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    The following story is full of romance, sex and sensuality. See the preview below for a bit of foreplay.


     


    “You like it?” he asked, and although he didn’t even finish the sentence, Nina found herself nodding, smiling, laughing in agreement.


     


    “Yes,” she said, and she took a step forward. She reached out a hand and pressed it against his stomach, her fingers finding the outlines of his abs. She breathed in as her pulse quickened, then looked up at him, her eyes a dangerous shade of green. “I really like it.”


     


    Rowan looked at her for a moment, his face unreadable, his eyes black pools of temptation. Then in one motion he leaned forward, grabbed her roughly and pulled her towards him, and pressed his lips against her own. Nina gasped and pressed her lips against his face. He held her tenderly yet roughly against him, his abs heaving and pressing into her torso, his hips pushing against her own in a way that made her gasp. Her tongue flicked against the roof of his mouth, and he felt himself beginning to harden. He ran his fingers through her mane of hair, daring to burn his tattooed flesh against the fiery tendrils of her mane, daring to be burned, if only to roll with her in heated bliss for a few moments. He cupped her face and kissed her fiercely, tenderly, his fingers tracing the outline of her cheek, her hands running down his back, grabbing at his rear, his hips, then finally, finally, and his eyes began to roll back in bliss, sliding beneath his shirt and slinking downwards towards his crotch.


     


    That was when he stopped. He pulled away from her roughly, so suddenly that she startled, her eyes flashing open with green electricity, her hair flying backward in the wind. He picked her up under one arm and threw her down against the soft ground. She cried out in pleasure, her fingers slinking beneath her shirt, caressing her breasts. He grinned and peeled his own shirt back away from his body, revealing his impossibly toned stomach, the inky snake dangerously slinking up and down his center. His chest heaved up and down in time with the rhythm of her own writhing. This made his toe throb. He reached down and undid his pants. Her eyes widened, and she pinched both her nipples, her lips hanging open, her legs trembling with eager anticipation.
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    Rowan raised the ax above his head, cold metal glinting beneath the sun and casting flecks of golden light across his hair.  In one swift movement, he brought the ax down hard and split the log into two clean, twin pieces of timber. He ran a hand across his face, ruddy and pink with pleasant exertion, and stared down at his work. Around his feet laid thirty-seven split logs, all ready to be carefully and precariously stacked against the cabin’s outside walls. He nodded, satisfied with the work he had accomplished. The sun still hung high in the sky, beaming down at him, approving of his hard, gritty labor with her wide, white light smile. He stared up at the blue backdrop of the sky, at the way the tips of the trees tickled the early afternoon light, swaying gently in the autumn breeze. He smiled and rolled back his sleeves, pushing red flannel away from his tattooed skin. A fly landed on his wrist and spent a moment tracing the inky patterns that decorated his arm before again taking to the sky. He grinned and dropped the ax to its resting place on an old tree stump.


     


    As he began to wrestle the smartly severed wood into rows against the side of the cabin, Rowan smiled. The morning’s activity of cutting and chopping and ax-wielding had left him with a warm, satisfying burn in his abdominal muscles, the proof of having completed some true, hard work. He hefted piece of timber after piece of timber up against the cabin wall, enjoying the power of his arms, relishing the dots of sweat that began to crop up along his temples and dance down his face, catching onto the dark hairs of his beard.


     


    “Good work, Rowan,” he grinned to himself, placing another log against the cabin wall. “Good work.”


     


    The kettle sizzled as it rocked back and forth above the fire. Rowan easily tossed a large slab of freshly chopped wood upon the flames, feeding their red-orange hunger. He crouched before the fire and plucked the kettle from the flames. Steam spouted from the mouth of the iron kettle, shrieking, as Rowan fished a china cup from the assortment of mismatched dishes that sat on the wooden shelf above the mantel. He placed the cup on the floor and poured the boiling water from the lips of the kettle. As the water flowed through her lips, the kettle’s shrieking silenced.


     


    Rowan crossed the room to approach an assortment of cloth bags that hung from the wall on nails. They were of different materials and sizes, and each emanated a different earthy smell. He dipped his hand into one cloth bag and withdrew several leaves of fresh mint. He rubbed them gently beneath his nose and smiled as the fresh smell danced into his nostrils. Then he plunged his fingers into another cloth bag. His hand emerged filled with dried and candied lemon. He nodded and lumbered back to the cup of boiling water. Then, kneeling carefully above the glass, bathed in the orange glow of the fire, he dropped the bits of candied lemon into his china cup. He stirred the contents with a tiny silver, ornate spoon. After a moment, he let the mint leaves flutter into the cup and stirred those as well. Then he sat back before the fire, feet outstretched so that they sat just inches from the roaring flames. He clutched the small cup between his tattooed fingers and, watching the flames dancing as one would watch television, Rowan sipped his homemade tea.


     


    He drained the cup as the fire told him stories. In the dancing of the fire, he watched the body of a woman emerge, crafted from the seductive tangle of sparks of yellow and tongues of red. He raised an eyebrow as she the woman made of fire and flame seemed to raise an arm to beckon him forward.


     


    “What the…”


     


    The flames danced, and the woman appeared to sway curvaceous hips back and forth, back and forth, in a dance that both taunted and intrigued Rowan. He swallowed and blinked, not wanting to get closer to the open fire for fear of burning himself, but at the same time, wanting nothing more than to be fully engulfed by the story he found unfurling in the lightning bright flames. He set his cup down and inched ever so slightly forward, ever so slightly closer to the storytelling fire.


     


    As he did, a pile of bright white flames burst to life just to the left of the woman made from the tongues of flame. Rowan blinked rapidly, trying to convince himself his eyes were seeing things. He swiped his fists over his eyes, trying to clear them of any smoke or any other substance that might be forcing him to see what he thought he was seeing. Yet his eyes were clean and clear, and the fiery vision remained before him; a strong, muscular body made from flame had burst into vigorous burning just to the left of the fiery lady. To Rowan’s disbelief, the muscled mass of fire twisted and burnt itself to the left until it touched the would be woman of flame. Rowan glanced down at the tea he still clutched in his now shaking hands. Had he chosen something else instead of the mint? He sniffed at the glass. No, it was surely mint, and yet still he decided to set the tea down on the hardwood floor.


     


    The fire appeared too strange, a woman and man crafted from flame twisting in bright beauty before him. He often sat before the fire and imagined creatures appearing made from the flames; he sometimes spied foxes, or snakes, or the head of a cat. But these visions appeared briefly, and they were completely abstract, pictures he searched for and found in imperfect inflamed representation, like spying an animal made out of clouds. He had never before experienced anything like this; images so vivid, so obvious in their forms, so absolute in their storytelling. It sent shivers running up and down his spine, and goose bumps careening over his tattooed flesh. He shook his head and yet, for all his discomfort, was unable to tear his eyes from the cinematography of the flames.


     


    The two flame beings, a man and a woman, tangled and danced, twisted and leaped, becoming one flame so bright and thick and hot that Rowan had to shield his eyes and push himself backward, away from the intense heat of the fire. He shimmied back so quickly that he knocked the china glass over and sent it spinning in a wild flurry of wilted mint leaves and dregs of wet sugary lemon. When he dropped his hand from his face he was shocked: the massive fire had completely sussed out. Not even an ember burned amidst the coals.


     


    “How… how can that be?”


     


    Rowan’s mouth dropped open and swiped his tattooed fingers over the tangles of his ink black beard. He squinted and stared at the fire for a few moments, stupefied, before he jumped back into action. He squatted before the deep fireplace he had built with his own hands. Carefully, lovingly, he poked at the embers with the fire stick he had crafted by melting down the sharpened edges of a piece of metal he had found discarded in the forest. Yet for all his loving stoking, the fire would not come back to life. The room soon lost its warmth as autumn was quickly progressing and the nights were growing cool as a glass of summer lemonade. Rowan shivered against the cooling air.


     


    “Idiot,” he muttered to himself.


     


    He stood, intending to fetch the blanket from the couch and make his way to bed, but he then remembered the spilled tea. He crouched and picked the mint leaves from the floor, dropped the bits of candied lemon back into the emptied china cup. He stood and breathed out, still a bit shaken and confused by the story the fire had so graphically splayed before him.


     


    The moon flashed her slippery silver smile at Rowan as he made his way to his bedroom. Before wrapping himself beneath the handmade quilts, he made sure to turn over the coals in the small iron stove that sat at the foot of his bed. It would burn on ever so slightly, keeping the bedroom warm through the chill of the night.


     


    Rowan rolled himself into bed, pulling the quilts up around his body. As his eyes grew heavy and he began to fall into the deepness of a satisfied sleep, the woman made of flames danced through his mind. That night his dreams would be decorated with the crackle of her hips, swaying back and forth so smoothly, so electrically, like a twisted, seductive lullaby.
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    “Do you have the keys?”


     


    Nina rolled her eyes and stuck her head out of the car window.


     


    “Jess. How do you think I was able to open the window to yell at you? Of course I have the keys.”


     


    Jess wrestled with her oversized designer scarf and called over the mrear of wool. “Okay okay okay! I just wanted to be sure, Nina, okay?”


     


    “Okay,” Nina laughed. She drummed her fingers on the leather of the steering wheel. “Can we please just go now?”


     


    “Yeah come on Jess!” Anna called from the back seat.


     


    “Seriously. We are actually like never going to, like, leave,” Esme whined, twirling a strand of long black hair.


     


    “I’m coming!” Jess opened the door to the passenger seat and squeezed in. “I’m sorry but you know I’m not going out until I look good. And I mean good.” She flipped open a compact of blush and began powdering her cheeks with shimmery rose.


     


    “We’re going hiking,” Anna retorted. “You don’t have to look good.”


     


    Nina twisted around in her seat and fixed Anna with a look.


     


    “Honey, we always have to look good,” she said. She reached out a hand to rub a bit of lipstick off of Esme’s teeth with a perfectly manicured fingertip. “What if we need to take a cute Instagram pic?”


     


    Anna rolled her eyes.


     


    “Whatever. Can we just go already?”


     


    “Yes, we can!” Nina sang. She twisted the key in the ignition, and the car roared to life. She pushed her sunglasses down over her green eyes and backed the car out of the driveway.


     


    The early autumn sunshine fell from the sky as easily as the leaves fell from the trees. Nina rolled down the windows of the car and tossed her hair back over her shoulders, enjoying the way the breeze ran its fingers through her fiery red mane. Jess played the role of DJ, plugging her iPod into the car’s expensive speakers and blaring music as the girls rolled down the highway. Anna sang along in her off-key voice, absentmindedly playing with her chipping nail polish. Esme pulled a silver cigarillo from her purse and began to smoke a cigarette delicately, leaning ever so slightly out of the window in order to prevent the ash from falling on her designer leather jacket.


     


    “This is going to be the absolute best picnic ever!” Nina grinned as she turned the car off of the highway and onto a small side road. Anna smiled and leaned forward into the front seat, squinting at the road ahead of them.


     


    “It’s hard to see with all the dust from this weird side road,” she said, blinking rapidly.


     


    “Yeah, but I know where we’re going,” Nina assured, tucking her wild red hair behind her ears and settling back in her seat. “It is just up ahead a couple of miles this way.” She glanced quickly at the GPS, and then at Jess. “At least, that’s what Jess said.”


     


    “Whaa?” Jess looked up from her phone, mid-text message. “Oh, yeah. Yeah, that’s what it said on Google maps, so yeah.”


     


    “See?” Nina pursed her pink lips in a smile. “Google maps knows what’s up, even if I don’t!”


     


    “Alright,” said Anna. “I am just really excited to get out there and get into nature, you know? Get gritty… maybe climb a tree or something…”


     


    Nina’s perfectly shaped eyebrows shot up her forehead.


     


    “Oh no,” she said, her gaze holding the curving of the road before her. “I am not climbing any trees. My Louboutins are not going to go through that kind of hiking trash.” She fixed her red-bottomed heels with a fond gaze.


     


    “How are you going to hike through the forest with heels on?” Anna asked.


     


    “Yeah, Nina, you should have at least worn wedges,” Jess offered. “Like those are full blown stiletto.”


     


    “Well it’s not like we’re going on a hike or something,” Nina defended.


     


    She kept her eyes on the road and fought the feeling of annoyance that had begun to bubble in the pit her stomach. Why did her friends have to ask so many questions? And why did they always have to pick on her? It was probably because they were just jealous they weren’t making enough money to afford more than a single pair of Louboutins.


     


    Nina inhaled deeply and added. “We’re going on a cute picnic. That does not require full blown woodsman attire or anything like that. You can still look cute on a picnic.”


     


    “Yea but what if you step in some animal trash? Poopy stilettos… not so cute,” Anna fired back.


     


    Nina bit her bottom lip and forced a stiff smile across her face.


     


    “You just worry about you, you little forest adventurer,” she said through gritted teeth, her voice jumping in pitch. “I’ll take care of myself and my cute shoes too, alright?”


     


    “Is there like a rest stop somewhere? Because I totally have to pee,” Esme whined.


     


    Nina reached forward and cranked the music.


     


    “I can’t hear you!” she yelled. She smashed her foot down hard on the gas pedal, and the girls shrieked as she sent the car flying forward along the bumpy dirt road.


     


    ***


     


    “We’re Here,” Nina sang as the BMW screeched to a stop, kicking up a cloud of thick dust as it came to rest in a small lot just off the roadway. 


     


    Huge trees, their limbs calmly shaking colored leaves to the ground, stretched as far as the eye could see. Grasses and bushes tangled and wrestled for dominance amidst the thick trunks of endless trees. Some branches had become completely bare and stood stark and impressive, dark and strong against the concentrated blue of the sky. Other trees still clutched desperately to their last green leaves, as if trying to will summer to stay forever.


     


    The car door flung open, and a single shiny, black stiletto slid to the ground. Its match followed, and then Nina stood and stretched. She threw her long, pale arms up toward the sky, the diamond rings decorating her fingers catching the late afternoon light and sparkling madly, dancing and dazzling under the kiss of autumn sunshine. She slammed the door behind her and walked gingerly across the makeshift car lot until she stood at the precipice of a narrow path.


     


    “Is this the right path?” Nina asked.


     


    She ducked her head beneath a low hanging branch and whipped her sunglasses off her face. She had to blink her eyes several times in order to adjust to the dimness of the forest. The trees stood together so thickly that it would be impossible to squeeze between them. Their branches curled to form an archway of tangled chestnut and dying leaves that effectively blocked out most of the sun’s light. Nina took one careful step forward and winced. The forest floor was damp and mushy beneath the carpet of crisp fallen leaves. She stepped back from the ragged path and looked at Jess.


     


    “Is this seriously where we are going?” she barked.


     


    Jess looked up from her phone, stared at the path, then looked back at her phone. She began punching at the screen with her long, pointed pink nails. After a few moments, she nodded.


     


    “Yea,” she confirmed. “This is where we are supposed to be.”


     


    Nina turned back to face the tiny opening.


     


    “You have got to be kidding me,” she said.


