twice. “And I’m still the better fisherman?” 
 
    At that I laughed, and loud. “Fuck and no.” 
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    There was nothing sweeter than watching her smile, especially when making an ass out of herself. 
 
    “Quit laughing at me, you jerk!” Soaking wet and hair a mess, she marched up the beach with her fishing pole in hand. Those tiny little denim shorts she wore with frayed edges clung to her body like a second skin and her top—a loose fitting midriff tank—hid nothing from me. That cool water from the Atlantic had left its mark. 
 
    “Quit complaining, Ani. You chose this activity.” Gloating, I stood there staring her down. “You tried to be cute and prove a nonexistent point. How’d that work out, by the way?” 
 
    “Fuck you.” 
 
     “Got your nose deep in water, huh? Suck it up and smile.” I watched for any sign of discomfort; if she was hurt. While the small cliff we were at wasn’t high nor did it have a large amount of rocks below, I still freaked out when she went over. 
 
    One second she was baiting me while casting her line—exaggerated her movements—then she was over. Didn’t see the moment she lost her balance, but with my stomach in my throat, I watched her slip and do a weird catapult thing that ended with an Anahi-sized splash. 
 
    “Blame you.” Sulking, she stopped next to me and grasped her hair in her fist. From forehead to her ends, she wrung the excess water from those long raven locks, bringing the mass of slowly curling hair over her shoulder while I watched, transfixed. “Need something?” Green eyes held amusement while I followed the wayward trail of a drop of water. 
 
    It rolled down her neck and disappeared beneath the collar of her shirt; only then did I look up. “Just to know that you’re okay.” 
 
    “You mean other than hurting my pride?” With a raised brow, she placed a hand on her hip and leveled me with a cool stare. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just have a small twinge on my side from the impact of the water.” 
 
    “Does it count that I thought you were graceful in your fall?” 
 
    A giggle burst forth, but I saw the tiny flinch from the movement. “Shit hurt.” 
 
    Seeing her in pain stopped me. 
 
    Changed everything, and before she could protest, I swept her up in my arms. “We’re done, sweetheart. No more fishing for a while.” 
 
    “But I still have all those worms that need baiting. For you to hook them.” This time, I gave her a look, one she understood, and she pouted. “Fine, but don’t let them go to waste. Give them back to the guy at the bait shop; at least that way we know someone else will use them.” 
 
    “Are you serious right now?” 
 
    “As a heart attack.” Fluttering her lashes, she gave me the saddest puppy-dog look. “Please.” 
 
    Nuzzling her cheek, I inhaled her warm, sun-kissed scent. “What am I going to do with you, smalls?” 
 
    “Help me take over the world.” And she was dead serious. This loud, beautiful, and maybe a bit certifiable woman was made for me. 
 
    “You’d make a damn hot super villain.” She’d be something reminiscent of a deranged vixen: all bright colors and spandex shorts. Tight little body accessible to me at all times while we make planet earth our bitch. 
 
    “Is that a tiny bit of drool on your lip?” Her giggles rang loudly and a few of the families playing near the shore looked our way, some with smiles, and others with annoyance marring their features. 
 
    “Shut up.” I couldn’t help the thoughts she herself brought on with that slick mouth of hers. Walking over to where my rod lay against a tree, I put her down to sit against it. “Stay, baby. Give me ten, and I’ll turn this stuff in and come back to get you.” A quick kiss to her lips, and I walked off toward the small stand a little ways down. 
 
    I almost jogged across the small area between the stand and cliff; rush was my new middle name. 
 
    “Back already?” the old man running the small shop asked while wiping down his worn-down counters. Old and grey, he was your typical South Florida native: heavily tanned and happy. “Where’s that cute girl you brought with you? Left you, didn’t she?” 
 
    “Not at all, old timer.” Placing our rods and the small tackle box on his counter, I leaned over them and looked at something I hadn’t noticed before. Something that would make her smile. “Ani’s still here and over by the tree near the cliffs, taking a breather.” 
 
    He laughed while taking back his rentals. “Who the hell brings a pretty little thing like that out here to fish?” 
 
    “You don’t know her,” I chuckled. “Today’s activity was her call.” 
 
    “A woman who likes to fish and is pretty...” Reaching over the counter, he placed his hand on my shoulder and squeezed. “Put a ring on that tiny finger, and quick.” 
 
    “Someday.” Shrugging, I reached out and picked up the entire bucket with my find. “When did these come in? They weren’t here this morning.” 
 
    “The missus brought them up a bit ago. Woman has her own shop up the road…interested?” 
 
    “Charge me for these two, and please take back those worms. We’re heading out.”  
 
    “Call it an even trade, and tell that pretty miss that they’re from me.” 
 
    “That’s a negative, Oldie.” I shook my head while picking up the prettiest two. “These are always from me.” Dropping a twenty on the counter, I walked off, listening to his snort and then laughter. The noise followed me down the path, becoming a dull sound in the background the closer to her I got. 
 
    Anahi was exactly where I’d left her, back against the tree and her pretty green eyes trained on the water. 
 
    She was beautiful in ways that made my chest grow tight. All these years I’ve wanted—yearned—for her, not knowing how sweet she’d be on my tongue. One taste, and now I was an addicted son of a bitch with a constant itch for more. 
 
    “What took you so long?” Inquisitive and with an adorable pout, she looked up at me. I didn’t answer her. No. Instead, I dropped to my knees before her and brought my hand from behind my back. 
 
    Same one that held a small gift. Token of my affection. 
 
    “Where’d you get these?” Her smile was radiant as she reached a hand out to take them from me. 
 
    “Don’t worry about that.” Closing the tiny gap between us, I kissed her forehead. Lingered over her skin—soaked up how happy a simple flower made her. “I’ve been slacking in my boyfriend-ly duties and proceeded to right that wrong.” 
 
    “You’re perfect,” she breathed out before bringing one of the bright red roses up to her nose. She inhaled deep and exhaled on a sigh; a purely happy sound that I wanted to hear for the rest of my life. “You make me happy, Bryson Holt. Always have.” 
 
    “That’s all I ever want for you.” My lips skimmed her soft skin and settled over hers. I kissed her with every single bit of my soul laid bare and open. There would never be a doubt in her mind when it came to me that she was loved. 
 
    Adored. 
 
    Cherished. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Day 11… 
 
      
 
    “Why are you being so difficult about this?” I hissed while throwing my hands up in the air. The woman was bound to give me premature grey hairs. “I’ve already seen you like this a million times, if not more. Fuck that...” turning to face her full on, I glared “...I’ve seen you in much less, and you’ve never been embarrassed around me.” 
 
    “Not the same.” Each word slipped through thinned lips. Almost sneering, she matched my ire at the moment.  
 
    It was a bullshit excuse if I ever heard one. 
 
    “You don’t really believe that. What’s going on, Ani? Talk to me.” I was standing at the foot of her bed now, almost pleading with her highness to let me help her. This was about something as simple as cleanliness—a bath—while she clutched at her terrycloth robe to keep it closed. 
 
    A basic human need. 
 
    A desire that at that moment I could indulge her in. 
 
    Mind you, that it was her idea; a demand to shower in the first place.  
 
    She’d been home all of two days now and had become the patient from hell. That, or I’d lost all of my patience. 
 
    For the first time since I’ve known Ani, her stubbornness wasn’t cute. Well, maybe just a little.  
 
    “Answer’s still a big fat no.” Leveling me with a glare, Anahi made a move to stand on her good leg while leaning most of her weight on the crutches the hospital provided. “This scenario is different.” 
 
    “I’m not asking you to let me wash you, Pratt.” Even though I’d love nothing more than to soap her body with my hands, rub and soothe every single tired muscle with my touch. “Just to be inside the bathroom in case you slip or need something. You’ll be in a bikini, and I, on the other side of the shower curtain while you use that huge tub.” 
 
    Her cheeks were flushed, hands gripping the metal hard. “I’d rather wait for Mom.” 
 
    “Maribel isn’t coming tonight.” Thank you, Jesus. I loved the woman, but she was on a mission to drive me up a wall. Meddling had become her new middle name. “Called me earlier to complain about the new issues with the construction. Something about having a pipe moved.” 
 
    “Then tomorrow?” She was grasping at straws now, which didn’t make a lick of sense. Had the cast been on my foot, she’d be treating me like a child. 
 
    “Babe, I love you, but you reek.” She really didn’t, but I knew her. The greasy hair and sponge-bathed skin didn’t sit well with her. My girl would feel better after a hot bath and soft pajamas after. 
 
    “You suck.” I wanted to kiss that motherfucking pout on her lips. 
 
    “Give in already, Ani. Let me take care of you.” 
 
    “Fine, but no peeking, and I’ll handle myself in the water. You are here to assist if needed.” It was fucking adorable how she ticked off with her fingers each item needed. “And you’re on hair duty: two lathers and one conditioner, then you sit on the toilet facing the door. That’s the deal...take it or leave it.” 
 
    “You drive a hard bargain.” 
 
    “Quit being an ass...” she laughed while holding a hand out “...or I’ll add picking up pizza from Mellow for a week to the terms of agreement.” 
 
    “Already ordered and Kaleb is picking up. So shut it and get ready to not stink.” 
 
    “Have I ever told you that you have a way with words?” 
 
    “No, but I also have a way with my fingers. Get ready to be serviced.” 
 
    “Oh my God, you did not just say that,” she cried out in mock indignation. 
 
    Nodding, I wiggled those magical digits in her face a second before sweeping her off her feet. “I’m about to rock your world, sweets.” 
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    “What’s on the agenda for today?” I asked Anahi while cradling my cell phone between shoulder blade and ear. She’d called me within minutes of my stepping into the office with plans of meeting up later tonight. Seemed excited for some unknown reason, but her jubilance brought a smile to my face. 
 
    She wanted to come over tonight—to my place and with the possibility of sleeping over. 
 
    Fuck and yes, please. 
 
    “Nothing much...you?” Nosy girl was gauging just how late I’d be at the office tonight. 
 
    “Financials and more financials.” It was almost the end of the third tax quarter, and I had a lot of reconciling to do. Her accident had pulled me away, and I’d neglected my company. Not that I’d changed my reaction, but behind I was and today I’d be paying for it. “I’ll be lucky to be out of here by six. Why?” She let out a cute laugh at my question, and fuck me if my cock didn’t twitch. “What’s got you giggling over there?” 
 
    “Nothing.” Coy with a tinge of sass. 
 
    “My—” The door to my office was forcefully pushed open. It banged against the wall, and a picture frame fell. Two figures stood in the doorway, and one seemed mad as all get the fuck out. 
 
    “Hey!” Ani yelled out. “Where’d you go?  Finish what you we’re saying, Holt.” 
 
    “Let me call you back, babe.” The asshole in front of me smiled while my secretary gave me an apologetic look. 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Give me ten minutes.” Then I hung up before she could persuade me to do otherwise. Placing my cell atop my desk, I gave the invaders of my sanctuary my complete attention. “Speak.” 
 
    “Bryson, I’m so sorry for the interruption,” Kathy spoke while narrowing her eyes at the jerk standing beside her. All smug and looking like a hipster reject, Jason, Anahi’s ex, had decided to pay me a visit. I wasn’t surprised in the least. Since seeing them together at Mellow, I’d been waiting for this very moment; the man was pathetic and predictable. 
 
    “This man barged in before I could stop him or call someone to help escort him out.” 
 
    “No worries, Miss Kathy. I’ve been expecting his visit.” If Jason was surprised by my admission, he didn’t let on. “Bring me a bottle of water, please...that will be all.” 
 
    “I’ll take one as well,” Jason added before she reached the door. Kathy didn’t pause or acknowledge his request. Instead, she walked through and continued on toward our small kitchen area down the hall. “Jeesh. So hostile.” He walked further into the room and took the seat in front of my desk. “Might want to fire her. Woman’s not very friendly.” 
 
    “On the contrary...” sitting back, I drummed my fingers “...she’s astute and irreplaceable. Smart and hard working.” 
 
    “So the bad treatment was on purpose?  Is that any way to conduct business?” Motherfucking idiot sat there trying to look unassuming. 
 
    “Cut the shit, Jason.” Placing my elbows on the table, I leaned forward just in his line of sight. “Say what you need to and get out. Some of us have important things to do. Taking a piss being one of them.” 
 
    His entire demeanor lost its friendliness, and he looked at me now with hate. “Stay the fuck away from her.” 
 
    “Be a bit more specific, asshole.” We both knew what this was about and just whose leg he was failing to mark. 
 
    “My girlfriend—” No sooner had that blasphemous word passed through his lips than I slammed my hand on my desk. The glass below cracked—not deep enough to shatter, but I’d need a replacement immediately—the sound loud inside the room followed close by the harsh breathing he exuded. 
 
    Pussy flinched. Tried like hell to hide it, but I saw. 
 
    “Anahi has always been mine.” I wasn’t going to go into detail or give him more than that. Those words left me on a barely contained growl—I was motherfucking fuming at his audacity. 
 
    “That’s not what she said.” Soulless brown eyes watched my every move, and to be an ass, I clenched and unclenched my fists. He gulped. “We’ve been in contact recently, and she’s admitted to wanting to give us another go.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Kathy knocked on the door frame then, pulling my attention away from the unwanted guest. I’d bet every cent I owned that he wanted to get his hands on her bank account once again, and I was in the way. That his quick access wasn’t available, and he was desperate. “Yes, Miss Kathy?” 
 
    “Check your phone.” Walking in, she placed a bottle of water and a honey bun down beside me. Sue me—I loved those things. “And your ten o’clock will be here shortly.” 
 
    “Excellent. Please set up the conference room for—” 
 
    “We aren’t fucking done here, Holt.” Jason had enough of being ignored and stood up fast, causing his chair to fall backwards. “I’ve put up with your presence long enough...always around, but that ends here. Anahi is my girl, and I’ll be forbidding her from seeing you. Whatever bullshit idea you had of the two of you, it’s done.” He must’ve felt a little cocky as the prick pointed his chubby little finger in my face to add dramatic flair to his point. “Stay the fuck away if you know what’s good for you.” 
 
    “I’m calling the cops,” Kathy threatened, already pulling out her cell phone from the pocket of her sweater. “Leave.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Kathy.” I held a hand up for her to stop. “Let the man speak his piece before being escorted out. Might as well make this my good deed of the day.” 
 
    “You owe him nothing.” The disdain dripped from her every word. She knew what he’d done and how he had broken Ani’s heart on the way out. Self-centered asshole didn’t deserve to breathe the same air as her then, much less now.  
 
    “Quit speaking about me as if I’m not here,” Jason hissed out from between clenched teeth. 
 
    “The adults in the room are talking. Wait your turn.” Was I goading him? Abso-fucking-lutely. For months I’ve wanted to get my hands on the scum, but Ani had begged me to leave it alone. And I did. For her, I’d do anything. 
 
    “Listen here, asshole.” Once again that finger went up, and he leaned toward me. “I came here today to give a friendly warning...stay the fuck away from her.” 
 
    “Or else what?” 
 
    “I’m calling the cops,” Kathy interjected while stepping out into the hallway. Not that I blamed her. She was older, and if fists flew, I wouldn’t want her caught in the crossfire. 
 
    “It’d be so simple to get her.” 
 
    “Fuck is that supposed to mean?” Walking around my desk, I stopped a few steps away from him. Close enough that if my fury grew I could drop the asswipe with a single punch. “Don’t mince your words, and speak up. Say what you came to say.” 
 
    Smirking, he rubbed his chin. “Taking her from you will be my greatest joy, Bryson. You, who has it all. Everyone loves—admires you.” 
 
    “Jealous much?” Something was very wrong with him. Desperation was a dangerous thing, and he was teetering on the edge of sanity, something that could have very serious repercussions for those not careful. “Your downfall and shortcomings are none of my concern.” 
 
    “And when I’m done, I’ll leave nothing of the girl you knew,” he continued to speak as if I hadn’t said a word. “Not a motherfucking thing.” 
 
    “I’d kill you before that ever happens.” Clenching my fists, I stared him down. If it came to that, so be it. He’d never get the chance to sink his claws in again. 
 
    “Is that a threat?” Mirth danced across his features. “Because the police don’t take kindly to those.” 
 
    “Promise is more like it.” Another few steps, and we were nose to nose. I’d had enough of this fool, and my hands were itching to lay his ass out. “Get the fuck out or be carried out. Your choice.” 
 
    There was something in his demeanor that showed just how unstable this man was. He fidgeted. Hands trembled. Eyesight set on every single item inside my office as if he were cataloging them for later use. 
 
    “Your love for her will be her downfall.” Looking back at me, he paused with his head tilted to the side. Appraised me the same way one would an inanimate object. 
 
    “Your obsession will end you,” I all but snarled, body coiled tight and ready to unleash some of the pent-up anger I’d held from their time together. 
 
    He laughed at that and poked me in the chest. “Anahi’s always been a pathetic whore. So easy to manipulate.” 
 
    “Get out!” 
 
    “Good little cock suck—” That was it. Jason didn’t get to finish his sentence as two things happened at once: a gasp sounded somewhere behind him, and my fist connected with his face. The resounding crack was loud inside the room, and his cry of pain soon followed. 
 
    Not that either deterred me. He hit the floor and I followed, hand cocked back and landing on what looked to be a broken nose. 
 
    “Bry, baby, that’s enough!” Why Anahi was here, I had no clue or time to figure out, but the desperation in her voice caused me to pause mid-strike, fist centimeters from Jason’s bleeding face. “Please stop.” 
 
    “You care about this moron?” Voice clipped, I glared at her. 
 
    “No. How could you even ask me that?” Hurt flittered across her features, and I felt like a dick for all of two seconds. In those fractions of a heartbeat, the waste of sperm beneath me threw his own hand up and clipped me on the chin. Didn’t do much damage, but it gave him the opening he needed to try to escape me. 
 
    “That’s going to cost you,” I spat before throwing an elbow down over his left eye. A cut appeared instantaneously, blood gushed from the open wound, and his eyes rolled into the back of his head. 
 
    “Bro, that’s enough. Stop it.” Two arms grasped my arms and attempted to pull me back. I shook them off and followed my last hit with another on the exact same spot. Jason stiffened beneath me as he lost consciousness. 
 
    Then and only then did I get up. 
 
    “Call the cops and have them press trespassing charges. That, along with assault.” 
 
    “Already done, and they should arrive within the next five,” Kathy, who I had all but forgotten about, interjected. “Go get cleaned up while we wait. I’ll handle everything until you are back.” 
 
    Without another glance, I walked out and into a small private bathroom I had inside my office. It wasn’t grand or luxurious, but private and came in handy when I’d been hard thinking about my girl. This toilet has seen more come then my bed by a long shot. 
 
    “What the hell were you thinking?” Her hand on my arm stopped me just inside the bathroom door. The click of the lock followed her statement as did the pissed-off and brow-arched look. Part of me was amused by her actions while the other seethed. 
 
    She’d been with that piece of shit at one point. Claimed to have loved him. Those motherfucking thoughts ate me from within as we stared at one another. Because no matter what reality stated, I felt betrayed by her. By the connection they once held no matter how wrong it was on my behalf to feel so.  
 
    “Not now.” Terse, my response came with a glare and more bite to it than I had intended. 
 
    “Yes, now.” Ani held her own and returned my glare with an added hand on her hip. It was then that I noticed her attire: coquettish librarian. She only dresses that way for work. “What were you thinking hitting him like that would achieve?” 
 
    “Why the fuck are you defending the asswipe?” Mother of fuck, the way her high-waisted black skirt accentuated her curves made my mouth water, and I swallowed hard, an action she didn’t miss by the twinkle in her eye.  
 
    “Not him!” she hissed out, and I turned away from her. Walking over to the sink,  
 
    I looked for any damage his one punch might’ve caused. Anahi wasn’t happy with my dismissal and once again grasped my arm, this time tugging me to face her. Gone was the anger from a second ago, and what faced me now was a woman who cared for her man. She didn’t need to explain anything to me; her expression said it all. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Ani.” For more than she could ever understand.  
 
    Nodding, she reached up and cupped my jaw. I winced, but let her lead. She brought me down to her level, our lips brushing once. “I don’t want you arrested because of some ignorant fool’s attempt at goading you.” Another soft kiss. “For calling me names or because you defended me.” Firmly this time, my girl kissed me with so much passion I nearly took her at that very moment. Fuck the audience outside this door. “I worry for you, Bry. Never him.” 
 
    “Never him,” I repeated and laid my forehead against hers. 
 
    “You’re going to bruise.” 
 
    This angered her, and I cracked a small smile. “Probably, but it was worth it.” 
 
    “You’re such a guy.” At that I twitched against my zipper, something her eye caught. “Oh my God, will you behave?” 
 
    “When it comes to you...no.” Kissing her sweet lips once more, I pulled back and appraised her from head to toe. “Why’re you dressed like every fucking wet dream I’ve ever had?” 
 
    “Don’t get mad.” Her eyes, big and round, pled with me to understand. The why, I had no clue. 
 
    “Speak up.” 
 
    “I started back at work today,” we spoke in unison. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Wrapping my arms around her waist, I pulled her in closer. “Why would that upset me? I’m happy for you, babe. I know how much you detested being at home with nothing to do.” 
 
    “Because I didn’t tell you?” 
 
    “Why didn’t you?” 
 
    “I wanted to surprise you at dinner tonight.” Ahhh, it all made sense now. How she questioned me just a short while ago.  
 
    Tilting my head back, I raised a brow. ”Why aren’t you there?” 
 
    “The way you hung up left me worried, and I called out, used the excuse that my side hurt to get off the hook. I’ll just go in tomorrow instead.” Green eyes surveyed my face and took extra time at my jaw. Ani leaned in and kissed a tender spot. “You’ll always come first.” 
 
    “Thank you—” 
 
    “I’m sorry to interrupt,” Kathy’s worried filled voice came through the door. “Mr. Holt, the police are here.” 
 
    “Ready?” she asked with a slight tinge of fear in her tone. 
 
    “Trust me?” 
 
    “Already do.” 
 
    Skimming my lips up her cheeks to her ear, I took her sweet scent into my lungs. “Then nothing else matters.” 
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 Day 12… 
 
      
 
    The phone beside me rang. 
 
    It was ten before six in the morning, and I’d yet to close my eyes once all night. Couldn’t. Not when my mind kept reliving with how much tenderness Bryson took care of me. How with each touch or sweet smile my feelings for him grew. 
 
    He was everything I could ever want in a man. 
 
    It was too much and not enough at the same time. 
 
    Why couldn’t he be more like the idiot calling me at this ungodly hour? Same man who promised me the moon and delivered a cheap sparkler. It’d be easier to ignore his good looks and my ever-growing feelings for him if he treated me like shit. 
 
    It rang again: once, twice, and then stopped. Rinse, wash, repeat. 
 
    Ever since we’d broken up, we’ve gone through this ridiculous battle of wills three times. All three he’d won and I’d taken the bait, but after going through the hell I just did, I had no give in me. Just no. Enough was enough. 
 
    Again the generic ringtone I’d given him set off, and this time I picked up with a huff. “What do you want, Jason?” Between my throbbing side, my casted leg, and the ever-present migraine, I was the literal poster child for cheeriness. 
 
    “Where have you been, Ani? I’ve been trying to get ahold of you for weeks now.” There was an edge to his voice I’d become very familiar with. Desperation mixed with cheap alcohol; he’d become aggressive and demanding. Reality slipped his conception, and in his pathetic little mind I was his to control. 
 
    “Leave me alone.” I hated the way my voice shook at the end, but the message was the same. “We’re done, and I owe you nothing.” 
 
    “Cute,” he sneered through the line, and I bristled at the tone. So fucking tired of the merry-go-round that he continued to put me through. The man was the epitome of everything that Bryson wasn’t. 
 
    Selfish. 
 
    Egotistical. 
 
    An abuser. 
 
    “I’m hanging up now.” 
 
    “Wait!” he spoke softer now, almost a plea for me to not go. “Please...just...look, I heard you were in an accident, and I was worried. I’m not trying to fight with you, Anahi, but I had to check and make sure you were all right.” 
 
    How in the blue hell did he find out? “Are you stalking me?” Those words were laced with enough acid that for a small, brief second, I felt bad and amended, “How did you find out?” 
 
    “Your neighbor told me a couple of weeks ago when I dropped by—” 
 
    “You have no reason in this lifetime or the next to drop by unannounced.” With him, there could never be even the smallest hint of room for doubt. Give an inch, and he’d take unrepentantly. 
 
    “Look, Ani, I owe you a lot of things, and the apology I was prepared to lay before you that night was a start. We both know I fucked up everything between us, but I needed to explain and decided to pop in. What was the worst thing that could happen? You slammed the door in my face?” 
 
    I laughed at that. He knew damn well there was someone just waiting for a reason. “How about meeting the end of Bryson’s fists?” 
 
    “Now I just needed to make sure that you were okay,” Jason spoke low into the phone, ignoring my earlier comment. Everyone knew he feared my best friend. “And are you? Okay, I mean.” 
 
    “I will be.” I wasn’t going to give him more than that. Looking over at the time on my cable box, I realized I’d been on the phone with him for almost twenty minutes. This painfully awkward conversation needed to be cut. “Listen, Jason, I need to go...” 
 
    “Can I see you?” Had to give him credit; he would not quit. 
 
    Sighing into the phone, I stretched my neck a bit to ease the tension. “I’m recuperating and need to rest.” The man couldn’t be that dense and not read between the lines. 
 
    “Can I call you?” he persisted, and I heard the light switch in the hall being flipped on and then footsteps coming closer. Bryson would kill me if he knew I’d taken this call.  
 
    “Not really.” Shit, fuck, damn, I needed off this phone now! 
 
    “I’ll take that as a maybe someday.” Then he hung up, leaving me with a feeling that this was far from over. 
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    “Look who decided to show up,” Mariah, the ever-present pocket full of sunshine, sneered while I walked to my desk. God, I hated the chick. Vapid and dumb; I was an idiot for even trying to set her up with my Bry. What had I been thinking? She was the kind of woman who slept around—half the men that worked in this building were known to be her conquest—something she was proud of. She’d never be good enough for him. “Can’t believe they bought the injured crap and you got paid to stay home.” 
 
    “Right...stay home, you say?” Unlocking my bottom desk drawer, I placed my bag inside and then closed it. Everything was just as I’d left it that afternoon before clocking out. Even the sad little wilted daisy, now turned brittle flower, that Brian, my boss, had given to all the women on our floor. The man was both respected and admired; sort of a playboy with a heart of gold. 
 
    Not my type at all, and that served us both just fine. He appreciated my dedication, and I, the opportunity to lead a few of his creative meetings. 
 
    My goal was to eventually work on his production staff. 
 
    “You’re so selfish, Ani.” She tossed her hair over her shoulder haughtily. “Left everything to me while you goofed off God knows where and with whom.” Studying her nails, she continued to berate me for having been in a horrible car wreck. The nerve of this woman. “In my personal opinion, Mr. Lee should have fired you.” 
 
    “And let’s all thank God that your personal opinion means nothing around here,” I replied in the same snide tone. “Because let’s face it, employee of the month you are not and never will be.” 
 
    “How dare you!” Mariah gasped and brought a hand up to her chest. I’d never spoken to her like that, but enough was enough. “You should be thanking me for holding it all together. For doing your work...” 
 
    “Morning, ladies.” Brian walked in then, interrupting her ridiculous diatribe. Coming to pause at my desk, he put down a drink carrier with two extra coffees. Without a word, he passed one to me with a wink and warm smile. “How are you feeling, sweetheart? Ready to tackle the craziness with me?” 
 
    I laughed hard. “Already started without you.” While the man was a flirt, we respected the hell out of each other and constantly joked about dealing with Mariah. Why he kept her around? I’ll never know or ask, but this time around there would be a few changes. “From what I’ve understood, my vacation is now over.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “Excuse me, Mr. Lee?” 
 
    “Yes, Mariah?” We both turned to look at her, and I swear on all that is holy in this universe I almost snorted. In the two minutes that we’d been trying to catch up, she’d hiked her skirt and popped open an extra button on her blouse, something Brian had not missed as his eyes followed the rise and fall of her chest. 
 
    “You’re going to be late to the morning meeting,” she interjected with a soft and falsely demure smile. 
 
    “Thank you, sweetheart.” Taking a sip from his cup, he smirked. “Grab your cup and head on back to my office. There’s a stack of flyers on my desk for today’s meeting. Pass them out as everyone comes in.” 
 
    “Of course, sir.” Color me impressed; she can handle that? 
 
    “Shush, Anahi,” Brian admonished once she’d literally sashayed her small ass out of the room. 
 
    “What did I do?” Not buying my angelic stance, he raised a brow in challenge. “It’s not like I voiced my thoughts aloud.” 
 
    “Not enough for her to hear, but your mutterings hit my ear just fine.” His chuckle followed and I shrugged, not apologetic in the least. Couldn’t take it back, nor would I want to. The chick’s always had it out for me. 
 
    “Is it horrible of me to not care either way?” Bringing the chained coffee cup to my lips, I hummed in appreciation. “Love how they bring this flavor back earlier every year.” 
 
    “What happened to my calm assistant?” he asked, eyes twinkling with mischief as if he was privy to a secret others weren’t. 
 
    “Why?” I smirked into my drink. “Not liking the change?” 
 
    “Thank Bryson for me.” 
 
    “That man has—” 
 
    “Everything to do with this, and I love it.” Reaching out, he placed a hand on my shoulder and squeezed. “Welcome back, Anahi. Welcome back.” 
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    It was almost eleven o’clock that morning when I finally caught a break. While Miss Mariah was off doing God knows what, I’d answered all company emails filtered to me through Brian. His schedule for the week would be tight, but more than manageable. 
 
    “Two hours to go,” I hummed before bringing a spoonful of yogurt to my mouth, hitting send on the final draft of a company memo, and sitting back. With my still being under therapy to regain strength in my leg, Brian had all but demanded I work half days—something I was grateful for especially with how uncomfortable this chair was. 
 
    Never noticed it before, but today...ouch.  
 
    Sure, I’d have to work a couple extra hours from home, but even that didn’t faze me. The spring television lineup was in full swing—some old shows returning with a few new ones making debuts. Our in-house news studio was getting a complete overhaul, and a new anchor would make an appearance once it was revealed. 
 