     


    “Oh, come on, Nina, it will be fun!” Anna smiled, grabbing Nina’s arm.


     


    Nina made a face. Her toes already hurt, and there was no way she was going to risk lugging her designer purse through this tiny slit of a path. If one branch snagged it, it would be all over.


     


    “Let me put my purse back in the car,” she sighed, shaking free of Anna’s enthusiastic grip on her arm and picking her way back to the BMW.


     


    The sun was too warm, and she wished she had worn shorts instead of the tight tartan pants she had decided upon. She dropped the purse into the back seat and paused to bend and cuff her pants at the hems.


     


    “Alright, let’s go, everyone,” Anna called. “We can walk for a bit and then find a cute clearing where we can all hang out, ok?”


     


    Jess snapped a selfie and then nodded.


     


    “Yea, but like, we need to make sure we find, like, good lighting and a cute background and stuff or else the Insta pics will look stupid, and there will be no point to even having come all the way here, ok?”


     


    Esme nodded. “Yea,” she agreed.


     


    “Okayyyyy you guys,” Nina said. She brushed a fly off of her jacket. “Ew.” She pushed past Anna, her curvy hips bumping into a tree as she tried to move down the path. “Ugh. Can we just find this clearing?”


     


    “We just started walking, girl,” Anna laughed. “We’re here to get some exercise and enjoy the scenery, too, you know, not just take some cute pictures in the clearing.”


     


    Nina swatted at a low hanging branch.


     


    “Whatever,” she grumbled, narrowly avoiding a pile of animal excrement. “Let’s just get moving.”


     


    The thin trail wound around pines and other various trees, the names of which Nina did not know, and had no desire to ever learn. Every few minutes she would smash one of her hips into the side of a particularly thick tree trunk, sending her staggering slightly forward on the toes of her shiny black heels.


     


    I’m going to be purple and blue all around the hips, she thought as she bumped into yet another tree.


     


    “Having fun, Nina?”


     


    Anna’s perky tone slammed into Nina’s ears and disgruntled her just as much as her hips slamming into the trees. She spat a bug out of her mouth and yanked a thorn out of her tangled hair.


     


    “Just… just tell me when we get there.”


     


    After what felt like hours of walking, the trail very suddenly came up short. Nina nearly tripped over her own feet at the absolute abruptness of the trail’s drop off.


     


    “Shoot!” she cried, jumping backward. Small stones crumbled from the body of the trail and trickled down the short incline that signaled the end of the path. She flicked her hair from her face and huffed out anxiously. “They should put signs up or something. I could have totally broken my neck.”


     


    Nina’s anger melted away as she looked up and realized where they were. The forest had spread itself open before them; the tightly knit groups of trees had stepped aside, allowing them to bask in the green, earthy glory of a beautiful clearing. Here, the grass was short and soft, not tangled and reaching past their knees, and the top branches of the trees curled back and away from the sky, almost in exultation of the sun, allowing sunlight to bathe the grass in warmth. Nina scooted down the small incline, her heels dragging and catching in the dirt, sending skinny avalanches of rubble tumbling down behind her, kicking dust onto her precious heels. Yet it didn’t matter, they had made it; she had made it. No more bumping into tree trunks, no more smacking dirty leaves out of her face, at least for the moment, she could sit and relax and put her heels up. Not only that, but she noticed as she staggered down and across the grass that she was very hungry.


     


    “Aww, that was so fun!” Anna yipped as she jogged past Nina and threw a blanket on the ground. “And this spot is so perfect! Best day, like, ever.”


     


    Esme sat down on the blanket and took out her phone.


     


    “What the heck,” she said. “No signal? Seriously?”


     


    “Well yea, Esme, we’re in the middle of nowhere,” Nina said. She lifted her foot and picked leaves off of her heels.


     


    “Can we please eat now?” Jess begged. She threw herself dramatically onto the blanket. “I’m starving. I totally did not expect that to take like, eighty-seven years or whatever.”


     


    “Yeah, yeah, we’re on a picnic, you guys, so obviously we’re eating!” Anna sat down and began to unbraid her hair. “Take out the food, Nina. Time to get our picnic on.”


     


    Nina stopped. She stared at her friends. Her green eyes widened, and she blinked.


     


    “Hurry up. I’m freakin starving,” Jess whined, flicking a bug off the leg of her pants.


     


    Nina felt her cheeks growing hot. She opened her mouth, then found she could not form words and quickly slapped her lips shut again. She closed her eyes and breathed out slowly, grabbing at her stomach, trying to remain calm.


     


    “Nina?” Jess said. “You totally didn’t leave the food in the car, right?”


     


    Nina opened her eyes and stared at Jess.


     


    “Why the heck is it my responsibility to remember the food? Like incredible, I drove us all the way here. How is it my job to do everything?”


     


    Anna stood up quickly, her eyes fire.


     


    “Look, Nina, it was you who demanded we order a catered picnic, and it was you who packed it all up in the car and everything, so I think it kind of sort of makes it your job to remember to bring it,” she said through a forced smile.


     


    “What the heck! And I’m also supposed to carry it through this marathon of trees and trash? How is that even fair?” Nina yelled.


     


    “Well, how is it fair that we all had to listen to you complain the whole hike here?” Anna yelled back. “Maybe just don’t wear your stupid high heels in the woods and you would have a lot more fun, Nina!”


     


    “Nothing about this is fun, Anna! I just came along because my mother is always talking about how important it is to have weekend hangouts with your co-workers, okay? I don’t want to be here, and I also don’t want to spend my whole freaking Saturday driving to the middle of nowhere with people who are so totally ungrateful!”


     


    The girls stared at Nina. Anna’s eyes were on fire. Jess’ mouth hung open in a disgusted snarl. Esme blinked.


     


    “Whatever,” Nina growled. She threw her hands up in the air and turned around. “I’ll go get the food,” she announced. “So you guys all just sit pretty over there, alright? Take some wonderful Insta pics and make sure not to tag me in them!”


     


    “Hey,” Jess yelped as Nina began to trudge back to the path. “I am like, totally, totally grateful right now, okay?”


     


    “Yeah. Thanks. Like for real,” Anna called, her voice softer now. “We’ll be right here, okay babe?”


     


    “I’m like, seriously hungry,” Esme whined.


     


    Nina took a step towards the small incline and flopped forward, her heels catching and sinking in the soft dirt.


     


    “Shoot!”


     


    She threw her hands up to the top of the short slope and dragged her body up and over the ridge. Her nails filled with dirt and she had to roll quickly in order to avoid losing a heel. She wiped a hand across her face, decorating her cheek with a smear of dark black mud.


     


    “Whatever,” she grumbled.


     


    Nina pushed herself back onto her feet and stood teetering atop her heels for a moment. Then she took a breath, narrowed her eyes, and plunged onwards, back into the dark green and brown world of the forest.


     


    When she had put enough distance between herself and the girls she had left lounging in the grassy clearing, Nina began muttering out loud to herself.


     


    “I just do not understand why I even bother,” she huffed, slapping a black fly away from her neck for the third time. “I mean, like come on, you guys. I totally drove you all the way here and did not even ask any of you for so much as a single nickel of gas money. And yea okay, I decided on the lunch, but that is only because you wanted to make freaking peanut butter sandwiches and how is that even acceptable? Like, are we three years old? No. No. So I’m sorry that I forgot one tiny little thing, because apparently, I have to do everything…” Nina’s complaints paused as he yanked her heel out of a small patch of mud. “Yuck… or else nothing gets freaking done ever, so like… oh, what the heck?”


     


    A sheer rock face, taller than Nina and much wider, had presented itself to her, completely blocking the path. She stared at it obstinately for a moment, too stubborn to believe it could truly be there. There had definitely not been a sheet of rock clogging the middle of the path on their way from the car to the clearing. That was something Nina would have remembered, especially if she had had to slide down the rigid stone face in her skin tight tartan pants. She tapped her forehead pensively, her long nails making small clicking sounds as they bounced off her skin. Then she groaned and turned around and began picking her way through the leaves and dirt back towards the clearing, retracing her steps to discover where she had executed an incorrect turn.


     


    “Okay. We went straight for about seven million hours,” Nina recalled their path aloud, tucking her brightly colored hair back behind her ears. “And I know we made one left turn and then another left turn.”


     


    She stopped at a fork in the path and leaned forward, first towards her left, then towards her right, trying to get a look at each different tributary of the trail. They were near mirror images of each other, both lined with leaves losing their colors, and trees growing so close together they blocked out most of the day’s warm light.


     


    “Okay.” Nina closed her eyes and pressed her soft fingers to her temples. “Okay.”


     


    The forest flashed alternating shades of dark and light across her closed eyelids as she tried to envision the path she needed to take. After several moments of standing frozen in the forest, Nina opened her eyes and tilted her head back so that her green orbs met the slices of piercing blue sky that peeked through the tangle of tree limbs above. She breathed in through her nose and bit her lip. Then she spun on her heel, a mistake as she nearly toppled over, but caught herself just before she face planted on the muddy ground. With an exasperaged sigh, she stalked down the path again.


     


    “I’ll just keep walking,” she grunted to herself, swatting the low hanging branches out of her way before they slapped her flushed cheeks. “If I go in a straight line long enough, I will eventually get out of this pile of trash forest and end up back at the car.”


     


    ***


     


    The light fell a deeper and deeper shade of green, tickling the toes of Nina’s precious stiletto heels with dusky kisses. On she marched, dragging her blistered feet forward, blinking angry tears out of her eyes, biting her bottom lip so hard she drew blood. Forward, first with intention, and then, as the hours wore on and the sky grew closer in shade to black than blue, forward blindly. She smacked leaves and bugs from her face with vicious slaps and stumbled shrieking as rabbits scurried across her path. When her stiletto finally cracked in two, she fell to her hands and knees in a haggard pile of tangled red hair, scratched and bloodied hands, and tears.


     


    “Idiot, idiot, IDIOT!” Nina screamed.


     


    She pounded the dirt floor with her fists. She grabbed at her foot and pulled the shoe into her hands, leaving her bare toes resting in the mud. Desperately, she fished the fragmented heel from the place it had caught beneath a flat piece of stone. She held it in her shaking hands, tears pouring down her face. She cradled it to her chest. Then her soft complexion clouded over with anger. Her thick brows smashed downwards to frame her green eyes in a look so dark with rage it rivaled the falling night in its darkness. She raised her hand high and hurled the broken shoe across the forest. It shot through the air, tumbled past the branches of a tree, and fell to rest far away, somewhere beyond Nina’s vision. She sat silently for a moment, staring after the shoe, breathing, choking on her shuddering tears.


     


    She sat that way for some time, until she had run her eyes dry. She let herself fall fully into the heaving of her chest. She grabbed at her waist and held herself as the sky faded from dusky purple to complete darkness. When at last her body stopped shaking with anger and frustration, she swallowed. She rubbed at her eyes, clearing them of tears. Then she sniffed deeply and ran her stinging hands over her legs. That was when she felt something hard in her pocket. She froze. Her eyes jumped to life, and her heart began pounding against her chest so rapidly that her breasts trembled and her fingers shook. She shoved her shaking hand into her pocket and pulled out her cell phone.


     


    In the chaos of getting lost she had completely forgotten she had left her cell phone in her pocket, not her purse. She pressed the round bottom at its bottom center, and the screen jumped to life; familiar, bright, as comforting as a smile from an old friend. Nina’s dirt-caked face cracked into a smile and she laughed. She slid her bloodied fingers across the screen, leaving a trail of smudged dirt across the device. She didn’t even care. The discovery of the cell phone so invigorated her that she found herself jumping up and onto her feet, one heel on and one heel tossed to die somewhere in this jungle of a forest. She punched the buttons on her phone enthusiastically, entering Anna’s phone number. Then she held the phone up to her ear, not even daring to breathe, waiting in anticipation for the relief that would flood over her as soon as she heard that first ring. She stood there, frozen but for the slight trembling of her chest, the shivering of her fingers against the bejeweled phone case. Nina sucked in her lips, knowing that the first ring would save her.


     


    Nothing.


     


    She blinked her eyes rapidly, staring straight ahead, mouth forming a straight thin line. She still did not breathe. She clutched the phone tighter against her ear, her knuckles turning white. In her mind, she saw two syllables take form. Just. Ring.


     


    Nothing.


     


    Nina wrenched the phone from her ear and stared down at the screen. She squinted at the tiny bars on the top of the display. Then her stomach dropped, and all the breath she had been holding in came flooding out of her, deflating her hopes.


     


    No signal. No bars.


     


    “What the heck,” Esme had said. “No signal? Seriously?”


     


    “Well yea, Esme, we’re in the middle of nowhere,” Nina had snapped back.


     


    “IDIOT!” Nina screamed to the sky.


     


    Before she knew what she was doing, Nina was hurling the phone through the air, sending it dancing across the darkening forest. She heard it smack into a tree and land softly, somewhere in the dark depths of tall grass. She stood open mouthed, breath heaving her chest up and down, staring after her phone in disbelief at what her rage had just caused her to do. She remained frozen like this for a long moment, doing nothing but breathing, realizing the absoluteness of her situation.


     


    After a long time, Nina fell back down to the ground. She thought about getting up again and trying to find her phone, but realized it would be a fruitless journey. After all, whether or not she had the iPhone in hand, she still would not be able to call for help; she still would not have any reception.


     


    “Well yeah,” she said out loud, her voice flat and tired. “We’re in the middle of nowhere.”


     


    A shadow suddenly fell across Nina. It draped itself over her shoulders and fell heavily over her head. The hairs on the back of her neck stood to attention, and she sat up perfectly straight.


     


    “The middle of nowhere,” a low voice growled. “Poetic. We’re in the middle of nowhere; sure is beautiful, isn’t it?”
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    By the time Rowan had finished hanging the cured meat to dry, dusk had begun to tickle the tops of the trees. Rowan strung the last of the salted pig belly from the bits of twine, carefully securing it to the rafter. He tugged it, testing to make sure it was safely attached to the solid wooden beam. Then he stepped down from the chair, nodded to himself, and wiped his hands upon his apron. Flecks of rock salt caught in his beard and he chuckled, brushing them free with his muscular forearm. Then he hung the apron from a hook on the back of the kitchen door and headed outside to wash his hands.


     


    Rowan ducked, bending his long, tattooed body to fit beneath the door frame. He began to walk across the lot, but after taking three slow steps, he stopped. The dusk was too beautiful, it commanded his attention. He paused and tilted his head up towards the glorious purples and pastel oranges that splayed themselves across the darkening sky. A half smile twisted its way onto his face, and he spread his arms and breathed in the beauty of the falling night.


     


    “If you were a living woman,” he found himself saying. “I would hold you in my arms and kiss your dusky lips until you turned into morning.” The moment the words left his lips he dropped his arms and instinctively checked behind his shoulder, instantly embarrassed by his romantics. Then he caught himself, and laughed, his body relaxing. “There’s no one there, Rowan,” he chuckled. “No one to judge you. Not anymore.”


     


    He grinned and picked the large white bucket from its silver handle. He swung it through the air, singing softly to himself as his steel toed boots traced the remainder of the route to the well.