    Busy times meant very nice checks at the end of each week. I was needed, and with that need, came bonuses for all of my hard work. That, and the possible promotion that I was determined to earn. 
 
    “Delivery for a Ms. Pratt?” A man dressed in brown called out upon exiting the elevators on the executive floor. Having no tact, he called out again within fifteen seconds, and I stood up from my place, ready to ask the man to shut up if necessary. 
 
    This was a place of business, not a casino. 
 
    At the noise, Mariah sashayed into the room. “Delivery?” It was creepy in the way she almost had a sixth sense about these things. 
 
    He nodded, eyes glued to her chest. “Are you a Miss Pratt?” 
 
    Flirtatious eyes turned cold, and she looked my way, head tilted to the side while she sized me up. “That would be her.” Dear God, did she always sound so nasal? 
 
    Put off by her change in demeanor, he turned my way and walked over, laying down a beautiful bouquet of lilies with a single red rose in the center. I smiled. Didn’t need to read the card to know just whom they were from. 
 
    “Please sign here.” A handheld device came into my line of sight, but as if on autopilot, I scribbled my name on the small screen and moved closer to the arrangement. It was just lovely and smelled incredible. For minutes I just stared and fingered the delicate petals on the one red rose. 
 
    Jesus, that man made me smile. 
 
    “That’s a very peculiar bouquet.” Mariah had come to stand beside me on the opposite side of my desk. There was a tinge of disdain that dripped through each word that passed through her over-glossed lips. “Pretty, but that single rose comes off as cheap. Couldn’t they afford at the very least six?” 
 
     “My guess is no.” Nonchalance was key here; the less I spoke, the more agitated she became. Wonder what she’d say if she knew just who’d sent this to me in the first place? That Bryson himself had started this business of wooing me stupid with delivery of roses. 
 
    “Oh my God is this from that idiot you ran out on?” Her laughter was on the side of a maniacal cackle, and I visibly cringed. “Pathetic much? Even after you deserted him and then caused that accident, the man crawls to you. To be honest, I just don’t see it.” 
 
    “Don’t think it was meant for you to ‘see’ it. None of your business is more like it.” 
 
    “Come on, Ani...don’t be like that.” Not garnering the reaction she wanted, she shrugged and reached for the small card placed in the center. 
 
    My hand caught hers just as her fingertips skimmed the small envelope. “Don’t touch what isn’t yours.” 
 
    Pulling her arm from my grasp, she narrowed her eyes while rubbing the area I squeezed. “Sharing is caring.” 
 
    “Mariah, go and—”  
 
    “Am I interrupting something?” God, that voice. Deep. Rough. There wasn’t a single instance of the day when that man didn’t sound like the purest of sin. Indulgence; a divine temptation. 
 
    It sent tingles down my spine. He was all around me, in every breath I took and the soft caress of the air circulating the small space. 
 
    Now that I’d allowed my feelings for him to run free, he’d become everything. 
 
    “Bryson!” Mariah’s squeal brought me back to the present. Like a test car dummy, I felt forced to recognize her sounds as one of danger before hitting a wall at full force. That crash was the moment she launched herself into his arms and pressed her body close. 
 
    Fuck, no. 
 
    I opened my mouth; the barrage of words coming her way would make my mother proud. There was no other way to describe my motives; I wanted her to hurt and become emotional roadkill the second I was through with her. 
 
    Jealousy, you lousy bitch, why now? 
 
    “Get off me.” Again that voice—it stopped me in my verbal tracks, and my eyes focused past the ire and on him. Red haze gone, I saw a man not hiding his disgust or intentions. Those fingers—same ones that just recently brought me pleasure—grasped her arms and pulled them from around his neck. He pushed her back, and then placed the correct amount of space between them. 
 
    Pouting, she arched her back in an attempt to lure him in. “But, Bry! Aren’t you here to make up for running out on me? I’d be more than willing to pick up where we left off.” 
 
    A snort escaped me, and both looked my way, one amused, and the other pissed. “What?” 
 
    “Ignore her.” She made a move to reach out and grab his shirt, but my man stepped around her. 
 
    Bryson walked the few steps separating us and cupped my face in his hands. “Hi.” 
 
    Color me melted. 
 
    “Hi, yourself.” My own hands came up and lay over his. Maybe even pressed down a little, making my lips pucker like a fish, but I didn’t care. Not when he was smiling down at me as if I were the most precious thing in his world. 
 
    “Ready to get out of here, gorgeous?” 
 
    “I’m not off until one, babe.” Yeah, I pouted, something he liked if his eyes darkening were anything to go by. 
 
    “Twenty bucks says your boss will let you off for good behavior.” 
 
    “Fifty says I kick your butt for asking.” 
 
    “What the fuck is going on between you two!” Jesus, I’d almost forgotten she was in the room with us. Both our heads turned to look at her, and what met our eyes was disdain with equal parts hurt. Mariah looked as if she’d been slapped and betrayed. Her eyes were full of anger as they met my own. “You’re dating her?” 
 
    Bryson wrapped an arm around my waist and pulled me in closer. “Problem with that?” The timbre of his voice was brusque and body language held his annoyance. “Because I owe you no explanation toward who the fuck I see and why. None.” 
 
    “But what about us?” Oh dear God in heaven, this woman was dense. 
 
    “There is no you and him, Mariah. Never will be.” 
 
    “You stole him from me.” 
 
    “She can’t steal that which has always been hers.” No sooner had the last word passed through Bryson’s lips than his mouth was on mine. Somewhere in the background, I heard her gasp and then the loud clacks of her shoes against the tiled floor. Not that it mattered much when his mouth stole the breath from my lungs. 
 
    When he possessed every single inch of me through this one act. 
 
    There would never be a going back for me: I was his. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Day 13… 
 
      
 
    “How are you feeling, sweetie?” It was the fourth time I’d been asked this within the last twenty minutes. Friends, family, and coworkers; I had entertained them all on a constant basis. “Do you need me to grab you anything? Food or maybe something to drink?” 
 
    For some reason, everyone wanted to visit you the moment something horrendous happened. Get a peek at the broken girl; as if you we’re some sort of experiment/side show that people must observe. Treat delicately while making assessments on what you needed. 
 
    “I’m fine.” Fake smile in place, I pulled the blanket higher over my legs. My eyes traveled the living space looking for Bryson and found him across the room. As if feeling mine on him, he looked my way. We connected while he continued speaking to his cousin and brother, both of whom nursed a beer and laughed at something my best friend said. 
 
    “You okay,” Bryson mouthed, and I nodded, wearing a small smile. He tipped his bottle at me while wearing that shitty grin I secretly loved. It made him look boyish—handsome—in a filthy sort of way that so many men tried hard to achieve and most failed miserably at. 
 
    His charisma came naturally.   
 
    “It must’ve been so traumatic,” my neighbor, Maggie, said after a few minutes of silence. Brought my attention back to her, and yet, my eyes remained on Bryson. For a second, I found myself amused at how blatant my need for him was. “Scary as the car almost crushed you.” 
 
    She was lost in her own mind; the woman seemed to be putting together a mental scrapbook of my accident. Morbid curiosity at its best.  
 
    Without losing my cool, I recounted my practiced response— a few noncommittal words that satisfied most people’s desire to know. “To be honest, I don’t remember much past the initial shock. Things blurred after impact, and I came to fully at the hospital a few days later. My mother and Bryson know more of the aftermath than I do. Pain medications are a wonderful thing in these instances.” 
 
    I could feel her eyes on me. “And Bryson?” It was the way she said his name that caused me to look at her wrinkled face. “Did that boy finally do right by you?” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked low, not wanting to draw anyone’s attention our way. “Do right by me?” 
 
    “Admit his feelings, of course.” 
 
    “There are no feelings to admit...” I kept my voice even and controlled. “...other than brotherly love and gratitude.” 
 
    “Keep telling yourself that, child.” 
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    “Before you leave today, could you fax this for me?” Brian asked, a bit out of breath. In his hands he held a small stack of papers, his briefcase, and what looked to be a wet tie? 
 
    “Sure...” It was ten minutes to one and I’d been gathering my belongings. Ellie was on her way to pick me up and then do lunch. She all but demanded that I leave my car here so we could catch up. 
 
    What she really wanted was more details into my relationship with Bryson.  
 
    “...I’d do it myself, but I’m late for a meeting down in studio C. Inspectors are on site and not happy. “ 
 
    “I’ll do it on one condition.” Curiosity was a bitch, and I had to know.  
 
    “What?” Brian raised a brow at me, a small smirk spreading across his lips. 
 
    “The tie?” 
 
    “The tie?” he reiterated, not understanding just where I was going with this. 
 
    This time, I matched the arched-brow look. “Yes, the tie. Why are you toting a soaked accessory around the office?” 
 
    “Long story.” And the man blushed, which heightened my need to know. 
 
    “I’m not in any kind of hurry.” I waved him on. If he thought for one second I was dropping this, the man was dead wrong. My Spidey senses were tingling, and I smelled an embarrassing story here. “Carry on.” 
 
    “It fell.” 
 
    “Uh huh...” 
 
    “Not that interesting.” 
 
    “I’ll be the judge of that.” 
 
    “Don’t you have work to do?” he said, grasping at wet straws. No one was in the reception area at the moment, and the man looked like he’d kiss anyone who would walk in and save him.  
 
    “Done for the day.” And before he could say another word, I logged out of my computer and locked it for the night. Everything important had been filed, emails responded to, and tomorrow’s board meeting packets had been banded and set in the conference room. I was done for the day, and he knew it. “Just a few simple faxes to send.” 
 
    “You’re fired until eight a.m. tomorrow.” 
 
    “Spill.” 
 
    “I’m your boss!” 
 
    “You need me.” 
 
    Brian muttered something under his breath that sounded a lot like: it fell in the toilet. 
 
    “Come again?” I had to bite the inside of my cheek to hold in my laughter. “It fell where?” 
 
    “I said...” Taking in a deep breath, he let it out slowly, an annoyed sigh while leveling me with a glare that dared me to laugh. “Mariah knocked on my bathroom door while I was attempting to change. Scared the hell out of me with her excessive knocking—I thought something horrific had happened—and I fumbled. It hopscotched my fingers and into the toilet bowl.” 
 
    “Okay.” A small snort escaped just as Ellie walked in. “Is there a reason as to why you didn’t just toss it?” 
 
    “My mother gave it to me,” he hissed low while straightening out his dress shirt. “Now please drop it.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” Mock salute and all. 
 
    “I’d wish they’d finish construction on that off ramp.” Ellie made a beeline for my desk and dropped her purse. “That’s twenty minutes of my life I’ll never get back.” She eyed Brian and then me. “Why do you look like you’re bursting at the seams, Anahi?” 
 
    “No reason,” he answered for me while watching me from the corner of his eye. A warning, and then he turned to face her with a flirtatious wink sent her way. It was his signature move—same one he used on the women he dated. “You look beautiful today, sweetheart. Is there a therapist at this appointment I should be concerned about?” 
 
    “You should always be concerned.” Her giggle followed, and I felt uncomfortable. 
 
    What. The. Fuck. 
 
    No. Just, hell, no. 
 
    “He dropped his tie in the toilet.” Both heads snapped my way as if I’d just spoken in French. 
 
    Walking over to his side, Ellie placed her hand on his arm. “Sorry to hear that, Mr. Lee.” 
 
    “No worries, and please, call me Brian.” His voice went an octave lower at the end, and I mentally gagged. “I’ll just buy another.” 
 
    “Can we leave?” This entire exchange had made me uncomfortable, and I wanted out. 
 
    “I’ve got to go as well.” Brian set the tie in question down on my desk. My clean desk. The one our cleaning lady wiped down for me this morning as I was coming in. Asshole. 
 
    “Of course, Brian. It was nice seeing you,” Ellie simpered, her hand running up his arm and then squeezing his shoulder once, attention he loved by the happy grin on his face. 
 
    “Likewise.” 
 
    Taking a step back, she looked over at me with a wide smile. “Ready to go?” 
 
    “Please.” Because God almighty, the last few minutes had scarred me. Grabbing my bag, I dragged it across my pristine desk and knocked his offending garment off. “I’m starving and have an hour to kill before therapy.” 
 
    Nodding, she turned around and walked off with me following close behind. I was dying to get her alone so she could explain this clusterfuck. 
 
    “Enjoy your afternoon, ladies,” Brian said while Ellie sashayed her hips from side to side. We we’re almost to the elevators when he called out her name. “And Ellie, don’t be a stranger.” 
 
    The doors slid open and we stepped inside. Her back to the wall, she looked at him and smirked. Didn’t confirm or deny his request, but damn if actions didn’t speak louder than words. 
 
    The doors slid closed. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Spill, bitch.” 
 
    “Panda?” Dammit, she hit me where it hurt the most. My love for that fast food chain was well past an addiction. 
 
    “You are both paying and spilling. This...whatever the fuck that was...has left me traumatized.” Hitting the button for the ground floor, I stood back across from her. Eyed her suspiciously. “How?” 
 
    “I’ll answer everything after we eat.” Ellie held a hand out for me to shake. Taking it and returning the binding gesture, I nodded and remained silent the rest of the way down. Complete silence while we rode the remaining thirteen floors down. 
 
    We stepped out and into the lobby, had just passed through the main reception area when my arm was grabbed and I was yanked back hard. I came face to face with a very angry Jason. His eyes were glazed over, his hold on me painful. 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” I yelled out. His fingers dug into my arm, and it hurt like hell. My body shook; adrenaline pumped through my veins. 
 
    “Fuck are you playing at, Anahi?” Crazed, he looked unstable and was sporting a massive black eye. And not just the one Bryson had put on his face. This looked more recent, and he hadn’t washed his face after. A small smearing of blood remained over his left brow and his lip. “How long have you been sleeping with that bastard?” 
 
    “Let her go, asshole.” Ellie was beside me in an instant with her phone out. She typed something rapidly before trying to pull his hand off me. “Someone please call the cops!” she screamed, that only served for him to tighten his grip, and I whimpered.  
 
    “This doesn’t concern you, Ellie. Back off,” he spat out from between clenched teeth. One hard tug, and she lost her grip on me; he held me chest to chest. Clutched me so tight I almost couldn’t breathe. “This is between me and the cock whore.” 
 
    He shook me in his hold, and my knees went weak. For a second, I thought I’d hit the ground, but he kept me up. Jason walked us backwards until my back met the harsh outside wall of the building, pinned me there with a hand on my chest while breathing harshly in and out. 
 
    His rancid breath met my nose, and I gagged. 
 
    He took a step back to glare down at me. 
 
    “What part of ‘we’re through’ don’t you understand? Let me be, Jason. I don’t want to hurt you,” I pled a final time with tears in my eyes. Done, I was so done with trying to help a man hell-bent on self-destruction. 
 
    I’d never blame the drugs he ingested for his ruin. This was all on him. 
 
    “Answer me, Ani. How long have you been fucking him?” Jostled, he shook my body as one would a ragdoll, and I snapped, bringing my loose hand up and slamming the base of my open palm into his nose. “You stupid cunt!” 
 
    Blood gushed—splattered on me and ruined my blouse. His hold didn’t falter though, and I began to panic. Every muscle in my body contracted as real fear settled in. 
 
    He’d never let me go. 
 
    “Please.” Sweat formed at my brow, and my breaths became choppy. Tears brimmed my eyes, and my view of Jason became distorted. I was seconds away from passing out when he was suddenly gone and Ellie’s arms were surrounding me. 
 
    Shouts erupted around me and everything was now in an uproar. Bodies collided, and there was a harsh thud of them toppling to the ground. Two men dressed in the company’s security uniforms had Jason face down on his stomach. 
 
    Hands behind his back, he struggled in their hold. “Anahi! Baby, tell them to let me go. That it’s all a misunderstanding.” 
 
    My knees buckled, and Ellie came down with me. “Breathe,” she begged. “That’s it. In and out.” Took a few tries, but eventually I calmed enough to make out the tall figure running my way. Noticed the concern on his features and then the red blaze of anger the brewed over a second before he tackled a now standing Jason to the floor. 
 
    “Bry!” I yelled out and scrambled to reach him. The two security officers were two steps away from them and quite literally letting my boyfriend beat the snot out of my asshole ex. Punch after punch, he pummeled Jason’s face, reopening the wound he’d caused on his face and added a new one. “Baby, please stop.” 
 
    “He touched you,” Bryson all but snarled and wrapped his hands around Jason’s neck. Below him my ex struggled—clawed at his hands in desperation to breathe and get him off his body. Realizing how dangerous the situation had turned, the security guards reacted and after three solid pulls, they managed to get Bry off. 
 
    Immediately I wrapped my arms around his waist and buried my face in his neck. Breathed his calming scent into my lungs. 
 
    His arms wrapped around—cocooned—me in while his lips settled on the crown of my head. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “The cops have arrived.” Ellie’s distressed voice carried over to us. Another round of commotion erupted, followed by a harsh grunt of a body hitting the floor. 
 
    My head turned to see what was going on, but Bry held me closer, turning his back on the fuss and speaking low against my hair. “Answer me, Ani. Forget everyone else around us and answer me.” His body vibrated with the ire he still felt. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I will be.” That was the best I could do at the moment. 
 
    “You have to press charges.” Nodding, I agreed and then sighed. What was to come next was a long time coming. “No more putting this on the back burner or giving him another chance to get better on his own. You want to help Jason, then press those charges.” 
 
    “Excuse me, miss?” Someone tapped my shoulder, and Bryson released me from his arms, stepped back, and with a warm, soft smile tilted his head in the man’s direction. “Are you Anahi Pratt? I need to ask you a few questions regarding a call we received that said you were in an altercation with the gentleman being arrested?” 
 
    “Yes.” Taking in a deep breath, I let it out slowly and turned around. I came face to face with an officer wearing a sympathetic expression. “That would be me, Officer. Moreover, I wasn’t in an altercation, I was attacked.” 
 
    “Would you like to press charges?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m going to need you to come downtown with us.” Nodding, I grabbed Bryson’s hand in mine and squeezed. 
 
    “Lead the way.” I walked behind the officer who led us across the room and out the door. It looked like the entire office had come down to see what all the commotion was about. 
 
    Every other guy we passed shook hands with my smug boyfriend, and I began to panic once more. What if they arrested him? 
 
    “Will you need an escort, or meet us there?” For a second I felt like a deer in the headlights. Had no clue how to answer him, but lucky for me Bryson held up his own keys in answer. “Come to the department and ask for Officer Long.” He handed me a business card with the information I’d need to find this precinct. “I’ll be there before you arrive.” 
 
    With that, he turned around and left. 
 
    I was on autopilot. 
 
    It would be the sole way to describe how one minute we were conversing with the officer, and the next pulling into the precinct’s parking lot. How I managed to get into this car, I had no clue. Didn’t even know whose car it was. 
 
    Was it Bryson’s or Ellie’s? 
 
    Nothing made sense, and everything was happening too fast for me to keep up. Emotions were in disarray and my body had begun to hurt. No longer running on the fumes of adrenaline, what had occurred was manifesting into pain. Those bruises I was sure Jason had left behind throbbed. 
 
    The door opened, and a hand appeared in my line of sight. 
 
    It beckoned me to grab and let it pull me from the car, but I was feeling lethargic and instead stared. I blinked rapidly, but I couldn’t focus. 
 
    Voices stirred around me: one male and female. Each tried to garner my attention, but it felt as though I were underwater. Their words were a symphony of blah, blah, blah in the background. 
 
    Breathing choppy, I tried to regain my senses and pulled in a deep inhale. Problem was that no matter how much air I tried to get into my lungs, it wasn’t enough. 
 
    Instead, I felt the world sway and my throat tighten. My body floated, and I heard my name being shouted a second before I slumped back into my seat. 
 
    Again those fingers snapped and demanded that I focus, but it was too late. 
 
    The world had gone black. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Day 14… 
 
      
 
    “Rise and shine, sweetheart.” Bryson clapped while walking into my room. Happy and cheerful, his disposition was the exact opposite of how I felt. 
 
    I was in pain. Miserable. And for some godforsaken reason, the area where the stitches were located on my thigh itched like a mofo. 
 
    “Go away,” I whined, burying myself deeper into my covers. All I wanted was a few hours of quiet, accompanied by my pity party of one. Just me, myself, and fudging I. 
 
    Walking closer, he took a seat at the edge of my bed. “Don’t be a bad patient.” He laid his hand down on my leg and patted it twice. “We have PT in two hours and then lunch with your mom. Busy day, so let’s get a move on.” His hand left my leg and then reached for my comforter, and I felt the nudge of his fingers digging into their hold. “Behave, and I’ll watch that cheesy nineties romantic...” Bryson shuddered at the word and had I not been annoyed with him, I would’ve laughed “...comedy you love so much.” 
 
    “No.” Call me stubborn, I didn’t care one bit. Instead, I held on tighter to my covers. I wanted to become a burrito. Be one with the life of a burrito. 
 
    A chuckle escaped him a few seconds before he tugged on the blanket.  “Yes.” 
 
    “Bryson,” left me on a low growl of warning. 
 
    “Ani...” Mocking me now, he forced my hands away and ripped the only piece of comfort I had after a rough night. 
 
    Cold air hit me at once, and I shivered. “Son of a whore!” 
 
    “Do you kiss—” 
 
    “Shut up,” I grit out and turned around in my bed. Laid on my back for all of thirty seconds, waiting—hoping that this idiot would apologize and let me be. No such fucking luck. Instead, he looked down at me with that shitty grin that any other day would’ve made my heart jump. 
 
    Today, though, it made my blood boil.  
 
    Caused me to do something stupid. In my haste, I pushed him off and pulled my body into a sitting position. On my next breath, I threw my legs over the edge of the mattress and made a move to stand. 
 
    For thirty seconds I stood on both legs, my entire weight resting on them, and then I buckled. Bryson tried to catch me before I hit the ground, but missed. 
 
    His horrified expression was the last thing I remembered. 
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    Brightness reached my subconscious mind, and I stirred awake. Tried to rationalize where I was, but the deep-rooted exhaustion I felt at that moment overruled everything else. That, and the constant beeping of a machine in the distance made me irritable. 
 
    The smell—distinctive and nostril destroying—of disinfectant hit me, and I cringed. I knew where I was. 
 
    Back at the hospital for some reason. 
 
    “Open those beautiful eyes for me, sweetheart.” Bryson’s comforting smell came into proximity, and I took in a deep inhale. His pure, clean scent mixed with a soft hint of amber made the small surge of panic I was under retreat, fall back and let consciousness prevail. “That’s it, Ani. Come back to me.” 
 
    “What happened?” Groggy, I tried to sit up, but his warm hand on my chest stopped me. Pushing me back, Bry made a sound of disapproval. Slow and with a bit of difficulty, I opened my eyes to the brightness of the room. “Why am I back here again?” 
 
    Last thing I needed was to reinjure myself when I’d come so close to being back to normal. Or as normal as one could be with a few rods and screws inserted into their bodies. 
 
    Blue eyes on mine, he gave me a small smile. “You had a panic attack yesterday—” 
 
    “Yesterday?” I interrupted in shock, this time managing to sit up. No, that just couldn’t be right. The last thing I remember was Ellie and Brian’s disgusting flirting and then taking the elevator down. Being in the lobby and then... “Where is he?” 
 
    “Under police custody.” Bryson was sitting in an uncomfortable-looking chair beside my bed. Leaning forward, he took my hand in his and kissed each fingertip. The man looked as exhausted as I felt, and yet he still was the sexiest thing I’d ever seen. 
 
    His black hair was a mess—tousled in that way that made him look deliciously rumpled. As if he’d spent the night fucking me into the mattress and not at my side in vigil. His eyes were soft and his lips turned up into that shitty grin. 
 
    He was enjoying every second of my perusal. 
 
    “So I panicked?” A nod was his response. “But why am I here and not home?” 
 
    “Anahi, you did not just panic, you fainted and then didn’t respond to any of us. The ambulance was called outside of the police building, and you were brought back at the suggestion of the paramedics who came to the scene.” Caging my face in his hands, he took in a deep breath and let it out slow. “Your body shut down to protect itself after the Jason incident, and we did what was right. Please don’t be upset with us.” 
 
    “Never.” Everything was coming back to me now. The way Jason grabbed me, the verbal and physical assault; Bryson’s showing up and then beating the snot out of him. “You hit him.” It wasn’t a question, more of a statement he couldn’t refute. 
 
    “And?” There was a bit of a bite to his tone. 
 
    “You’re an idiot,” I huffed out while taking the hands on my face off and then bringing them down to my lap, giving them a squeeze so he’d know I wasn’t very upset. “If they arrest you for assault, I’m going to—” 
 
    Bry lost his stiff posture and released a chuckle. “Quit worrying over something that won’t happen.” 
 
    I arched a brow. “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Because no one’s going to investigate why a man beat someone up who abused his girl.” Standing from his seat, he placed a knee on my bed and then leaned down toward me. His minty breath fanned over my face and I licked my lips, a movement he followed. 
 
    “Kiss me,” I breathed.  
 
    “With pleasure.” And he did.  Kissed me slow and with delicate care; made me feel fragile—important to him. My heart thump harshly inside my chest, and I gasped against his soft lips. 
 
    All consuming, he took my soul in his hands and I’d never felt more beautiful. Best kiss of my life until a throat cleared and his smiling mouth pulled back. 
 
    I wanted to throat punch the intruder. 
 
    “Ms. Pratt?” a man’s voice asked, and Bryson stood back, moved to his previous place, and sat down on the uncomfortable chair. “May I come in?” 
 
    “Yes,” I huffed while my man chuckled beside me. Looking toward the door, I noticed it was the same officer I’d spoken to yesterday.  
 
    “After what happened yesterday, we thought it best to interview you here.” Dressed in his uniform and with a small briefcase in hand, Officer Long entered the room and took a seat on a chair against the wall, placing the items in his hand on a small side table. “Is that okay with you?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said and reached out a hand toward Bryson. He immediately entwined his fingers with mine and squeezed. 
 
    “We’ll skip your name and personal information as we got that from your mother yesterday. In addition, your friend Ellie already explained what happened yesterday as you were leaving the office. Her story matches security footage and statements given by coworkers.” The officer pulled out a notepad and small recording device from his bag, set the small electronic down, and pressed a few buttons. “Let’s start with how you know the suspect.” 
 
    I let out a humorless laugh. “We dated a little over a year ago.” 
 
    “How long did this relationship last, and why was it terminated?” With his pen to paper, he waited for my response. 
 
    “The entirety of our relationship lasted a year as well.” Long opened his mouth to interrupt, but I wasn’t done and held a hand up. “Let me finish, please...” he nodded and waved me on “... and to answer your question fully, I need to give you some background.” 
 
    “Please do.” 
 
    “The Jason you saw on the ground yesterday was not the man I thought I loved. He’s changed...the drugs and alcohol he consumes changed him.” 
 
    “So you suspect he’s under narcotic influence?” My duh look made him snicker. “Sorry...” Officer Long looked anything but contrite “...but as you must understand, I need to be thorough and cross check what you say.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    “What kind of drugs do you suspect will be in his system? Have you ever witnessed him ingest these?” 
 
    “Yes, I have.” Beside me Bryson tensed, and I ran the pad of my thumb across his knuckles. Told him with that simple action to please relax. “Jason has a severe addiction to cocaine and drinking Hennessy. I’ve seen him put away a bottle, each drink on the rocks, in one night. If he can afford it at the clubs he frequents, those are his party stimulants of choice.” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll come back to that.” Quickly, he jotted a few things down and then looked up at me. “Explain how your relationship worked and what caused its demise?” 
 
    “Jason is a wonderful liar.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “An artist of sorts, he painted the life of a single man who was hardworking and close to his mother. A man who wanted to form a serious relationship with me. He loved everything I did and found my quirks adorable. Jason made me feel as if I were his everything.” 
 
    “So he won you over with lies?” 
 
    “Think about it, Officer? What woman doesn’t want a man that accepts her as-is?” 
 
    “That son of a bitch brainwashed her is more like it,” Bryson spat out, and my eyes turned to his. Those blue eyes I loved were stormy and dark. Pissed. “Ani became a shell of herself. Never had time for her friends or family; he separated her from those that loved her most. Isolation, so he could have the control he craved.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” At my words, his eyes softened and he leaned over to kiss my cheek. 
 
    “Stop that.” Bryson shook his head and kissed me once more, this time a quick peck on the lips which made me blush. 
 
    The sound of pen meeting paper hit my ears next. “And you broke up because? Was he ever abusive—physical or verbal—during your relationship?” 
 
    “Both.” 
 
    Long looked up at me then with a serious expression. “Please explain. The more detailed the explanation, the better for the prosecution.” 
 
    “Jason lost his job during the course of our relationship. This was all very early on.” I let out a tired sigh, my grip on Bryson’s hand tightening to the point of pain. That discomfort kept me grounded. “As the money vanished, so did his good mood. Irritable and hurtful, he’d call me names or curse at me. Called me an uptight whore that didn’t understand his needs—in his eyes, I was selfish.” My breathing picked up and the monitor beside my bed alerted the room to my rising blood pressure. 
 
    “We can take a break,” Long offered, but I shook my head no. Beside me Bry muttered something that sounded a lot like the word “stubborn,” but I paid him no mind. 
 
    “It started small. A few dollars here and there...missing jewelry, and his suspicious behavior led to fights. Accusations. Him slamming me into a wall and telling me to keep my mouth shut. Fear ruled him.” 
 
    “What was he afraid of?” 
 
    “Me.” Removing his hand from mine, Bry stood and paced the room. “Pussy has always been afraid of my reactions and kept her quiet. Jason made sure I was nowhere near her for weeks at a time. He wanted her dependent on him.” 
 
    “It’s true,” I added on my next breath. “Until one day I had enough.” I gave a small shrug while I stared at the ceiling. “He somehow managed to get into my bank accounts and stole every last cent I owned, everything, and still had the nerve to be upset when I confronted him. Called me a dumb, rich bitch and that he was going to put me in my place. I still remember the crazed look in his eyes and the way he spat my name.” Shivers ran up my spine and shook my frame. “To be honest, at that moment I was scared for my life and ran from him. Three blocks before I stopped and called Bryson.” 
 
    “And then what?” Officer Long had tossed aside his notepad and pen, solely focusing on me. 
 
    “When he showed up,” I said while pointing a finger at my man, “my apartment was trashed and he was gone. Didn’t see or hear from him until recently.  I’ve already explained we are over, but he doesn’t seem to understand. I’m tired. Done.” 
 
    “Do you wish to press charges?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good.” Nodding, the officer stood and walked over to my bed. He stopped at the foot with a solemn expression. “I will do everything in my power to make sure that asshole pays.” 
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    “I can walk, you know.” 
 
    “Don’t care.” 
 
    “I’m not an invalid.” 
 
    “Again, I don’t care.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you wait to carry me over the threshold once we get married?” At that Bryson stopped, hand poised on his doorknob while he held me with the other. We were at his apartment where I’d be spending the night after we talked. There were still some things that needed to be said, things I had to admit to him. 
 
    My feelings for him being the most important. 
 
    “I’d carry you every second of every day for the rest of my life if you’d let me.” Moreover, he was dead serious. Azure eyes looked deep into mine as he spoke; Bryson was laying it all out for me to accept. There’d never be me without him, and I loved that. “Now hush and let me take care of you.” 
 
    After Officer Long left my room, I’d begged to be seen by the attending. It wasn’t necessary in my eyes for me to stay when I could be resting at home. 
 
    “Fine, but I’m going to declare you my slave for the day. You serve me.” Snuggling into his chest, I laid my head on the crook of his neck. “Pamper me.” 
 
    “You irresistible, stubborn woman,” he grunted and then kissed forehead. Reaching out the hand not holding me up, Bry twisted his hand and opened the front door, stepped inside before I could look, and then with the bottom of his foot he closed the door. 
 
    Once inside, my stomach grumbled loudly. The entire house smelled of one of my favorite things: Panda. I’d know that distinct scent anywhere and my mouth watered. Last time I’d eaten anything was yesterday, and it’d been a yogurt while at my desk. 
 
    “Have I told you lately that I adore you?” My singing was off key, but his deep laugh let me know he appreciated the gesture. “Cause I really do.” 
 
    “Hungry?” 
 
    “Starved,” I deadpanned, and he walked us further into the living room where the smell was strongest. Lifting my head from its comfortable place, I gasped. A good gasp. A mother-loving-fantastic gasp. “How?” 
 
    I was touched by the sight in front of me. 
 
    Bryson set me down and then rubbed the back of his neck. “I have some minions that are under my employ.” 
 
    “Kaleb?” 
 
    “Maybe.” With the tip of his finger, he tapped me on the nose. “Quit being nosy and enjoy.” And damn if I didn’t follow those instructions. There, on the floor in front of his couch lay the world’s most perfect picnic. It was sweet. Romantic. 
 
    Blankets and the lovely goose-down comforter from his bed lay on the hardwood floors with massive amounts of pillows over them, an intimate and very cozy setting for us to sit and enjoy our meal. 
 
    His coffee table had been pushed back and off to the right. There, on top of its clean surface, was an abundance of take-out containers with a sampling of all my favorites. However, that wasn’t what made my heart pitter patter inside my chest. 
 
    What touched me beyond all recognition was the small crystal vase at the center of his table. Two roses were displayed inside: one for each of the last two days he’d missed. Beside that was a small chocolate candy bar nestled between the legs of a plush, pug teddy bear. 
 
    Cutest thing I’d ever seen, and I sniffed. “You’re amazing.” Turning around, I stepped closer to him and wrapped my arms around his neck. Pressed my lips against his. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Just let me take care of you, Anahi. That’s all I want.” Taking my bottom lip between his, Bryson bit down on the flesh. I hissed at the act, and he smirked. “Let me feed you and then take you to bed. Enjoy you.” 
 
    “Please,” I crooned, and his hands fell to my hips and then squeezed. Just a quick press of his fingers into my hip bones, and then he released. Stepped back and held a hand out. 
 
    He didn’t say a single word as he waited for me to place my trust in him. Just smiled when I entwined our fingers—a look of adoration when I followed him down onto the blankets, and then sat with my back to his chest. 
 
    Nestled against him, I felt secure and cared for. 
 
    “Orange chicken or noodles?” Lips, those soft lips of his skimmed the shell of my ear as he spoke. A rush of excitement settled between my thighs, and I bit my cheek to hold in a small moan. 
 
    “Both.” Jesus, I panted.  
 
    “With plum sauce?” Even though I could detect the laughter in his voice, Bry was a trooper and held it in. He was thoroughly enjoying his effect on me. 
 
    “You know me well.” Almost too well. 
 
    “I pay attention,” he murmured, and I felt the vibration of his words on my skin. Knowing and understanding had never been his problem. No one cared about me as he did. 
 
    “Your brownie points are through the roof at the moment.” 
 
    “And I plan on cashing in very soon.” Fuck. “I’m giving your body a few days to heal, but take this as a warning. No more waiting.” 
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 Day 15… 
 
      
 
    “She’s lucky there were no major damages to the injury site. Ms. Pratt just popped a few stitches along the closure. We already re-closed the sutures and gave her a stronger dose of pain medication. The pain that comes along with a reinjury is high, and she will need the extra dosage to maintain.” Looking down at the notes in her chart, he read a few lines before looking up at me again. “We’re going to keep her overnight for observation, but I’m confident we can send her home late tomorrow.” 
 
    “Thank you so much,” I breathed for the first time since rushing her in. Nothing could’ve prepared me for the scare she’d given me. How watching her stand on her own two feet and then falling almost gave me a heart attack. 
 
    The pain—the pure anguish on her face the moment both feet hit the floor—I never wanted to see that look in her eyes again. 
 
    “None needed, but please, keep that girl off her feet. An injury like hers is sensitive, and even the smallest bump is painful.” The doctor’s voice was stern, left no room for negotiation, and I wholeheartedly agreed. If Anahi thought I was unbearable before, she had no idea what was coming, the lengths I’d go to save her from herself if I had to. “I’ll check back later this evening when I order another round of X-rays. There’s a bit of swelling where the bone had broken through that I want to check once the inflammation has gone down a bit.” 
 
    “Do you think it’ll go down by then? She hasn’t been re-casted and I’m concerned…is that safe for it to be removed?” 
 
    “I do, and we had to; the cast was in the way of us accessing the site when needed.” 
 
    Nodding, I extended a hand out for him. “Again, thank you for everything you’ve done for her. We all appreciate it.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” He took my hand in his and after a short shake, walked off, leaving me just outside her room’s door. With my hand on the handle, I let out a long breath and turned it. 
 
    I walked in and paused as soon as my eyes found hers. 
 
    Anahi was just where I’d left her. “Hi,” she whispered, now wide awake and looking at me with apprehension in his eyes. “Is everything okay? How bad is it?” 
 
    And every reproachful word I had for my girl left me. Small and fragile, she lay in that bed with the saddest look. Pitiful, Ani looked afraid of what I had to say—as if I could ever reprimand her when she was in pain. 
 
    Hurt because of me. 
 
    Because I couldn’t leave her alone when all signs of exhaustion were staring me in the face. I pushed, and she reacted. Moreover, while she knew better than to stand on her own, she did, and we were back to square one. 
 
    I was in part to blame for this, and that ate me up inside. 
 
    Taking the remaining steps between us, I leaned over her on the bed. Laid my forehead against hers and breathed her in. “I’m sorry.” 
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    The sound of my phone vibrating on my nightstand pulled me from sleep. It’d stopped, only to start again for the fourth time in a row. Something had to be wrong. No one would call continuously without an emergency being present. 
 
    “Fuck,” I sighed and rubbed a hand down my face before unwrapping myself from a sleeping Anahi. I left the warmth of her skin and turned onto my back, reaching blindly for the small device ringing just a few feet away. 
 
    “Answer that, please.” Her voice was rough with sleep, and I felt bad for waking her. The last forty-eight hours had been brutal, and my girl needed rest, something her boss and I agreed on. She wouldn’t be going back to the building for a few days. 
 
    Once my phone was in my grasp, I swiped my finger over the decline button and put it on vibrate. “Go back to sleep, beautiful,” I murmured over her skin, peppering the back of her neck with kisses. The moment I’d taken my arm from across her waist, she’d rolled onto her front with one leg pushed up at an angle. She opened herself up for me with the added bonus of now having her ass propped up. Sinuous perfection, and I couldn’t enjoy her with my phone vibrating in my hand. “Just rest.” 
 
    “Okay.” It came out so low I almost didn’t hear it. Ani was asleep before I could kiss her shoulder once more. 
 
    Trying to make as little noise as possible, I threw my legs over the side of the bed and walked out of the room, not stopping until I’d crossed my apartment and stepped out into the small balcony off my living room. 
 
    “What?” I hissed into the line. It was early. Almost ungodly to be up at this hour and if Kaleb didn’t start talking soon, he wouldn’t like the consequences. I’d drive over to mom’s house and kick his ass. “Speak up.” 
 
    “He made bail.” Kaleb didn’t sound like the usual jovial pain in my nuts that annoyed me to no end. Serious and breathing hard, this version of my brother was pissed. “Say something,” he hissed, and the reality of his statement hit me. 
 
    “How?” Because seriously, how the fuck did that piece of shit manage to post anything? 
 
    “Seems his mother took pity on him. They called Maribel and she phoned Mom...you can just imagine how upset she is at the news. Mom rushed to her place and I had to call you.” Something that sounded a lot like a stool being knocked back came through the line followed by the shattering of glass. “Bry, he can’t get away with this shit.” 
 
    “He won’t.” I’d kill him myself if it came to that. Behind me the sliding glass door opened and a pair of thin arms wrapped themselves around my waist. Ani didn’t talk; she just hugged me to her while I tried like fuck to not show just how aggravated I felt at the moment. “Can you meet me at the office around eight tonight?” 
 
    “What do you have in mind?” Kaleb asked, and my girl’s hands tightened around my midsection. Fingers dug into my flesh and my cock perked up, always at attention when she was near. 
 
    “We need to go over the file I discussed with you last week. I’m done with this client and want it closed.” 
 
    “She there?” he spoke lower now, catching up on my meaning. 
 
    “Again, you are spot on.” Taking one of my girl’s hands in mine, I brought the delicate fingers to my lips and kissed each one. “Be on time. Not a single second late, Kaleb.” 
 
    “You got it, boss.” With that, he hung up and I turned around to face Ani. 
 
    Fuck, she looked exquisite in nothing but my shirt. Same simple cotton undershirt that I’d taken off last night before getting into bed with her. It dwarfed her much smaller frame. Sexy beyond all comprehension, and the image of it decorating my floor within the next five minutes made the asshole within a giddy motherfucker. 
 
    Almost made me forget the problem that had arose with Jason making bail. There was no way in hell I could tell her this either. She’d freak out. 
 
    Her smile was coy as she looked up at me with jade eyes. “Everything all right, Bry?” 
 
    “It will be.” I took a step closer, and she backed up one. For every move I made, she countered with one of her own, all the way until her foot hit the metal casing of the threshold. “Where are you going, sweetheart?” 
 
    “Back to bed.” Anahi shrugged and the fabric over her left shoulder slipped down, exposing the soft flesh and the imprint of my teeth from last night. Hunger exploded from my every pore, and her eyes widened at the rough growl that passed through my lips. 
 
    “Run.” 
 
    Feral. 
 
    Desire. 
 
    Need. 
 
    “What?” Again she backed up, her right foot now inside my home, but it was too late. It all became a heady concoction set on destruction and on my next breath, I had her thrown over my shoulder. Her scream turned into a low, kittenish moan while my hand connected with her ass. 
 
    “I warned you,” I snapped, and she shivered, a rush of excitement coating her flesh in goose bumps. Everything at once seemed to be slipping through my fingers, and I didn’t like it. There was no way in this world or the next that I could continue to let my girl live in fear because of an asshole that didn’t deserve to breathe the same air as her. 
 
    It seemed that I was in need of handing out discipline to a couple of people today. Lessons in ownership: 
 
    Jason would cry tears of blood for touching what’s mine by the time I was through with him. 
 
    Anahi would cry tears of pleasure and utter my name when she broke apart under my tongue. 
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    “Are you sure about this, bro?” Kaleb asked as we pulled up to the small strip club on Orange Blossom Trail deep in Orlando. It was a seedy little place off the main road and in a not-so-nice area of town. Women walked these streets; some flashier than others. 
 
    Made you wonder just how they were still in business. 
 
    “It is.” Even though Ani had begged me to leave him alone when they broke up, I kept an eye on the fucker. I paid for a service that made me aware of certain things pertaining to his nighttime activities. 
 
    This place in particular was a favorite of his. The owners were nice, but believed in the God of money above all else. What some of the girls did for extras didn’t bother them in the least as long as they received a cut of the profits. 
 
    “Just you two?” one of the security guys by the door asked as we approached. Not rude, but he was sizing us up. “Or should we expect more in your party?” 
 
    “Just us.” Extending a hand out, I shook his and passed a few hundred dollars into his palm. “My brother and I are looking for a regular of yours...somewhat tall and more than likely tweaked out. Name’s Jason? Ring any bells?” 
 
    “I can’t stand that asshole,” the second guy spat out, and my smile widened. They’d be helpful for what I had in mind. “He comes in here acting as if he owns the joint and treats the girls like shit. I’m praying for the owners to just say the word...” 
 
    “I’m here to say the word.” Both looked at me with surprise, and yet they didn’t try to stop me as I walked past. They didn’t say a single word until I was at the second set of doors that led inside; the second guy rushed up to us with a hand held up. “Yes?” 
 
    “Front row and left to the stage.” At my questioning look, he waved a hand in the air. “That guy, Jason, is inside and sitting up front and to the left. Our guy on the inside has been keeping an eye on him and just called me in for backup. Man’s doing lines in plain sight of everyone and is known to get rowdy. Handsy. I’m heading in to help just in case.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Kaleb nodded at the man while I’d already pulled open the door. Once inside, the smell of cigarettes and beer hit my nostrils; it was pungent, unpleasant, but not a deterrent. 
 
    “Is this business or personal?” the guy suddenly asked, making me pause on my way down toward the front. Looking back at him, I noticed that he seemed tense. He looked ready to act if necessary, good, because I came tonight to more than fuck Jason’s night up. 
 
    Someone had to be levelheaded enough to stop me if shit went too far, and I couldn’t count on Kaleb being that person. 
 
    Staring him in the eye, I let him see the anger that simmered just beneath the surface. “Personal.” 
 
    “Not surprised.” Shaking his head, he looked over me and toward the front. In that moment, when his eyes locked on a section near the stage, I witnessed his own ire. That barely contained rage that a man in love possesses when his woman has been hurt. “No one will call the cops if you handle this outside. Near the bathrooms there is an emergency exit that will be left unlocked. Handle it and leave.” 
 
    “Will do,” I answered, and he nodded, walking away and toward another mountain of a man dressed in the same security uniform. They spoke and looked our way, but other than that there was no attention drawn our way. 
 
    “Straight ahead.” Kaleb stuck out his chin, and I followed his line of sight. And there he was. That son of a bitch was celebrating amongst naked women and drugs. We walked closer, down a small passageway, avoiding the two waitresses that attempted to make contact with either of us. 
 
    An empty table stood between him and the VIP section of the stage. Ten steps at the most, but at the very least he was in our line of sight. 
 
    Jason watched the stage with rapt attention, not realizing in the least that he had eyes on him. Didn’t seem to care if anyone saw him hold the rolled up bill to his nose or the way he followed a line of white powder across the tabletop. He shook as the substance hit his senses and his head lolled back. 
 
    A dancer came closer to his table; she seemed to be making the rounds and offering a lap dance to any patron that had cash. His hungry eyes followed her every movement, not pausing his perusal while slamming down the healthy shot of whatever amber-colored liquid he’d been served. 
 
    “Care for a private dance?” Her tone was high and sugary sweet. Played up to the innocent schoolgirl fantasy she was trying hard to sell. 
 
    Jason ate it up, pressing a hand against the top of his zipper with a sick grin on his face. “How about you suck my cock, bitch?” His hand shot out and grabbed her upper arm. From where we now stood, we could see the tight hold he had on her and how she cringed in pain. 
 
    “Let go.” 
 
    “Why would I do that?” My feet moved of their own accord, but before I could intervene the bouncers had arrived and the girl was released. “What the fuck, guys? I’m a paying customer.” 
 
    “You’re done.” Same guy that’d walked us in had him face down on the table. His arm was pulled behind his back and twisted up into an uncomfortable angle. “I’m banning you from this establishment for bringing illegal drugs into this place and assaulting the dancers. Come back, and I will have you arrested.” 
 
    “I’ll have you fired! My friend owns this place,” the idiot ranted while being led straight back and down the hall near the bathrooms. 
 
    “Does he not realize...” Kaleb trailed off as we followed close behind, straight through the back door and into a small alleyway behind the club. Security dropped him on his ass a few steps away from the door before turning around to make sure we’d followed. They didn’t say a word, but stood back and gave us a nod. 
 
    “Thank you.” At the sound of my voice, Jason scrambled up. His eyes widened, looking back and forth between all four of us outside. 
 
    Trapped like an animal and scared, he lashed out at the nearest person. That person being me. “Fucking cocksucker—you set me up? Thought you could ruin me?” Fists clenched at his sides, he stared me down but didn’t move closer. Jason was smart enough to keep his distance. “And all for that bitch?” 
 
    Fuck being patient; I didn’t wait. 
 
    Crazed eyes looked around, but he was unfocused and I took advantage. Tackled him to the ground and landed on him in a full mount. Legs on either side and sitting up, I brought down my elbow across his eyebrow. 
 
    The sound of the back of his head bouncing off the pavement was loud, and a few muffled curses followed. Three times I did this before pulling him slightly up by the collar of his shirt, held him midair, and brought my fist forward. Punch after punch landed on his nose and mouth. Blood spewed forward and coated my shirt and neck. 
 
    A broken tooth bounced off my shirt and then landed on the pavement below. 
 
    His hands came up and clawed at my arms and neck, anywhere he could find a patch of skin to defend himself. It only pissed me off further, and my next punch cut his cheekbone open. 
 
    Beneath me his eyes rolled back, but the man was still conscious. “Fuck you.” 
 
    “I warned you, prick.” Getting up, I stood above him and placed a boot-covered foot on his stomach, pressing my weight on him. “What part of stay the fuck away from her didn’t you understand? Ani is my girl, and I defend what’s mine. You put your hands on her,” I spat out and brought my foot down hard, knocking the wind out of him, “left marks on her body.” 
 
    Jason folded into himself and turned on his side, trying to cover his body with his flailing arms. “Stop. Please stop him.” 
 
    “Did you when she begged you to leave her alone?” My statement was met with silence. Fuck that; I took a step back and brought my foot forward fast. Kicked him in the ribs a few times and then laughed when he threw up. Pussy didn’t like pain from the look of things. “I told you to stay the fuck away from her.” 
 
    A sneaker-covered foot came into my line of sight, and I looked up. “That’s enough, bro. Time to call it in.” 
 
    “Fine, but...” Leaning down, I brought myself as close to him as I could without touching his filth. “If you ever touch another woman again with anything other than respect, I will find out. I have eyes and ears everywhere, dick, and will come for you. And next time, jail won’t be the option I provide.” Standing to my full height, I looked over at the security guys who smiled at me in understanding. “Call the cops and have him charged with illegal possession and consumption of a narcotic. That, and the assault on your girl. He made bail this morning on a similar charge and will be sent right back downtown for failure to comply.” 
 
    Kaleb stepped over to them and handed each my card. “Call us if you need anything. We’ll be more than willing to help in any way we can.” We walked away then and left them to handle a barely conscious Jason. 
 
    “Now you step in to be helpful?” I asked Kaleb while we walked toward the parking area. The ass was busy typing something away on his phone; he better not have videotaped that or I’d kill him. 
 
    “Bry, the last thing you needed was help.” He looked behind him, an expression of pride crossing his features. For a few second’s he just looked before turning to face me. “You left him in terrible shape, bro...” His hand slapped my arm, and I laughed at his exuberance. “He’ll be heading to the ER before making an appearance at county in the morning for sure. Anahi will be happy to know he’s back in custody.” 
 
    “Fuck, I forgot to call Ani and explain I’d be running late.” Not to mention that I’d never told her that he’d been released. 
 
    “Swing by 7-Eleven and pick up a couple of ‘I’m late’ flowers?” 
 
    “Is Panda still open?” I needed something to help me gain a few brownie points first. 
 
    “You’re so whipped.” 
 
    “Fuck you.” 
 
    “By the way did I mention that I might be…sort of…kind of…seeing Patricia?” Kaleb hedged low, almost like a confession he wished I’d never hear. 
 
    “Come again?” I’d stopped walking, just turned my head to give him my full attention. “You are seeing who?” 
 
    “Patty?” 
 
    “The fuck?” 
 
    He hung his head in shame. “I know.” 
 
    “How?” That girl has been on my dick since the day she discovered she had boys. Always around—annoying me. 
 
    “Friend of friends.” At my raised brow he huffed. “We know people, and those people hooked us up. Blind date. I almost turned around myself when I saw her, but then she grabbed my hand, and pulled me to sit beside her in the booth of the restaurant. We talked, and Bry, for the first time she wasn’t bratty or obnoxious. Just her, and I liked it.” 
 
    “Dude…” 
 
    “And before you start, no, this is not some weird brother fetish. Patricia explained things to me, and …what are you laughing at, dick?” 
 
    “Haven’t said a word,” I chuckled and shrugged my shoulders. 
 
    “You’re never going to let me live this down are you?” His pinched expression only made me laugh harder. I was the least of his problems. As long as she made him happy and stayed out of my business, I didn’t care. 
 
    “Be more concerned about Anahi. She’s going to have a field day.” 
 
    “Fuck.” Kaleb paled at her name. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “We need Panda and ASAP.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Day 16… 
 
      
 
    “I hate this place.” We were going on thirty hours at the hospital with no idea when she’d be released. The swelling had started to go down, but the attending hadn’t been happy with the slight bruising forming around the stich site. Her cast had been removed the moment we arrived and the sutures replaced. It was a waiting game until he deemed her ready to be recast and let go. 
 
    “Would it help if I ran out and got you some food? Anything you want and a pint of Cherry Garcia.” Yeah, I felt guilt over this situation and wasn’t above bribery to get myself into her good graces. “Just ask, and it’s yours.” 
 
    “Not your fault, doofus,” Anahi snapped. Irritable, she threw her empty solo cup at my head, but I ducked before it reached me. “Stop it with the sucking up and find that doctor. Tell him I am ready to go home and back to my bed. Please, just get me out of here.” 
 
    “Babe, I need you to be a bit patient here.” 
 
    A knock at the door pulled our attention toward it. Her doctor stood just inside its frame with a smirk on his face. “So I guess now is a good time to tell you that your cast will be replaced within the next hour?” 
 
    “I could kiss you,” Ani breathed, and her entire demeanor changed. Gone was the red devil, and its place was a woman who batted her lashes. The fuck? 
 
    “But she won’t.” At my reply, the man chuckled and finished walking in. 
 
    He stopped at the foot of her bed, and no traces of the previous amusement were to be found. “Let this be a lesson learned, Miss Pratt. Injuries like the one you have are delicate and sensitive. This could’ve been worse and the recovery time brutal.” His eyes left her face and looked at mine with intensity; he was driving a point home. “Please, stay off your feet for the next ten days. No walking means just that. Nothing. You need rest...your body needs time to heal and this shock to the system has set you back on the recovery time. I don’t want you back in here because of another slip. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes,” I answered for her and she glared, but I’ll give it to her that she remained mute during the scolding. 
 
    “Good.” Coming further into the room, he examined the freshly stitched leg and hummed. While the area was bruised, there was no discharge or infection. Writing a few notes down on her chart, he seemed pleased with her vitals. “They’ll be in here shortly, and I’ll send you home tonight.” 
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    Two a.m. and I’m outside her apartment looking for all intents and purposes like the lovesick fool that I was. My knuckles rapped against her door. Loud, the sound thundered into the dead of night. Her building—neighbors—were the model of silence while I threatened to break down her door if need be. 
 
    I needed to see her. Feel her in my arms. 
 
    “This better be a life or death...” Ani yelled from the other side of the door. Her feet slapping against the floor of her apartment. She stopped, and the sounds ceased. I closed my eyes and imagined her on the other side, peeking through the tiny hole and seeing the shape of my forehead while I looked down. Emotions were running high. Adrenaline had long left me after I laid that motherfucker’s ass out, but everything else still held strong. 
 
    Body and mind fighting for dominance over a lost cause. 
 
    “Bry?” she called low, but I heard her. 
 
    “Open the door.” It left me on a low growl. My knuckles made contact once again with the wooden structure of her door. “I need to see you.” 
 
    “Step back.” I did as asked and then breathed in deep. The deadbolt turned, and my hands clenched. Opened and closed, I tried like all hell to get ahold of myself before I saw her. Her doorknob turned and electricity flowed through me; she was so close. 
 
    All around me. 
 
    In the air I breathed and the blood that ran through my veins. 
 
    Anahi pulled the door open, and her sweet, sleep-rumpled face met my gaze. “Are you okay? What’s going on, baby?” Mother of fuck, she had no idea what hearing her say that word did to me at the moment. Crazed. Hungry. I needed more of her. All of her. 
 
    “Let me in.” Deeper, my voice sounded gravely to my own ears. Desperate in a way that caused her to step away and press her back against the fully opened door. Three steps, and we were face to face—her body flush against mine and shivering. 
 
    “Talk to me,” she breathed out, and I could almost taste her on my tongue. With slim fingers, her open palm pressed itself against my chest and pushed back. Tried to move me back, but I didn’t budge. 
 
    “Don’t,” I all but snarled, and her hand clutched my shirt. My forehead lay against hers, and I closed my eyes. Breathed in and out. “Not after tonight...Ani, I need you close. Don’t push me away.” 
 
    “I’m here.” Those same fingers now ran across my back and held on. “Whatever it is, I’m here.” She wrapped her arms around me and let me soak up her presence. I don’t know how long we stood there like that just inside her door, but it was what I needed. 
 
    A moment to breathe without worry. To get my thoughts under control before I explained myself to her. 
 
    Skimming my fingers down her sides, I grabbed her hips in my hands and picked her up. Ani immediately wrapped her legs around my hips and buried her face in my neck. She let me close her door and carry her inside without a single complaint. Without a peep, she followed my lead and snuggled in closer when I sat down with her in my lap on the couch. 
 
    Everything that’d happened within the last few days had led us here. Open and raw—that’s how I felt and needed to let her know the why. My mouth opened and closed. The words sat on the tip of my tongue, but nothing came out. 
 
    “Your heart’s racing, Bry. Baby, please—” 
 
    “I love you.” She gasped at my admittance and sat back in my lap. Her hands captured my face, caged me in, and stared deep into my eyes. Blue to watery green, Anahi’s hands shook while I let her see the authenticity of those words. Three words, simple yet powerful. They held the truth, my truth. “I love you so fucking much that I’ve lost myself to you. Lost a part of me that refuses to reside anywhere but at your feet.” 
 
    “Bryson, I—” 
 
    “Let me finish.” I placed a single finger over those tear-covered lips and shook my head. “We were twelve the first time I laid eyes on you, babe. Knobby kneed and awkward...” a chuckle escaped me at the memory and she mock glared “...and yet, you were the prettiest thing I’d ever seen. Still are.” She sniffed, and I leaned in to give those sweet lips a quick peck. I hovered over them. “Ani, I knew then that you were special. I recognized in you my other half and not once—never—have I stopped feeling that same flutter in my stomach every time I see you. I loved you then and will for the rest of my life.” 
 
    “You idiot,” she sighed against my mouth, her hands holding my face to hers. “I’ve always felt something for you that went beyond friendship. You completed me in ways that made no sense, but I couldn’t fight that pull. That need to be near and accept whatever place you had for me in your life.” Tears rolled down her cheeks and onto mine. Lip trembling, she kissed me, and the chaos that roamed within my mind calmed. “I love you too.” 
 
    Anahi’s hands fell from my face then and grabbed mine. Fingers intertwined, she squeezed, and to my chagrin one of the cuts on my bruised knuckles reopened. Small drops of blood wet her fingertips, and she paused. 
 
    Looked down and gasped. “What the hell happened?” How quickly the sweet moment changed, but then again, this was us, and we were anything but the norm. We were like an old married couple that did shit backwards all the time. 
 
    “My fist met your ex.” There was no point in denying it. She’d find out from Kaleb at some point. “He didn’t fare too well.” 
 
    “Why?” In retrospect, I’d imagined her to be upset with me for fighting, but what sat on my lap was anything but. There was anger, but I didn’t feel it reflected back at me. Instead, the woman in my arms brought my bruised hand to her face and nuzzled the palm. Kissed the area beside each cut with reverence. “What did he do now?” 
 
    “Shouldn’t the question be how I got to him?” 
 
    “Mom called earlier.” And that explained a lot. “Come,” she said with a bit of authority and stood from my lap. My first reaction was to complain, but the look on her face dared me to deny her. “We need to clean up those cuts and check your hand for damage. Then you, mister, will explain just what happened and how Kaleb fits into all this. That phone call yesterday left a bitter taste in my mouth...I tasted the bullshit.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Didn’t ask you if you were.” Ani stood and held a hand out, pulled me to a standing position, and dragged me behind her, straight through her apartment and into the en suite bathroom. “Sit.” She pointed to the flipped-down toilet seat with an arched brow. Now would be a horrible moment to get hard, but seeing her take charge like this was sexy. Of course my cock had no decorum and pushed against the zipper of my jeans. Green eyes followed the movement with a slight tinge of hunger; she bit her lip. “For both our sakes, just sit, Bryson.” 
 
    “As you wish.” Taking my place, I watched her actions with rapt attention. Sat in complete silence, her harsh breathing and mine being the sole noises inside the room. 
 
    Anahi bent at the waist with a small smirk and opened the cabinet beneath the sink. From inside she pulled out a small first-aid kit and sat it atop the counter. With more care than I could ever remember someone touching me, she cleaned each cut. Moved my fingers around and asked me to close and open my fists. She was a woman on a mission, and I entertained her, let her take care of me as she so desperately needed. 
 