     


    Rowan dropped the bucket lightly to the ground beside him and set to work fetching water from the well he had worked so hard to dig. His arms worked the black iron pump, his arms surging with power, muscles flinching so that they made his tattoos look like they were jumping up and down. The water poured, cool and clean, from the mouth of the spigot, and Rowan pulled the bucket beneath the iron lips. He grinned with satisfaction as the bucket filled with water.


     


    Walking back to his cabin, swinging the bucket of sloshing water gently back and forth, the dusky sky riding his shoulders, casting shadows across the ridges of his muscled body, Rowan could not help but smile to himself. He felt perfectly content. The wind kissed him lightly on the neck, rustled the hairs of his beard; the smell of fall hung thick and pleasant in the cooling air. He was about to open the door back to his cabin when he heard it.


     


    A shriek, piercing and hair-raising, echoed through the forest, bouncing off the rocky inclines and getting caught amongst the top of the trees. Rowan dropped the bucket and turned, squinting, trying to discern the direction the scream had come from. There was no other sound for so long, just the simple sighing of the forest readying itself for another night, that Rowan began to wonder if he had not just imagined it.


     


    “Is it finally happening?” he mused out loud, running his hand over his beard in thought. “Am I finally losing it? Has living out here all by my lonesome finally made me go a little mad? Could I really be imagining hearing things?” He frowned and strained his ears, trying to pick up the slightest scream or call for help.


     


    But no sound came, none out of the ordinary, at least. After one more moment of listening, Rowan shook his head and shrugged. He again picked up his bucket and placed his hand on the door knob, ready to enter the coziness of his cabin once again.


     


    “Uhhahhhhhghhhhhhh!!!!!!”


     


    There it was again. Rowan set down the bucket full of well water and huffed. This time he walked towards the edge of his property, to the place where the trail he had carved through this portion of the woods began. He stood at the edge of the trail and cupped his hand around his ear, listening. He heard something else. A very faint:


     


    “Idiot, idiot, IDIOT!”


     


    He dropped his hand. The curse words had confirmed it, the originator of the cries was definitely human. Rowan turned on his heel and jogged back to his cabin. He threw open the door and grabbed his rifle from its place above the mantle. He gripped it in his tattooed fingers and again ran out the door. He ducked under the overhanging branches of a naked limbed tree and began to slowly jog down the trail and into the forest. Every few minutes Rowan would stop and pause, listening carefully for any other cries or yelps that might help him get a better sense of the direction he ought to head towards.


     


    After jogging for about twenty minutes, Rowan began to catch the distant and faded sound of crying. The wind carried it to him, small wisps of shuddering tears. He began to slow his pace to a quick and sure-footed walk, his ears and eyes alert as night began to lay herself heavily upon the forest. As he walked onwards still, Rowan would catch snippets of tears, carried through the darkening sky. The further he got towards the heart of the forest, the louder the tearful cries became. Rowan’s eyebrows slanted downwards, and his eyes narrowed in practiced concentration. He gripped the gun and gritted his teeth. He felt his body tense with the effort of tuning in so deeply to all of his senses, his muscles twitched and jumped, sensing every movement that occurred in the darkening landscape that surrounded him. He, the hunter, the plaid-wearing, gun toting, tattooed bear, patrolling the grounds of his kingdom for whatever trespasser this might be, screeching painfully into the night.


     


    It was after about an hour of walking that Rowan caught a glimpse of a light. It was a tiny, rectangular brightness, about a mile north of where he stood, he guessed. He squinted, confused. It seemed to be moving ever so slightly, or was it blinking? He began to stalk towards the light, body hard and ready, crouched towards the ground, concealed by the combination of tall grasses and dark night.


     


    About ten feet away from the light he stopped. He took a breath and raised his gun, pressing the sight against his eye. He blinked, his dark blue eyes staring at the magnified image. He lowered the gun and uncocked it. Then he strode forward, bent, and picked up the cell phone.


     


    “What the…”


     


    Rowan rolled the iPhone in his large, rough hands, stunned at having found it in the middle of the forest. He stared hard at it for a moment before tapping at its screen with his index finger. The date and time leaped into view. He stood holding the phone in the palm of his calloused hand for one moment longer. Then he slid it into his pocket and turned his attention back to his search.


     


    The weight of the phone in the pocket of his jeans felt foreign and odd, but Rowan refused to let it distract him from the task at hand. Taking a deep breath, he filled his lungs with the familiar refreshment of clean country air. Then he turned back to the trail, taking several moments to retrace his steps so that he arrived back at the location he had been standing when he had last heard the sounds of crying bouncing through the trees.


     


    He took a few steps, and then stopped very suddenly. He froze, becoming as still and solid as the trees around him. He stared straight ahead, not a single muscle on his toned body moving. There, a few feet before him, sitting several paces in front of a large outcropping of silvery gray rock, was a girl. Her back was to him so that all he could see was the long hair that tumbled down her neck and past her shoulders. As he took a silent step forward, his heart leaped into his throat, and it took every inch of restraint he possessed in order to stopper a gasp from escaping his lips. For as he had taken that single step forward, the moon had slid its way through a gap in the tangled forest ceiling and flashed itself across the girl’s head. And Rowan had noticed that the girl wore a gleaming mane of bright fiery hair.


     


    “The woman of fire,” he whispered to himself.


     


    “Well yeah,” the girl was saying to herself, her voice flat and tired. “We’re in the middle of nowhere.”


     


    Rowan stood to his full height and dropped his gun slightly to his side.


     


    “The middle of nowhere,” he said in his deep, earthy voice. It was a voice that truly matched the forest. “Poetic. We’re in the middle of nowhere, sure is beautiful, isn’t it?”


     


    The girl spun around so suddenly that Rowan was afraid she might fall over. She raised a rock high in the air and reared her arm back as if she aimed to smash Rowan in the face. Like lightning, his own arm shot up to grab the rock from her hands. The rock was sailing through the air to land seemingly several miles away before the girl even realized what had happened. She stared, pretty pink lips hanging open in shock, as Rowan brushed his hands off on his pants and cleared his throat.


     


    It was then, standing about three inches away from the stranger’s face, that Rowan realized he had no idea what to say. He had not spoken to another human for over a year, and the beauty of this girl, her hair like the flames that had danced for him just only the night before, completely overwhelmed him. Dirt streaked her pale face, lining her cheekbones and clinging to her neck. Her hair was tangled, and dead leaves clung to the golden ends, rustling slightly as the wind played over her body. Her breasts heaved up and down, her breath rushing in and out of her perfectly shaped lips, flushing her cheeks the color of freshly bloomed rose petals. It was all he could do not to reach out a tattooed hand and brush the mud from beneath her eyes.


     


    “You lost?”


     


    Those were the words he found himself saying to this girl who had shown up at the heart of the forest. She stared back at him as if she had not heard the words at all, her breasts still heaving up and down in such a way that Rowan found it difficult to concentrate on her green eyes, though they sparkled with a sort of light that Rowan swore was made of the stars themselves. He cleared his throat, forcing himself to remain smart. He did not do this, he did not feel this way about people, ever; he was independent, strong willed, and had never felt distracted since first calling the forest his home. He blinked rapidly, filled his nostrils with the sharp, cool air and felt some of his normal aptitude and focus returning to him.


     


    “You lost?” he repeated, and it seemed as if his words caused the red headed stranger to suddenly jump back to life.


     


    She choked on her heaving breaths and coughed violently, sputtering back into the moment. Her face instantly clouded over with an anger so sharp that Rowan felt it stabbing him like a knife, flying out of the center of her electric green irises. She opened her mouth, then slapped it shut again, then opened it again, her fists clenching into small, hard ball at her hips.


     


    “Who the idiot are you to ask me anything.”


     


    It was not a question. Her words shot out of her mouth like punches. But Rowan was not alarmed. He slid his gun into his holster and slowly crossed his arms across his chest. His biceps pressed against his abdomen, hard and sculpted.


     


    “I am the man who has run for an hour, responding to screams he heard echoing through the forest,” he replied, his voice steady and solid as the rock that stood behind them. “I am the man who is holding a gun, and I am the only person around for miles and miles and miles.


     


    The girl met his stare with fiery defiance.


     


    “And you,” Rowan continued. “Are the girl who seems quite lost, and quite alone. And you are missing a shoe,” he added, glancing down at her bare foot. “And the one shoe that you do have does not seem to be the type of gear appropriate for hiking the twelve hours it would take to get you back to the nearest side road.”


     


    Rage danced behind the girl’s pupils.


     


    “So,” Rowan said calmly. “Who the heck am I to ask you anything? Let me answer that. I am your only chance of making it out of here alive. That is who I am to ask you anything. Of course, you don’t have to answer,” he continued, arching an eyebrow slightly. “Whether or not you choose to respond is entirely up to you. I don’t mind either way.” And with those words, Rowan turned his back to the girl and began to walk back towards the direction of his cabin.


     


    “Okay wait,” the girls sputtered out behind him.


     


    It had taken but five steps for her to respond. Rowan stopped walking but kept his back to the girl. He waited.


     


    “Okay, wait, yes, I am lost, and yeah, I guess I need some help.”


     


    Rowan breathed out quickly. He turned to face the stranger once again.


     


    “I’m glad you decided to answer,” he said, looking at the girl. “Leaving you for dead out here wouldn’t have weighed well on my conscience.” And he turned his back to her again and began to walk through the overlaying shades of green and gray, back towards the spot in the woods that he called home.


     


    Nina followed the strange dark man through the forest, trying to keep track of him amidst the shadows that tangled with the light. Following his trail proved more difficult than she originally expected; he was as dark and sturdy as the trees they walked past. She found it tricky, with her inexperienced eyes, to pick him out from the other forms that decorated the landscape of the forest at night. She also found it difficult to concentrate on anything but his body. When the moon flashed through the trees, it caught pieces of this stranger, this man. She saw flashes of the shape of his bare arms, working to push branches out of the way; the form of his waist, swaying back and forth, squeezing through narrow pathways between trees, curving paths for Nina to follow; the flinching of his rear, purely muscle. She tried to not to take him in, but her green eyes would just not relent, leaping and relaxing, working his legs forward, ever forward, towards what, she did not know.


     


    After about a half hour of silence, Nina cleared her throat.


     


    “Hey,” she said tentatively to the figure carving his way through the darkness, to the man that led her path. “Hey!”


     


    He did not respond. 


     


    She took a few more careful steps through the undergrowth, her right foot still fitted tightly into the precious stiletto, and stopped. She bent down quietly, her eyes still on the mysterious bearded man who walked the forest in front of her. She slipped her foot out of the shoe and lifted it above her head. Before she had the chance to second guess her instinct, she hurled the shoe forward towards him and succeeded in smacking him, hard, in the small of the back.


     


    “Incredible!” he cried, his voice breaking into a higher register.


     


    She was surprised to find herself giggling. Giggling, in this situation? The middle of an unknown landscape, following a potentially murderous stranger to who knows where, and I’m giggling? Nina shook her head, shaking away instinct, settling back into the comfortability of practiced suspicion, and learned privilege. She cleared her throat again.


     


    “Ahem,” she coughed. The man finally halted his fast pace and turned to face her. In the very dim light, she was able to see an unimpressed sneer carving its way across his face. “Well,” she continued. “Now that I have got your attention…”


     


    “You did more than get my attention,” he snarled back. “You effectively put a serious bruise on my back. What was that?”


     


    “That,” Nina said calmly, staring him in his black hole eyes. “Was a very expensive shoe. Which I shall shall want back just about now, thank you very much.” She stared at him expectantly.


     


    The man stared back, completely uncomprehending. Then, a single eyebrow arched its way up his forehead, and he glanced at the place on the ground that Nina’s Louboutin stiletto lay. He glanced back at her. She slowly raised her hand, palm faced upward. He crouched and grabbed the red-soled shoe in his hand. He stood back up and held it up to her, staring her down with eyes filled with disgust.


     


    Nina stared the stranger straight back, her face completely neutral, her eyes boring into his own. Her face maintained its emotionless, blank slate appearance as she forced him to continue to maintain her gaze. Yet inside of her, she was experiencing something completely different. While she kept her face blank and composed, her insides were another story altogether. Beneath her cool exterior, Nina was a roiling storm of emotion. Lightning bolts of electrical attraction flashed across her middle and made it difficult for her to concentrate on anything but the shape of this man’s muscles, his build, the way his well-carved abs pressed up against his thin shirt. The shadows playing across his tattooed flesh made her want to run her fingers across his foreign skin; she felt fire and color exploding within her mind, her breasts, and it was all she could do not to grin or perhaps scream while she continued to maintain his stare. She was not sure whether joy or fear was the correct response to the intensity she was experiencing in feeling his eyes on her own. So instead, she held fast to her sturdy neutral outer mask. She kept her hand steady and outstretched, and she maintained the intensity of her controlling gaze. She held him before her until she could no longer physically bear it; and then she released him by ripping the shoe from his grip and shoving her foot stubbornly back inside of the red-soled prison.


     


    Nina did not break her eye contact with him as she shoved her foot back into the shoe. She let the shadow of a wince flash across her face as she felt the tight edges of the high heeled shoe smash against the blisters already decorating her foot. But she forced herself to stand up and continued to stare at the strange man. His own gaze began to twist slightly, became warped under the intensity of her own eyes. Finally, after what felt like an eternity of darkness and silence, she spoke.


     


    “Well? Where the heck are we going?”


     


    The man stared at her still, for one moment longer. Then, without so much as a word or facial reaction, he turned and began to walk quickly forward again, as if their interaction had never occurred at all.


     


    Nina stood rooted to the spot for a moment, staring in disbelief, mouth hanging open. How could he react like that after she had stared him down with such strength, fitted him with such sass? No man had ever before proven so immune to her powers of control, to her concentrated suggestion of action. The fact that this stranger had the nerve to completely ignore Nina’s rage made her even more enraged than she had been when she had first realized that she had become lost in the tangled paths of the forest. After a moment of standing frozen in shock, Nina jumped back to life and began dragging her blistered foot through the trees, following the stranger.


     


    “You think you’ve won?” She found herself mumbling as she walked into tree after tree, her naive city girl eyes unaccustomed to the night time light, or lack thereof, of the forest. “Oh, harass that. You have not even begun to taste the feeling of a fight, woodsman boy. Just you wait until you really get a taste of Nina!”


     


    She must have spoken the last bit louder than she had intended, for the stranger turned around just then. In the light of the moon, Nina noticed that a twisted half-smile curved its way across his bearded face.


     


    “Hmm,” he smirked, his eyes unreadable. “I have never been one to have just a taste.”


     


    He turned his back to her again and continued to trudge forward at an impossibly quick pace, his agility and knowledge of the path so impressive that Nina swore he would be able to navigate this journey even if she were to somehow overcome his muscled form and punch both his eyes blind. Which was something she had definitely been concocting in her mind’s eye. For the more time she spent trailing this stranger through the darkened forest, the more she had begun to question his motives.


     


    “So who are you anyway?” She heard herself say as she stubbornly dragged her stiletto over a particularly burdensome patch of muddy undergrowth.