    “You’ll live.” That was her final assessment, and I bit the inside of my cheek to hold in my laughter. SpongeBob Band-Aids were placed over the cuts and then each was kissed. “Better?” 
 
    “Much.” 
 
    “Good. Now we talk,” Ani declared with an adorable wide-eyed look, and I nodded. Stood from my perch on her closed toilet and picked her up. I carried her bridal style into the room and then placed her onto the center of her bed. 
 
    The shirt she donned—my old high school baseball uniform—rode up and exposed the small white cotton panties she wore. Sweet, she looked soft and inviting. Just what I wanted to be buried inside of after the last thirty plus hours. She made my crazy world right. Quieted the chaos and brought me a sense of peace. 
 
    I’d been inside of her room a thousand times, but today it felt different. It was early morning, almost four o’clock at this point, and she looked luminous. The light from the moon was bright yet soft, bathing the room in a glow that enhanced her every feature—her sinuous curves. 
 
    “Do you have any idea just how beautiful you are?” Pulling my own shirt over my head, I flexed for her. A low hum left her throat, and my smirk grew. I gave her a wink and then tossed the shirt aside; it fell somewhere behind me, not that I paid it much mind. 
 
    “Lay with me.” Ignoring my question, she patted the mattress beside her. Moreover, like a puppet I did as asked after unbuckling my belt and popping the button of my pants. I crawled up beside her once the zipper was down and they pooled at my feet. I laid my head next to hers, breathed her in, and then leaned over to kiss her chin. Her cheek. The pretty curve of her lips. “Tell me what happened?” 
 
    Pulling back, I gave her an incredulous look. “You want to go through that now?” 
 
    “Quit trying to distract me. I love you, Bryson...” her smile was as goofy as mine had to look at the recognition of our earlier declarations “...but that won’t overshadow the fact you went looking for him. Don’t deny it either, Holt. Talk to me. Explain the why.” 
 
    “He threatened and then touched what’s mine.” Leaning over her body, I placed an arm on either side of her head to hold some of my weight off. Her body beneath mine—the heat that came off her almost made my eyes roll back. “That’s not acceptable in this life or the next thousand that would follow. And then when I got the call...that son of a bitch made bail and you...Jesus, Ani, you panicked because of him.” 
 
    Anahi leaned up and caught my bottom lip with her teeth. “Where was he?” 
 
    “Strip club off Orange, that old place not far from the Mall.” Fuck, her teeth dug in harder, and I flexed my hips. “Motherfucking behave or I’ll...” 
 
    “Finish,” she panted and then gyrated against me. Cock to pussy, I spread her thighs and pressed myself against her heated core. Felt her wetness through the thin layers of clothing that separated us. 
 
    “He was there and we were led in by security,” I hissed through clenched teeth. Jesus, just the sight of her small body pinned beneath me caused me to jerk against her, to press against her while letting her hips set the pace. “Asshole thought that he was invisible, and after doing a few lines of coke, he got aggressive with a dancer. Long story short, he was escorted outside and I beat the fuck out of him.” 
 
    “Oh fuck.” Hearing her curse brought on a different level of excitement, and with one hand I pulled both of hers over her head. I held them there while she continued to jerk my dick with just the friction of her panty-covered pussy against me. “Was he arrested again?” 
 
    A fine sheen of sweat coated her skin and mine. Her pussy lips quivered; the small movement caused a shiver to run up my spine. 
 
    Maybe it was a bit morbid of us to talk about that dickhead while we explored, but fuck if her excitement at my protective gesture wasn’t a turn-on. 
 
    Fuck that; everything she did aroused me, from her breathy moans to the way her hardened nipples rubbed against my chest through my old shirt. Ani was everywhere, and I wanted to be inside of her. 
 
    “Bouncers called after, OPD came and picked him up,” I grunted, my hand releasing both of hers and caressed her soft skin while making my way down between us. Thumb against her clit, I slid my length over her covered lips. Three fluid strokes and her thighs clenched on either side of me, her back arched, and a drawn-out mewl left her lips. 
 
    “Bry,” she moaned a low and throaty sound as a rush of wetness seeped through and coated my cock. 
 
    “Fucking beautiful.” Pulling back, I sat up and released my girth from the confines of my boxers, fisting myself and jerking off over her pussy—four pumps were all it took with my eyes trained on the wet spot at the center of her panties. 
 
    My come coated her. Three spurts landed between her lips and one on the inside of her thigh. It was motherfucking beautiful. 
 
    “Sleep now?” Anahi whispered from beneath me a few minutes later. Her fingers were lazily running through my hair, my head on her chest. With no strength in me whatsoever, I lay down and had decided to make her breasts my pillows for the night. 
 
    “Rest, sweetheart.” Turning my face, I kissed the skin over her heart. “Love you.” 
 
    “Love...” I waited for her to finish, but it never came. Instead, a tiny snore met my ears, and I smiled. With eyes closed, I let the beat of her heart lull me to sleep. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Later that day… 
 
      
 
    The next time I awoke, the sun was high in the sky and my girl was snuggled in next to me. Thigh thrown over my own, she lay still, deep in sleep. Relaxed, her face looked peaceful and the small smile on her lips told me her dreams were pleasant. 
 
    I could’ve watched her for hours like this. God knows how good her warm, little body felt beside my own, but I needed to make up for yesterday. For the tiny scare I’d given her when I showed up in the state I was in. 
 
    Today, I’d give her something she needed at the moment: quiet. A relaxing day where we ordered food in and hung out. We were going to catch up on one of our favorite shows while snuggling beneath her covers. It was going to be a motherfucking Netflix and chill day. 
 
    “I need to go, Ani,” I whispered into the hair at the crown of her head. “Just have to run to my apartment and grab a few things.” 
 
    “No.” One word followed close by the tightening of her hold on me. Adorable. 
 
    “Promise to be back soon and will come bearing gifts.” My fingers traveled up the soft expanse of her naked back. When had her shirt come off? Ani’s giggles met my ears, and I pulled back a bit to look at her. Both her eyes were closed, but the woman was having a fit. “What the hell is so funny, woman?” 
 
    Peeking through one opened eye, she looked up at me. “You mumbled that.” 
 
    “Mumbled...you freaking brat!” Immediately, my fingers found purchase over her ribs and dug in. Tickled her. “Apologize for laughing.” 
 
    “Never, you big meanie!” Arms flailing, she pushed back and off my body, landing on her back while continuing to bat my fingers away. 
 
    “Ani...” 
 
    “Bry...” she mimicked and then kicked me in the leg. For a second, the sting from her hit left me stunned, and she took advantage of the moment. Was out of the bed and across the room on my next blink. 
 
    “Get back here,” I hissed out, but instead of the intended scare, she laughed and shook her head no. “If I have to get up and go after you...” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” Anahi didn’t move a single muscle from her position next to the bathroom door. My feet hit the floor, and her body shifted from foot to foot. I stood at the end of her bed, and she flexed her fingers. 
 
    One step forward to her step sideways. 
 
    “I’m so scared,” she heckled, and I snapped. Rushed forward, but she was prepared and moved faster than I’d ever seen before. The bathroom door closed, and I was left on the other side, laughing. Sneaky little shit had played me. 
 
    “Well done, kid. Guess I’ll be on my way now.” And that was what she had not seen. Her running away had just given me the perfect opportunity to leave and head home. Maybe, just maybe, be back within the next two hours. “Love you, babe.” 
 
    “You cheater!” Anahi yelled through the door and then thumped it. “This was all planned to get me to move. You suck.” 
 
    “Quit trying to seduce me.” I stood against the door with my arms crossed over my chest and my shitty grin in place. “Be back in two hours at the most, and I want you in that bed when I walk in. Don’t disappoint me, babe. Behave and follow my request.” 
 
    “And if I don’t?” Sassy little mouth would one day get her in a lot of trouble. 
 
    “Defy me and you’ll see.” With that, I turned and grabbed my clothes, put them on, and walked out. Straight down the hall and living room. Out the door and into my car. 
 
    I needed to make this trip fast. 
 
    I missed my girl already. 
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    Two hours turned into four, and I was one pissed-off motherfucker as I pulled into her building. I’d wanted to surprise her with something sweet, decadent, but every bakery I went to today had nothing that called my attention. Just basic, everyday concoctions that were predictable. 
 
    Predictable was never a word I wanted associated with me. Therefore, I drove. Farther from our area and clear across town until I found a quaint little shop near Kissimmee that served a different kind of flan. 
 
    This flancocho thing was on crack. Flan up top with a moist chocolate cake underneath. It had the best of both worlds and Ani was going to flip. And kiss me. More than likely let me bite those sweet, little pink nipples that tempted me so. 
 
    Cake in hand, I knocked on her door and waited. “Hurry up,” I muttered, counted to ten, and then knocked again.  Just like last night, my need to see her morphed into an uncontrollable yearning. 
 
    The deadbolt clicked, and I took in a deep breath. The knob turned, and I cracked my neck. Her door opened, and I nearly dropped my surprise on the floor. 
 
    “You’re late.” Mother of all things holy in fuck land, was she trying to kill me? Anahi was dressed in a short robe the same color as her straightened raven locks. Short and soft, the fabric draped over her skin like silk and accentuated the tips of her breasts that were hard. Poked against the material and also gave me a glimpse to the fact that she was naked beneath. “Is that what I think it is?” 
 
    Since when does her voice have a husky undertone? Not that I cared much when the result gave me this adventurous creature to play with. In addition, she was all mine. Moreover, I never fuckin share. 
 
    “You look...” I trailed off while asking her with a twirl of my finger to turn around. Slow, and with a tiny swing of her hips, she did as asked, and I wanted to drop to my knees and worship at her altar. “Get inside,” I groaned while she chuckled, and all I could focus on was the shape her red-stained lips made when laughing. 
 
    “Worried someone might see me?” Ani challenged while stepping a stiletto-clad foot over the door’s threshold. The other followed and she was closer, her scent enveloping my senses, and I matched her move. Chest to chest we stood, my hardened cock against her stomach. She pressed closer and rubbed me through the confines of my sweat pants. 
 
    That thin material did nothing to hide my admiration for her curves. 
 
    “I love you.” Not what she’d expected me to say, and her head tilted to the side. An inquisitive expression dominated her features, and I took that as my cue to make a move. From behind my back I brought my other hand; it carried her roses—two of them—and I presented my offerings for her approval. 
 
    A huge smile lit up her face. “You didn’t answer my earlier question. Is that the flan cake thingy?” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Knew I loved you for a reason.” Extending a small hand out, she grabbed the small box with her cake and the two flowers. With the sweet treat under her arm, she brought the roses up to her nose with the free hand. She inhaled their sweet aroma with her eyes closed. 
 
    I pounced. 
 
    Within seconds I had her in my arms with my fingers skimming the naked flesh of her ass. Once inside, I kicked the door closed and walked us straight into her room. No more waiting. Fuck taking it slow for her benefit—to gain her trust in this new dynamic to our relationship. 
 
    A man could only take but so much, and I’d snapped. 
 
    Hunger the likes of which I’d never felt before exploded within, and I tensed. Muscles coiled tight, I grabbed the cake box from her hands and settled it atop the coffee table as I walked past and toward her room. Didn’t stop until we were at the foot of her bed where I set her down on her two feet. 
 
    “Let me have you.” Fingers skimming the edge of her robe, I pulled the sash at the waist and unwrapped my present. “Love you.” It fell open, and a sliver of skin down the middle of her chest and over her pubic mound came into view. “Fuck you.” 
 
    “Pancakes,” she whimpered as I cupped a breast in each hand. Squeezed the heaviness in my palm and flicked her tightened tips. “I made you a late breakfast.” 
 
    “Fuck breakfast.” The back of her legs hit the mattress and she fell back, my body following hers. “I have everything I want right here.” My hands wandered her body, grabbing and crushing her against my chest. Slipped beneath the thin robe and bared her body to my eyes. “So beautiful.” 
 
    “You make me feel that way.” A moan slipped through her lips as my mouth descended upon her neck, followed the path my hands had traversed. Lower, I licked a path down the center of her chest and the across each nipple. Back and forth, and then stopped over the one on the right. I flicked it with my tongue twice and then pulled it between my teeth, and her body shook. 
 
    Goose bumps erupted across her fevered flesh and I did it again, taking the tightened bud into my mouth and sucking hard. Green eyes watched my every move, her own hands caressing any part of me she could reach, her fingers embedding themselves into my shoulder each time I bit down hard enough to sting. 
 
    To feel her tremble beneath my touch made me feel one hundred fucking feet tall. 
 
    Leaving her breasts, I licked my way up the hollow of her throat. Raked my teeth over the delicate flesh. “Take the robe off.” 
 
    “Jesus...hold on...oh God that feels good.” If there was one thing I learned over the years, it was that she loved teasing bites across her neck. A hand settled over my hair and pushed my mouth against her. “Bite me. Mark me. Please.” I did as asked and sucked the skin between my teeth. Applied just enough pressure to leave a mark in the shape of my mouth on her flesh. 
 
    Every time she touched the area over the next few days, she’d feel tender and remember me. 
 
    “No stopping, sweetheart.” Moving up her neck, I lapped at the edge of her chin and then over her parted lips. Hovering over her, I licked my own. “Can’t wait a second longer. Must have you.” My tongue slipped inside her mouth and took possession over hers. Kissed her the same way I’d imagined since I discovered girls and what could be done to them. Her breath was my own, and every exhale tasted sweeter on my tongue. “Every single inch of your body is mine, and it’s time I claimed you.” 
 
    Of her own accord, her knees spread in invitation and the robe she’d been wearing now hung off one shoulder. 
 
    Body in tune with hers, I slipped between those parted legs and settled over her. Reacquainted myself with the curves I had explored last night. This time, though, there was nothing in my way and I left her sinful mouth to explore. The lower my lips traveled, the more my mouth watered at her heady scent. 
 
    Down the center of her chest and stomach, I didn’t pause on my descent until I was face to pussy, her mound beneath my lips and my breath ghosting over her sensitive clit. 
 
    “Please,” she begged, and my cock twitched against the mattress. My hip jerked, but that did very little to quell my desire to be buried balls deep. Again she pulled on my hair, and I looked up just as the tip of my tongue touched her soaked lips. “Fuck...” Nothing made me harder than hearing her curse because of me. Because I was driving her crazy with lust while satiating my own perverse need to draw this out. 
 
    From the tip of her entrance to her bundle of nerves, I swiped the flat of my tongue up her center. Her unique sweetness—a soft taste that reminded me of mangoes—exploded on my senses, and I growled against her wet flesh. It was the destruction of my will, and I ate her like a starved man. Devoured her swollen core while drinking every single drop of wetness she released for me. 
 
    Those fingers tightened in my hair, and I narrowed my eyes. “Don’t.” A crazed warning to not interfere. 
 
    “No foreplay, Bryson. I need you inside me...please...just want to feel you.” Harder she tugged, and I smacked her inner thigh. Immediately, her lips contracted around my tongue and a decadent rush of her juices coated my tongue. “Let me come while you take what’s yours. I’m yours.” 
 
    I crawled up her body and settled my hips between her thighs. Cock to pussy. “Is this what you want?” With my length in my hand, I ran the bulbous tip through her lips and then smacked her clit on the downward stroke. “Is it?” 
 
    “Yes!” Crazed green eyes watched me while I spread her slickness. 
 
    “Then guide me inside.” If she wanted me that desperately, then let her place me at her entrance. Eyes narrowed into slits, Ani sat up a bit and reached between us. Took me in her hand and squeezed, pumped me a few times and then brought me closer. To her pussy, and then stopped. 
 
    “What would happen if I were to change my mind?” Was she out of her ever-loving mind? “If I decided to call a stop and say I wasn’t ready?” 
 
    Gritting my teeth, I took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “No questions asked…I would stop.” 
 
    “Right answer.” 
 
    “Quit testing me.” 
 
    “Shut up and fuck me.” Anahi’s hips rose, and the head of my dick sunk home. Warmth, indescribable warmth surrounded my tip, and I groaned. She gyrated—body sliding down the bed a bit and another inch slid in. Her movements were fluid and precise, taking what she needed without help from me. 
 
    “Good girl.” At my praise, she stopped all movements and stared. With what she loves to call my shitty grin in place, I raised a brow and flexed my hips, burying myself to the hilt. Tight, wet heat surrounded my length, and I had to take a moment and gather myself. 
 
    No man wants to come five seconds after entering pussy after a long drought. Fuck, again her walls squeezed, and I had to take in a deep breath, count to ten, and then exhale. My girl was pure fire; a mystical creature created from the recesses of my mind and sent to destroy me. 
 
    “Move,” she cried out, and my cock flexed within her. Beneath me she writhed, raised her hips off the bed, and fucked herself off and on my dick, slow rolls she used to drive my almost deranged mind blank. 
 
    The only thing that made sense at that moment was to fuck. To take. 
 
    My hands found purchase on her legs, raised them up, and then back. Her pussy lips looked obscene—stretched around my girth while I moved in and out of her opening. At the change in angle, a rush of wetness seeped out and down my length. A few drips caressed my heavy balls, the sensation driving my hips to slam into hers three quick times before I took her nice and slow.  
 
    Those legs in the air dropped and wrapped themselves around my waist. Tightened their hold while I let the significance of the moment rush through us, and for the first time I made love to my woman. 
 
    My hips pinned her in place, and I took my time bringing her close to the edge, slow strokes that quickened each time her walls contracted around my length. The only sound in the room was that of our labored breathing and slick skin meeting. 
 
    “I’ve dreamed of having you just like this,” I whispered against her lips. We shared the same air, her every exhale was my inhale. “Of making you realize just how happy I could make you.” 
 
    “Love you so much.” Those words stoked the blaze of lust that resided within me. Higher, I raised those legs and placed them at the crease of my elbows. Opened her up further while tilting her pelvis up. “Oh God,” she screamed out just as I slid in deeper. 
 
    “Is that it? Fuck, yeah, babe, squeeze me like that again.” In and out, I stroked that one spot inside that caused the woman beneath me to cry out and scratch down my arms. Ani broke skin, her fingernails digging in deep while she held onto me. 
 
    Let me ride her fast and hard. 
 
    “Almost...” Her back arched, and the only part of her touching the bed was her shoulders. 
 
    “Touch yourself,” I hissed out from between clenched teeth. A rush of euphoric bliss had rushed down my spine and settled on my balls. They felt heavy. 
 
    “What?” she asked, yet did as asked. Small, delicate fingers reached between us on my next entry and caressed the trembling bundle of nerves. Immediately her eyes closed and body coiled tight. Goose bumps erupted across her heated flesh, and a long, drawn-out moan passed through her lips. “Fuck.” 
 
    Sweaty and hair a mess, she’d never looked more beautiful. Especially, when I changed the angle and slammed in once more. Her eyes flew open and settled on mine while I reached her pussy and pressed my fingers atop hers. 
 
    “I love you.” Together we rubbed her clit in time with my thrusts, in tight little circles. Leaning over her body, I fused my lips to hers. We shared a few sweet kisses before I took her bottom lip between my teeth. “Come for me, baby,” I grunted before biting down. 
 
    The reaction was immediate and on my next thrust, she came. A silent scream caught in her throat; she watched me through wide eyes as her body convulsed. Her spasming walls massaged my length, drew the come from me, and together we bathed the sheets below. 
 
    Spurt after spurt left me while I rode out my high. Because that is what being with her was: the ultimate high. A peak I wanted to relive every single fucking day I was on this earth. 
 
    Body spent, I lay atop of hers and tried to catch my breath. Anahi didn’t talk for a while, and that suited me just fine. All I needed was her close. 
 
    Minutes came and went, and I thought she’d fallen asleep. 
 
    My head rose up and found her goofy smiling face looking down at me. “You okay, sweetheart?” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” she mewled low while stretching her arms up and over her head. “Just thinking...” 
 
    “About?” Her stomach rumbled beneath me, and I raised a brow. “Can I take a wild guess?” 
 
    “Is it kosher to eat dessert after sex?” 
 
    I laughed, loud and hard. “Don’t ever change, Ani.” Flipping onto my back, I pulled her into me and held her tight. “Cake?” 
 
    “Only if you want.” 
 
    “I want your cake.” 
 
    My cock twitched against her thigh, and she giggled. “But you just had some, and I’m starved!” 
 
    “Fine.” I pouted and widened my eyes. “Netflix and chill later?” 
 
    “Later you’ll be letting me suck your cock before I ride you reverse cowgirl.” 
 
    “I love you.” She was my dream fucking woman. 
 
    “You just love my pussy.” 
 
    “And ass.” 
 
    “Jerk!” Ani yelled out in mock outrage while raising a hand as if to smack me. Violent little thing.  
 
    I caught her hand before it connected and brought it up to my lips. “But I’m your jerk.” 
 
    “Right answer.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Day 17… 
 
      
 
    Whoever purchased her that bell should be shot. Destroyed. Have their asses kicked for the mounting headache I was dealing with at the moment. 
 
    “Bry!” she called out and shook that annoying contraption once more. If I didn’t love the girl, I’d throw her and that stupid bell out of the window. 
 
    Closing my laptop with force, I got up and made my way to her. “What do you need, Ani?” I asked while rubbing at my temples. All day “she” had been ringing that thing; a gaudy trinket that was obviously purchased at an adult store. One side said “hoes will come” and the other “pimp” in bold, glittery hot pink letters. 
 
    Rhinestones decorated the rim of this giant thing, and she loved it. Made her smile while I daydreamed of slamming the thing against the floor. Would love to watch it shatter. 
 
    “Fluff my pillows, please.” Fuck, I wanted to be upset with her, but when she looked at me from beneath her lashes, I was toast.  Stick-a-fork-in-me done. 
 
    Hair a mess and no makeup, Anahi was beautiful. If anything, her comfort around me—the fact she didn’t hide her ratty sweats or holy tanks—endeared her to me. “Anything else?” I waited until she sat up to reach over and fix the mountain of pillows behind her.  That fortress of solitude was another thing I’d love to destroy. 
 
    How could one tiny human being need eight pillows for herself? 
 
    “I am a bit hungry...” Anahi bit her lip, and my eyes zeroed in on the move. It made her bottom lip appear plumper than normal. Jesus, the urge to lick the abused flesh had me clenching my fists; she noticed and raised a questioning brow. “You okay there? Are you plotting my demise?” 
 
    Chuckling, I shook my head. “Something like that.” 
 
    “Well could you kill me after I’m fed? I’m in pain and can’t have the meds on an empty stomach.” 
 
    “You conniving little shit,” I mumbled under my breath, but it wasn’t low enough. What I’d just said was going to cost me, I could feel it. Fucked and up shits creek without a paddle.  
 
    “Since I’m an impossible patient, I’ll make this worth my while. Indian food, boo-boo.” Her eyes turned to slits, but one side of her mouth turned up at the corner. “Get some from the place on Kirkman. You know what I like.” 
 
    “Sorry.” I gave her my best puppy-dog look, but Anahi didn’t buy it. Instead, she held a hand up and inspected her nails. 
 
    “Sure you are.” 
 
    “Ice cream for dessert?” 
 
    “Cheesecake?” 
 
    “Anything for you.” At that, she softened the haughty look she’d been giving me. With the hand still up and out, she pulled me in next to her on the bed. “Just name it.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Of course!” 
 
    “Then I also need you to pick me up some tampons.” The fuck. I’d just been played. 
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    “Why did I let you convince me to watch this shit? Dear God, it’s horrible.” Ani looked back at me from over her shoulder. There was a look on her face like someone who smelled something foul and was trying not to gag. Poor girl. 
 
    Did I feel bad? Not in the slightest. 
 
    Snuggled up in bed, I had her back to my chest and her pert ass nestled against my cock. She’d taken it upon herself to sit between my thighs and hold the bowl of chip we were sharing. Not because she was sweet and considerate, but because the little brat loved to tease me with her subtle shifts. How she pressed her bare back against my hard-as-steel cock each time the serial killer appeared on the screen. 
 
    Naked and not afraid, this woman was torturing me, and I loved every painful throb my cock gave. I enjoyed the feel of my tip leaving a trail of pre-come along her spine. 
 
    “How am I to blame when you picked this?” Reaching into the bowl, I let my hand purposely caress the outside of her breast before grabbing a chip. Her low moan caused me to twitch, but I remained still. One of us would crack, but it would not be me. “Thought you loved this series and all the real-life stories behind each murder. Creepy obsession if you ask me.” I popped the chip into my mouth to hide my smirk; Ani wasn’t paying a lick of attention to what I’d just said. 
 
    Goose bumps arose on her skin, but she, like me, maintained her composure. Didn’t let the hand rubbing soothing circles over her lower stomach break her concentration. 
 
    “You’re the one who introduced me to this channel in the first place.” Probably so, but I wouldn’t admit to a single thing. 
 
    “Again, you picked this for today’s entertainment. I’m just being a good boyfriend by following your lead.” At that, she turned in my arms. Knees on the bed, she peered down at me, and I bit my lip. Fuck, this girl was beautiful. Perfect. Everything I’d ever need. 
 
    She flicked my lip and then leaned forward to kiss the flesh. “You are wrong, and I am always right. Don’t question or reproach my television choices.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” Ani didn’t miss the huskiness in my voice and smirked. If there was one thing I’d learned over the last two weeks, it was just how much she loved my attention. Loved it when I fell for her charms or complimented her looks. “Especially when you look all soft and warm; a motherfucking tease.” 
 
    “Tease? Me?” Saucy girl was playing with fire, and she did it so well. Ani twirled a piece of her hair, wrapped the soft locks around her fingers, and widened her eyes. Those green eyes of hers held a smidge of humor within them, but more than that they drowned with lust. Her pupils dilated and lids became heavy. 
 
    Her pouty lips dropped open, and her breathing was labored. She was turned on. I’d turned her on. 
 
    “Everything you do is sexy.  No matter the time of day or what we’re doing, I find you irresistible.” 
 
    “Kiss me,” she breathed out. It was a split-second reaction—an impulse too strong to control—and before my girl could beg once more, I had her on her back and my lips fused to hers. 
 
    The kiss was passionate. Raw and sweet, her taste on my tongue drove me past sanity. My hand found purchase in her hair and she whimpered, letting me angle her head to my liking while I reacquainted myself with her lips. 
 
    I nibbled, and she pulled me closer. 
 
    I sucked, and a kittenish mewl passed through those abused lips. 
 
    I pressed my hardened cock against her wet pussy, and those long legs wrapped themselves around my waist. 
 
    Twice I slipped through her slick folds, the head of my dick pausing over her clit to feel it quiver. Her scent was all around me. Sweet yet tart, my mouth watered, and I knew then that more than anything, I needed a taste. 
 
    Releasing her lips, I moved my own down her chin and followed the column of her throat. Didn’t stop until I’d kissed each hardened tip and came to rest above her mound. 
 
    “Baby I need to feel you,” she pled and tried like hell to pull me up by the hair. I was having none of that and nipped the area just above her clit. As if a livewire had just touched her, she writhed beneath me while I breathed her in. Nudged her bundle of nerves with the tip of my nose while her pussy lips fluttered. 
 
    Opened and closed in search of my cock. 
 
    With a finger, I parted those folds and licked the drop of wetness pooling at the edge of her opening. Ambrosia exploded, and I licked her slit from bottom to top, pausing at her clit to give it a quick flick. 
 
    “I could feast on you for the rest of my life...it’d never be enough. Could never have enough.” Drawing her nub between my lips, I shook my head and her back arched off the bed. Her ass drew in tight and I slipped my hands beneath her, manipulated the flesh before giving it a firm smack across the bottom of her right cheek. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Anahi moaned while swiveling her hips and riding my face. Wetness coated my lips and chin, my tongue delving into her tight hole on each gyration. I was fucking her sweet pussy with my tongue. 
 
    Flicking.  
 
    Sucking. 
 
    Biting the meaty area of sensitive flesh beside her lips. 
 
    “Come on my tongue, sweetheart. Give me what’s mine.” Ani shook at my words, but denied me. That wouldn’t do. “I said motherfucking come!” The hand on her flesh skimmed lower and dipped a finger inside. Pumped a few times and then brought the glistening digit up and across her rosebud. 
 
    Her body tensed. 
 
    Her asshole drew tight and the opened. Another pass, and she arched harder against my lips. I held the finger over her opening and pressed down, just the tip entering her tightness, but it was enough. 
 
    “Oh shit!” Above me she shook, her thighs spasming beside my head. Her juices rushed out, and I lapped every drop. Helped her ride out the waves of euphoric bliss with soft strokes and kisses. “I’m dead.” 
 
    A chuckle escaped me. “You’re welcome.” Moving up her body, I settled my head on her stomach and enjoyed the view of her chest heaving. How every few seconds her body released small aftershocks and she trembled. 
 
    “What about you?” she asked, still breathless, and I shrugged. “You must be in pain. Let me—” 
 
    “Stop right there.” I bit her stomach, just below her belly button. “This was about you, not me. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “But...” 
 
    “Yes, you have an amazing ass I’ll one day fuck.” 
 
    “Fine,” Anahi huffed, but there was a tiny laugh behind the sound. “Can I at least buy you dinner?” 
 
    “Are you saying that I’m easy?” At my mock glare, she raised a brow in challenge. “I’ll have you know I’m a prude at heart.” 
 
    “No you are not.” Slim fingers ran through my hair, and I swear on all things holy I almost purred in delight. “Sorry to tell you this, babe, but you’re my whore.” 
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    My girl’s idea of let me buy you dinner consisted of us dressing like bums and hitting up the food truck run in Kissimmee. Right smack-dab in the center of its downtown there was one day a week where all types of small mobile restaurants came to town and parked around the lake. 
 
    It was busy. 
 
    It was crazy. 
 
    It was motherfucking phenomenal. 
 
    “Have I told you today just how much I love you?” The meat coma had hit, and I was feeling good. I’d done three tours throughout the circle of trucks. I’d sampled something from each one of the twelve trucks: specialty fries, someone that specialized in mac-n-cheese, Korean, Thai, Mexican...all American BBQ. I was beyond stuffed and now sipping on a beer to wash it down. “Because I do. You are everything, woman.” 
 
    “You might’ve mentioned something when you had your first bite of the pulled pork mac ‘n’ cheese.” She poked me in the stomach, and I batted her hand away. Too full to take much of anything. “From the look of ecstasy on your face, I thought you were going to propose.” 
 
    Little did she know that I would be, and soon. 
 
    “Funny,” I deadpanned while she continued eating her cone of fried pickles. Anahi hadn’t eaten as much as I had. Woman had a plan of attack that she did not deviate from, starting from the Mexican tostada to ending at the small Thai place near the center of the truck-made circle. One from each, and she would share bites with me. 
 
    Half today and the other half next week. In her words, not mine: “They’ll be back. No rush.” 
 
    “Are we still stopping at the dessert place on the main walk?” Downtown Kissimmee was something from another time. Old building, structures that were outdated yet fit into the quaint little stretch of land near the city’s center. Filled with shops and trendy eateries, it was a mixture of old meets new that people loved to discover, to walk down the long street and explore something traditional or hip. 
 
    Ani arched a perfectly sculpted brow. “How can you eat anything else?” she said while giving me the final bite of her pickles. “I’m near the food coma and can’t breathe stage. And I ate one third of what you did.” 
 
    “We can always take it home...” 
 
    “Or we could skip dessert?” The look I gave her made her laugh. My girl stood on the tips of her toes and with her hands now clutching my shirt, she pulled me down. Our lips clashed; a fervent kiss that left me breathless. “How about I make you my dessert?” she whispered against my chin, her teeth nipping the skin there. “I could lick you while you savor me.” 
 
    “You have my attention.” Woman had no idea just how at attention I was. My fingers found purchase on her hips and squeezed—they dug in, and my girl whimpered. “Convince me.” 
 
    “Are you sure you want me to say this here? While everyone’s walking around us?” 
 
    “Dare you.” Because Christ almighty I needed to hear something filthy come from those sweet lips. Anahi was for the most part always prim and proper. Yes, she held an edge, but that was reserved for behind closed doors, and my cock cried for a little bit of filth. 
 
    “It’ll cost you some of those brownie points you’ve been holding on to.” 
 
    “Has to be worth my while.” 
 
    “I want your cock in my mouth…on my tongue.” Fire burned behind those jade eyes while she stepped closer, rubbing her body along mine. The small, little sun dress she’d decided to wear did little to quell the heat that rose from her body. “Feel your heaviness on my tongue.” As the word tongue passed through her lips, hers came out and licked me from chin to bottom lip before nipping the tender flesh. “Taste the sweet and salty flavor of your come.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I grunted, my hips pressing harder against her stomach. There was no way in hell she couldn’t feel what she did to me.  
 
    One of her hands snuck between us and rubbed me through my pants. “Will you, babe? Please.” 
 
    “What?” I hissed out from between clenched teeth as her hand squeezed me. Jerked me through the cotton of my sweats. “Will I what, Anahi?” 
 
    “Come in my mouth.” 
 
    “Fucking hell.” A shiver ran up my spine, and my skin erupted in goose bumps. Throw in the towel, I was done. “No more.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Exhaling against my lips, she looked up at me from under her lashes. Because...oh my God, put me down, you goof!” The total picture of innocence my ass. This woman was the devil incarnate, and I couldn’t afford to drive home with my cock stuck to my thigh because of drying come. Just no. 
 
    With her highness tossed over my shoulder, I marched down the street and toward our car. Didn’t care for the spectacle we were putting on while she fought me and my hand connected with her backside. All that mattered to me at that very moment was getting her back to the apartment. 
 
    Hers or mine, it didn’t matter in the least. 
 
    We wouldn’t make it far into either before she was on her knees and my dick was down her throat. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Day 18… 
 
      
 
    “Are you ready to have this cast off?” the technician asked my girl while pushing her down a long corridor that led to the X-ray room. It’d been weeks since she re-hurt herself, and they weren’t so sure that she was ready. Everything needed to be double checked in her doctor’s eyes. “This should take just a few minutes, and the results will be given shortly. It’s still the doctor’s call, but I have a gut feeling you’re ready.” 
 
    I wholeheartedly agreed with her doctor even though Ani was busy glaring at me. She wanted to come with her mom, and I’d flat out said no. Maribel was weak when it came to her only child and would argue with the doctors on Ani’s behalf. 
 
    “God, I hope so.” My girl looked miserable and had been complaining more than ever that her leg itched. I’d found her twice trying to shove something inside to alleviate the discomfort. 
 
    “It’ll be fine—” 
 
    “Don’t want to hear that, Bry.” 
 
    “Boyfriends always tend to over worry.” 
 
    “I’m not...” 
 
    “He’s not...” we said in unison, much to the tech’s amusement. The older gentleman loved our banter. 
 
    “Sure.” With an amused grin, he stopped just outside of a room labeled “X-ray lab” and shook his head. “Denial, kids, is more than a crazy river.” 
 
    “Move it, Romeo,” Ani blurted and then blushed. “I have my stories to catch up on.” 
 
    “Hold old are you, babe? Stories, she says...” At my chuckle, she pinched my arm and rolled herself inside the room. “Quit being violent!” 
 
    Anahi’s mature reply was to flip me off.  
 
    “Feisty.” 
 
    “You have no idea,” I deadpanned while he walked in and closed the door.  Left me outside to watch through a small window as the man helped her up and then to lie down on the table. 
 
    He moved her around, placing her in the right positions, and snapped a few shots. I counted the seconds in my head while she tried to seem nonchalant about the whole thing. 
 
    Didn’t fool me one bit. 
 
    Eleven minutes and sixteen seconds later she was wheeled out and taken back to the examination room. We were quiet on the trek back, my hand holding hers while I tried my best to soothe her nerves. 
 
    For the next little while, we watched one of her daytime soaps on a Spanish-speaking channel, something outrageous and overdramatic about the life of a cartel boss in Mexico. Not going to lie, I was interested in more than the parade of semi-naked women he took to bed, unbeknownst to his wife. A total manwhore until he met the poor maid and fell in lust, then love. 
 
    Complicated as all fuck, but like I said: interesting. 
 
    “So do we get this off or come back another time?” Her doctor appeared from thin air, and we both jumped a little in our seats. He was amused, but kind enough not to mention our reactions, and pulled up a stool beside her bed. “The bones look to have healed well, and the swelling is minimal compared to what I expected. I’ll cut this off on one condition…that you wear a splint for the next two weeks. Come back then, and I’ll reassess the progress. Deal?” 
 
    “Hell, yes!” 
 
    He chuckled, and I bit my lip. “Perfect, and right on time.” A nurse we’d come to know from her previous stay wheeled in a curious-looking contraption. It looked like a giant vacuum with what looked to be a grinder saw at one end of a hose/cord. 
 
    “What’s that?” Ani’s voice shook, and her hand in mine became sweaty. 
 
    “I’ll use this to cut the cast—” 
 
    “No.” Her resounding “no” made everyone in the room pause. It left no room for discussion.  
 
    “No?” the doctor asked, perplexed.  
 
    “I changed my mind.” 
 
    “I am not following, Miss Pratt?” His eyes met mine, and I shrugged. Who knew what she was thinking.  
 
    “I’m keeping the cast indefinitely.” Oh Lord... 
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    “Kathy, I’ll need that file on the Lee account? He’s looking to meet up next week and just asked me to tweak a few things.” It was Monday morning, and after spending the last two hours answering emails and having a phone conference with a client, I needed a break. Preferably one that involved my girl wearing something sexy and surprising me at the office, but that was a pipe dream.  
 
    “Of course, Bryson. Give me ten and I’ll have it on your desk.” The clicking of keys came through the intercom system. “By the way, do you remember that I need to leave early today? I have an—” 
 
    “Appointment at one with your eye doctor for your yearly?” I finished for her. “Yes, I remember.” 
 
    Kathy coughed, trying to disguise a giggle. “I’m going to tell your mom and Ani how much of an impossible boss you’ve become. So demanding and rude.” 
 
    The nerve of this old woman.   
 
    “I’ll have you know that…” The reply died on my tongue when my cell phone vibrated atop my desk. Looking over at the screen, I saw my girl’s picture light up the small display, and I smirked. “Gotta go, Miss Kathy... Anahi’s calling my cell.” 
 
    “Whipped.” 
 
    “Not you too, woman!” Fuck, I couldn’t stop smiling. 
 
    “Quit it and answer.” This came from inside my office where she placed the file I needed down along with my coffee and midmorning snack. “Or should I take a message?” 
 
    “Don’t you dare,” I all but snarled and then winked over the rim of my cup. “And quit trying to play ninja on me. How do you move so fast?” 
 
    “I’m a mother.” Her simple response was enough said. Reminded me of my mother’s no-nonsense reply when we were busted for doing something wrong. 
 
    I have eyes and ears everywhere. You so much as breathe wrong, and I’ll know. 
 
    “Good morning, baby,” Ani answered my call back on the second ring. Hearing her call me that simple term of endearment caused my smile to widen. At this point, my cheeks would start hurting soon. 
 
    Maybe I was as motherfucking whipped as everyone seem to think. And if I was, there was no way I’d tell her that shit. She’d hold it over my head until the day I died and then haunt me in the afterlife. 
 
    No and thank you. 
 
    “Hola, Bebe.” My Spanish wasn’t the greatest, but watching soaps here and there with her had helped. That, and I knew curse words from different countries. “How’s your morning going?” 
 
    “Really good. Extremely good, in fact.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “Yup.” Her enthusiasm was contagious, and I found myself just as excited awaiting her news. “Take a wild guess as to the why.” 
 
    “Hit me.” Sitting back in my chair, I pushed back and placed my feet atop the corner of the desk crossed at the ankles. “Is Jason getting special treatment in the county hotel? Someone broke his leg?” 
 
    “I wish,” she mumbled under her breath, and I left it alone. If she wanted my opinion, she would’ve addressed it as such. A sigh came through the line and she muttered something else, but I couldn’t make out the what. 
 
    “Come again?” 
 
    “No, he didn’t get his ass beat...” laughter bubbled out of me at the way she phrased that “...done yet?” 
 
    “Sure?” 
 
    “Act your age, Bryson Holt.” 
 
    I took a sip from my now lukewarm coffee. “Fine, you sourpuss.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “And your news?” 
 
    “Oh!” The enthusiasm was back in full force. “You are now talking to the person who will have final approval on the company’s website redesign.” 
 
    “So you’re my client.” My voice gave nothing away, but inside I was thrilled for her and me. This was another stepping stone for her career. 
 
    “Aren’t you happy for me?” 
 
    “I’m a demanding professional and only work with the best—” 
 
    “What the hell, Bry!” 
 
    “Tonight,” I began, ignoring her outrage, “we’ll meet in my kitchen at eight for dinner. Wear nothing beneath that pretty, black robe, and I’ll properly welcome you onboard. My linguistic abilities will be at your service.” 
 
    “That was mean,” left her on a whimper. 
 
    “Nothing underneath.” Then I hung up, left her riled up and upset at my games. Foreplay at its finest. 
 
    Fourteen seconds later my phone beeped with an incoming text. 
 
    You suck. O.o ~ Ani 
 
    Don’t forget that I bite and lick too. ;) ~Bry 
 
    Tonight would be interesting indeed.  My only problem now was how the fuck did I get my cock to calm down long enough to get actual work done?  
 
    Shit. Fuck. Damn. 
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    “Honey, I’m home,” I called out while entering my apartment later that night. Fuck, it smelled good in here. The scent of food cooking in my underused kitchen made me smile. Reminded me of why I’d chosen this large unit when I bought the place a few years back. “Are you here?” 
 
    She’d loved the place when I first came to see it. Eyes wide and almost glowing with delight, Anahi had walked through every room making mental notes of what I should do. Everything she’d mentioned, I categorized and then later made a reality. I’d always hoped that she would find her way to me, and here we were. 
 
    Ready to take a step forward.  
 
    “You are late.” Her voice came from the back of the house near my bedroom; it was accusatory, yet held some amusement to it. Excitement coursed through my veins, and I paused long enough to pull my tie off and toss it aside. Untuck my shirt and undo the top three buttons. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” I called back, but didn’t get a response. With the last-minute changes to the Lee account, I had to stay late and work with what I’d been given. They wanted something user-friendly yet sophisticated, and I believe I managed just that with the new layout and graphics Kaleb helped me create. “Let me make it up to you.” 
 
    Ani had sent me a text early this evening telling me to pick up a bottle of red wine on my way home. It was something to help celebrate her step up the corporate ladder. 
 
    “Come and get me, Bry.” The closer to the room I got, the warmer the house felt. Steam billowed from the bathroom’s entrance, and fuck if my cock didn’t react just then. My girl was in there. 
 
    Naked. 
 
    Wet. 
 
    Mine. 
 
    At the entrance of my room, there was a single stiletto heel, and a few steps from that was the other. It was the beginning of a trail: her skirt and shirt followed by a scrap of lace that barely covered her voluptuous form. In a neat row, they paved the way toward where she was, and like the lovesick fool I was, I followed. 
 
    Each step I took toward her, a piece of my own clothing fell. Next to hers or across the room, I didn’t give a flying fuck when all I wanted was to be near her. Always within her presence. 
 
    Naked and still holding that bottle of wine, I paused just inside the steamy bathroom door to admire her beauty. There she was, inside my tub with an almost overflowing amount of bubbles covering her naked chest. 
 
    Suds caressed her skin, and I became a jealous bastard. I hated every single one that touched her while I watched, transfixed. 
 
    “Are you going to stand there all night or join me?” Raising a lather-rich loofah above her body, she wrung the water out and let it drip over her. The water made a clear pathway for my eyes to admire, and my cock to bob harshly at the sight. 
 
    “You look...” I trailed off, not able to finish my train of thought. Not when she put an arm over the edge of the tub and looked up at me from underneath her lashes. Sex personified, she tempted me by just breathing the same air as me.  
 
    Jade eyes looked at me appreciatively, and that was when I noticed that one of my hands had my dick held tight. I pumped myself while experiencing one of the most beautiful things in my life putting on a show. She was the epitome of all things beautiful to me. 
 
    Anahi beckoned me to come closer with a single finger. “Join me?” 
 
    I couldn’t talk and instead placed the bottle down on the counter closest to the tub. Walked closer, just beside where she’d placed her face on her arm and squatted down to her level. My face—nose touched hers and then inhaled the sweet scent of body wash. 
 
    That same juniper breeze scent that was uniquely hers. 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    Anahi melted at those words and took my hands in hers. “I love you too, Bryson. So much, baby.” Tugging on my hands, she pulled me closer to the edge of the tub. A small amount overflowed from the top and wet the top of my feet. “Come bathe with me.” 
 
    “Move forward.” My girl did as asked, and I slipped in behind her. Her back to my chest, I took the sponge from her hand and dipped it back into the water. Made sure it was nice and full of bubbles before bringing it to her chest and washing her breasts. I made slow strokes across each one and then dipped it under once more. 
 
    Those nipples I loved were tight and sensitive. Each time the soft material of her loofah grazed a tip, her entire body shivered. 
 
    A low moan traveled up to my ear, and she pressed herself closer. “So good.” 
 
    Reaching over to the small bottle of body wash at the edge of the tub, I popped the top and let a good amount drip onto my hands. I rubbed them together and when the lather was thick, I brought those same hands back to her chest. 
 
    I loved her with each stroke and knead of her sore muscles. Anahi worked harder than most people I knew and went beyond what was asked of her. The least I could do as the man that loved her was make sure that all her needs were met. 
 
    Not just the sexual ones. 
 
    Sometimes the touch of a lover—a hug or squeeze of the hand meant more than a quick fuck. Moreover, I wanted to be the one that provided that for her. The man that took care of her. 
 
    Turning her head, she placed a kiss on my chin. “You spoil me.” 
 
    “It’s my job to,” I whispered against her lips before taking her bottom one between my own and swiping my tongue across it. The response was automatic and she caught my top one, teeth scraping against it. 
 
    Turning around to face me on her knees, she caged my face in her tiny hands. “You make me so happy, Bry. All I need is you.” 
 
    “We need to talk.” Forehead to forehead, we looked into each other’s eyes, forgetting all about bathing. This was it. A make it or break it fucking moment if I ever had one. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” Gone was the look of tranquility on her face, and I could’ve kicked myself for my stupidity. Wrong choice of words. 
 
    “Everything is perfect. Trust me.” My hands reached down and grasped a thigh in each hand; I pulled her over me and pressed her core against my hard cock. We both hissed at the sensation, but didn’t make a move to have me slip inside. “Nothing is wrong, but I do need you to listen to me very carefully. Can you do that?” 
 
    “Yes.” She nodded. 
 
    “Good girl.” That earned me a flick to my lip, which quickly turned into her hissing when I nipped the skin with my teeth. On instinct, the move caused her to gyrate against me. Fuck, her wetness was pronounced even beneath the warm water. “Behave. No need for violence.” 
 
    “Proceed.” Impatience colored her tone since I wouldn’t let her move. With a hand on her hip and the other grasping the back of her neck, I held her to me—chest to chest—and lips skimming each time we spoke. 
 
    “No one will love you as completely and with every fiber of his being like I do.” Staring into those deep jade eyes, I let her see the truth behind my words. She didn’t disappoint and melted against my chest as the words flowed from my mouth. “You are everything to me, Anahi Pratt. Everything. From the air I breathe, to the water that satiates my thirst. Without you, there is no me.” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “Shhhh,” I hummed against her lips, stealing a quick and deep kiss. “Let me finish.” Gave me a nod in acquiescence, and I smiled. “You have no idea just how much I love coming home to you. Seeing you make my home yours and welcoming me with surprises like this.” 
 
    “Why do I get the feeling you’re trying to find a way to ask me something?” The perplexed look on her face was downright adorable. 
 
    “Move in with me.” 
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 Day 19… 
 
      
 
    “Come on, Anahi. I just need one more rep and we are done for today,” Denise, my new physical therapist, cheered from her place on the mat beside me. She’d been stretching my leg—different sets of motion to help me loosen my stiffened muscles. 
 
    Being in that cast for so long, and the re-injury, had placed me in a position of pain. Moving these muscles hurt. Breathing hurt at that moment. 
 
    “You’re almost done, sweetheart,” Bryson mimicked her over-cheerful tone, and my eyes narrowed. Fucker loved the attention she paid him since the moment we entered the rehabilitation clinic. Ate it up while I fumed in silence; she fit his type, and that burned me from within. Hello jealousy, my daily companion. 
 
    “Handsome and helpful; you are one lucky girl, Miss Pratt.” If she could, I was sure the woman would be fanning herself. Idiot.  
 
    “Extremely,” I hissed through clenched teeth when a particularly sore spot stretched to the point of pain. “He’s a freaking gem.” 
 
    Was my tone rude and sarcastic?  Yes, absolutely, and I held no regret over it. Bryson wasn’t mine, a reality that I’ve always understood, but he was here with me. Respect that, at the least. 
 
    Stop coming on to a man that is accompanying another woman unless you are one hundred percent positive that she is his sister. 
 
    Screw that. What kind of woman is overly friendly to one that she thinks is taken?  
 
    A whore in disguise, she smiled at him. “Big plans for the weekend?” Her body pressed down, arms pushing my leg up a bit.  
 
    I flinched and Bry stood up at once, kneeling beside me. “That’s enough for today.” His harsh tone left no room for argument, and she released me, lifted her body weight, and then placed my leg on the floor. 
 
    “He’s right.” She flashed him a megawatt smile while I lay there trying not to punch her. “We’ve done a lot today, and I can see that your range of motion hasn’t been horribly impacted. Tight? Yes, but with a bit of work, you’ll be up and back to normal in no time.” 
 
    “Define no time,” Bry asked, his hands grasping my arms and pulling me up. The move was sudden, and I fell against him, one minute on the floor and the other pressed tight to his chest. My head was nestled beneath his chin while his arms encircled my waist. “How long will she be in pain?” 
 
    “I recommend she see me twice a week for a month.” That did not explain a single thing or answer his question. I bristled, but he shook his head above mine, the movement of his chin prominent in my hair. 
 
    “Thank you, Denise.” 
 
    “My pleasure, Bryson.” What. The. Fudge?  Did she not remember her client was standing before her? Rude much? 
 
    “Not now,” he whispered, lips hovering over my forehead while in his hand, he held my temporary brace. “Fuck her.” 
 
    “Okay.” With an arm behind my knee, Bryson swept me off my feet and walked out. We didn’t bother to stop and schedule my next appointment. Did not pause when she called out his name once more. 
 
    It wasn’t until we were beside his car that he put me down and caged my face in his hands. “Find another place?” 
 
    “Word...” nodding, I pressed a kiss to his cheek “…and fuck that puta.” 
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    “I need time.” 
 
    “Take as long as you need. No pressure, Ani.” Bending at the waist, he came to be eye level with me. Piercing blue eyes met mine, and my heart squeezed. “I’ll never force you to do something you don’t want.” His lips touched mine, the peck a brief caress, and then he pulled back. “Call me when you can.” 
 
    Bryson stood to his full height and regarded me with a soft smile; for a second or two, he stood there staring into my eyes, and then he was gone, back inside his car and on his way to work while I leaned against my own automobile dealing with the feeling of loss that had taken over. I was being silly, I knew this, but something about his good-bye left me with a sour taste in my mouth. 
 
    More than that, it was cold. 
 
    His smile was forced, a touch of sadness in his eyes that I hated to see, and I was the cause of it. That’s how we said good-bye this morning. 
 
    Almost seven hours and twenty-three minutes had passed, and no contact had been made on his behalf. Not a text or email. Nothing, and that spoke louder than words. 
 
    Bry was giving me the space I needed to think and taking some for himself. 
 
    “What did you do?” Ellie asked with a scowl on her face. Dressed in a pair of yoga pants and a tank, she stood, arms crossed over her chest, with two other women behind her. Women I knew and feared. 
 
    His mother and mine. 
 
    Shit. Fuck. Damn. 
 
    “What’re you all doing here?” I asked, proud of the way my voice gave nothing away. No quiver or stutter. They all looked at me wearing the same no-nonsense expression. “Did we have dinner plans and I forgot?” 
 
    How had I not noticed their arrival? The elevator was just a few feet away from my desk, and the ding of it reaching this floor was loud. Had I been stuck in my head for so long? 
 
    Thinking about how last night went downhill and fast. One minute lust and love reigned, while the next there was awkward avoidance on my behalf.  
 
    It wasn’t him. This was all me.  
 
    Looking down, I noticed the sets of copied reports in my hands, a bit crumbled at one corner, but not horrendous looking. Folders sat in a neat row across my desk as I leaned over them; I’d been putting packets together before they ambushed me. 
 
    On autopilot, I’d been a busy bee, it would seem. These were for the early morning meeting tomorrow, a task I’d taken on by myself to assure Brian that all would be perfect. That he could trust my judgement. 
 
    “Anahi Pratt, answer the question. What did you do?” Mom hissed low, her hand waiving in the air in exasperation. 
 
    Evasion was the key, and I shrugged a shoulder. “Mom, I haven’t—” 
 
    “Bryson took the day off and left town,” Angela interjected, and my chest squeezed tight. For a second, it was hard to breathe and my palms began to sweat. She noticed this and smirked, an almost identical smile to the grin I adored on her son. 
 
    “Where?” I choked out. Hands trembling, I grasped the edge of my desk to keep me upright. My knees went weak as I thought the worst. That he’d left me. 
 
    “Heading down toward the Keys.” 
 
    “That’s it?” If his mother noticed the bite in my tone, she didn’t acknowledge it. 
 
    “That’s all I was informed about before he took off.” Coming around my desk, she placed a comforting arm around my shoulder and hugged me to her. “What happened, Anahi? One minute you were both over the moon, and now he needs a day to himself. To think.” 
 
    “I fucked up.” Admitting one’s faults was never easy, and the pill was even more bitter to swallow. 
 
    “First step is admission.” Ellie smiled, but her eyes were not on me. She looked past and behind me. 
 
    “Take her with you.” My boss stepped into the room then holding a coffee cup in one hand and a report in the other. “We have other people on staff that can finish what she started—not that there’s much left—for tomorrow. Go on and grab a bite to eat on me with these lovely ladies.”  
 
    His mother and mine swooned while Ellie bit her lip. “Are you letting me kidnap her? Officially?” 
 
    “Of course, sweetheart.” Brian came closer, and with purpose he strode past me and stopped before Ellie. His lips met her cheek, and my mouth dropped open. “Do it now before her best friend Mariah comes back from picking up my laundry. Woman was driving me insane, and I had to send her out of the office.” 
 
    Mariah wasn’t just sending him up a wall, but everyone on this floor. Giving orders and demanding special treatment because she’d soon be up for a promotion. Only in her head would that make sense, but the chick was out of control. 
 
    “Promotion time again?” How she spoke to him gave the understanding of familiarity. That they were more than what met the eye. 
 
    “Poor me,” he mock whimpered, and our mothers giggled at the spectacle. While I—I tried to wrap my head around what level of insanity I’d been dropped into. “Mariah’s days are numbered, but for now, go. Get out while you can.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered, and he winked. Continued on as if nothing strange happened and disappeared down the hall. 
 
    “You need to seriously spill here.” Pot, meet kettle. 
 
    “So do you, oh daughter of mine.” Mom didn’t wait for me to agree to any of this madness; she simply closed my laptop and put it away in a drawer below. On the same note, Angela grabbed my blazer and purse—took Ellie’s hand in her own and pulled her back toward the elevators. 
 
    Mom didn’t say a word but raised a brow; she dared me to defy her.  I was no fool and smiled, wrapped my hand around her arm and let her lead me toward a now waiting elevator. 
 
    Down and out of the building, I followed, all the while praying for someone to save me. The inquisition would be brutal, and I felt as if I were in a weird version of the Twilight zone. 
 
    This would not end well. 
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    “So let me get this straight...” Angela picked up a chip and then scooped up some salsa “...he asked you to move in, and you said no?” 
 
    “Umm, yeah?” I posed this as a question, and three sets of eyebrows shot up. Had this not been such a serious moment, I would’ve laughed at how ridiculous they each looked. 
 
    We were inside of Tapatio sharing two orders of their loaded nachos and a few drinks. It was early evening, and confessions were being dragged out of me thus far. Only me—as if Ellie didn’t have something worthy of an inquisition. 
 
    I called bullshit.  
 
    Empty drink glasses littered our table—margaritas and one shot each had been consumed. Not the small kind either; this bad boy was huge and full of tequila. A nice buzz had bloomed thanks to its effects, and I was missing Bry. 
 
    Or maybe just a bit horny. A frisky Ani came with being tipsy.  
 
    “Why?” This time it was my mother who asked; she looked as lost as I was. Trust me; I was starting to doubt myself.  
 
    I took a sip from my glass. “I’m an idiot who’s scared of the ‘what ifs.’” 
 
    “Of what, kiddo? Bryson would never hurt you.” 
 
    “Mom, I know that, but...it’s too soon. We’ve only been dating a few weeks, and it all feels rushed.” At my declaration, they laughed while I bristled. Couldn’t they see that I was right? 
 
    “You’re being obtuse on purpose, Ani,” Ellie said a minute later. She took the last sip from her margarita and pushed the glass forward. Her body followed the movement, and we were eye to eye. “I’ve known you a long time, and I’ve never seen you be so difficult. He loves you, and you him. Fuck propriety or the stupid timeline that others follow.” 
 
    “Easy for you to say,” I mumbled, but it wasn’t low enough and her kick to my shin told me as much. “Ouch!” 
 
    “Quit being a brat.” 
 
    “Children, behave.” Mom gave me a pointed look, and I lowered my eyes to the table. “Ani, look at me for a moment.” Looking up, I saw tears in her eyes, and my own watered. “You and Bryson are different, and there’s a reason for that. Inseparable since the moment we moved in and he welcomed us to the neighborhood. He’s been your constant: friend, confidant, shoulder to lean on, and now your lover. This isn’t something new. That man has been dating you since before he truly understood the term.” 
 
    A chuckle bubbled out before I could stop it. “So he keeps saying.” 
 
    “Because it’s the truth,” Angela interjected. “My son adores you...don’t shut him out because of some preconceived notion others project. What matters is what you want.” 
 
    What I wanted? That was a loaded question. Every fiber of my being screamed at me to take this next step with that man. Only him.  
 
    “Roses for a beautiful lady.” The same lady from the last time we were here, dressed in her pretty folkloric outfit, lay three long-stem roses beside my hand on the table. No one said a word; for a moment, all eyes were on the beauties beside my hand. 
 
    “How? I didn’t...is he here?” I had no doubt as to who had sent these. My stumbling over words made no sense, but thank God she seemed to understand. 
 
    Her smile was genuine and wide. “Your boyfriend came in earlier and left specific instructions to deliver these.” 
 
    “But...” Eloquent I was not.  
 
    “Oh, and there’s a note too!” She dug her hand into a small pocket on her long peasant skirt and produced a tiny card. It was no bigger than a business card, and she handed it over to me. Upside down it lay, and two hands that weren’t mine reached to pick it up. 
 
    My glare was enough of a deterrent, and with a sheepish grin both mothers backed off. 
 
    My love is endless, and 
 
    I’ll wait forever if 
 
    I have to. 
 
    ~Bryson 
 
    “Might’ve let it slip that we were dragging you here for dinner...” his mother trailed off with a touch of glee in her tone. 
 
    Even hurt by my somewhat rejection, Bryson still went out of his way to show me he cared. Because that was what you did when you loved someone: they always came first. 
 
    A lesson I seemed to have forgotten yesterday. Not that I was wrong in my answer, but my actions gave the perception that he didn’t matter. Instead of talking things out, I shut down on him.  
 
    Pursing my lips, I looked up at Angela after setting the note down. “I’m an idiot.” 
 
    “No argument from me,” Ellie chimed in, and had I not felt the sudden rush to find him, I would’ve thrown something at her. 
 
    “I’m out.” No one stopped me as I threw a few bills down on the table and kissed their cheeks. “And be prepared to help me move. It will be all hands on deck, bitches.” 
 
    “Anahi!” 
 
    “Ani!” Both moms chided in unison, but there was no real anger behind it. All three women at this table looked at me with pride in their eyes. 
 
    Ignoring the scold, I pointed a finger between myself and Ellie. Even narrowed my eyes a bit. “We aren’t done, chica.” 
 