     


    She thought she heard him cough, but it may have been just the crunch of crisp leaves protesting being squashed by his heavy steel toed boots. He did not turn, did not so much as flinch. The strange man continued to walk onwards, putting ground behind him, pushing on blindly towards some destination Nina was no longer sure she truly wanted to discover.


     


    “Who are you?” she found herself repeating, her voice slipping out of her lips more whiney and shivery than she had wanted it to.


     


    She cleared her throat as the dark stranger began to carve the way up a steep incline in the path. The trees pressed in so closely that Nina had to shimmy sideways in order to fit her curvaceous form through the small slit of a path. It was so dark now that Nina could not even see the hill they climbed; she only knew they were climbing upwards because of the pull of the ground against her bare foot; because of the way her breath began to push and burn her stomach with effort. She toppled forward as her stiletto twisted in the grip of some unseen rock or stick, and in anger, she tore the shoe from her foot and hurled it again forward. But this time, there was a loud thwack followed by a scuffling sound, and then a yelp.


     


    “OW!”


     


    The man had tripped over the shoe and tumbled to his knees, sending himself scuttling down the steep incline. His heart raced as he gripped for something to grab ahold of, to stop his mad skitter down the incline, but found only dead leaves, slick with the night’s dewy darkness. His feet skittered, gaining speed with the lubrication of the shed leaves, and he found himself sliding unstoppably downward until he smacked directly into Nina. She grabbed him with more muscle than he had thought possible from such a skinny girl as her and she stopped his downward tumble.


     


    Nina knew that this was her only chance. She stood perfectly still, listening to the slithering sound of his body tumbling down the hill. When the noise neared, she was ready to pounce, and she threw herself upon the stranger as he slid down the hill and into her path. She landed and thrashed at him wildly, digging her bare toes into the wet muck of the forest floor in order to gain traction and keep them from sliding further downwards. She drove her elbows, hard, into his chest, in order to prevent him from being able to fight her off. The result was a shocking success, even to her. She found herself panting and shivering slightly with adrenaline as she straddled this strange, dark man in the middle of a landscape that was even more of a dark stranger to her than the body she clenched beneath her.


     


    She felt his breath, hot and quick, against her cheek and turned her face to face his own. Blinking rapidly, she felt her green eyes begin to find tiny bits of light within the vast darkness. A few moments passed and, as she gained her breath, his chest sliding her slightly up and down as he too struggled to again find the air to fill his lungs. Pieces of the night time scene began to edge into view. She saw, with heightened clarity, the lay of the hill stretching forever upwards, rimmed by trees placed so close together that the pass made her feel sickeningly claustrophobic. She was able to pick out the gentle sway of individual leaves as they silently clung to life, gripping the branches of the trees that curled their bodies above. And, she realized, she was able to make out the shape of the man’s face. For it was no more than two inches, now, from her own.


     


    His cheekbones were the first things that came into her vision. Sharp, like knives, the perfect match for a chiseled jawline that wore a beard so dark it blended into the night itself. His mouth hung open, framed by plump lips. As he struggled back and forth beneath her tight and stubborn hold, his shoulder length black hair whipped her gently in the face. Then, his eyes, black and glinting with the tiny slivers of moonlight that every now and then managed to flash through the trees. His body was pure muscle, and Nina could feel every fiber, taut and desperate, straining and pulsating under her own form. She straddled his abdomen, and she could feel each individual, perfectly carved muscle working beneath her rear. She swallowed, struggling to maintain her cool. She closed her eyes, reopened them. The night still hung dark and heavy. His breath still flushed her cheeks. She took a steadying breath through her nose and felt her anger and fear flutter to life again in the pit of her stomach. And she spoke.


     


    “I said,” she said quietly, pressing her lips close to his cheek. “Who. Are. You.”


     


    His shoulders heaved up and down under her elbows, and he grunted slightly in pain.


     


    “Let...me go,” he gasped, and she was shocked to feel a stab of guilt spread its way through her middle. She forced her elbows deeper into his shoulder.


     


    “Tell me who you are.”


     


    The stranger breathed out in anger, blowing the hair back from her face. Nina began to sweat with the effort of smashing her elbows so deeply into his chest.


     


    “It doesn’t… matter who I am,” he said. “What matters is that we get the heck outta here before it gets too late and the coyotes come out. So let me go.”


     


    Nina stared down at him appraisingly, not sure whether or not she ought to believe him. She squinted at him and drove her elbows even deeper into his shoulders.


     


    “Holy idiot!” he cried, trying to swat her off, but she would not let him go.


     


    She squeezed her eyes shut, the sweat pouring down her face in rivulets, her hair sticking to her forehead, her arms shaking as she forced the answer out of him.


     


    “Who...are...you…” she gasped, pressing down so hard into his shoulders that he gagged slightly and her body trembled with the force.


     


    “I’m Rowan! I’m Rowan! Incredible I’m Rowan!” The stranger screamed.


     


    Nina released her elbows and rolled off of him, gasping for breath, exhausted. The two of them lay like that for several long minutes, side by side in the complete darkness, gasping, panting, their bodies trembling with exertion. After a while, Rowan finally spoke.


     


    “Is that how you normally meet people?” He asked, his voice flat and level.


     


    Nina stared up at the heavy blackness. She felt herself almost smile.


     


    “No,” she admitted, her chest still rising up and down, recovering from the rush.


     


    “Oh,” Rowan said, rubbing his shoulders and wincing. “Well then. You certainly had me fooled.”


     


    “Yeah,” Nina heard herself saying. “I thought it was pretty good. You know, for a first time attacking someone and all.” Her cheeks flushed the instant the words left her mouth. Attacking someone and all? What the heck, Nina?


     


    Rowan emitted a rough, low sound that Nina thought might be a chuckle.


     


    “Yeah. Well. My shoulders are going to hurt for probably about two days so, I would say, yes, red-haired forest wanderer, that was pretty dang good for your first time… attacking someone, as you say.”


     


    Nina felt her blush deepen. She pushed herself up off the ground and began to walk again. She heard a rustling that confirmed that Rowan had wrestled back to his feet, too.


     


    “Hey,” he called, rooted to the spot as firmly as a tree. “Where do you think you’re going?”


     


    “I’m going home.” She pushed onwards down the hill, slipping and grabbing at trees every few feet. The leaves were wet and cold under her bare feet, and she winced as she slid over a slice of jagged stone.


     


    Rowan reached out and grabbed the back of her jacket, stopping her mid-slide.


     


    “I don’t think that would work out for you too well,” he said gently. He carefully turned her around and grabbed her hand, guiding her back up the steep incline. “You’re about three hours of a walk from where I first found you, and I am going to go out on a limb here and guess that that locale is still lots and lots of miles away from whatever high class, city penthouse decked out in four million dollar paintings that you call home.” He dropped her hand and yawned, throwing his arms up towards the forest ceiling. “So,” he continued. “I would say that you’re best bet… in the case that you do not, in fact, wish to spend the rest of your night getting torn to pieces by vicious and starving coyotes or bears… is to follow me back to safety and then set out again tomorrow.”


     


    Nina took a breath. She opened her pink lips to protest, but words failed her. She knew he was right. She was cold, starving, and flat out exhausted. The idea of sleep was suddenly so appealing to her that she felt she could likely curl up on this mud covered incline and fall into the most fulfilling and fitful rest of her life. But she would sooner risk being murdered by this frighteningly handsome stranger than she would risk ruining her hair by using a pile of animal excrement and rotting leaves as her bedtime pillow. She pulled in a shaking, dragging breath and stared ahead, up the incline, towards the place where Rowan’s voice had come from.


     


    “Fine,” she said.


     


    The word was short and tuneless, but its utterance pushed him forward suddenly and quickly again, like a sharp whip against a race horse’s flanks. She found them driving onwards, tackling the hill, and tumbling forward still, forward still, until she swore her legs would give out if she did not soon find a bed to call her own for the night.


     


    “But only,” she gasped as they skidded down a rock overhang. “For the night.”


     


    The forest suddenly disappeared. Small windows of light peered at them from the clearing ahead. Nina was blinded by the sudden brightness and staggered backward against Rowan, smacking her head against his hard, muscled chest.


     


    “Woah there,” he said, his voice soft against her cheek.  She shivered in spite of herself.


     


    “Sorry,” she grumbled. “It is really dark out here in…”


     


    “In the middle of nowhere, yeah,” Rowan cut her off.


     


    In the dimness of the forest night, she thought, for a moment, that she spied a half smile hanging onto his face. She blinked, and her eyes lost their hold on the details of his form. Nina bit her lip, pissed off at herself.


     


    Come on Nina, you are in the middle of a deserted forest with a strange guy in the middle of the night. There are more important things to worry about than whether or not this man is smiling at you. Like, oh, I don’t know, maybe whether or not he is a raving serial killer? That’s a good one.


     


    “Take this,” Rowan said softly, and he pressed a sturdy wooden stick into Nina’s hand. His fingers were rough against her skin, he wore the flesh of a man who works hard, with his hands, each day and every day. Nina swallowed and wrapped her fingers tightly around the stick, gripping the wood with such intensity that her knuckles turned a sharp white. “Use it while you walk,” Rowan instructed, beginning to head up the trail again. “And it will help you feel where there are impasses in your way.”


     


    Nina nearly scoffed out loud at this comment. Using a piece of a tree to guide herself through a darkened forest?! What was this, some sort of terrible discovery channel show? Yet, just a few moments of walking proved the true usefulness of the stick. The walking stick would bump into large stones or catch in the depths of holes that lay several feet ahead of Nina; it served to effectively protect her from treading a treacherous path. Within about twenty minutes, Nina had gotten the hang of maneuvering through the darkened forest, and all thanks to the assistance of the walking stick.


     


    They continued on for several long, winding minutes. Rowan was leading the way, pressing through the brush almost blindly, as though he possessed some sort of innate, uncanny understanding of exactly where it was he must go. Nina picked her way more slowly, but forced herself never to fall more than a meter or so behind. She smacked the walking stick out in front of her like a desperate blind man, pulling herself forward and onward. The night air was cool and pleasant against her sweaty brow, and a gentle breeze whispered through the trees and played with her long, red hair. She found the silence uneasy; she was used to the rush of traffic screeching by her bedroom window as she slept, but the feeling of the wind kissing her skin was a surprising delicious sensation. In an entirely different situation, she thought, I might, like, kind of almost sort of like this.


     


    Just as the thought crossed her mind, a high yipping sound began to bounce through the forest. Nina froze. She squinted through the dark curtains of night. The sound began to grow louder and louder; strange little barks that seemed to skip across the forest like stones across the water. She turned to Rowan.


     


    “Rowan, what is…”


     


    “Be quiet,” he quietly commanded.


     


    In the shadows, she saw him raise a finger to his lips. His dark eyes were wide and alert. The yipping faded back into the night for a moment, and his tensed body seemed to relax.


     


    “Alright,” he began, turning to meet Nina’s terrified gaze. “That is why I told you we had to get home quickly. Those yipping sounds are coyotes. The last thing we want is to be circled by them. Draws a lot of attention to us, which would not be the best thing, as I didn’t bring any spare bullets. But they seem to have decided to change courses now, so let’s just…”


     


    The yipping sounded again, this time so close to Nina that she jumped and nearly lost hold of her walking stick. Beneath the constant, ear-piercing yip yip yip she was now able to hear the scuttling of tiny feet racing across the wet leaves of the forest floor.


     


    “Incredible,” Rowan said.


     


    “What the heck are we going to do?”


     


    Nina felt her heart leap into overdrive, begin pounding out panic with speedful integrity. She clutched her hand to her breast, squeezing at her chest, trying to calm her anxiety. Rowan huffed and grabbed her roughly by the arm and yanked her off the path and into the brush.


     


    “What are you doing!” she yelped, but he did not stop, nor did he respond.


     


    His tattooed fingers curled tightly, meaningfully, around her wrist and he pulled her forward with urgency. She panted and tripped over her own feet, the foreign landscape catching at her clothes, tearing her remaining stiletto from her foot and sending her crashing down through the mass of wet leaves and reaching thorns. She stumbled and cried out, but Rowan’s grip did not slacken. He continued to run, and the momentum pulled Nina back upward and onto her feet again, tumbling forward through the tangled underbrush.


     


    Twigs snagged her hair and tore at her skin as they sprinted blindly forward, and the ear piercing yip yip yip yip yip was their soundtrack as they crashed through the night. Nina’s heart was in her mouth, cold sweat dripping down her face and her breath hanging off her lips when they finally came to a stuttering stop. Rowan stopped suddenly and pulled her gently to his chest. He crouched, forcing her down to the ground with him. She spat out dirt, and his neck snapped her way, his eyes alert with danger. Even in the darkness, she could sense the message he was sending her with his eyes: Do not make a sound.


     


    They crouched against the underbrush, a small sheet of cool rock shielding them from view. They stayed like that, chests heaving, panting, frozen beneath the ground and the intimidating darkness of the night, the all-concealing shadows of the forest; until they heard it again.


     


    Nina’s grip on his arm tightened as the clacking sound of many pairs of sharp paws racing just feet away from where they sat fell upon the air. Rowan pressed a finger silently against his lips and huddled closer to her. The yip yip yips sounded again, and Nina flinched, tears pricking her eyes. The coyotes circled just on the other side of the face of the rock. She tucked her head down and against Rowan’s muscular chest. He placed his arms protectively around her and rested his solid jaw on top of her fiery mane of hair. His fingers worked their way around her shoulders, caressing her body comfortably, reassuringly. She felt a sudden sense of calm spread over her, and she squeezed her eyes shut. With each hurried breath, she took in the comforting smell of him, a combined scent of dirt, pine, fire, and mint. She exhaled slowly and felt his grip on her loosening. She opened her eyes just in time to watch Rowan leaning forward, standing up.


     


    “They have gone,” he said quietly.


     


    He extended a hand her way, and she grabbed it eagerly. He hefted her up easily, his strong arms popping with muscle as they worked to pull her to her feet. She swallowed and brushed leaves from her hair. He grinned, reached forward, and carefully plucked a long twig from behind her ear.


     


    “Oh,” she said, for it was the only sound her trembling pink lips seemed to remember how to make.


     


    Rowan dropped the twig to the forest floor and stared at her for a moment, his chest rising and falling. Then he stretched, throwing his arms above his head and tilting his bearded face back towards the tops of the trees. As he reached upwards, his shirt rose and Nina caught a glimpse of his chiseled stomach. A tattoo of a snake curled its way across his lower abs, its tail disappearing beneath the waist of his pants. She swallowed, feeling warmth blossoming in her center.


     


    “Alright,” Rowan heaved, shaking his body out and running his tattooed fingers through his hair. “See,” he said, turning to Nina matter of factly. “These are the sorts of things that happen when we try to play the big hero out here.” He gestured to the vast expanse of dark and green that surrounded them. “This here? This is Nature. And she is a beautiful beast. She can be sweet, but the number one thing to always keep in mind is that she is in charge. The second we start thinking otherwise, the very moment we think that it is us, and not her, who’s got the upper hand… that is the very second that Nature decides to snap us out of it, teach us a lesson to remind us that she is the real master, and we are but tiny creations of her own.”


     


    Rowan cleared his throat and leaned forward. He fished Nina’s walking stick off the ground; she had discarded it in her panicked tumble. He straightened up and extended it to her, his eyebrow arching up his face in a way that made Nina’s knees give out slightly. She grabbed the walking stick and gripped it, feeling woozy as he flashed her a half smile.


     


    “Ready?” he asked.


     


    Nina licked her lips, squeezed the walking stick, stared into the coal black eyes of this stranger. She let her green eyes fall down his form, catch the shape of his abs pressed against his shirt, observe the way his thighs trembled with muscle beneath the tight hug of his jeans. She looked back up at him and found that his own eyes wandered the expanse of her body. She cleared her throat, and he snapped back to attention, his dark pupils finding her own.


     


    “I’m ready,” she responded.


     


    “It is going to definitely take us longer now,” Rowan began, slowly starting to lead the way back up the incline they had tumbled and slid down in their race away from danger. “So get ready to hike. And I mean really hike. We have got a good couple hours ahead of us.” They took a few staggering steps upward, Nina struggling not to slip down the hill in her bare feet. Rowan turned suddenly and fixed her with a serious stare. “And I mean it when I say it’s gonna be hours,” he affirmed. “So it’s a good thing that I’m in good company.”


     


    And with that, he turned and continued hiking upward, leaving Nina wondering whether or not he had truly meant the words he had just said. She ran the sound of his voice over and over again in her head as she pulled herself upwards, her muscles burning, her fingers cramping in the cool evening air, wondering, trying to understand, exactly what he had meant by the simple phrase. Was he simply making an innocent comment? Or could he have been hinting at something more?


     


    On they journeyed until dawn began to whisper the promises of its arrival, spilling dusty purple light across the very tops of the trees. Nina rubbed her hand at her eyes, forcing them to remain open, shoving the sleep that clouded her view out of the way. When she dropped her hands tiredly from her eyes, she stopped short. Her jaw snapped open, and she shook her head. Was it a mirage? Could she be so exhausted and hungry that she was actually imagining seeing things? But no, she noticed that Rowan had turned to look at her, a large grin spreading across his face. In front of her stretched a cleared plot of land, and in the midst of it, a cabin. It was built expertly, polished log upon polished log, glass pane windows, vegetable garden stretching out before it like a welcome mat. A water spigot gleamed proudly in the early morning light, and horses whinnied in salutation to the dawning of a brand new day. Rowan dropped his walking stick and spread out his arms.


     


    “This,” he smiled softly. “Is home.”


     


    The sun cracked her yolk across the pastel palette of the sky and the daylight spilled over the man with the outstretched arms, tangling in his disheveled hair, glinting in his eyes. He tilted his head back and breathed in deeply, audibly, and it was as if every cell in his body grew invigorated by this simple breath. Then he dropped his arms, opened his eyes, and looked to Nina.


     


    “Well,” he said. “What do you think?”


     


    Nina turned her gaze from the cabin to the muscled, disheveled man and promptly passed out.
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    “Are you alive?” A rough voice found Nina’s ears.


     


    Light tickled the edges of her vision, and she stirred then awoke to a throbbing headache, pain radiating through her temples with alarming power.


     


    “Holy idiot…” she grumbled, forcing herself to sit up. The room spun, and she immediately slammed her eyelids shut again. “Okay… what the actual hell…”


     


    She breathed deeply and tried to use her hands to pull herself upwards and into a sitting position. Her fingers were shaking so badly that she could barely move her hands, let alone use them to support her body. With no other choice, she reluctantly crumpled back down into the pillows. Wait… pillows?


     


    The jarring flood of recollection rocketed Nina upwards and threw her eyes wide open. Her heart beat rapidly, and she glanced left and right, trying to make sense of her surroundings. She noticed the fire crackling in the hearth. She smelt coffee sizzling somewhere. She discovered she was tucked carefully under quilted blankets, real feather pillows wedged beneath her back, and that was when the dark man’s face came into view, hovering a few inches away from her own. He wore a concerned expression, his eyebrows arching upwards, his forehead twisted with alarm. Nina breathed out and tried to focus on his coal colored eyes, everything else was spinning so quickly she felt she had to focus on something neutral or else risk being violently sick all over the brightly colored patches of material that lay across her legs.


     


    “Well you’re alive,” Rowan was saying, but his voice sounded distant, very off. He stood to his full height and wiped his hands down his jeans. “That’s good. I was seriously worried for a second there.”


     


    Nina blinked rapidly, trying to remember how it was she had come to be tucked into blankets in front of this man’s fire.


     


    One second I had been staring at the cabin from the edge of the forest, the next… what? What had happened after that? She closed her eyes, trying to stop the spinning, trying to focus on the passing of events.


     


    “There’s coffee,” Rowan’s voice called from some very distant plain. “And I’m cooking up some bacon right now. I hope you like bacon. Well, it doesn’t really matter if you like it or not, now does it, because you have gotta get some food and nutrients in you and this is what we have got right now, so.” She heard shuffling, lifting, the sound of fat sizzling over the open flames. “Mm,” Rowan grinned. “That smell. There is nothing in the world as comforting as the smell of fresh bacon frying, I tell ya. Goodness, that brings me back to being just a little kid again.” He rotated the spit and settled a hand on his knee. “And there is nothing like some salt and fat to really put some life back into ya, that’s what I say,” he said gently, glancing over his shoulder at the red headed girl lying prone on the couch.


     


    His gaze caught her delicate face, and he found himself unable to look away. Her skin looked as soft as petals and as smooth as polished stone. Her eyelashes were the color of lightning and they brushed across her cheeks like a whisper. And her hair, her mane of impossibly fiery hair fell over her shoulders, set loose by her endless tumble through the darkened woods, and cascaded over her cheeks, her chest, like an electric waterfall. The bacon burned and crackled to the fire place’s floor, and Rowan jumped.


     


    “Incredible,” he whispered, yanking the spit from the flames.


     


    He frowned and swallowed, steadying himself. Easy now, he told himself. Easy.


     


    He fitted another slab of thick, freshly butchered bacon onto the pointy end of the spit and eased the meat back into the heart of the fire. As the fire crackled and the meat spat thick droplets of fat into the flames, Nina kept her eyes squeezed shut, her mind racing through the events of the night before. Had she simply been so tired that she could not remember walking across the clearing and winding her way through the vegetable garden and into the house? Had she actually been half asleep for much of the walk, stumbling in a dream like state onwards, only kept upright by the aid of the walking stick? Or had something happened, something perhaps more sinister, something that had forcibly erased her ability to recall her journey into bed the night before? She squinted her eyes more tightly closed still, willing her brain to stop spinning, her brow furrowing and collecting beads of sweat as she tried desperately to latch onto some semblance of an understanding of how she had ended up here, on this couch.


     


    “Mmm!” Rowan almost purred as he pulled the cooked bacon from the flames and waved it slowly through the air, cooling it down.


     


    Then he reached an eager hand forward and plucked the meat from the roasting stick. He grinned as he set it down on a small plate, next to a slice of roughly chopped toast. He grabbed a mug of coffee and the plate of bacon and then stood carefully, gingerly balancing the full cup of coffee so as not to spill a single drop, as he crossed the room and stopped next to Nina. As he came near to her, Nina again opened her eyes. His dark face flashed into her view, and she was suddenly filled with a feeling of cold, sobering horror.


     


    “Incredible,” she breathed. She sat up very straight, her spine tingling. She pulled the blankets tightly to her breasts and stared straight ahead. “You gave me Rohypnol.”


     


    The words landed so fiercely on Rowan’s ears that he nearly dropped the carefully balanced cup and plate. His eyebrows shot upwards and nearly scraped his hairline, and he staggered back in absolute shock.


     


    “What?” He barked incredulously.


     


    He stared at the redheaded girl yanking the quilted blankets more tightly around her skinny form. She turned her head and fixed him with a blank slate of a stare.


     


    “You,” she said, her voice even and calm. “You gave me Rohypnol.”


     


    Rowan jutted his head forward and squinted at her. Am I hearing her right? Is she hallucinating? He placed the coffee and the breakfast on the floor and put his hands on his hips.


     


    “What are you talking about?”


     


    Nina’s upper lip curled in a snarl and her eyes filled with disgust.


     


    “I knew it,” she began, her voice hard and accusatory, dripping with hatred. “I knew only jerk losers would be living like this out in the middle of nowhere, all be themselves. Yea. That’s right. You found me, and you lead me on a wild mother goose chase through the night to make me really tired and unaware. And then you guided me back to your place. And that’s when you slipped me the Rohypnol trash, and that’s why I can’t remember getting into the house, and into this nasty bed. Incredible,” she spat, her voice raising to a higher, more dangerous pitch. “You’re a real piece of scum.”


     


    Rowan dropped his hands, and his eyes widened into deep pools of black.


     


    “Hey,” he said. “Hey now there. Easy.”


     


    Nina laughed violently; there was no humor in the outburst. She rocked herself onto her side so that she sat, bundled protectively in the blankets, facing him straight on.


     


    “Easy?” she yelled. “Easy? You want me to be what, totally like, calm or something now? Yea I don’t think so buddy. I don’t think so. Incredible. I cannot, like, believe this. I cannot believe this. You wipe my memory so you can what? Kidnap me and hold me hostage as your little sex slave in the middle of the woods? Do you not seriously see how totally like messed up that is?! And then you want me to calm down, take it easy? Okay, like, incredible, dude. Total trash. You’re… wow. Wow. Like wow.”


     


    Nina’s shoulders heaved up and down, causing her long red hair to bounce slightly over her body. She shook her head and bit her lip.


     


    Rowan stared, completely perplexed and taken aback by the situation. The words slowly made sense to him as the seconds passed. And then he relaxed. His shoulders dropped, and his eyebrows crept down his face and back into their usual position. His lips twisted into the whispers of a half smile.


     


    “So, let me get this straight,” he began. “You think that I gave you that date rape drug?”


     


    Nina stared daggers at him, her green eyes burning with hatred.


     


    “I’ll take that as a yes,” Rowan continued. “And you think I did that, all because of some huge plan to make you into, what, my own personal hostage sex slave or something?”


     


    Nina’s nostrils flared, and she puffed out angrily, blowing her hair away from her face.


     


    “Not ‘or something’, dickhole,” she retorted. “Exactly that.”


     


    Rowan stared back at her for several long seconds. Then he could no longer help it. He burst out laughing.


     


    Nina watched him in absolute shock. He laughed heartily, his face cracking into comedy, tiny tears appearing in the corners of his eyes. Eventually, she felt her own anger ebbing away slightly, only because of the sheer ridiculousness of the picture before her. This big, muscular man, tattoos creeping down his arms, dark hair rolling past his chin, choking and spluttering and crying because he was laughing so hard.


     


    “Oh,” he heaved, finally gaining control of himself again. “I’m sorry.” He wiped a hand across his eyes, collecting the discarded tears. “I am sorry,” he repeated, more calmly now, fixing Nina with a look of naked sincerity. “I just… sorry, but don’t flatter yourself. That is not at all what is going on here. I did not give you any sort of memory altering drug, or any drug, for that matter.”


     


    Nina stared at him, confusion beginning to work its way again up into her mind.


     


    “No?” she said, her voice still hard, her arms still wrapped tightly around her body. “Then what happened?”


     


    “What happened,” Rowan said, suddenly very serious. “Is that you passed right out and smacked your head on the side of a tree.”


     


    Silence spread out between them and netted the words that had fallen from his lips. The truth hung there in the air as the night flooded back into Nina’s mind. She remembered the dawn cracking itself across the sky. She recalled rubbing her eyes. And then, the sudden dizziness, the rush of extreme and concentrated exhaustion, and the sensation of falling, the ground rushing up to meet her… then nothing, until waking up moments ago. She stared at Rowan, expressionless, and felt a deep crimson blush creep its way across her cheeks.


     


    “And then I picked you up and carried you back here,” he said softly, looking at her with true concern. “You had some blood on your head, and I cleaned that up, no need for stitches, luckily, but I was pretty dang worried, girl.” He shook his head and blew air through his perfect lips. “I’m glad you’re awake now. I bet you’re feeling pretty cursed dizzy and weird though, so I get why you thought… well, what you thought.”


     


    Rowan stood again and crossed the room to stand by a large metal canteen. He grabbed a china glass from a shelf above and tipped the canteen forward. Clear, cool water spilled from the mouth of the canteen and splashed into the glass.


     


    “Here,” he said as he crossed the room and squatted by Nina.


     


    He held the glass out to her. She dropped the blankets and took the china cup in both her hands and brought it to her lips. She drank. The water felt like a cool, sweet kiss, pure and refreshing, it rushed down her throat and eased the throbbing of her head ever so slightly. She finished the glass in one breath and then dropped the china cup back into both her hands, stretching it forward for more. Rowan filled the glass and began to speak again as he crossed the room and back towards her side.


     


    “It’s good that you rest and drink up and what not, because I would be betting from the way that you hit that tree, you are likely suffering from at least a stage two concussion right now, possibly even a stage three.” He returned the china cup to her hands and gently wrapped her fingers around it. She felt a subtle warmth spread itself out across the bottom of her belly as his inked, tan fingers pressed against her own. “And you need to be sitting here and sipping fluids, sure, but you have also really gotta put some food into you.”


     


    He reached down and again collected the cup of coffee and the bacon and toast. He offered them towards her, and she dropped the empty cup onto the blankets and took the dishes from his large, calloused hands. She grabbed at the bread in her unsteady fingers and used it to pick up the thick slice of bacon. Carefully, focusing hard on steadiness, she brought the food to her lips. The flavors exploded across her palate, and her eyes rolled back in pleasure. The fat and grease soothed her head, and she felt some semblance of sanity returning to her mind. As she polished off the breakfast, her heart slowed its rapid pace, and she was able to sip at her coffee calmly, almost peacefully.


     


    Rowan watched her as she ate, the way a doctor might watch his sick patient. When she had finished her breakfast, he took the plate gently from her hands and walked through the doorway and out of Nina’s sight, into another room. She heard the pleasant sound of rushing water and imagined his strong arms forcing soap suds across the greasy trails of bacon grease. Her eyes began to slide shut again, and she placed the cup of half finished coffee upon the floor, her body slipping down towards the warm hug of pillows and quilts once again.  Just as sleep was about to wrap its comforting arms around her, Rowan returned to the room and stood by her side.


     


    “Hey, lady?” he said softly. His voice was no longer as rough and harsh as it had been in the forest the night before. Now it sounded gentle, smooth, like dark marble.


     


    “Huh?” Nina responded, her eyes fluttering closed.


     


    “You asked me, so I was supposing it was only fair,” he began. He stuck his hands into the pockets of his well-worn jeans and looked down at the pale girl sliding away into sleep. “What’s your name?”


     


    Nina pulled the blankets up to her chin and turned her mouth towards him.