    She laughed and waved me off. “I’ll spill and let you kick my ass after you find that man of yours and make it right. Deal?” 
 
    “You’re on. Next week, you and me will do lunch,” I called back, already a few tables away.  Some people turned to watch the determined, crazy chick walk out after my yell, but I paid them no mind. 
 
    I had a boyfriend to seduce and then tell him the good news. Move Ani in was a go. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Day 20… 
 
      
 
    “Guess what?” I rushed into Bryson’s temporary room without knocking. Big mistake. Monumental mistake. Dear God, why me? 
 
    “Everything okay, Anahi? You look like you saw a ghost, and you’re breathing fast.” Bryson made a move from his perch on the floor, and his abs, those glistening sweat-kissed abs, tightened, showing his six-pack. Each indentation was pronounced and hard.  He was hard all over. 
 
    Mother of all sweet fucks. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I managed to choke out while turning away to give him privacy. Jesus, what was wrong with me? 
 
    I’d seen him in less than that before. No shirt and basketball shorts were a frequent occurrence, but this, this felt different. 
 
    He’d been working out his stomach. A light sheen of sweat marred his flesh, and those basketball shorts that hung low on his hips caused me to whimper. No matter how hard I tried to hold the sound in, it escaped, and I was mortified. He’d realize the why and run away from me. 
 
    “Silly thing. Turn around.” He chuckled, and it came from just over my shoulder, closer than before. I gasped when his hand touched my bare skin. Burned me from the outside in. 
 
    His scent invaded my senses next, and I cursed myself for feeling this way. For always wanting a man that to me was unattainable. 
 
    Turning me around, he let his hand fall from my shoulder and down my arm. Bry grasped my hand in his, intertwining our fingers while his other hand raised my chin. Gave me no choice when it came to looking at him in the eye. 
 
    “What has you so jumpy, Ani? Talk to me.” I could never tell him the truth no matter how much those blue eyes beseeched me. “Your palms are sweating, sweetheart. Are you nervous?” 
 
    And while I should’ve told him that my reaction was all due to him, I didn’t. 
 
    Instead, I played it cool with a laugh. “Just excited.” 
 
    “Please share with the class.” Damn, his smile was blinding. Perfect. Lit up his entire face. 
 
    “As of today, I don’t have to wear the brace.” 
 
    “Really?” Excitement colored his tone. 
 
    “Yup. Doc gave the orders.” On my next breath, my feet left the floor and I was pressed against his solid chest. 
 
    Bare chest. 
 
    “I’m so happy for you, babe,” he whispered against my ear, and I melted. Almost admitted aloud that being with him like this was the real cause for joy in my life. 
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    Last night, Bryson never answered my calls. It went straight to voicemail. 
 
    And while I let him have this time to himself to reflect or just breathe without my presence, I won’t deny that it stung. Hurt to be shut out as I’d done to him that night. I was never rude, but didn’t go out of my way to make my rejection anything less than what it was. 
 
    They say turnabout is fair play, and I now understood that saying. 
 
    Sucked hairy monkey balls, but it was what it was and I had to be patient. 
 
    Therefore, while he was off thinking, I was at work drowning myself in the hustle and bustle that was working for a media company. 
 
    Meetings. 
 
    Emails. 
 
    Taking notes. 
 
    Transferred said notes into something legible for Brian to use, and then repeat. 
 
    On and on all day, I did my part and only stopped once when my side hurt. Twinges came and went, especially during periods of the day when I sat in front of my computer for hours on end. 
 
    Pulling open the drawer to the right, I pulled out a bottle of ibuprofen, popped the top, and had taken two pills out when someone cleared their throat. 
 
    “Can I help you?” I asked the officer standing before me. In his hand, he held what looked to be a clipboard and a letter of some kind. 
 
    “Thank you, miss.” He looked down at his clipboard. “I’m looking for an Anahi Pratt?” 
 
    What the hell? “That would be me.” Swear formed at the back of my neck, and I felt flushed. Nerves kicked in, and I wracked my brain for a reason as to why the police would come to my job and ask to speak with me. Then it hit me...Jason. 
 
    “I’ll need you to sign this.” Clipboard was moved into my line of sight and a pen thrust toward me. No explanation as to the why or what I was signing. I’m no fool and sat back in my chair. 
 
    All I needed now was to have my identity stolen because some random person showed up here in a cop uniform. Hell, no. Momma didn’t raise a fool. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Officer, but before I sign, I’ll need some information.” 
 
    “Of course,” he answered just as Mariah walked in with a cup of coffee in her hand. There was a hint of happiness in her expression at the sight of him. Could almost see the snarky remark sitting on the tip of her tongue, but one look at the man in front of me shut her up. Bitch continued her walk across the room and toward Brian’s office. 
 
    I’m sure the gossip mill was going to know about this within the next five minutes. One text sent, and the entire building would know. 
 
    “Sorry about her.” 
 
    “There’s one in every workplace.” That was all, and then silence—he left me waiting on the explanation. 
 
    “Could you...” I trailed off while tapping his clipboard with the pen in my hand. 
 
    “It’s an official release for a subpoena by the clerk of courts here in Orlando. Your signature is needed so that it goes on record that I delivered this to your hand and explained that you have forty-eight hours to contact the phone number on this letter for further instruction.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” Had to be asked. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Please sign here and I’ll be on my way.” Doing as asked, I scribbled my name and took the letter from his hand. Barely heard his good-bye, my eyes too busy scanning the sheet of paper in front of me to respond. My mind was going a thousand miles a minute trying to make sense of what I was reading. 
 
    Court date. 
 
    Mandatory. 
 
    State of Florida vs Jason Miller. 
 
    Testify. 
 
    Those things rolled around in my head, and I felt nauseous. Nerves kicked in, and my stomach churned. I almost didn’t make it to the bathroom before I got sick. 
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    “Please pick up the phone, Bryson,” I muttered under my breath while I drove home. Brian had sent me home with the promise that I rest after I came back from the bathroom pale and hands shaking. My work had been caught up by the time I left, and only a few last minute errands for tomorrow’s news set unveiling needed done. 
 
    Those he left for Mariah who, since my return, has shied away from all responsibility. The woman took more breaks than anyone I knew, never worked from home, and yet believed she was a shoo-in for the next promotion. 
 
    Sometimes I wonder if she even realized just what our building did past the news. We were an extension of a nationwide channel with our own local brand of news. Yes, we collaborate with the big dogs, but those are part of the same Lee family. Every returning or new show lineup is approved by my boss and then released to the public through our big-sister chain. 
 
    Hi, this is Bryson Holt. I’m away from my phone at the moment… His voicemail met my ears for the second time, and I wanted to bang my head against the steering wheel. Where was he? 
 
    My phone beeped with his specific ringtone for text messages, and hope bloomed inside my chest. 
 
    In a meeting at the moment. Can’t talk. ~Bry 
 
    Did I want to pull him from his meeting when this could be discussed after work? No. While I was a bit freaked out, it could wait. Just having him reply to me in text was enough for now. 
 
    We need to talk. Dinner? ~Ani 
 
    His reply was instant. 
 
    Everything okay? ~Bry 
 
    Even somewhat upset with me, he always made sure that I was okay. 
 
    I’ll explain when I see you. Meet you in front of the Orlando Eye at seven...please don’t be late. ~Ani 
 
    Okay. ~Bry 
 
    Looking down at my watch, I realized that I had quite a few hours before we were set to meet. To be honest, I just couldn’t wait that long and after a quick run home to change into something comfortable, I drove toward his office. Who needed to go somewhere to talk when we’d have all the privacy in the world inside his office? 
 
    Kaleb and Kathy were walking out the door when I arrived. It was early afternoon and not the norm. 
 
    “Thank God you are here, woman!” His brother ran up to help me carry in the two bags of lunch I’d gotten for us from his favorite Jamaican spot. Was this unfair to use this in my favor? Yes. Absolutely, but he did that to me all the time. 
 
    It was how the conniving jerk accumulated all those damn brownie points. 
 
    “What’s going on?” The office was silent as we walked in. No one was here. “Where’s everyone?” 
 
    “He gave them the rest of the day off.” 
 
    “Why?” It’s not that he hadn’t done this in the past, and with full day’s pay, but it was usually after landing a huge account or because they were all caught up. The staff was small here compared to other companies in his same field, but it was not for lack of opportunities to expand. Bry just didn’t want to; he liked it this way, and they respected him for it. 
 
    “A mixture of things.” At my raised brow, he leaned in closer and spoke low. “Celebrating a new huge account, and because he’s in a shitty mood. To be honest here, sissy, seeing him like this is upsetting, and I know it has to do with you. Please fix it.” 
 
    “That’s why I am here.” 
 
    Nodding, he turned around and walked to the door. Was just outside the entrance, when he turned back to look at me. “I’m seeing Patricia,” he blurted out and I raised a brow. 
 
    “Already know.” I didn’t care as long as she knew her place. At the moment, I had bigger things to worry about than her. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Your mom.” 
 
    “That meddling…” Kaleb trailed off while rubbing the back of his neck. “Just wanted you to know and not be weirded out the next time you see her. You know…kind of keep the fact I hated her between us?” 
 
    “I’ll behave.” I promised and he nodded.  
 
    That seemed to calm him down and he gave me a sheepish grin. “Thank you, sis. So, I’ll be…” he pointed in the other direction while I giggled “…good luck, Ani. He’s in his office.” 
 
    Bitch up, chick, and get in there. If he bites, you’ll love it. 
 
    I locked the front office door and then knocked on his. 
 
    “Didn’t I send you people home?” 
 
    “Do I look like I work for you?” At the sound of my voice, he turned around in his chair. He’d been facing an outside window and seemed deep in thought. “Well, do I?” 
 
    “No, but what are you—” 
 
    “Hungry?” Placing the bags on his desk, I pulled out his serving first and presented it to him. Fucker tried to hide his smile at the gesture behind a cough. “You got rice and peas with jerk chicken, plantains, and a dumpling.” 
 
    “You’re avoiding, Ani.” 
 
    Placing a can of Coke beside him, I looked up and into his deep blue eyes. “Not at all, but there is only one way this conversation will work, and that is while you eat. I talk, and you chew. Deal?” 
 
    “We’ll do this your way, it seems.” Bryson pulled open his container and popped the top, had a fork full of rice in his mouth before I could even take a breath. Jerk was messing with me and found my floundering amusing. 
 
    Taking in a deep breath, I let it out slowly and set my own food down. “First off, I owe you an apology.” His mouth opened, but I held a hand up and shook my head. “Eat, and I talk…that was the deal.” We stared at one another—a tug of war I wasn’t going to lose, and after a minute, he conceded defeat. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Don’t get used to it.” 
 
    “As I was saying…” I gave him a pointed look while he dug into his chicken “…I’m sorry for being an asshole and pushing you away. It was uncalled for when all you asked of me was to move in and not be an accessory to murder.” A low chuckle left him, and I saw that as a good sign to continue. “To be honest, I was shocked when you mentioned it, and my mind took off. Too much was running through it—the main commentary was that this move was happening too soon. Out of order for the norm.” 
 
    “Fuck normal.” 
 
    “The minute we went our separate ways yesterday, I knew that my attitude had strained things between us. That I’d hurt you, and that was the last thing I ever wanted to do.” Not a word left his lips; he just continued to look at me. Only difference was that now he’d sat back in his chair to give me his undivided attention. “I love you, Bryson, and my immediate reaction should’ve been that thought. You and I don’t have to play by societies rules.” 
 
    “What’re you trying to say?” He stood from his chair and walked around to where I stood. Stopped just two steps away and caged my face in his hands—his thumbs ran soothing circles across my cheeks. “Tell me.” 
 
    “Ask me again,” I breathed, my hands grasping his shirt and pulling him closer. 
 
    “Are you sure?” At my nod, he smiled; an honest, sweet little smile that caused one to break out across my lips. “Move in with me.” 
 
    “Yes.” No hesitation whatsoever. 
 
    “Fucking finally,” he grunted a second before his lips met mine. This kiss wasn’t rushed; slow and sweet, a re-acquaintance of sorts. Tongues caressed while hands wandered lower, mine over his heart and his at my waist. Bryson anchored me to him chest to chest. 
 
    His hardened length twitched against my stomach, and I pressed myself closer—moved against him. “I love you, Bryson, and I am so sorry if I ever made you doubt that,” I moaned this against his soft lips. “Please forgive me.” 
 
    “Nothing to forgive, baby, and I love you too.” We stood there in the middle of his office for God knows how long kissing when the subpoena came to mind. Caused me to pause for a second and pull back a bit. He caught the look in my eye, and lust was replaced with worry. “You okay?” 
 
    If I could, I’d punch Jason in the face for ruining this moment, but I had to tell him. Delaying my telling him would only make things worse. 
 
    “With us? Never better.” That was the truth. 
 
    “But?” Bryson pushed a wayward strand of hair back from my face. God, his touch was soothing. 
 
    “Don’t get mad.” 
 
    “Talk.” 
 
    “I was subpoenaed today,” I rushed out while the emotions that flittered across his face almost made laugh. The man went from lust to murderous rage in the span of a minute. 
 
    “Explain, Anahi, and don’t leave anything out.” Walking back around the table with me following close behind, he sat in his chair and pulled me down on his lap. My head was tucked under his chin while his arms wrapped around my waist. Comfortable wouldn’t even begin to describe just how good it felt to be back in his arms. For a few minutes, we were quiet; just his breathing and mine mingling within the room. “Does this have to do with Jason?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded, and he kissed the top of my head. “District Attorney is now handling the case since he stole so much from me and from what I read, three other women. It’s gone from petty to identity theft and fraud. That, and the physical attacks—battery and sexual assaults. He’s looking at a few years in if convicted.” 
 
     “What do they need you to do?” 
 
    “Testify.” 
 
    “Then let’s send that fucker to rot in jail.” Tilting my head up to look at him, Bryson kissed my lips this time. “Tonight we’ll focus on us and the fan-fucking-tastic make-up sex you owe me.” The waggling of his eyebrows was ridiculous, and I cracked up. He succeeded; the tension had dropped in the room. “Tonight it’s you and me, but tomorrow I’ll deal with this.” 
 
    “How?”  Cause the man was acting as if it were nothing, while the thought of testifying—telling everyone my pathetic story—scared me. 
 
    “I know someone who works in that office. Just trust me.” And I did. With my life. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Day 21… 
 
      
 
    Can you make some time for me today? ~Jason 
 
    I read that text four times. I still didn’t understand why he had the sudden rush to see me. For three weeks now, it was the same message every morning, same time down to the second. No hellos or mild pleasantries to then segue into the mention of a meeting. 
 
    Denying him was never the problem, but having Bryson around every day was. In my home. My private space. Breathing the same air. 
 
    From my side of things, the attraction grew—morphed into this palpitating burn each time he smiled at my achievements. On how I regained my strength and along with my new PT trainer, I’d begun walking with just a slight limp. 
 
    Not today. Sorry. ~Ani 
 
    A second later it pinged in my hands again. 
 
    When?  ~Jason 
 
    I wanted to scream never, but there was a tiny part of me that was curious. Curious as to why my yearning for Bry had turned almost feral each time I bumped into him in the kitchen wearing his reading glasses and pajama bottoms. Why each time I called out for his help or rang that bell he hated, my first thought was to ask for his lips to service me.  
 
    Kiss me.  
 
    Bite me.  
 
    Lick me.  
 
    Soon. ~Ani 
 
    My gut churned as I hit send, but it was too late to take it back. I needed to do this. Test myself.  
 
    See if this insane need for my best friend was just in my head. Maybe some time apart would help? 
 
    Deep down, I knew it wouldn’t. 
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    “Ms. Pratt, I need to see you in my office please,” Brian called after me; I was halfway out the door and talking with a coworker. Three of us had been assigned the innate task of asking each department in our building to turn in expenditure reports. 
 
    Numbers meant a lot in this business: 
 
    Ratings. 
 
    Profits. 
 
    Loss. 
 
    Negotiable salaries. 
 
    All numbers at the end of the day. 
 
    No one looked back at me. Well, except from Mariah. She openly glared at me, and dammit if I didn’t have the urge to stick my tongue out at her. She’d been reprimanded twice during the employee meeting this morning. Unprepared and wrong facts; she was a mess, and I might have chuckled under my breath a time or two. 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Lee,” I asked once everyone had vacated the room. “Was there something else you needed?” 
 
    “Take a seat, please.” Brian took one himself at the head of the table and slid a slim folder in front of me. Tilted his head in its direction with a smile. “Open that and read the first line.” 
 
    “Sure...” I flipped it open and then gasped. “Oh my God!” 
 
    “You earned it.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Because if this was some kind of joke I’d punch him, boss or not. 
 
    “Anahi, you are an invaluable part of my team. I’d be a fool to not offer you this opportunity and have you poached by a neighboring company.” Extending a hand out to shake, he waited until mine was in his and squeezed. Pulled my attention away from the papers before me that were beginning to get blurry. “Even while under medical care, you went above and beyond to make sure this office ran like a tight ship. Worked harder than most of my executives and kept me in line. So thank you; this is my way of saying that we appreciate your hard work. Will you accept?” 
 
    “I’d be a fool not to.” Releasing his hand, I held the paper in my hands. Read my new official position and job description. This had to be a dream. Had to be. “Ouch!” 
 
    Pinching myself wasn’t the smartest move when I heard Brian crack up beside me. “Ellie is going to die laughing when I tell her about this.” 
 
    At the mention of my friend’s name, my eyes narrowed. “Do tell...just how close are you two? When did this happen?” 
 
    The man turned red and then white. “Would you look at the time...have to run.” Pushing back from his chair, he stood and gathered his files and marched out of the room. Giggles burst out of me at his hasty retreat, and I cried. Just lost it. Bent over the table, I laughed until my stomach hurt. 
 
    What was up with those two morons? 
 
    Were they scared of my reaction? 
 
    Hell, I was ecstatic for them. Happy that they’d found someone they cared about, like me with Bryson. 
 
    Collecting my new contract, I walked out of the room and to my desk. Mr. Lee had forgotten to have me sign the document for the company file, and seeing as I was still his secretary until the start of next month, I take care of it. 
 
    That thought didn’t last long when I came to a halt just steps from my desk. 
 
    Jesus, he looked delicious. Bryson’s smiling face was sitting behind my desk, eyes fixed on me. He paid no attention to Mariah who was sitting at her desk across from mine. How she flipped her hair and bit the pen between her lips. Nothing. Those deep azure eyes were admiring me, eating up each sway of my hips and the tiny curl of my lip when I smiled back. 
 
    “What’re you doing here, baby?” I asked, coming to a full stop in front of my desk, hip resting against the corner edge. “Do you have a meeting here I wasn’t aware of?” 
 
    He shook his head no and stood. “Nope.”  He walked around to my side and cupped my face in his hands, pressing his lips to mine in a gentle and sweet kiss. Forehead against mine, he exhaled and I licked my lips, a move he followed. “I’m here to kidnap your for lunch. Get your bag and let’s go.” 
 
    A huff came Mariah’s desk. “So unprofessional.” 
 
    Funny, this coming from the office whore. 
 
    “Lunch sounds good...” Standing on the tip of my toes, I nipped his Adam’s apple. His responding groan was loud. “Let me inform Brian that I am stepping out and will be on my cell.” 
 
    “No need.” At my quizzical brow, he laughed and returned my nip while taking a firm grip of my waist. Fingers dug in, and I moaned low. Blue irises turned almost black. “Get your belongings and lock up the computer. Brian knows I’m pulling you out for the next two hours,” Bry whispered against the shell of my ear. His hips shifted, and I felt the outline of his thick cock against my stomach. 
 
    Wetness coated my panties and I squirmed. “Give me ten.” 
 
    “You have three minutes.” Oh shit. 
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    “Oh God,” I moaned while his lips wrapped themselves around my clit and flicked the tiny bundle of nerves while I was suspended mid-air. No sooner had we entered his apartment than I found myself pressed against his front wall and skirt bunched up around my hips. Those panties; the cute little pink lacy boy shorts I’d worn today were trash. Ripped on the side and now lay in tattered strips somewhere in his entry. “Shit, baby. So good.” 
 
    His reply was a possessive grunt against my cunt. Feral, he’d turned into a beast whose sole mission in life was to drink my come. 
 
    One hand supported my weight; my back was against the wall while he stood beneath me with a hand on his beautiful cock. Pumped in time with each stroke of his tongue; my eyes followed the movement. 
 
    Slow upturn where his finger swiped across the slit at the top. Collected the drop of pre-come and then slight rotation of his wrist as he went down. My pussy clenched, and he growled. Fucked my opening with the tip of his tongue, soft little jabs that made my legs spasm around his head. 
 
    “Come on me...give me what I want.” His long fingers beneath me grabbed a hold of my left cheek and squeezed. Pulled me tighter against his hungry mouth, and I arched against the wall. 
 
    Gyrated over his lips. 
 
    Bryson’s response was to work himself harder. A single drop of pre-come dangled from the tip of his dick, and my mouth watered. That sight almost broke me, but it was the scrape of his teeth over my sensitive bud that caused me to let go. 
 
    “I’m going to come,” I cried out as an almost demonic wave of bliss rushed through me, causing me to lose sight of his length. My eyes closed of their own accord, and I tried hard to breathe. To find the air I so desperately needed. 
 
    “Fuck,” he muttered below me, and his knees shook. I opened my eyes just in time to see the first stream of his come land on the floor a few feet from him. Then another. They pooled on the floor while he slid us down to the floor, me nestled sweetly in his lap while we tried to regulate our breathing. 
 
    For a few minutes I enjoyed the silence. There was never any need for us to fill the gaps in conversation with mindless chatter. It was okay to enjoy each other without the added noise. 
 
    To just be and clear our heads. 
 
    Something that never changed once our status did. Anahi and Bryson would always be the same. 
 
    “Hungry?” Bryson asked a few minutes later; I shook my head, but my stomach had the ultimate decision. It grumbled, the sound loud inside his apartment. “I’ll take that as a yes.” 
 
    “Do we have to?” Yes, I whined. Not ashamed in the least, I was comfortable in his lap. All warm and snugly.  
 
    “Gotta feed my woman.” His hand came down on my right ass cheek, and I jumped, squirmed in his lap. Quick little smack that caused my skin to tingle beneath his palm. “And quit moving, or I’ll forget to be nice and impale you on my dick. A man can only take so much.” 
 
    “Impale away.” 
 
    “Up.” With both hands, he lifted me from his lap, making sure I was steady on my feet before getting to his own. “Come on. Fix your clothes so I can feed you. I need to have you back in forty minutes, and we need to talk.” 
 
    “About?” Pulling my skirt back into place, I made sure my top was tucked in and then turned to look for my torn panties. 
 
    “Looking for these?” Bryson’s amused voice caused me to look over at him. In his finger he twirled the tattered piece of lace, three turns around his finger and then he brought it up to his face. “So tempting.” 
 
    Seeing his dick tucked back inside his pants was a travesty. 
 
    “Want another taste?” I fluttered my lashes at him. 
 
    “Maybe later if you’re a good girl,” Bry promised and then put my panties inside his left pocket. Patted the fabric once and then walked into the kitchen to get us fed. 
 
    I followed. “Need help?” 
 
    “Grab us a soda each,” he answered while pulling out some food containers from a bag. “Ready to tell me what brought that giant smile to your face back at the office?” 
 
    Taking a seat on a stool behind the counter, I placed our drinks down. “I got a promotion today.” This might’ve been sing-songed, but I was still riding the high of his mouth on my pussy. “You’re looking at the new member of the production buyer’s team. I’ll be working with the station’s daytime talk show and researching/purchasing all items needed for the tapings. Looking for new items to introduce to the public or keeping the set modern.” 
 
    Bryson set our food down and immediately swept me up in a hug. “Congratulations, sweet girl. I’m so happy for you, Ani.” His hand was caught between us, and in their hold he had two beautiful roses. Bright and in bloom, he pressed them softly against my chest before kissing me. This time when he kissed me, it was slow and sweet. Perfect. “You’ve worked so hard for this moment, and we are going to celebrate. This weekend, you are mine.” 
 
    “What do you have in mind?” My teeth nibbled on his bottom lip, and his grip grew tight around my waist. “Will it include a naked you and me?” 
 
    Bry set me down on my feet and stepped back. Left the flowers in my hand. “Thought I was supposed to be the pervert in the relationship?” 
 
    Bringing them up to my nose, I inhaled deep. Hummed with contentment. “What can I say? You drive me crazy.” 
 
    “I lost sanity a long time ago because of you. Best moment of my life thus far.” Bryson moved my food closer. Nothing fancy today, just my favorite chopped salad from a local grocery story. “Eat, please.” 
 
    “Aye, captain.” Added a salute and everything. 
 
    “Smart ass.” 
 
    “Better than a ...” 
 
    “Will you just listen for a moment?” he asked while sending me a mock glare. 
 
    “Carry on.” 
 
    “I might’ve stepped over the line a bit and called in a favor from a friend.” 
 
    I put the flowers down and took a seat. Something told me I wasn’t going to like what he had to say. “What did you do, Holt?” 
 
    “Do you remember my friend Derrick from college?” 
 
    Nodding, I waved him on. “Don’t ask questions you know the answer to. We saw that fool a month back when we went to see that UFC fight. So I’m going to repeat myself...what did you do?” 
 
    “Derrick works in the District Attorney’s office as a clerk and was able to get me information on our favorite jail bird.” 
 
    “Swear to God, I will stab you with this spork if you continue to pause dramatically after a few words.” 
 
    “So violent.” 
 
    “Bryson...” He took a seat next to me and popped the lid on his Coke. All casual, he took a sip as if he was in no hurry to speak. “Tell me what you know, dammit.” 
 
    “Jason was offered a plea deal after three other women stepped forward with similar claims. He’s almost over the fifty thousand dollar mark between the four of you. Add to that the physical abuse and false imprisonment—they want to throw the book at him. His actions were premeditated and with the intent to cause harm, so all in all, if he decides to fight the courts, he is looking at almost forty years behind bars.” 
 
    “Holy shit.” Because what else could I say to that? 
 
    “They’ll offer him a lesser sentence if he agrees to admit fault. Admission of guilt will commute his sentence to twenty behind bars with the chance of an early release after serving ten and with good behavior. It’s a waiting game now, but if all works like they hope...he’ll take it.” 
 
    “Okay, I have questions here,” I said after swallowing a bite from my salad. “Why’s his sentence so long? The crimes don’t fit that kind of extremes.” 
 
    Pushing his own food away, Bry turned to face me in his seat. His hand grasped one of mine tightly in his own. “Because the girlfriend he had before you, he hurt. Hurt really bad. She was held up in a room in her home for weeks on end with little to no food or drink while he spent her money on his vices. From what Derrick told me, this woman had come into some money and liked to gamble. Jason met and charmed the panties off her that same night.” 
 
    “Oh my God!” Tears welled up in my eyes and spilled over. Horrified for that woman and at the same time, I felt relief for myself. That could’ve easily been me. I wasn’t rich by any means, but I wasn’t poor either. 
 
    “Come here.” Bryson pushed back a bit from the counter and opened his arms for me. I crawled into his lap without any hesitation, snuggled into his chest, and let his calming touch ease my now chaotic thoughts. “Do you want to hear the rest?” Always worried about me. 
 
    “Yeah,” I whispered. 
 
    “Jason held her against her will, and on more than one occasion forced himself on her. She was found a month after disappearing by a friend that was worried and had called the police to her residence.” He spoke low, just a comforting hum against the crown of my head. “By that time, he had skipped town. Had partied and fucked his way through New Jersey before coming here. They couldn’t find him until he landed in custody and they pulled his rap sheet. There they found the outstanding warrant, and two others came forward. That’s why, sweetheart.” 
 
    “Then he’s getting off easy.” 
 
    “Let’s all hope karma and the men behind bars take care of that pathetic bitch. Men in prison don’t like men who abuse women or children.” 
 
    “Does it make me a horrible person to say that would be divine justice?” 
 
    “Not at all when I wish they’d chop of his dick and make him their bitch.” 
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 Day 22… 
 
      
 
    “I’m done waiting on her to catch up.” 
 
    “What has gotten into you, sweetheart?” Mom asked as I’d stormed into her kitchen and planted my ass on a stool. She eyed me skeptically; the way one would a person who’s lost their rational thought. “Does this have anything to do with Anahi? Baby, I told you not to move in with her. That it would—” 
 
    “What the hell, Mom!” I threw both hands up in the air. “You wanted me to just let her figure it out on her own?” 
 
    “Not in those words…no.” 
 
    “How can you just stand there with that smug grin while telling me…woman, are you sick? Do I need to have you checked?” 
 
    She shrugged while picking invisible lint off her shirt. “Her cast is off, and the doctor approved her going back to work.” My glare only served to make her laugh. “Dear God, child, you are making this much to fun.” 
 
    “Get to the point.” I came here for help, not to be given a puzzle. 
 
    “My point…” she rolled her eyes “…is that you’ve always talked the talk, and now, it’s time to walk it.” 
 
    “Explain.” Rubbing at my temples, I tried like hell to quell my mounting annoyance with her. I reminded myself that this was not her fault. 
 
    “In layman’s terms: tell her how you feel. Stop moping and buck up. Piss on the pot or get off.” Walking over to the fridge, she pulled out a beer for us both, and popped their tops before passing one over. “You love her.” 
 
    Not a question, but I answered her anyways. “Yes.” 
 
    Holding her beer up in a toast, Mom smiled. This time it wasn’t condescending. “About time, kid. Now go—go back to her house and make her see that you are her it. Her soulmate.” 
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    It was burning a hole in my pocket. 
 
    Driving me up the motherfucking wall. 
 
    No moment felt right or good enough for her. 
 
    “You okay?” Ani asked from beside me in the car. It was Friday, and our work schedules were clear until Monday morning. Or later, depending on how the night went. “Where’d you go?” 
 
    “Just thinking about a new client I met with today. Eccentric would be putting it mildly; he and his wife are very much stuck on Miami in the 80s and it’s a bit out there by today’s standards.” 
 
    She slapped my arm while giggling. “Can’t be that bad.” 
 