     


    “Nina,” she murmured.


     


    He watched as her pink lips shaped the two syllables and he swore that they looked as if they were dancing the most beautiful dance.


     


    “Nina,” he repeated, savoring the word, how it twinkled upon his tongue, his lips. He smiled and looked over the girl, now fast asleep.


     


    “Well, Nina,” he whispered. “you get some rest. I’ll be here. I’ll keep you safe.”


     


    ***


     


    Nina rolled over, pushing the blankets back from her form, pushing sleepiness away from her fluttering eyes. She yawned and reached her arms up towards the ceiling, her body enjoying the feeling of being pulled gently to and fro after a long and still slumber. She pushed herself upwards and found that morning light still spilled in through the glass windows. She pushed the blankets back and squinted out the window, her nose pressed to the glass. It was most certainly still morning, the sun hung low in the sky, just daring to peek its golden head above the the centers of the trees. She spied several horses rustling each other awake with playful whips of their tails. Nina shimmied forward, releasing herself from the warm folds of the blankets. She pressed her fingers against the iron latch that sat at the center of the glassy panes and pressed. The window sprung open easily, and the smell of fresh morning air seeped in towards her, washing her in wakefulness. It was most certainly morning. She felt rested; her head throbbed still, but now the pulsating pain was more of a background sound. More like a persisting annoyance than an all possessing sensation. She ran her fingers through her hair and discovered that a large lump crowned the right side of her head. She winced as she poked at it gingerly; still very tender to the touch. Nina pulled the window shut and placed her feet down onto the hardwood floor.


     


    The fireplace sat empty, barren of flames, which she was instantly thankful for; it was hot and humid. Beads of sweat worked their way down her neck; rivulets of sweat snaked down her chest and dribbled between her breasts. She ran a hand through her hair, pushing it back from her face. She lifted her shirt and mopped at the sweat that had begun to pour over her body. She realized then that she was very warm indeed and, to her disgust, that she smelled rancid.


     


    “Oh goodness,” she coughed, sniffing at herself. “Ohhhh my goodness. Incredible. Ew.”


     


    She desperately glanced side to side, looking for somewhere she could strip her clothes and scrub her body clean. Feeling awkward, she decided to stay put and instead seek Rowan’s help. She cleared her throat and stretched her voice.


     


    “Rowan!” she called. She waited and listened. The house remained quiet except for the shifting of the floor boards and the soft brushing of tree branches against the window panes. She waited, then opened her mouth again. “Rowan!” she called again, a bit louder this time.


     


    Her eyes narrowed as she concentrated on listening for his response. Still, no answer came. Nina sighed and walked out of the fireplace room and into the next. She found herself in a small sort of kitchen and dining area, home to impressive floor to ceiling windows. A huge gas cooking range sat against the wall, and an ice box rubbed shoulders with a sink. Nina found a collection of bright red, tiny tomatoes sitting in a hand-woven basket upon the smooth, stone countertop. She popped up onto her tip toes and reached a hand into the depths of the basket and plucked a single tiny tomato from the pile. She popped it into her mouth and chewed. An explosion of sweetness warmed her taste buds. She reached for another, popped it into her mouth, and wandered down a small, short hallway lined with framed polaroid pictures. She paused, sucking on the tomato, considering the pictures.


     


     


    “So are you also a photographer, then?” She heard herself ask aloud as she ran her fingers over the framed images and shook her head. “Rowan, Rowan, Rowan.” She let the name sit upon her tongue, rolled it around in her mouth, tasting the way every syllable felt upon her lips, rubbing against her throat. “Who are you?”


     


    One Polaroid featured the cabin, clad in the feathery magic of a dusty snowfall, a dog sitting proudly by its front door. Another framed photo starred a stranger laughing, her dark hair pulled away from her face in a messy bun, her dark eyes alight with life. Nina turned and found herself face to face with a photo of a horse, a close up of its face, its nostrils pressed against the lens. Its eyes were blinking long eyelashes at the camera, as if ready for its close up. She grinned and swallowed the tomato, then continued her walk down the short corridor. Then she turned and stopped.


     


    “Oh,” she said suddenly. “Well then.”


     


    The hall ended with a doorway. The door stood shut, a tarnished bronze knob protecting anyone from entry. She considered the closed door for a moment, then rested her hand upon the knob. She drummed her fingers against the tarnished bronze for a moment, thinking.


     


    He has been very open with me so far… almost shockingly honest, and open. But how do I even know that that is actually the truth, this sort of personality that he is, like, presenting to me? She eyed the door, her pulse quickening with intrigue. Out of bounds seems like the perfect invitation to me, Nina thought. Maybe, like, a chance to see who this Rowan really is. And with that, she pressed her fingers firmly around the doorknob and twisted.


     


    The door swung open slowly, revealing a small, tidy bedroom. A tightly made bed sat in the corner, and another rusted iron wood stove sat beside it. The nubs of melted candles spilled over the edges of old pop bottles, decorating the edge of the bedroom’s window ledge. A stack of books climbed upwards, spines brushing the ceiling. Nina’s mouth dropped, and her eyes spilled into green circles of disbelief as she noted that shelves of books filled every spare space of the bedroom wall. She took a step forward into the bedroom, her bare foot pressing against the floor boards, causing them to sigh pleasantly beneath her weight. She eased forward, slowly, carefully, the feeling that she was trespassing bubbling up in the center of her chest. It was both anxiety inducing and delicious, she realized. She made her way across the pale wood floorboards until she held her face inches from the nearest span of soaring books. She reached out her fingers and carefully brushed their spines.


     


    The books were soft and welcoming; they seemed to beg her to touch them. She began to walk slowly around the room, dragging her fingers across their spines, feeling her own spine shiver with delight as she made her journey across this forbidden bedroom of a stranger. It was as she turned the corner and found herself suddenly aware of the presence of another person.


     


    Nina froze, her fingers still playing upon the spine of a thick, darkly covered book, her eyes unblinking, staring straight ahead. She turned slowly and found Rowan standing in the doorway, a white towel hanging loosely from his waist, his chest bare, his hair damp. She gasped, trying to find words.


     


    “I… I just…” She stuttered over and over.


     


    “Hi,” Rowan said, leaning against the door frame.


     


    His body was impossible not to look at it. She found her green eyes wandering over his chiseled chest, his perfect abs…Her gaze traced the shape of his thighs, pressing against the tight white towel, the way the cotton fabric stretched across his crotch. She found herself mesmerized by the way the patterns of black ink carved pictures across his perfect skin; her eyes became tangled in the rolling of black and red, the roiling of green and blue painting his body into a true work of art. She blinked and swallowed, but still, the moment held its magic; the image was impossibly beautiful. Droplets of liquid clung to his upper lip, danced in his beard as they caught the early morning light that spun its way through the glass window panes. She found herself dropping her hands from the soft touch of the books and pressing them breathlessly against her chest. Her heart leaped as Rowan dropped his arms from the door frame and took a single step forward. The towel flashed slightly open, and Nina glimpsed a split second’s image of his hard, muscular thigh. She bit at her lip.


     


    “What are you doing in here?” Rowan asked, crossing to his bed. He grabbed a shirt from the shelf above his headboard and wrestled it over his head. Nina watched his back muscles work to pull the material over his mass of wet, black hair. He shoved the sleeves up, displaying the rivets of his muscular arms. She swallowed again as he turned to look at her, his eyebrows raised expectantly.


     


    “Oh,” she gasped, realizing he had posed a question and she had not yet answered. She looked down at her bare feet, her sweaty pants, then glanced back up at him. As she did so, he ran a hand through his damp hair, tossing it gently back from his face. Her heart skipped.


     


    “I… I was just looking for the like… the coffee,” she sputtered. She willed her cheeks not to blush and forced herself to hold his gaze. Rowan stared at her for a moment, then nodded and grinned.


     


    “Alright,” he said. “I bet. I mean you’ve been out for two days now, you probably need a good reviving sip, huh?” He turned his back to her and reached beneath his bed, his hand returning with a pair of faded jeans in tow. He unfolded the pants and undid their fastenings.


     


    “What?” she said. She glanced again at the window, and then the smell of her body odor hit her again, full in the face. She winced and took a step back from him. “Okay, like ya, that makes sense, because I smell like a horse.”


     


    Rowan laughed, his face cracking into a pleasant expression.


     


    “Hey now, don’t you be insulting my horses. Those babies are beauties,” he teased.


     


    Nina smiled and raised her hands.


     


    “Okay… like, a horse that rolled in manure and then didn’t like do anything about it for at least, like, a week. Is that better?”


     


    Rowan squinted at her, his grin growing. He loosened his towel.


     


    “Yea,” he agreed. “I’ll give you that one. This time.”


     


    Rowan leaned forward and grabbed a loose handful of Nina’s vibrant hair. He pressed it to his face and breathed in. He pulled his face back, mocking disgust, and dropped the hair back to her shoulder.


     


    “Oh, gross,” he mocked, waving his hand in the air as if to banish a terrible smell. “Jeez, you really do smell like trash.” He ran a hand through her hair, and she felt her cheeks flush while her heart skipped. Then he grinned at her and winked. He turned his back to her, then turned his head back and nodded towards the water spigot that stood proudly outside the house. “You can go wash up out there, alright? There are buckets and some soap.”


     


    Nina stared at him for a moment, uncomprehending.


     


    “Wait…” she began. “You want me to just like, get showered and trash? Outside?”


     


    Rowan did not even turn around to face her.


     


    “Yep,” he said. “I mean, unless you don’t really feel like washing up. Because honey, that’s all there is out here. Sorry, but it’s kind of, hm, what was that endearing thing you called it? Oh, right: the middle of nowhere.”


     


    Nina stared for a moment in disbelief. Then, realizing she was serious, she turned and stalked out the door. As she turned the corner back into the small hallway, she saw Rowan out of the corner of her eye; he dropped the towel, let it slide down his waist, exposing his muscular rear. Then he shimmied into his light jeans and turned so quickly she did not have a second to run.


     


    “What are you waiting for?” he said calmly. He grinned. “Get washed up.”


     


    ***


     


    Nina stood in front of the iron spigot, staring it down angrily.


     


    “Okayyyy,” she breathed, pressing her hands against her thighs. “Alrighttt.”


     


    She cleared her throat and glanced around, expecting to encounter a surprise crowd of people. There was no one in sight, only the horses, who did not seem to care at all about her presence. The trees surrounded the clearing, bowing slightly to her in the wind, as if exulting her body. She took a breath and yanked her pants from her body, shimmying her round rear out of the confining material. As she stripped the tartan from her legs, the wind picked up, and her skin seemed to sing at the touch of fresh air pressing against it after so many days. She raised her hands suddenly and tilted back her head. The wind eagerly responded, grabbing at her and playing through it; kissing her cheeks the color of rose petals. She laughed and found herself spinning in circles, and the sheer ridiculousness of it made her laugh even more. When she finally stopped spinning and opened her eyes, she found herself face to face with Rowan. He was smiling, staring at her, his beard playing with the wind, his eyes alive with joy.


     


    “You like it?” he asked, and although he didn’t even finish the sentence, Nina found herself nodding, smiling, laughing in agreement.


     


    “Yes,” she said, and she took a step forward. She reached out a hand and pressed it against his stomach, her fingers finding the outlines of his abs. She breathed in as her pulse quickened, then looked up at him, her eyes a dangerous shade of green. “I really like it.”


     


    Rowan looked at her for a moment, his face unreadable, his eyes black pools of temptation. Then in one motion he leaned forward, grabbed her roughly and pulled her towards him, and pressed his lips against her own. Nina gasped and pressed her lips against his face. He held her tenderly yet roughly against him, his abs heaving and pressing into her torso, his hips pushing against her own in a way that made her gasp. Her tongue flicked against the roof of his mouth, and he felt himself beginning to harden. He ran his fingers through her mane of hair, daring to burn his tattooed flesh against the fiery tendrils of her mane, daring to be burned, if only to roll with her in heated bliss for a few moments. He cupped her face and kissed her fiercely, tenderly, his fingers tracing the outline of her cheek, her hands running down his back, grabbing at his rear, his hips, then finally, finally, and his eyes began to roll back in bliss, sliding beneath his shirt and slinking downwards towards his crotch.


     


    That was when he stopped. He pulled away from her roughly, so suddenly that she startled, her eyes flashing open with green electricity, her hair flying backward in the wind. He picked her up under one arm and threw her down against the soft ground. She cried out in pleasure, her fingers slinking beneath her shirt, caressing her breasts. He grinned and peeled his own shirt back away from his body, revealing his impossibly toned stomach, the inky snake dangerously slinking up and down his center. His chest heaved up and down in time with the rhythm of her own writhing. This made his toe throb. He reached down and undid his pants. Her eyes widened, and she pinched both her nipples, her lips hanging open, her legs trembling with eager anticipation.


     


    “Oh, idiot,” he breathed, and he walked slowly over her, a predator readying himself to pounce on his prey. “Oh holy idiot, sweet, sweet Nina, baby.” Rowan dropped to his knees over her body, turning back and forth with eagerness. “Mmm.”


     


    He ran his fingers up and under her shirt. His tattooed hand caught open her right breast, and he bit his lip, stared at her in her green eyes. He pinched her nipple between his thumb and forefinger and twisted lightly. Nina’s eyelids fluttered, and she breathed out.


     


    “Ohhh,” she cried, her lips parting in joy. “Yes, Rowan, yes, please.”


     


    Rowan grinned, leaned forward, brushed his long hair from his eyes. He pulled Nina up towards him suddenly, roughly, rolling up her shirt and undoing her bra all in one smooth movement. Her hands traced the back of his head, and her lips fell upon his cheek. She bit at his ear, and he snarled back. He ripped the bra from her body and threw the shirt to the ground. Then he pressed her back down to the grass, hard, and ran his hands over her naked body. He had to grit his teeth as his fingers traced her tight stomach. He ran his hands up her body and was thrilled as her form responded. Her light flesh tilted and shivered at his touch, and her back arched up in reaction to how he ran his fingers up her stomach. He traced her breasts with both his hands, running his fingers over the soft flesh that framed her nipples. Then he looked her directly in the eyes, his face serious, his eyes filled with dangerous lust. He gripped both her perfect, pink nipples in his fingers and squeezed. Then he lowered his face to her breasts and wrapped his lips around her nipple. She breathed out in ecstasy, and he sucked at her nipple until her eyes shut with joy. He released it from his mouth and ran his fingers through her hair.


     


    “You like that, Nina?” he whispered gruffly, pressing his teeth against her neck hungrily.


     


    “Oh,” she cried, pressing her hands against his naked back. She drove her nails into his flesh and flicked her tongue against collar bones. “Yes, Rowan,” she gasped, her eyes glinting with sunlight. “Please, Rowan, more, give it all to me, baby, please.”