    “This is an interior decorator’s firm, and I’m doing the website relaunch. They’ve given me their list of ‘must haves’ and it must include: shiny, gaudy, and last but not least...neon. Everything.” 
 
    “Ewwww.” The look on her face was one of pure horror. 
 
    “Feel my pain?” 
 
    “Be honest with them?” she posed this like a question, and I found her interest in my job adorable. “Explain to them that it’s 2017 and those accents aren’t used outside of maybe a night club? Tell them to maybe tone it down, just hints or splashes across the board.” 
 
    “I did,” I laughed, some of the tension leaving my bones. Just being in her presence did wonders in soothing me. “And they want what they want. It’s one of those cases where the client is stubborn, but offering money up the ass to get it done. They alone will make this quarter a good one.” 
 
    Leaning over, Anahi kissed the spot on my arm she’d hit. “Then buck up and take it like a man.” 
 
    “Buck up?” I muttered more to myself than aloud. She was right on all accounts. “Why didn’t I think of that?” 
 
    “Easy.” Fuck, her smile was blinding. Just this gorgeous, unguarded, sweet upturn of her lips that caused her entire face to glow. Ani was the epitome of a woman who was happy. Moreover, while what happened with Jason lingered, she knew that with me she’d always be safe. 
 
    Taken care of. 
 
    “Explain,” I playfully growled. 
 
    “I’m the smart one in the relationship.” 
 
    “Brat.” 
 
    “Ogre.” 
 
    “Chicken legs.” 
 
    “How dare you,” she gasped with a hand to her chest as if I’d wounded her. “I’ll have you know I have spectacular legs. Have always been complimented on them.” 
 
    “By whom?” Yeah, I was a possessive asshole, and I didn’t care. Held no remorse over the fact. “Whose ass am I kicking?” 
 
    “Let’s start with Kaleb—” 
 
    “I’d kill the little shit, and he knows it. You’re mine and off limits.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “Don’t question me, woman.” Pulling off to the side of the road, I put the car in park and went around to her side of the car. Opened the door and kneeled before her. It’d be so easy. Right here and now, where it’s just us and I could save face if she rejected me as she’d done with the moving in. 
 
    Even now, she was dead set on waiting for her lease to expire. Hardheaded woman. 
 
    Those green eyes looked at me with mirth, shifting every few seconds between my own and then my lips. “Are you going to kiss me?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Yes?” Nimble fingers fisted the hair at the back of my neck and pulled me closer. Her next exhale became my inhale. “Quit being obtuse and kiss me.” 
 
    “Admit that I own you.” Swiping my tongue across my bottom lip, I touched the edge of hers. She tasted of cherries, and I hummed in the back of my throat. “You taste good.” 
 
    “It’s new. Came in a gift set from Ellie last Christmas.” 
 
    “I like.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Anahi skimmed her glossed lips over mine twice. Soft little brushes that caused a harsh shiver to run up my spine and settle on the tip of my cock. “I’ll wear it often.” 
 
    “You do that.” My fingers twitched, and I made a move to reach into my pocket. Her eyes followed my every move, not yet understanding in the least just what was about to happen. Cold, the little object slid over my pinky as I began to pull my hand out. 
 
    “What’re you...hold that thought.” With a slim finger up, Ani silenced me. Not that I’d opened my mouth. Pissed by her phone going off would be putting it mildly. “No. Yes...umm, I’ll ask. Okay, Mom. See you in a few.” 
 
    I forced a smile on my face. “What did Maribel want?” 
 
    “Can we pick up five bags of ice for the beer cooler? Mom says they are low.” That was code word for we are behind and need to buy time. 
 
    “All right.” With a kiss to her cheek, I stood up and made a move to close the door. Had my hand on the handle when she laid hers over mine, her large green eyes watching me. There was love—so much fucking love behind the look. My heart clenched, and the fingertips gripping the door handle began to sweat. “You okay?” 
 
    “I should be the one asking that question, Bry. What’s up?” 
 
    “Nothing’s wrong.” 
 
    “Never mentioned anything being wrong...did I?” Perceptive little thing stood up from the car, pressing herself close to me. Not touching yet, but I felt the heat from her clothes through the thin material of her flowery jersey dress. “Talk to me.” 
 
    “Sweetheart...” it was my turn to take a step closer, pressed against her much softer frame “...there isn’t a man alive that is happier than I am with you. Here like this. You are—” An incoming text stopped me, and I pulled my phone from my back pocket. 
 
    Ready!!! Get your butts over here ~Kaleb 
 
    “You were saying?” Anahi asked with a shy smile. “Ummm, I was really liking the direction your words were going. Compliment away, handsome.” 
 
    Cheeky thing. 
 
    “Promise we will resume this conversation later, but that was Kaleb telling me to hurry up.” Forehead against her, I kissed the tip of her nose. “Someone else brought the ice that was needed.” With the same hand she’d placed on mine, I turned her around and helped her into the car. 
 
    Of course I watched the way the slinky material of her long dress draped over her back and lower. How her ass was accentuated by the fabric and before she was fully seated, I slapped the roundness. She yelped and then narrowed her eyes at me from over her shoulder, but there was no real anger behind it. Not when a small smile was curved along her lip. 
 
    “You suck.” 
 
    “And lick and bite.” I laughed at the sour look on her face all the way to the other side of the car. 
 
    We were at Maribel’s house within fifteen minutes, and to say the front was littered with cars would be putting it mildly. All along the front and down the street; she had most driveways blocked, but her neighbors didn’t mind one bit. 
 
    “Twenty bucks says the entire neighborhood is here for her BBQ.” Ani shook her head and exited the car, met me just around the front and with her hand in mine, we walked across the driveway and up the three steps to the front door. “Can’t believe she hasn’t realized that we made it already. Mom’s usually a hound at knowing just when I pull up.” 
 
    If only she knew. 
 
    Everyone inside was just waiting for her to step through that door and scream... 
 
    “CONGRATULATIONS!” they yelled, and Anahi jumped about two feet in the air. Her body collided with mine and she placed her face into the crook of my neck. For a second I thought she was sobbing—met her mother’s panicked eyes with wide ones of my own—when I realized that her shoulders were shaking. 
 
    This little shit was cracking up. 
 
    “I’m going to hunt down and kill every single one of you.” She peeked at the room from my neck, looking at every single person within with a touch of contempt. “Everyone is on my shit list.” 
 
    “Stop being a spoilsport, baby.” 
 
    “And you,” Ani exclaimed, her hand coming down a bit hard over my chest. “This was all you.” 
 
    “Didn’t I warn you that we’d be celebrating this weekend?” 
 
    “But today is Friday.” God, I even loved her sulking. Motherfucking adorable. 
 
    “Anahi, what day of the weekday do people generally begin their weekend?” I had to duck from her swinging hands trying to catch me; she was dead set on a mission to pay me back for embarrassing her. The detail that she missed while playing attacker was that for every step I took backward, she followed me until we were in the center of the room. 
 
    “Shut up,” she grumbled, her hand connecting with my chest this time. “It’ll be a long time coming before I forgive you for this.” 
 
    Little did she know just how much worse it was about to get. So much fucking worse. 
 
    My eyes surveyed the room and landed on our moms; they were huddled together across from me, just in my line of sight and clasping their hands together. There were tears in their eyes; it was as if they knew just what I was planning next. 
 
    Beside them and to the left was Kaleb with his arm around Patty, bottle of Heineken in the air and a huge smile on his face. They looked comfortable with each other—the beginning of something new. Nodding, he gave me his approval and even though he was younger, the fact he loved her as a sister meant a lot to me. Close to him were Ellie and Brian, who still didn’t make sense, but then again, as long as they felt one tenth of what I did for this woman, it didn’t matter. They looked happy, and the way he looked at the woman in his arms reminded me of how I watched Anahi when she wasn’t looking. 
 
    Like my world began and ended with her. 
 
    No words spoken, my knees hit the floor and the room gasped. 
 
    Anahi’s hands flew to her mouth; I noticed the shake in her hand immediately. 
 
    My fingers pulled out the two-carat princess-cut ring from my pocket. Nestled in the center of my palm for her to see was the small token of my love. 
 
    “Bryson?” Ani breathed, voice cracking at the end. 
 
    “Do you know that for the past week I’ve been planning a perfect day for us? One where I’d get to show you just how well I know you…outline for you the things that matter the most. Shower you with attention, and then for the sake of being difficult, challenge you every step of the way because that is who we are. We fight over simple things and then come together for the hard. I’d want no one but you in my corner for the rest of my life.” Tears rolled down her cheeks, but she made no move to clear them away. Those jade eyes were set on mine. “We met as kids and years later, I still love you. Every quirk and bad habit…the way you look at me as if I were an idiot when I can’t sing the lyrics to a song we both like.” Chuckles surrounded us, and Anahi blushed. “How you laugh, can’t control yourself when someone falls in front of you. How you cry over movies, but when reality hits you with everything, you face it with a smile on your face. Everything about you is sacred to me. Perfect.” 
 
    She dropped to her knees in front of me and cupped my hands in her face. “I love you, too. Ask me.” 
 
    “When you had the accident, all I could think about was the fact that I almost lost you. How my own stupidity could’ve cost me the greatest privilege of loving you.” Taking her left hand from her cheek, I kissed the palm and then brought the them down. Slipped the engagement ring to the first knuckle of her ring finger and looked deep into the water-filled eyes of my heart. “I promised myself that I’d lose the fear and walk this life beside you for as long as the Lord above permits. That I’d do whatever it took to make you see that this man breathes for you. Worships you. Marry me?” 
 
    No sooner had the words passed my lips that I found myself on my back with a squirming Anahi above me. Placing little kisses, she littered every inch of skin she could reach with smooches. 
 
    “Honey, you might want to answer?” Maribel’s voice carried over, and I laughed. 
 
    By her actions, I knew her answer. Had no doubt. “Leave her, Mari. I’m enjoying the attention.” The room laughed, and my girl looked up with a gorgeous blush gracing her cheeks, but it was the glistening eyes that took my breath away. 
 
    There was this radiance of happiness that she exuded from her every pore. “Ask me again, please.” 
 
    “Help me cash in the largest brownie points order in our history to date.” At that, she cracked up alongside the people in the room that understood its meaning. “I’m using every single one in my arsenal here, baby.” 
 
    “That’s a tall order, Mr. Holt. Are you good for it?” My cock twitched beneath her, and she shivered. “Point taken.” 
 
    “Marry me.” 
 
    “Yes.” I claimed her lips with my own as the room erupted in applauses. You could hear the clinking of glass bottles around us, but we paid them no mind. Not when our mothers pecked around us begging that we stop or Kaleb’s threat to turn the hose on us. At that moment, I just couldn’t pull away even if I wanted to. 
 
    They could congratulate us later. 
 
    Flipping us over, I pulled her up and then threw her over my shoulder. Anahi squealed at the sudden move, giggling her ass off while waving at those around us. The ring from her finger fell; the clink made me pause to bend and pick it up. To my luck, it stopped beside my mother’s foot. 
 
    “You have an hour,” Mom threatened, and I nodded. If I didn’t agree, I’d never get my girl alone. “I’ll keep everyone else down here for the next sixty minutes.” 
 
    “Love you.” 
 
    “Go on and make me some grandbabies.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Day 23… 
 
      
 
    “Are you mad at me?” 
 
    Looking up from my place on her couch, I closed my laptop and the patted the seat beside me. “Not mad per se…disappointed is more like it.” 
 
    “But I can’t help how I feel, Bry.” Her lip trembled. The pain radiating in her eyes hurt me. Almost broke me. “Right now I feel disgusting. These scars are a reminder that I survived, yes, but not intact. That I have screws in my body to keep my leg together—I’ll probably have a limp for the rest of my life.” 
 
    “Sweetheart, you are perfect as-is.” Anahi scoffed, but I chose to ignore that. Pulling her small body into mine, I placed her head on my chest while running my fingers through her hair. She fit perfectly against me. “In my eyes you’re beautiful, sweetheart. Perfect in every single way, and one day I will make you see what I do.” 
 
    “You’ll never give up on me…will you?” 
 
    “Never. Especially not because you are having a pity party of one.” 
 
    “That obvious?” Tickling her side had its desired effect; my girl squealed beside me and tried to fight me off. That turned into my fingers digging in deeper and her body squirming away. One quick flip and I had her on her back, her green eyes wide and her breath coming out in pants. “I give.” 
 
    I could’ve kissed her. Was so close, but didn’t. Not yet. 
 
    Anahi had no idea what was coming for her. All the plans I had inside my head. So, I pulled back and held out a hand. “Truce?” 
 
    “No more tickles?” Was that disappointment on her face? 
 
    “No more.” 
 
    “You suck.” 
 
    “Someday soon,” I vowed, and she looked at me funny. Didn’t say anything or ask, but the look on her face was that of a lost lamb. And this wolf was going to enjoy every second of his hunt.  
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    “I can’t believe we are engaged,” Anahi whispered low—we were in bed and snuggled in early Saturday morning. We’d left her mother’s house late last night after many congratulations and a few embarrassing toast. They all wanted to wish us well, impart their knowledge, and then get shit-faced. 
 
    Some not in that order. 
 
    “It’s just a formality, sweetheart. You’ve always been mine.” Her back was to my chest—my hands skimming the flat of her stomach on my way to her breasts. Just soft touches; there was no hurry between us. 
 
    “And when did you have time to buy this? We’re always together.” Everyone had the same question. Her mother and mine had cornered me the moment we’d come down from her room—after I’d made her come on my cock. A quick fuck took the edge off, but did little to quell the deep burn I always felt when in her presence.  
 
    My lips kissed the skin of her bare shoulder. “Do you like it?” 
 
    “Like is not a strong enough word.” Turning her face to look over at me from her shoulder, she nipped my chin. “You did good. Really good, Bry. The brownie points were well used.” 
 
    “Good, because they cost me an entire stockpile,” I hummed while pressing my lips to hers. Unhurried. Lazily, I took possession of her mouth while hitching her leg back and over my hip. Slid into her in one fluid stroke and held still. For as long as I lived, I didn’t think I’d ever get over the initial rush of being one with her. “Because that ring will never come off your finger. In this life and the hundred that follow, it’ll always be there as a symbol of my love for you.” 
 
    She arched her back, hand coming up to grab onto my hair and pull. “Always.” 
 
    I bucked my hips, slipping in deeper. “Fuck, I love you.” She was tighter this way, if it were possible. A vice grip squeezed me each time I pushed in and then out. Slow rolls of my hips while a hand came down between us. I grabbed onto her left hand and entwined our fingers, brought them over her mound, and held still. Engagement finger between us, I drew light circles over her clit. 
 
    That ring was an extension of me. My ownership of her body, heart, soul, and would help me bring her over the edge. 
 
    I tapped her clit with the pad of my middle finger, and she clenched around me. “Baby...” it was a glorious cry from her lips. A plea. A demand for more, and I did it again. Her juices dripped down my cock and then wet my thighs. Those pussy lips fluttered around my length on each stroke while her walls tried to keep me inside her. 
 
    “Are you close?” I grunted, my hips picking up the pace. Anahi surrounded me; I couldn’t comprehend much of anything outside the feel of her pussy choking my cock. 
 
    How tight she felt around me. 
 
    The heat that enveloped me. 
 
    Her moans; how she urged me to move. To take her toward the highest peak and then hold her close as she falls. All because of me. Anahi moved her hips back—met me thrust for thrust with renewed purpose. She shook in my hold, and yet she refused to let go. To gift me her release. 
 
    “Just a little bit...of fuck!” she cried out as my teeth clamped down on her neck, that area right above her collarbone, and bit down hard enough to leave a mark. A reminder of the man who owns her for days. 
 
    I held still inside her, fucking enjoying each pulse of her walls as she came. How impossibly tighter she felt. The wetness that seeped from her pussy and dribbled down my length. It was all enough to make me come, and I did. 
 
    Pleasure tore through every single cell in my body, and I gripped her tighter. “Mother of fuck,” I groaned against her skin as my cock pulsed. Swelled a second before I flooded her pussy with my come. And even then I didn’t move. Couldn’t. 
 
    I kept myself inside her warmth while blissful waves surrounded me and her fingers in my hair played with the strands. No longer fisting the locks, Ani ran her fingertips through the mass and then continued the same soothing touch down my forehead. My face. 
 
    “No one has ever made me feel as beautiful as you do,” she spoke a few minutes later, and I wasn’t sure if it was toward herself or me. It was low, a soft murmur into the night while my hands continued their earlier exploration of her skin. “Even now after you’ve made me yours, as your dick softens inside and your come slips out and onto the bedsheets below, you still look at me with wonder in your eyes. Your fingers run across my skin as if you want to paint a picture with your hands that only you can decipher. An ingrained memory to cherish later on.” 
 
    “To me, you are the world’s greatest wonder. Perfection in human form and precious. Made to be loved by me.” Slipping from inside her, I flipped her onto her back and placed an arm on either side of her head to keep most of my weight off. Not all. This moment felt bigger than my proposal yesterday, and I needed to see her. 
 
    Green eyes looked up at me with so much love, happiness radiating from within her. “Only you.” 
 
    “Only by me.” A quick press of my lips to hers, and I sighed. Needed her to understand me. “This man loves you with every fiber of his being. What makes me a man is not the size of my dick, but how comfortable I am in showing my weaknesses. How I embrace them. And Ani, baby, you are the weakest point of me; my heart. You are what keeps this thing inside my chest beating. Why I breathe and how I can function. Without you, there is no me.” 
 
    Tears welled up in her eyes and spilled over. “I love you so much, Bryson.” Trembling lips mouthed the words twice and then broke out into a smile. “Don’t worry, they’re tears of joy.” 
 
    “Figured as much, crybaby.” It had its desired effect, and she laughed. “I love you too, Anahi Holt.” Motherfucker, that had a good sound to it. 
 
    “Thank you for not giving up on me when I was too stubborn to see what we could be. What we are.” 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    “Can’t wait until I’m tied to you in every single way.” 
 
    “Marry me.” 
 
    “I said yes yesterday, doofus.” 
 
    “No, Ani.” Leaning down, I captured her lisp once more. Kissed her hard and fast, showed her the raw need in my touch. “Now. Today.” 
 
    “But—” I silenced her with a quick nip to her lip. 
 
    “Just hear me out, baby.” 
 
    She pushed me back a bit, a signal that she wanted to sit up for this. “Hit me.” Rolling to my back, I fixed the pillow beneath my head and waited for her to situate herself. Anahi watched me like a hawk while finding her place beside me. She opted to sit with her back to the headboard while I continued to gather my thoughts. “I’m all ears, Bryson. Talk to me. I can see it in your eyes that this makes sense to you. Why the sudden rush, baby? I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    “That’s the thing, beautiful. This between us might be new to you—you’re accepting what’s always been, but its years’ worth of waiting in the making. Playing at the park, teaching you how to throw a solid punch...taking you on movie dates. Sweetheart, this engagement is just a formality in my eyes, and one I don’t wish to drag out. If it were up to me, I’d have married you the moment you said yes.” 
 
    “I’ve always dreamt of a large wedding, you know...” Ani trailed off. Her hand had reached out for mine while we spoke, but her eyes were trained straight ahead. Her mind was going a mile a minute, and I let her. The word no hadn’t slipped through her lips yet. “Long white dress, roses, a handsome man in a tux waiting for me at the end of the altar…every little girl’s dreams.” 
 
    “I’d never take that away from you, Anahi. If that’s what you want, then that’s what we’ll do.” There was no way in hell I’d ever be that asshole to crush her dreams; my desires would be sacrificed before hers. 
 
    “Funny how all that changes, huh?” Watery eyes met mine for the first time in a few minutes. There was brightness—she radiated joy from her every pore. 
 
    “Baby, I’m going to need you to be a bit more specific.” 
 
    “Let’s do it.” 
 
    First reaction—my length twitched beneath the cotton sheets. “Shut up. You said do it, and I reacted,” I groused at her adorable giggle. Beneath the tent my dick made, I jerked a small hello and she sobered immediately. 
 
    Wide eyes watched me biting her lower lip. “Maybe we should talk after. Distractions and all that mess.” 
 
    “Finish, and I will gift you my cock.” 
 
    “It means...” she licked her lips and again I moved for her “...that I love you.” 
 
    “Gathered as much.” At my chuckle, she jutted her lip out, and mother of fuck did I want to bite the thing. 
 
    She drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Can’t look at that thing and concentrate,” it was muttered while her face turned upwards, eyes now trained on my face. 
 
    “Better?” Had to bite the inside of my cheek. Had I laughed, she would’ve hit me; of that there was no doubt. 
 
    “Much.” She flicked my lip. “As I was trying to say, Bryson Holt...” I got the side eye, but I was smart enough to keep my lips shut. “I love you. Marrying you tomorrow or a year from now doesn’t make a lick of difference to me when the end result is the same. You and me. That’s what matters.” I opened my mouth, poised to interject, but she held a hand up. Same hand with her ring; she admired the small bauble with a sweet smile on her face. “Playing house as kids and dreaming about a fairy tale-like wedding was nice, but not real. Moreover, baby, our reality is so much better. It’s real. Honest. Gives and takes, but never with malice. Dreams change,” she whispered and then shrugged, “they morph and grow. Mine now lie with yours; starting our life together. Simple things like coming home—to our home, and eating dinner together. Take a couple of cooking classes and surprise you one day with a four-course meal because we both know I’m not the most skilled in that area.” 
 
    “I’d eat your charred food if it meant I could keep you.” 
 
    “Remember that. I’ll add it to my vows.” 
 
    “What else do you want to add? Now’s the time to do so while we negotiate this arrangement. No take backs later.” 
 
    Her laughter ceased as her eyes bore into mine. “Every single night I want to fall asleep in your arms and wake up with your cock buried deep inside me. You calm me. Give me safety and let me be myself—never change that. You’re all I’ll need every single day. Just you and me inside our bubble. Those are my dreams now. What matters to me.”  
 
    “Deal.” Anahi made this just too easy for me. I’d already pledged myself to give her that and so much more. She’ll never want for anything, much less my attention—devotion as her man. 
 
    “Then let’s do it.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Yes.” With that I pounced, pulled her beneath me, and caged her in. Bodies pressed together atop the mattress. I slipped inside her sweet heat with ease, to the hilt and held still. Her walls spasmed; clutched my cock in a vice-like grip that motherfucking felt like heaven. “Oh God,” she cried out at the sudden intrusion, her fingernails digging into my shoulder. 
 
    “I’m going to fuck you now, Ani.” Pulling all the way out, I held the tip just inside her entrance and kissed her lips. Once, twice, and then pulled back with my eyes on hers. “It’ll be fast...need you too much to go slow.” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you so fucking much it hurts.” 
 
    Calling everyone would have to wait. 
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    “Isn’t there any way that an old mother can convince her son to wait a little, tiny bit? Like six months while we plan a full wedding?” Mom looked hilarious holding her thumb and forefinger together to point out how minute the wait would be. Her shoulder dropped as she watched me watch her, unmoved by her plea. “Nothing I could do?” 
 
    “Oh, stop it, Angela.” Maribel walked up just then and slapped my mother in the arm. “If this is what the kids want, then so be it. I find it rather romantic that they can’t wait.” 
 
    “Maribel, bite me. You’re here for the pretty pretty lights and the hot men from the Down Under show.” 
 
    “Guilty.” Mari winked at me when Mom looked toward a store display a few steps away. We were at the Bellagio’s lobby beneath their blown glass ceilings making plans for our nuptials late tomorrow afternoon. Last minute and in a rush, we’d flown out that afternoon with our closest friends in tow. We didn’t want the fancy and overdone affair; just us and those we loved surrounded by a lovely garden where we could pledge our love. 
 
    Simple. 
 
    No fuss. 
 
    We paid to have others worry about the details. 
 
    The hotel accommodated our late arrival and needs. We’d been lucky, they said, as someone who had the botanical garden booked had to postpone due to a family emergency, leaving it open for us. One hour was all it took to have the contract made and then signed by us. 
 
    They took care of everything but my tuxedo and her dress. 
 
    “Has she found anything yet?” Anahi had been pulled away as soon as we were done by Ellie and her mother. So if one was back… “Where’s my girl?” 
 
    “Right here.” Small, delicate hands wrapped themselves around my midsection and squeezed before slipping under my arm. “Miss me?” 
 
    “Always.” Tipping her face up to meet mine, I kissed her lips. “By the way, I got you a little something while you were away.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Close your eyes and hold out your hand palms up.” Looking back at my mom, I beckoned her closer and mouthed the words give me the bag. “No peeking, Ani.” Little thing thought I wouldn’t see the excessive fluttering of her lashes when I looked back. Mom passed the bag with her items while trying to hold in her laughter. 
 
    The others weren’t as nice and snickered behind my girl’s back. Anahi flipped them off. 
 
    “Can I look now?” she asked after a minute with a petulant pout. 
 
    “No.” Taking the items from the bag, I pulled out the smallest item first and attached them to their holder. A shiver ran up her spine as the cool silver touched her skin. Once in place, I closed the lock and stood back to admire my gift on her. “Open them.” 
 
    A tiny gasp escaped her before tears sprung to her eyes. “It’s beautiful. Bryson, I love it!” 
 
    “Then my job is done.” Pulling her in close, I watched her admire the new Pandora’s bracelet around her wrist. Simple in design, it held two charms on it for now. Two roses in different shapes: one dangled with a heart attached, and the other was in full bloom with crystals surrounding each petal. Simple, yet beautiful just like her. 
 
    “They’re so pretty.” 
 
    “Look at the heart.” She did as asked, a gorgeous smile lighting her face when it dawned on her that I had our wedding date engraved onto it. 
 
    “Thank you, baby.” Anahi leaned up and kissed me, a flurry of little pecks all over my face, and I used the distraction to have my mother pass me the final rose. 
 
    I brought it up beside her face, and she squealed. “I’d missed you giving me these.” 
 
    “Your hubs did good…” 
 
    “Excelled.” 
 
    “Does this earn me certain privileges?” 
 
    “Like what?” Coy smile in place. 
 
    “Like answering my earlier question,” I chuckled and kissed her full on the lips, pulled her sweet scent into my lungs. “Did you?” 
 
    “The dress?” At my excited nod against her mouth, she giggled herself. “Yeah, and it’s beautiful.” 
 
    “Do I get a peek?” That’s when all hell broke loose and two pissed-off-mothers pulled her back and out of my arms. They yelled in unison: 
 
    “Absolutely not.” 
 
    “Over my dead body.” 
 
    “Thinking you should’ve eloped?” Kaleb came to stand beside me then; God knows where he’d been. I didn’t ask either, but in response just nodded. My eyes were set on the two pecking hens calling me both sacrilegious and insane. “Hate to say it, but I told you so.” 
 
    “Kaleb.” 
 
    “Si, señor?” 
 
    “You were right, and I was wrong.” 
 
    “About fucking time you admit it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Day 24… 
 
      
 
    The sound of a large truck rumbling down my street forced my attention away from the comic book in my lap. It was large—faded, with a white and blue paint job that needed to be fixed. It parked in the driveway of the house across the street from mine, and I stood up to get a better view of our neighbors. 
 
    A lady stepped out of the truck while the passenger side door opened. 
 
    That’s when I saw her. 
 
    She was pretty. Too pretty for words and yet, I still tried to find something to say. 
 
    Hopping down from the truck, she fumbled and looked around to see if anyone caught the almost fall. 
 
    I did. 
 
    I saw everything: her green eyes and black hair. The small curve of her upper lip when she gave a shy smile. How cute I found the “girls rule and boys drool” T-shirt she had on. Her eyes met mine, and she blushed. The pretty girl waved and I waved back, happy to be noticed by her. 
 
    “Who’s that, sweetheart?” my mom asked, coming to stand beside me. 
 
    “That, Mom, is the girl I plan to marry.” 
 
    “Is that so, Casanova?” She bumped her hip with mine while laughing. “Should I grill her now and see if she’s right for my little guy?” 
 
    “Don’t ruin, it, Mom. Let me propose first, and then maybe I’ll give you a chance.” 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    “Do I get my chance now, son?” Mom came up beside me in front of the room’s mirror. Her excitement was palpable; she smiled at me while fixing the collar at the back of my suit. Forgoing the tuxedo, I’d decided on an all-black Armani suit. I was donning the black-on-black-on-black-on-black look: suit, shirt, and shoes. “You owe me this much.” 
 
    “No, I don’t.” Turning around, I ran my hands through the long strands of my hair, tamed it into a somewhat decent look for today’s event; I knew Ani would appreciate the fact that I tried. “Plus, this is a done deal. No take backs.” 
 
    “That’s not what she says? Oh and be prepared…” my brow rose in question; I’d be fucked if anyone messed with this day “…Kaleb is taking his place as best man/walk her down the aisle role very seriously. He wants to grill you like Frank would’ve had he been alive.” 
 
    “Too late,” I snorted. “Frank did that when I was a kid.” 
 
    “When?” Mom seemed surprised by this, but she tended to forget that I was very close to him. The man was like my own father up to a certain point. Mine had passed away when I was four, and he took me in. He gave me the talk and made me promise to always protect his little girl. 
 
    She forgot how hard losing him to a heart attack had been on all of us. 
 
    “I asked him three months before it happened. I’ve always known it was going to be her.” Turning around, I slipped on my suit jacket and fixed the cuffs of the shirt underneath. “Think she’ll approve?” 
 
    “Honey, you could show up in a potato sack and she’d say yes.” We laughed at that as we walked out, all the way to the elevators and down. “I’m so proud of the man you’ve become, Bryson. You and Kaleb mean everything to me and have gone above what any mother could ask for. Thank you, baby.” 
 
    “For what, Mom?” It should be other way around. 
 
    “For always being you, sweetheart…for choosing that wonderful girl to share your life with. You, my always sweet boy with a heart of gold and strong moral character, are the best part of me.” 
 
    “You were the best Mo-Dad around.” 
 
    “You little shit.” She threw her head back and laughed, causing a few people milling around the lobby to look our way. “God, you haven’t called me that since you turned fourteen and were too cool for me.” 
 
    “Preposterous.” 
 
    “Brat.” 
 
    “Excuse me, Mr. Holt?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s me.” 
 