     


    Rowan breathed in the smell of her, the faint lingerings of floral perfume, the human scent of her hair. Then he lowered her gently back down upon the grass, resting her head softly upon the ground. He looked her in the eyes as the breath fluttered from between her pink parted lips. Then he leaned his head in and kissed her tenderly, lovingly, running his hands through her beautiful hair. As he kissed her his fingers slid down her body, tracing the stunning curve of her breasts, her hips. He pressed his lips against her cheek, rubbed his face against her own, cupped her head in his large hand, and his other hand slid down her body to her lean waist. He slipped his fingers beneath the fabric of her pink thong and ran his hand over the soft skin of her pussy.


     


    “Mmmm,” Nina moaned.


     


    She reached down and pressed his head against her skin, easing him downwards, encouraging his lips to explore her body. Rowan complied. He tore her thong away from her body and slid his fingers along her tender pussy. He found her clit and began to circle it slowly with her fingers, massaging her gently, tenderly.


     


    “Oh, Rowan,” Nina sighed.


     


    She reached up and cupped her breasts, pressed them hard against her body in bliss. Rowan grinned and pressed his lips to her clit. He ran his tongue over her clit and eyed her. Their eyes caught on to each others’ and held and Rowan felt his cock bulge with attraction. He pressed his lips against her clit and sucked and licked, caressed her beautiful bits of flesh with tenderness and appreciation. Then he slid his hand downwards and slipped his tattooed fingers inside of her.


     


    Nina cried out in joy, her eyes rolling back and her body shaking with pleasure. Rowan slid his fingers in and out of her, feeling how wet she was, closing his eyes to savor the warmth of her body around his hand. Then he could no longer bear it. He slipped his hand out of her body and tore his pants from his muscular form. Nina’s eyes flickered open, and she gaped at the man that stood before her.


     


    “Ho….ly...idiot.”


     


    Rowan stood before her, naked, perfect, the ideal image of manhood. His cock was hard and thick, and at that moment Nina longed for nothing more than to wrap her lips around its shaft.


     


    Rowan lowered himself before her, but before he could make another move, Nina was upon him. She leaped off the ground and pushed him down onto the grass. She crawled up his body and licked down his abs. Her fingers raced down his sides, caressing the outlines of his muscular arms, squeezing his body against her own. Rowan groaned and let his eyes roll back, let himself fall into pure bliss. Nina grinned and flicked her eyebrows up and down. Then she grabbed his hard, throbbing cock in her hand. She ran her hand up and down, licking her lips eagerly as she eyed him.


     


    “Your cock is so hard,” she whispered against his ear. The feeling of her lips brushing against his neck, his cheek, sent goosebumps careening down Rowan’s spine. “I can’t wait to put that hard toe into my mouth.”


     


    Nina kissed Rowan’s stomach, his hips, all the while stroking his large cock. Her hands slipped expertly up and down his shaft, and her tongue flickered around his hip bones in a maddeningly teasing dance. Finally, she slipped her lips around the head of his cock. Rowan cried out in thankfulness and his hands tangled in the tangled flames of her hair. She sucked at his hard manhood, taking it deep within her throat, rolling the edges of her tongue up and down the sides of his toe. She pressed her body against his own and pulled him into her mouth deeper. She slammed his toe deep into her throat and then began to slide him in and out, in and out, of her warm mouth, her lips pursed and her eyes glinting with pleasure.


     


    Nina pulled her lips slowly off of his thick shaft and watched as his hard cock sprung free from her pink, wet mouth. She smiled, mouth hanging open and nodded at him, her pale eyebrows leaping up her flushed face.


     


    “You like that? You like it when I suck that hard cock?”


     


    Rowan nodded, running his trembling fingers over his beard.


     


    “Oh, you bet I like that, Nina,” he grunted, and then he pushed himself upright and grabbed her by the hips. “But I don’t like anything in the world as much as you are going to like this.”


     


    Nina threw her head of hair back at him and fixed him with an eager gaze, her green eyes blinking lazily, her mouth hanging open as her belly bounced with the rapid heaving of her chest.


     


    “Show me,” she ordered.


     


    And with that Rowan thrust himself inside of her. The feeling was overwhelming, one of pure ecstasy, one of explosive pleasure. They both cried out as Rowan began to move inside of her, sliding himself more deeply into her soft, warm body. Nina arched her back and rubbed her supple rear against his hardened cock as he eased in and out of her. He gripped her curved hips in his hands, and she tossed her hair back, responding to every single movement of his body against her own. As he began to press deep within her, she exploded with pleasure, crying out, her hips grinding around his own in a circular rhythm. He drove into her harder, faster, flicking her wet clit with his fingers. Rowan Leaned forward to grip her bouncing breasts in his hand, squeezing her nipples as she reached her hands back to grab his beard and pull his lips against her own. Biting, grazing, holding hard and gasping for breath they tumbled on the grass, running their hand over each others’ naked bodies, Rowan moving deeply inside of her, Nina grinding her hips over his hard, thick cock, her breasts bouncing up and down, smacking together with the pulsation of their movement, her hair flying through the wind, a tangle of black locks and red flame, their eyes meeting and sparks shaking them both with bliss.


     


    Suddenly Rowan pulled his throbbing cock from Nina’s center, and a stream of clear liquid spurted from her pussy, spraying his mess with pleasure. Her back arched and she reached forward and ran her hand up and down his thick shaft, her eyes rolling back as he lifted his arms and felt his body bursting with ecstasy, cresting the peak of beautiful climax, reaching the tops of pleasure as he finished,  milky droplets raining down to kiss the beauty of her trembling breasts.


     


    Nina’s hand fell from his cock, and he fell down to his hands and knees, breathing heavily, beads of sweat pouring down his forehead, catching on his eyelids, tangling with the coal black strands of his beard. He stared at her body, her heaving, perfect form, still writhing with pleasure, her lean, pale legs twisting back and forth in the after effect of the bliss, her hands roaming mindlessly over her own body, spreading the milky product of his climax over her naked breasts in a way that made his heart flutter like he had never before known was possible. He stared at the small mound of her pubic bone, the way it raised upwards and fell down, over and over again, still riding the rhythm of the orgasm, still radiating the pure bliss of having ridden his cock, of having taken his own body inside her own, and he felt himself overwhelmed with attraction.


     


    His lust pressed down hard upon him, and he ran a hand through his hair, steadying himself; he straightened his beard. Rowan felt his lust for this fiery girl becoming something more. It was at that moment, as he struggled to catch his breath while watching her pale white form writhing, her curves slithering like the tattooed inky serpent eternally slithered down his own body, that he swore he would always protect this girl; no matter what it took. He felt himself overwhelmed by attraction to this strange city girl, and he could not for the life of him understand why, yet he knew at that moment, with this green-eyed girl staring up at him, her eyes full of intrigue, amazement, and attraction, that she was his, and she would always be his. He would make dang sure of that.


     


    You are not losing this one, Rowan, he thought as his toe finally began to lose its erection. He brushed grass from his abs and stared down at her, fighting the feeling of tears that prickled the backs of his eyes. No matter what it takes, you are not losing this wonder of a girl.


     


    Rowan watched as Nina pushed herself upwards from the ground, curving her exquisite body upward towards him. He watched as she shook the tangled flames of her hair from her face and then tilted her head up towards the sun, collecting warmth upon her cheeks, her chin.  She closed her eyes and a smile, genuine, her perfectly pink lips carving pure joy across her freckled face, filled her face. Rowan laughed, and she opened her eyes and leaned forward, pressing her fingers against his thighs.


     


    “Why are you laughing?” she asked, her green eyes glinting playfully. “Was that funny to you?”


     


    Rowan laughed again and shook his head, sending his mass of dark hair shivering through the wind. Then he smoothed his beard, sliding tattoos across his chin, and set his fingers atop Nina’s.


     


    “Funny?” he asked, looking into her eyes. “Funny, no.” He poured the coal black embers of his pupils into her green meadow irises in a way that sent goosebumps racing down Nina’s spine. “But fun?” And Rowan’s lips twisted into a half-smile, making him a picture of impossible attraction for Nina. “Fun, Nina, yes. It was the most fun I have had in…” His face suddenly clouded, and he pulled his fingers away. He reached for his pants and stood, beginning again to redress himself. “...in a long time,” he continued.


     


    Nina lazed in the soft grass, watching the pants slide up Rowan’s legs, the muscles of his arms twitching as he worked the jeans back on. She absentmindedly picked a dead leaf from the ground beside her and began to tear it into tiny, red-orange pieces that fell across her taut stomach. Rowan reached down and tugged his shirt over his head, his toned back slipping out of view. He stepped away from her, and the sun instantly flashed down upon Nina, blinding her and knocking her head down into the grass. She grabbed at her temples and cried out, her concussed head screaming in pain at the sudden brightness of the sun. Then she rolled over and threw up on the grass.


     


    Rowan turned sharply and grabbed Nina by the hips. He lifted her upright with tender hands and pulled her hair gently away from her face. He ran his tattooed fingers over her cheeks and spun her slowly his way, careful not to cause her any more dizziness, any more pain. He bent down slightly and wiped the vomit from her lips.


     


    “Hey,” he said softly, running a hand through her hair. “Are you okay there, babe?”


     


    His tone made Nina crumbled into his chest, tears pricking her eyes. She gripped his waist and shielded her face from the dizzying glare of the sun.


     


    “Hey,” Rowan said, bending down to meet her face. “It’s okay, Nina.”


     


    He cupped a gentle hand beneath her chin and tried to steady her eyes. Staring into the green glass orbs of this pale, naked fairy, he saw that she seemed unable to focus; her gaze wandered back and forth, up and down, circling upon itself. His brow furrowed with concern and in one swift movement he stood to his full height and scooped her up in his strong and able arms. Her face lolled to the side, and her eyelids fluttered closed.


     


    “Hey now, Nina,” he whispered tenderly, beginning to carry her carefully back to the wooden cabin. “It really is going to be alright. I’ve got you. I’m going to take care of you.”


     


    He squeezed her tightly, overwhelmed by the beauty he held in his arms. Her cheek pressed against his chest and he felt his heartbeat begin to quicken, felt that he might scream out in joy out of pure and overwhelming love, the love he felt for this strange, fairy-like girl with pale skin and a smart tongue, this girl he held against him at the centre of a forest, beneath a smiling autumn sky. He bent his neck forward and kissed Nina softly on her sleeping forehead.
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    Several Years Earlier


     


    “Mr. Davis.”


     


    The blonde woman with the slicked back hair nodded curtly at him as Rowan rushed into the lobby. He pulled at his tie, straightening the dark fabric against his chest, and cleared his throat.


     


    “Morning, Dawn,” he called distractedly, lifting his briefcase to signal a quick hello. The secretary’s lips twitched slightly, and she fitted him with a stiff smile.


     


    “We’re getting in rather late this morning, aren’t we,” she commented, forcing the words through her red painted lips. He halted and turned to her, adjusting the tuck of his shirt so that he became the very picture of professionalism. He stood to his full height, tossing back his shoulders, throwing his dark hair back from his face.


     


    “Are we?” he asked, staring her directly in her icy gray eyes. “Hm, I hadn’t noticed.” He twisted his wrist so that he could glance at the oversized silver watch that snaked around his arm. “Ah, I suppose we are.” He grinned at Dawn with unsmiling eyes. “You are ever so attentive, Ms. Clearwater. That must be why they keep you around here, hm?”


     


    Dawn’s lips tightened, and a vein in her left temple trembled slightly. She folded her manicured nails upon her desk and smiled back at him.


     


    “Oh, yes, Mr. Davis, I am sure you are correct. Have a great day now,” she said.


     


    He shouldered the door open and raised his cup of take-out coffee towards the secretary in a salute of cheers.


     


    “Ah, yes, you too,” he yelled as he walked through the door. And then, beneath his breath, he muttered. “Have a wonderous day.”


     


    He made his way through the maze of cubicles, ducking his head in salutation as his co-workers raised their hands in silent hellos, phones pressed to their ears. He passed Adam’s desk, and Adam grinned at him.


     


    “Hey, big guy,” he said, emptying the contents of three packets of sugar into a milky looking coffee. “How’s it hanging on this fine, fine morning?”


     


    Rowan snorted at shook his head.


     


    “Your choice of phrasing is always so on point, Adam,” he chuckled as he continued onwards to his own cubicle.


     


    Rowan dropped his briefcase onto the floor, and it sounded with a satisfying thump. He fell into his chair and slapped his take out coffee cup onto his desk. He leaned back and booted up his computer. While it whizzed and whirred to life, Rowan massaged the dark leather of the chair with his hands. He grinned as he spied the triangular peak of his newest tattoo, a great, roaring mountain, done entirely in blackwork, peeking its head from the top of his dress shirt sleeve. He smiled and scooted his chair forward, punching at the computer keyboard to log himself in for the day. Rowan had not even opened his email before he heard the voice behind him.


     


    “A little late today, are we not, Mr. Davis?”


     


    Rowan closed his eyes and inhaled deeply through his nose, steadying himself for the conversation he knew lay just ahead of him. He gripped the arms of the leather chair and slowly spun himself around, a pleasant smile carefully plastered across his clean shaven face.


     


    “Ahh, hello Isla,” he purred, his chair coming to a swiveling stop in front of his boss. Her tight skirt stretched appealing across her legs, and her blouse dipped low down her chest, revealing ample cleavage. He grinned more genuinely, pleased to find her dressed so attractively.


     


    “Mr. Davis,” Ilsa said sharply, giving him a look filled with knives. Then she dropped her voice and leaned forward slightly, speaking rapidly in whispered tones. “You are not to call me by my first name here at work, Rowan,” she said. “And you know better than that. It would totally undermine my professionalism if anyone found out, so seriously, cut it out.”  Ilsa cleared her throat and stood back up to her full height, yanking at her impossibly tight skirt to straighten out its lay across her supple thighs. “As I was saying,” she continued, her voice escalating back to its normal, assertive pitch. “We are a little late today, are we not?”


     


    Rowan dropped the grin from his face and executed a half turn in his wheely leather chair. He grabbed his coffee cup and swiveled back around smoothly. “Hmm,” he said, arching a single eyebrow up his forehead, pursing his lips in mock contemplation. “Well, actually, I would say that we are a little provocatively clad today, are we not?” He tilted back his coffee cup and sipped, never taking his eyes from Ilsa’s own eyes.


     


    Ilsa blushed deeply, crimson filling her round cheeks. She squeezed her manicured fingers together and rolled her eyes at the man wheeling around in the oversized leather desk chair. Then she cleared her throat again, flattened down her hair, and adjusted the top button of her blouse. Rowan watched, captivated by the slow, deliberate movement of Ilsa’s fingers around the top button of her impossibly tight dress shirt. Staring him down, she slowly slid the top button of her blouse free, revealing the tops of her large breasts, pressing hard and full and round against the tops of her lacy bra. Rowan swallowed, swiveled his chair back around, and placed his coffee cup back on his desk.


     


    “It does not, in fact, matter how I am or am not dressed,” Ilsa began, slowly walking across the room towards his desk, her high heels dragging teasingly across the floor. “What does matter, Mr. Rowan Davis, is that you. Are. Late.” She dragged a painted nail across his desk and flicked him against the arm. “And I figured,” she said, her voice dropping several octaves and falling into that deep, gruff tenor voice she reserved specifically for workplace propositions. “That you might want to, you know… make it up to me.”