    A lady stood before me in the hotel’s uniform, all bright eyed and grinning from ear to ear. “Hi, my name’s Chantal, and I’m the hotel’s special events coordinator that will be assisting you throughout the celebration.” As if the small nametag and headset had not given her away yet. “I’ll be in the background directing traffic, but am here to help you and the future Mrs. Holt in any way possible. We appreciate the trust you’ve placed in us for this special occasion and will not rest until all needs are met.” 
 
    “Thank you, Chantal.” Extending a hand out, I waited for her to shake before I continued. “At the moment, all I need are two things: where do I stand to wait, and are we on time?” 
 
    “Of course, sir.” She looked at her watch and then back up to us with a cheesy smile. “Everything is right on schedule, and we are set to begin the ceremony in fifteen minutes.” The breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding in left, and beside me, Mom laughed. Laughed, but remained silent, thank God. “Please follow me as we get you in place to greet your bride.” 
 
    The walk to the Bellagio’s garden was quiet. Mom walked beside me while a few of the others here to see us get hitched followed. Not that we had many people with us, family and a few close friends. Fifteen people in total, and we loved it. 
 
    Those here today knew us. Who we were apart and together—that mattered to us. 
 
    Once outside, we were led to a small archway where an officiant stood waiting for us. 
 
    “David, this is Bryson Holt, the groom. Bryson, this is David Peters and he will preside over the ceremony.” Chantal introduced us and we shook hands, but before we could say a word, she squealed. Loud and with glee. “The bride is one her way down!” 
 
    One thing was for sure, this woman loved her job. 
 
    “How long do we have, and has she received her bouquet?” 
 
    “Not yet, sir, but it has been taken care of. The special arrangement was delivered just two hours ago and to your specific instruction.” A relieved breath left me, and Mom squeezed my hand. Jesus, I’d forgotten all about her being with me. Forgot all about the people who stood just a few feet away waiting to be instructed on what to do. 
 
    “Thank you,” Mom spoke for me. “I think the nerves have finally hit.” 
 
    “Hahaha…very funny.” Then I fixed my tie once more for the fuck of it. Nerves weren’t what I was feeling; this was anticipation. The need to see her dressed in white and walking toward me. “How much longer?” 
 
    Patience had never been my virtue. 
 
    Her reply was to turn away from me and direct everyone toward the small sitting area behind us. Just enough seats for those present; each person in our party took their place except for Mom who held hers beside me until the music began. 
 
    That first chord of the song I’d chosen began to play, and Maribel took her place at the door’s entrance. It wasn’t a traditional choice, but the right one for us. 
 
    She was my home. My everything. The light in my life, and this song represented that. 
 
    Teary eyed and wearing a huge smile, Maribel made her way down to where we stood, all the way to me and kissed my cheek, then my mother’s. Those two hugged each other and then stood aside as Ellie walked toward me. 
 
    Dressed in an all-white, knee-length dress, she came to the end of the short aisle and took her place on the other side of us. This wouldn’t be the traditional wedding party; moms on one side, and Ellie with Kaleb on the other. 
 
    “She looks…you are going to lose it,” she warned, but it was too late. 
 
    All eyes were on Anahi at the door’s entrance. She took my breath away. 
 
    Her first step down the aisle, and my hands shook. 
 
    Green eyes met blue ones, and I couldn’t stop the single tear that rolled down my cheek. Everything we’d been through was worth it for this one moment alone. Fuck, she smiled at me, and I took my own step closer, causing the people around me to chuckle. 
 
    “Almost, son. Just a little longer,” Maribel whispered so only I could hear, and I nodded. Breathed in and out, tried like hell to collect myself, but nothing would do it. 
 
    Ani was a true vision in her sweetheart-cut, lace dress. It was long and flowy, with an umpire waist and little crystals embedded throughout. Nothing outlandish or poufy like those of the princesses she loved as a child—this was simple yet elegant. 
 
    The dress held an edge of sexiness that I couldn’t wait to explore. 
 
    That, and what she was wearing beneath. 
 
    Kaleb placed her hand in mine once they were near. His eyes held a silent threat to never hurt her; I so not discreetly flipped him off for being an idiot. 
 
    “Who here gives this woman away?” the officiant asked. 
 
    Narrowing his eyes at me, he turned and kissed her cheek. “I do, but let me have it stipulated that…ouch…okay, Mom, quit it.” Everyone laughed while the jerk took his place beside a laughing Ellie. “Not cool, woman.” 
 
    Turning to look at us, the officiant shook his head. “This is going to be an interesting one, isn’t it?” 
 
    “You have no idea,” Ani laughed while I shook my head. 
 
    “Let’s do this, then.” 
 
    “You ready to be mine?” Anahi asked with a cheeky wink. Her green eyes had never seemed brighter than at that moment. Open and unguarded, she was happy. 
 
    “Baby, I’ve always been yours. Of that there has never been a doubt.” Raising her hand to my lips, I kissed the knuckles before turning to face the man who would help me tie this woman to me for the rest of our crazy lives. 
 
    “Dearly beloved…” For as much as I tried to follow what he said, it was the woman beside me that held my attention. How her hand shook in mine while her smile continued to grow with each word he spoke. I couldn’t look away. Not for a motherfucking second did I want to miss a single reaction from her. 
 
    Ani side-eyed me with a smirk. “Pay attention,” she mock-scolded, and I mouthed the word no. “Behave.” She tried again, but gave up when I gave her the grin she loved so much. It had its desired effect, and she blushed. “Stop it.” 
 
    “Never.” The twinkling in her eyes and the way she bit her lip made me want to kiss the ever-loving fuck out of her. This man needed to hurry the hell up with this speech. He needed to adopt the one, two…skip a few concept here.  
 
    “Should I skip ahead to the vows with you two?” Not annoyed in the least, the man was trying hard to hold in his amusement. “We could go as far as the I dos and be done?” 
 
    Turning to face my girl, I cupped her face in my hands and looked deep into her eyes. “Loving you has been as easy as breathing for me, Anahi Pratt. Not one day has gone by where you haven’t stolen my heart, where I haven’t fallen head first all over again.” Taking in a deep breath, I let it out slowly. Emotions bubbled over; my heart was raw and open for her to see. “You are my person, baby. That one soul roaming this world that understands me…who never judges, but at the same time isn’t afraid to call me out if needed.” 
 
    “Love you,” she whispered; a few tears had escaped and I was quick to wipe them with my thumb. 
 
    I leaned down to press my lips against her forehead. “Twenty-four days ago, I made good on my promise to God that I would win you over. That I’d make you see how good we could be together. Show you that I live for you; to love you. And while I’ve taken the brakes off and have flipped your world in these last few weeks off its axis…” laughter rang around us while my girl nodded like a loon “…I promise to always put you first. Your happiness is my own.” 
 
    “As yours is mine.” 
 
    Winking at her, I added one last thought. “And lastly, I’ve never been happier to lose every single brownie point I’d ever accumulated. Even if you own the majority stakes in that game, I’ll spend the next sixty plus years upping my game and taking back control. The brownies will prevail again with their rightful owner.” 
 
    “That was some speech. Does he gain a point for it?” David asked after the laughter calmed down. 
 
    “We shall tally after my speech.” 
 
    “That’s my girl,” Maribel cheered, and my shoulder shook with silent laughter. This had to be the most comical wedding to ever take place. 
 
    Ani squeezed my hand and then cleared her throat. “Bryson Holt, I love you and promise to learn how to cook before we have a child. You will do the dishes, of course.” Her mother whispered her name while everyone else cracked up. She was one-upping me big time. “Panda will always be a special part of my life, but you are number one and I will treat you as such. Don’t get cocky, but I love you and promise to show you how much every day. I mean it. Every single day…” She winked, and my cock caught the meaning. “You and me, we are like peas and carrots; we go well together. Always have, and I couldn’t be prouder than to become your wife.” Anahi turned serious then, her jade eyes boring into mine and again they became watery. 
 
    Seeing the emotions swirling in her eyes caused my own to mist over. “I give. You won, babe.” 
 
    She stood on the tips of her toes and pressed a quick kiss to my lips. “Thank you for never giving up on me. For not letting me hide behind bullshit excuses and forcing me to see what’s always been in front of me. You, Bry, are the best part of me.” At the end of her speech, my smile was as goofy as hers was. 
 
    “I have no doubt in my mind that these two will honor each other for the rest of their lives. Their love shines bright and is pure; may God bless this holy union.” Our mothers stepped forward and placed a ring in each of our palms. “With that being said, do you Bryson, take Anahi to be your lawfully wedded wife? To have and to hold, from this day forward. For better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and health, until death do you part?” 
 
    “I do.” No hesitation or doubt as I slipped the band that matched her engagement ring onto her hand. Her hands shook, fingers tightening around my own. 
 
    David cleared his throat to gain our attention once more. “Anahi, do you take Bryson to be your lawfully wedded husband? To have and to hold, from this day forward. For better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and health, until death do you part?” 
 
    “I do,” she answered thickly, turned toward me, and slipping the white-gold band around my own ring finger. “For the rest of my life, Bryson…I do.” 
 
    “Not even going to ask if anyone objects, and if they do, tough. Because by the powers vested in me, I now pronounce this couple husband and wife. You may now—never mind.” My lips were on hers before he’d finished. I cupped the back of her neck and brought her closer, no space between her and me. None was needed. 
 
    She was my wife now. Fuck, the realization that we’d finally made it to this point had me growling against her mouth. Pressed my lips harder, I took her tongue into my mouth and savored her sweet taste. This time I wanted to be the one that left her breathless—consumed by me the way I was by her on a daily basis. 
 
    “Love you.” Her nails scratched my scalp, and I hardened against her stomach, something she approved of. Her little mewls of pleasure were prickling my skin with euphoric shocks that settled on the tip of my engorged head, a swollen head that wanted her lips surroundings its sensitive skin. 
 
    “Fuck, I love you, Ani. So much,” I breathed, forehead on hers after bringing the kiss to a slow simmer. There was disappointment on her face, but she’d thank me if she knew that I’d be willing to impale her on my cock right here and now if she continued to: 
 
    Hum at the back of her throat. 
 
    Touch me. 
 
    Breathe. 
 
    “Have I mentioned how much I love my bouquet?” 
 
    “Not yet.” Couldn’t help myself, and I kissed her soft lips once more. We turned around and faced the small crowd. Everyone cheered and applauded, and yet my eyes were on hers. “Were you shocked?” 
 
    Anahi held the arrangement I’d requested up to my face with a grin. “Twenty-four roses though?” It was pretty with each rose open and in full bloom, a simple bouquet where in between each flower sat a single white pearl and the cut stems were wrapped in a long, white satin ribbon. 
 
    Delicate and lovely, just like her. 
 
    “These twenty-four roses represent each day it took for us to reach this place, where we are now, and the declarations of love. Each moment and stolen kiss, how life marked our souls the day we were born and led us here. To each other. They represent us, Ani. Our beautiful life and my love for you.” 
 
    “Always together.” 
 
    “Brownie points and all.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 One Year Later… 
 
      
 
    The past year had been amazing. 
 
    Everything this man could hope for and so much more. 
 
    Sure, there were good days and bad. Some worse than they needed to be, but I understood the pressure my Ani had been under. Her job kept her busy, I satisfied her every need at night, but it was the overdue case with Jason that kept her up at night. 
 
    It worried her. 
 
    Continuously, his public defender asked for motions for the case to be dropped or dates changed. Always an excuse to buy the asshole more time when all it did was hurt his chances of a lesser sentence. 
 
    He’d gone from twenty to now being offered twenty-five as another woman had come forward. Her claims of abuse by his hands had infuriated the district attorney to the point that he dropped the offer just as the moron wanted to accept. The new offer sat five years higher and a chance of parole at fifteen, not ten years. 
 
    Pulling into our driveway, I looked up at the two-story home we purchased three months ago. Still a mess inside with boxes and bags all over the place, but it was ours. A home to start our family. 
 
    Parking my car beside hers in the garage, I picked up the envelope beside me and tore open the edge. A single sheet of paper slipped from inside, and I held it tight in my hand. Sent a prayer to the man above that this was the one thing we had been waiting for. 
 
    Thank you, Jesus Christ. 
 
    He’d been found guilty and had to serve twenty-five years for his crime against my girl and a few others. This was it. The end of his hold on our life, and we could move on. Fucking asshole had done enough to harm her and keep her anxiety high each time the court pulled the strings and demanded something from her. 
 
    “Babe!” I called out, rushing inside from the garage. Through the kitchen, I came in and headed toward the dimmed light of our dining room. “Come here, sweetheart. That son of a bitch was finally sentenced and...” The words died on my tongue at the sight of my wife. 
 
    Still felt so fucking good to say that. My. Mine. 
 
    “Welcome home,” she purred, walking closer, around the table and then stopped in front of me. In nothing but my dress shirt—held closed by only two buttons—she placed a hand on my chest and pushed me back. Didn’t stop until we’d made our way to the head of the table and my chair. 
 
    A chair that had been pushed back. 
 
    “Anahi, baby…what’s going on?” I asked, reaching a hand out to touch her, to feel her skin beneath my fingertips. “Not that I mind you like this at all.” Fuck me. My eyes traveled lower just as she leaned her hip against the wooden table, and my shirt swayed with the movement. 
 
    Just a quick move, but I saw the top of her bare mound, and my mouth watered. 
 
    A giggle met my ears. “Eyes up here, naughty boy.” Didn’t know what was worse; my need for her pussy or the way her hard nipples pressed against the material of my shirt. I could make out the pink of her tightened tips. 
 
    “You have five minutes, baby.” Husky, my tone had dropped and I noticed the way she shivered at the sound. “Talk to me.” 
 
    Anahi didn’t say a word; instead, she took a seat at the edge of the table. Looked up at me from beneath her long lashes and waited with me to comply with her silent request to sit. In front of her. Her pussy in my direct line of sight. 
 
    “Hungry?” she asked after I sat down, and I shook my head no. “That’s a shame after all the trouble I went through today. All the running around...” 
 
    “I’m starved for that sweet pussy between your thighs. Want to feed me?” Her legs closed, and I noticed the short squeeze they gave. “Spread for me.” 
 
    “Not yet. Food first.” 
 
    “Fuck food.” 
 
    “Close your eyes,” she pled with a pout at the end. “Please. It’s important.” 
 
    Mother of fuck, this woman drove me insane in the best of ways. Complying, I closed my lids and waited. A familiar scent hit my nostrils, and I wanted to bang my head against the wall. 
 
    “Sweetheart, pussy now and we can explore your favorite food later. Promise. Just come and sit...oh fuck!” My eyes snapped open and focused on the beauty before me now on her knees. 
 
    “Look at the table and tell me…what do you see?” Warm hands undid my belt and lowered my zipper. Pulled out my cock and licked the slit, collecting the drop of pearl-like fluid that pooled there. 
 
    “Open those pretty lips for me, Ani,” I grunted with a flex of my hips and slipped passed her lips. Just the head, but fuck me if the heat of her mouth didn’t cause my balls to tighten. “Want to feel you choke on my cock.” 
 
    Green eyes looked up at me while she hummed at my taste. “Answer or I’ll stop.” A threat she spoke against my throbbing flesh. Lips stretched over the head, she waited with the look of a determined woman. 
 
    She wouldn’t suck my dick unless I gave in. 
 
    “You win.” Admitting defeat, I looked up and was at a loss. A place setting for one had been placed before me with a now removed dome off to the side. How had I missed that? “Baby?” 
 
    “Solve the puzzle.” She took me in deeper and pulled back up, her painted lips leaving a trail of red along my length. So fucking sexy. “Solve it, and the prize is my pussy riding your tongue.” 
 
    Anahi bobbed her head on my length while I tried like hell to focus. To make sense of the small—miniature food placed before me. Baby-sized containers of all her favorites: fried rice, noodles, and broccoli beef. Tiny servings that couldn’t feed the two of us. Kid sized. Beside that was a...holy fuck. Kid sized. Tiny. Was she? 
 
    “Baby.” 
 
    “Yeah?” She licked the underside of my dick before taking me down her throat in one swift move. Swallowed twice around my length and pulled off. “Ready to guess?” 
 
    As much as it pained me, I pulled her off my dick and sat her down in my lap. Her pussy nestled against my length, gyrated against me, and then Anahi slid her soaked pussy lips along my cock. Coated me with her wetness before lifting up and placing me at her entrance. 
 
    A buck of my hips, and I was inside her.  
 
    “Missed you today,” she said with a sigh; her walls pulled me in deeper. Eyes on mine, she rode me slowly. So much love—her eyes were drowning in the emotions she was trying hard to hold in. Lipstick smudged, eyes bright, and excitement coming off her in waves; she’d never been more beautiful to me. 
 
    “A baby?” I asked past the lump in my throat. With my hands on her hips, I guided her movements. Slow and unhurried, I made love to the woman in my arms. “Are we having a baby?” 
 
    “Congratulations, Daddy.” The tears came then, and I held her closer. Tighter against my chest. 
 
    “Fuck, I love you.” It had always been my truth. Since the day she moved in and I watched her almost fall. “You are everything to me.” 
 
    “Love you,” she cried out as my pelvis rubbed against her clit, the swollen bundle trembling against my flesh. “Shit!” 
 
    “That’s it, baby. Come for me...just like that.” I picked up speed beneath her, my hips pumping into her tight heat faster. Harder. “You feel so good around my cock. Those little flutters causing you to grow tighter. Choke me.” 
 
    “Need—” 
 
    “Just feel,” I ordered, and she focused those jade eyes on me while one of my hands left her hip. It traveled lower to her ass and kneaded the flesh there, jiggled it in my hand before landing one solid smack to her cheek. That did it, and she clenched hard at the sting, a low curse leaving her lips. 
 
    “Oh God,” she yelled out as her walls held me in a tight grip. Massaged the come from my throbbing cock and into her core. Ani fell forward then, her body draped over mine while I stayed inside her tight, wet heat. Moved inside her slowly. Her juices and mine mingling—dribbled out of her pussy and down my length. 
 
    Our combined essence surrounded us, and I found comfort in the addictive scent. 
 
    With her face pressed into the crook of my neck, my girl tried to regulate her breathing while I looked down at her in wonder. How the fuck did I get so lucky to have met and married the woman in my arms? 
 
    The mother of my child. 
 
    “No matter what life throws our way, I want you to know that I’ll always love you.” Placing my lips beside her ear, I spoke low. Skimmed them over the shell and then placed tiny kisses there. “I’ll always be faithful, honest, understanding, and above all else, your best friend.” 
 
    Jade eyes met mine and smiled. “You forgot to add baby daddy to that list.” 
 
    “Did I?” My hands wandered between us and over her stomach. Pressed the flat of my palm against the area that held my child protectively. “You’ve made me the happiest man, Anahi Holt. Blessed in every sense of the word. And baby, I vow to protect the both of you with my life— cherish you until my last breath. You’ll never regret being mine. Or giving me the gift of a family.” 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    “Panda and brownie points included.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The end. 
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    PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    Sweat beads at my brow as the breath whooshes out of me.  I’m bent over, arms dangling down. Beneath me, the most delicious, hardest length I’ve ever felt presses into my moan. I want to rock against it.  
 
    I can’t move.  
 
    He won’t let me.  
 
    He keeps me like this, draped over his lap, immobile. 
 
    The sound of a strike reverberates throughout the room, but silence remains. No noise. It isn’t allowed. 
 
    Moisture drips from my every pore, and yet, I’m focused on this one drop as it gathers at the center of my forehead. Becomes bigger. 
 
    Everything’s out of control.  
 
    Crazed. 
 
    Hyperawareness consumes my every breath. 
 
    I count to ten and it falls to the ground. 
 
    A small splat no one will ever hear. And yet, I do. The sound as it hits the floor causes my breathing to stutter and skin to prickle with goose bumps.  
 
    “The last ten, love,” Noah whispers, his hand massaging the heated flesh beneath his fingertips. It hurts, but the pain is replaced by a yearning so strong that I whimper in his lap. 
 
    Like a bitch in heat I arch and ask for more.  
 
    His touch.  
 
    His desire.  
 
    To make this burning within my veins stop. 
 
    With one hand he gathers the hair at my nape and forces my head back. A harsh tug—I’m in his control—forces my eyes to his. Hooded dark blue eyes look at me with concern, but behind their depths I see another emotion burning.  
 
    Lust. 
 
    His want mirrors my own. This perversion is awakening something darker from within. It grows—chokes us, because behind it all we were meant to end up like this. My body at his hands. In his control. 
 
    Those hungry eyes look at me. Silent communication. Are you okay? 
 
    I blink back a please and the asshole smirks. Aware of what I need even as my mind fights the sins I have laid bare to his eyes.  
 
    My release is so close. A fresh round of arousal drips from my core and onto his boxers. 
 
    I’m positioned over his lap, ass up, and the very tip of his cock is against my hip. He’s hard. Jerks against me when I gyrate against his length. 
 
    “Please,” I beg aloud this time and his hold on my hair tightens. The hand kneading my asscheek spreads me open to look at my depravity. At what his own hands have caused. 
 
    That thong, that miniscule piece of fabric, can’t hide what this game is doing to me. The evidence, slick and inviting, is on his lap. 
 
    I shift against his cock and he hisses. “Be still!” 
 
    A crackle follows his command and we both shiver. Each time it appears, things change, become more.  
 
    Dangerous. 
 
    Frantic. 
 
    Wicked. 
 
    “Very good my pets, but the audience wants more. Lose the panties, but without her standing up. Be creative, and there will be a reward.” 
 
    I exhale shakily. “Do it.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” As the word leave his lips, those same fingers that a minute ago exposed me to his eyes, now hold my panties in his grip. He doesn’t wait for a reply.  A tug follows his question, the sound of fabric stretching meets my ears, and I nod. 
 
    Another pull and I feel every welt that forms on my skin from the rough treatment. The sole sounds in the room are his harsh breathing and mine. Loud exertion, but at the same time desperate for more. 
 
    What else could I say? No. Please don’t? 
 
    It would’ve been a bullshit lie and we both know it. The voice commands and we follow. It asks and we accept our fate. 
 
    There’s a sick part of me that relishes in this madness. Craves him. My Noah. 
 
    We have been dealt our cards; there is no escape. We must accept our fate. 
 
    Either we fuck each other, or we die. 
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    If you liked this story, you might also enjoy: 
 
      
 
    I Saw You 
 
      
 
    Success brought fame. 
 
      
 
    With fame came money. 
 
      
 
    And money brought every single whore to worship at his feet. 
 
      
 
    Chester Green has it all living the coveted life as rock’s hottest front man—traveling, partying, and in every city, burying himself between the thighs of a groupie or two. He gorged on the perks for more than a decade until life became dull and the taste of a woman became bland on his tongue. Nothing excited him. Nothing, until the day life literally crashed into him. 
 
      
 
    Arianna Garcia is tough, fiery, and doesn’t back down or fall sway to his charms. She isn’t a groupie, making the hunt so much harder and the rewards so much sweeter. His money and fame mean nothing to her. 
 
      
 
    All he wanted was to relax and release some pent-up tension. 
 
      
 
    Now all he wants is her. 
 
      
 
    The chase is on. 
 
      
 
    Ardor 
 
      
 
    Warning: 
This erotic novella contains a lot of sex. And I do mean a lot. This is probably the most sex I’ve ever put into any of my books. Enough so, that my own husband blushed while reading certain scenes. If you are not into strong alphas that are dominating, have a dirty mouth, and use said dirty mouth to lick and suck sweet concoctions off his girl’s body, than it isn’t for you. 18+ only please. 

Gregory Thomas has always had an easy life. When it came to his profession, he excelled, gaining himself the position of manager to one of the nation’s biggest wholesale retailers. He was amazing at everything; except when it came to love. The night he found his ex-wife in bed with her gay best friend was the night he decided it wasn’t worth it. He was better off just focusing on his career, and nothing more. 
He became content with just being. That is, until Jasmine Velez, his new employee, walked into his store. 
Blunt, and honest to a fault, the woman captivates him against his will. Not only is she gorgeous, but she’s the first woman that doesn’t chase him around. Something that makes ignoring her that much harder. The last thing he wants to do is try to have a relationship with a woman again, and he knows that if he allows Jasmine in, that’s exactly what he’s going to go for. 
Except, then he’s faced with the possibility of Jasmine being with someone else, and the choice is taken from him. He’s left with only one option: He needs to make her his. But that might prove harder than he originally expected. 
How the hell does a man seduce a feisty woman who’s gotten tired of waiting for him and is hell bent on not giving into him? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Marking Her (#1 Marked Series) 
 
      
 
    Talan wants to mark Maya—with more than his ink. The owner of a prominent tattoo shop, he’s used to being hit on by easy women. Though “easy” is not a word associated with Maya when she comes in to support her friend. Flirtation ensues, but what will it take to break the painted man. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Marking Him (#2 Marked Series) 
 
      
 
    The day Maya Owens walked into his tattoo shop, everything Talan knew changed.
After officially starting a relationship, he is now having trouble managing Maya—a woman who consumes every part of his being and owns his heart. His need to control her and everything around her drives Maya insane, but he has good reason. After all, Janice is still lurking around and she has a vendetta against his Bitty.
In no time Talan wants more, and it’s faster than Maya can handle; things begin to get complicated.
Months of frustration and want take them for a ride neither wanted, but now yearn for. Will they make it through the turbulence? And if so, at what cost? 
 
      
 
      
 
    SCARS (#2.5 Marked Series) 
 
      
 
    Abandoned. 
Thrown away. 
Invisible. 
Every single one of those could be used to describe me. They can tell you my story—my sad past—without a single syllable passing through my lips. 
I hate them—those who lied to me. They claimed to love me, but in reality they used me when convenient. My parents. Sister. And now Talan. Loving them has left me empty. 
 
    Sad. 
Alone. 
Not anymore. Screw them. My love has turned to anger…hate. Now, what consumes me is the urge to destroy, to force them to see what they wrecked with their carelessness. My name will never be forgotten. Not after I have my revenge. 
His tears will be my ultimate retribution. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Marked (#3Marked Series) 
 
      
 
    “With everything I am. I’ll always be by your side.” 
 
      
 
    It was his truth. 
 
      
 
    A vow Talan made to the woman who owned him. Because that is what Maya did to him; she held his entire life in her hands. He lived for her smile…her happiness, and now someone has dimmed that light in her eyes with their malice. 
 
      
 
    His love for his Bitty has taken him past the breaking point, and he’s determined to make those that hurt her—pay. Blood. He wanted his hands on those that wronged—almost took her away from him. 
 
      
 
    Because if one thing was certain, it was that he breathed for her. It was her warmth and love that gave him a home—a purpose and desire for more, but now that had been threatened. Maya was in pain, and that for him was unbearable. 
 
      
 
    It was his fault. A fault that he would right no matter what he had to go through. 
 
      
 
    How does a man so completely in love with his female react to seeing her in a hospital bed and broken? 
 
      
 
    He fights. Goes against all logic and seeks vengeance. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Teasing Hands 
 
      
 
    The hands kneading my flesh into submission are strong, yet gentle. Rough yet tender. His talented fingers dig deep into my naked flesh applying the perfect amount of pressure, bending me to his will. 
His will which now entices me and burns itself into my every pore, ruining me for any other’s touch—but his. Once a stubborn and independent woman, I find myself wanting to submit; to give him all that I am and power over everything I can be with his guidance.
Camden Daniels has a voice full of sin built to destroy my mental walls. The dulcet sonnet of his tone controls my resolve with but a single utterance from his lips:
“Undress for me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Taunting Lips (A Teasing Hands Accompaniment) 
 
      
 
    Her body was my greatest damnation. 
I craved her and the way she came alive beneath my fingers. The way she’d let me force my will upon her tender flesh, so breakable and trusting—open to all I could teach her. 
The moment I laid eyes on my defenseless gatita, everything within me shifted. Everything about her sang to my most basic of needs. She made me want things that never mattered before, that had no place within my solitary existence.
Amanda let me take. She let me gorge myself on all she had to give and never complained. I became addicted to her. 
I was supposed to be the one in control. The master of our time together.
But, this was never my game. 
I was never in charge. 
And now, I’m left dealing with the consequences of everything. My hunger, denial...the resentment.
“I hate that I love you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dirty Words (Erotic Short) 
 
      
 
    ***Mature Audience. Over 18+***
Warning: This book is an erotic short at approximately 14,000 words. It is a sexy quick read with a slight dark undercurrent. In other words, if an alpha male with semi-stalker like tendencies bothers you…keep on moving. If a dirty mouthed man makes you uncomfortable, then please don’t read. He makes no apologies for his behavior and neither will I.

Devin Andrews had it all. Everything but the one woman he coveted. 
He wanted her in the sickest of ways—yearned for those dirty words she used to entice him, drive him mad with hunger...need.
Taken from his rib to create perfection, he found love and the one woman born to be his. 
How far will he go to take ownership of what’s always been his? To what cost? 
Once with her, how do you seduce a woman you’ve never met? 
You don’t. You just take. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Doctor’s Orders (Erotic Short) 
 
      
 
    “A pair of lips so innocent and sweet should never utter such nasty words.”

His tone held an edge of authority that made my body quiver. Direct and to the point, what he expected both thrilled and scared me. And yet, as he stood over me—towering over my much smaller frame, desire overrode all senses. I wanted him to take his pleasure and leave me a wanting heap at his feet.

To let me make his wildest fantasies a reality.
Could I be his dirty little girl and still keep that edge of purity that drove him wild? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hell 
 
      
 
    How do I dominate and enamor the woman who’s in charge of signing my paycheck?


That’s the one question Joshua Timbers has been asking himself since he first stepped foot into his own personal Hell. JT, or Yoshi—as his tormentor likes to call him—has lived a life of hardship and loss since an early age. Being the product of a single-parent home, he’s accustomed to hard work and lonely nights.

Seeing the strong man that raised him suffer after the loss of his mother made JT’s own heart harden. All that mattered was seeking instant gratification to curb his enormous appetite.

Until the blessed day he met his fallen angel, Janelle.

Beautiful, and with balls bigger than her entire crew, Janelle is accustomed to the leering looks of men, even though she’s their boss—the owner of Walker Construction, alongside her brother.

Her beauty is untouchable to everyone, but how far will Joshua go to bend his hellion to his will and make her his?  
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