     


    Rowan glanced at his boss from the sides of his eyes, filling his gaze with a tantalizing view of her perfectly shaped breasts rising and falling against the lacy bra. He felt his crotch begin to harden and he drummed his fingers against the sides of the empty take-out coffee cup, trying to focus. Finally, he let out his breath in a rush, knocked over the coffee cup, and shoved his hands deep into the pockets of his dress pants.


     


    “Alright. Fine,” he agreed, standing up carefully and walking out of the cubicle. “I’ll help you out with that special project you want me to help you with.”


     


    Ilsa quickly snapped the top button of her blouse back together and followed closely behind him as they wound their way through the maze of cubicles.


     


    “Why, thank you, Mr. Davis,” she said loudly, so that everyone they passed could hear her. “Yes, you really are the very best when it comes to the work I require. It demands a very particular type of expertise, and I dare say you that, in this special department, you are truly the best we have.”


     


    Rowan snorted and rolled his eyes at her words, which succeeded in winning him a sharp slap against the lower back, courtesy of Ilsa. They arrived at the heavy steel door that guarded her office, and he stepped aside to allow her wide hips to sidle past him. She pressed her key card to the door’s keypad and it chirped in mechanical approval. The door slid open, and she strutted into the room, her hips swaying hypnotically back and forth.


     


    Rowan stepped through the entrance way, and the steel door immediately slid shut behind him. Without thinking, he began to slide his arms free from his suit jacket, and loosen the tie that hung around his neck. Ilsa turned and stared at him, a single laugh dropping from between her thin lips, her face curling with amusement.


     


    “Alright,” she said, nodding his way, her eyes gleaming with power and devilish joy. “Let’s get started.”


     


    ***


     


    Ilsa leaned over a mirror, reapplying deep maroon lipstick to her skinny lips. Rowan, his back turned to her, adjusted his tie so that it hung more neatly down his freshly buttoned up shirt. He slipped his arms back into his finely pressed suit jacket and snapped the lapels. Finally, Ilsa turned, finding her gaze falling upon Rowan, the image of professionalism but for a few scraggly hairs peeking out from behind his ears.


     


    “Thank you again for your help with the project,” she said, standing before the door.


     


    “Absolutely,” Rowan returned, fixing his tie more tightly around his neck. “Do let me know if you require any further assistance.”


     


    Ilsa nodded, her face straight, but her eyes electric with icy humor. “Oh, of course,” she said. “I’m sure I will not hesitate.”


     


    Rowan nodded, adjusted the collar of his shirt, and began to make for the door. He approached the steel entranceway, but Ilsa still stood in his way. She held her key card aloft, several inches away from the computerized pad.


     


    “And, Mr. Davis,” she added, her voice returning to its boss like assertiveness once again. “That snake you have got curling around your middle is absolutely atrocious. Do see that you don’t make a habit out of this wild man and tattoo thing. It will not do so well for your professional image,” she said. Her face was smiling, but her eyes had clouded over with a wintry warning.


     


    Rowan’s eyes darkened, and he forced a grin across his face.


     


    “Right,” he said. “Of course.”


     


    Ilsa stared at him for a moment longer, then nodded, apparently satisfied and pressed her key card against the computerized recognition pad. The chirp sounded with a flash of green light, and the door slid open again.


     


    “Have a good day, Mr. Davis,” she called as he walked past her. “And remember your professional image.”


     


    “Absolutely,” Rowan said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “Oh, and Ilsa,” he added, turning back around suddenly. “Don’t fret about me turning all no-pro on you. The upkeep of my professional image is precisely why I was late this morning. The new Harley I purchased before work certainly does wonders for my image, wouldn’t you say?”


     


    Ilsa’s jaw dropped open, and her eyes burned with anger. She made as if to run after him but stopped herself when she realized the eyes of half of the office were trained upon her. Instead, she swallowed her words and, over the burning of her rage, cried out,


     


    “Mr. Davis! Mr. Davis!”


     


    Rowan was already tucked back safely inside his cubicle, toying with the keys for his new ride, laughing to himself.
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    “Rowan?”


     


    He jumped, jostling his teacup, nearly spilling the steaming contents of the painted cup across his lap. He steadied the cup just in the nick of time and, balancing it on his hand, turned and found Nina standing behind him. Her hair danced around her head in a messy bed head halo, framing her face in a radiant glow of flame. Her eyes looked rested, brighter now, and they shone at him with a mix of intrigue and tenderness. Her lips of rose twisted into a small, cute smile, painting her freckled face into a picture of light rosy restfulness. Rowan’s oversized, hand knit cardigan hung loosely from her narrow shoulders and gaped open as she walked, allowing him generous glances of her moon shaped breasts. He grinned and scratched at his dark beard, setting his teacup down upon the table.


     


    “Hey there Nina,” he said quietly, admiring the way the moonlight fell through the window and tickled her thin body with a golden glow. “Sorry, you just startled me a bit right there. I was just lost in thought.”


     


    Nina ran her eyes over his tan, muscular body. He sat on the couch now, shirtless, the dim light of the room casting shadows across his toned form, emphasizing the true beauty of his build. His dark hair fell in loose tangles down his neck, and his tattoos curled around his shoulders in a way that somehow sent goose bumps running up and down Nina’s bare arms. She swallowed and played with a strand of golden red hair that tickled her cheek.


     


    “Sorry about that,” she blushed, tugging at the hair absentmindedly. “What were you thinking about, Rowan?”


     


    Rowan’s face clouded over slightly, and Nina could not read the overcast expression that suddenly filled his eyes. He stared down into his china cup of warm liquid for a moment, as if seeing in the water the events of his past. Then he shook his head, smiled, and looked back up at Nina, running a hand through his hair in a way that made his biceps pop and Nina’s heart skip a beat.


     


    “What was I thinking about? Ahhh, just old things. You know how memories are, they just catch you off guard sometimes. Nothing important at all, you know.”


     


    He grinned, scratching at his beard, casting his eyes over Nina’s faerie form. Goodness, she was beautiful. So innocent and sheltered, and yet so fierce, tongue like a whip, passion like a thunderstorm. He shook the cloudiness of his memories from his mind and focused his whole attention on the girl that stood before him. After all, she was so stunning, and truly so captivating, that giving her his undivided attention was not at all difficult. Simply looking at her, finding her standing there, gracing his cabin with her overwhelming attractiveness, brought a smile to Rowan’s face.


     


    “How did you sleep?” he asked.


     


    Nina stared into the fireplace, her green eyes becoming transfixed, tangling with the mesmerizing dance of the flames. Rowan had stoked the fire for several long minutes while Nina slept far into the evening; so that when she awoke, it would be to a cabin that was warm and comfortable as her sleep had been. Nina watched the flames lap at the top of the brick fireplace, leap over each other, twirl around charred bits of twigs, crumple and then spring back to life in blue red light.


     


    “It’s beautiful, isn’t it,” Rowan agreed, following Nina’s green-eyed gaze towards the leaping flames.


     


    Nina nodded, her lips hanging open in a way that made Rowan’s heart flutter. He reached out and carefully grabbed his teacup of steaming hot beverage, brought it to his lips, and sipped, all the while his eyes dancing back and forth between the artful pictures of the raging fire and the girl with the fire hair.


     


    Nina’s eyes fell at last from the flames and instead upon the glass from which Rowan sipped. She watched him slurp the steamy, cozy beverage from the cup and she stifled a laugh to see this large, lean, muscular man with the dark eyes and tattoos crawling all over his flesh, sipping delicately from a china tea cup. She choked while trying to swallow down her laughter, and caused the dark haired man to turn her way.


     


    “What was that?” Rowan asked, mistaking her coughs for the beginnings of a sentence. Nina flushed and scrambled for words.


     


    “Oh… I was just, uh… Um,” her eyes again fell upon the muscular man clutching at a china teacup, and the words snapped onto her tongue, ready to be shared, with ease. “I just wondered what you were drinking,” she said, sidling up to him and pointing to the teacup with steam swaying from its lip.


     


    Rowan smiled up at her, waggling his eyebrows happily.


     


    “Ahhhh,” he said, taking the teacup gingerly in both his hands. “That, my dear, is a very good question indeed. This right here is the one and only, home made, and hand made, best you’ll ever drink in your entire life, Rowan apple cider brew.” Rowan winked, and Nina giggled.


     


    “Okay,” she said. “But I will only believe it if I taste it for myself.”


     


    Rowan nodded, his face a mask of mocking genuineness.


     


    “Oh, but of course, my darling,” he said, waving his arms about in grotesque, over the top charades. “And I shall myself serve it to you, on a silver platter!”


     


    He leaped up and scurried over dramatically across the room to fetch a tea cup from where it hung on the wall. Nina blushed and rolled her eyes at Rowan’s over the top charades.


     


    “Oh my goshhhhh,” she said, fighting to ward the crimson away from her freckled cheeks. “It really must be pretty like alcoholic, huh?” She asked, watching in amusement as Rowan spun in a circle and ran back to her, presenting her with the teacup.


     


    “Oh, absolutely. Nothing but the best from Rowan’s best in the world apple cider brewery!”


     


    Rowan laughed deeply, warmly. He crossed to the fire, still chuckling, grabbed an iron spit, and fished a kettle from the coals. Nina watched as he carefully brought the kettle over, balancing it carefully as it spewed steam and hung precariously from the iron spit. Then he tipped it forward, and it poured its contents into her china cup. As the freshly poured glass of cider steamed and sang, Rowan walked back to the fire, crouched carefully, and slid it again into the flames.


     


    Nina sniffed at the steam wafting from her glass of hot cider and her eyes widened in appreciation.


     


    “Oh, wow, Rowan,” she said honestly. “That smells truly incredible.”


     


    Rowan grinned and bounded back to the couch, scooping up his own china cup of cider in his hands.


     


    “Just wait til you see how it tastes!” He said. He took a small sip of his cider, then added, glancing at Nina. “Though I am betting it will not taste anywhere near as sweet as you do.”


     


    Nina felt her cheeks burn as deeply red as the flames that danced before them. She looked up at Rowan and grinned bashfully.


     


    “You think so, do you?” She teased, playing her finger along the rim of the china cup.


     


    Rowan nodded, his face serious now.


     


    “Yes, I really do,” he said sincerely.


     


    He placed his china cup of cider back down upon the table before them and reached out a hand. He ran his fingers softly through Nina’s mane of electric red hair; traced the outline of her cheekbones, emphasized by the flickering light of the flames; ran his fingers fondly over her lips, down the side of her neck, and lightly over her collar bones. Nina’s heart beat rapidly in her chest as Rowan’s tattooed fingers danced over her pale skin. She found herself leaning forward, pressing her forehead into his chest, nuzzling up to him as they sat clutching mugs of homemade cider before the flames.


     


    “Thank you,” she heard herself whispering, pressing her rose colored lips against his ear.


     


    Rowan felt the shivering words resound within the pit of his stomach, and he trembled. She was so close, she smelled so sweet, she felt so warm, pressing up against him with such ease. He stretched an arm around her and held her closely, running his hand over the gentle curves of her body, feeling the swell of her breasts, the roundness of her hips, the gorgeous pale mountain range of Nina’s form beneath the drapery of the cotton bath robe.


     


    He leaned forward and kissed her lightly upon her upper lip. Nina’s eyes blinked lazily, and she reached a hand down to fondly stroke his upper thigh. He held her head against his chest and kissed her again, planting his dark face upon her mass of red tangled hair.


     


    “Rowan?” she suddenly asked over the crackling and hissing of the fire. Rowan pulled back ever so slightly so that he could look her in the eyes. Staring into those stunning, vibrant green irises made his stomach flip.


     


    “Yes.”


     


    “How am I…” Nina squirmed slightly.


     


    His touch felt so good, so right, but she could not allow herself to believe that he wanted this, that he wanted her. There was no way, Nina reasoned, that someone like Rowan would want to have anything to do with someone like her. This is probably just the kind of thing this guy does, Nina told herself. He finds strange girls, lost in the forest, takes them back to his cabin to rest up or whatever, idiots them, and then never talks to them again. That is obviously what this is, it has to be. There is no way, Nina, that someone that beautiful is even remotely interested in someone like you.


     


    Yet even as the words crossed her mind, she felt that they were not true, did not accurately depict the man that sat before her. For although she barely knew him, she felt sure, in her heart, that Rowan was gentle yet strong, smart and savvy, caring and creative, protective and loyal. She did not see him as the type to sleep with strangers he found lingering around his property, she saw him, rather, as a sort of hero, a sort of superhero of the forest, someone always there to guard the lost and provide a wandering traveler with a warm fire and a bite to eat.


     


    Still, Nina thought, he does not want you to stick around forever. And you need to get home. Concussion or not. She nodded quickly to herself and continued.


     


    “How am I supposed to get home?” She finished, eyeing Rowan carefully. He swallowed his mouthful of tea and stared into the fire, looking thoughtful.


     


    “Well,” he began slowly, his eyes still hanging upon every dance step the flames executed so brilliantly. “It will require a trip. A long trip. A trip we definitely plan for. And I will go with you, of course, to guide you along your way, to make sure you reach your destination safely and protected.” He nodded, as if mulling it over in his mind and finding this to indeed be the best course of action. “But of course,” he added, turning to Nina, his lips curling slightly in joy as he again found his eyes sparking as they bounced off of her own. “That will not be able to happen for a while. At least not until you are no longer concussed. We cannot risk taking you out for days of strenuous journeying through this beast of a forest when you are too sick to even stay awake for more than three hours at a time.”


     


    Nina glared at him accusingly.


     


    “I can stay awake…” she began, but she was cut off by a giant yawn crashing down upon the sentence.


     


    Rowan began to laugh aloud, slapping at his knees in amusement. Nina recovered from the yawn, blinking her eyes, and looked irritated, but after a few moments, she, too, burst into laughter.


     


    “Okay, okay,” she said, waving his laughter away. “We will wait until I am better. But only if I’m not bothering you by staying here, you know,” she added quickly, looking at him dangerously.


     


    Rowan fixed Nina with a loving gaze.


     


    “Bothering me? Oh, I could think of a couple of ways you could bother me more,” he winked, his voice, as ever, a low, rumbling, comfortable growl.


     


    Nina grinned and flopped back against his arm.


     


    “Careful,” she warned, her eyes beginning to slide closed again. “You play with fire, you might just get burned.”


     


    ***


     


    Nina woke to the hiss of the flames and the sound of light rain pattering against the glassy window panes. She stirred, knocking her empty cup of cider over on the table, rustling free from the quilted blankets of the couch. Rowan must have tucked her in, safe and sound, when she nodded off. She smiled to herself at the thought of the dark, toned man curling the blankets safely around her sleeping form, perhaps delivering a gentle kiss to the bridge of her nose. She folded the blanket and placed it upon the couch again, and stood up, adjusting the bathrobe, tying it about her lithe waist. The fabric tugged as it stretched over her perfectly round breasts, emphasizing her pointed nipples.


     


    She began to walk to the kitchen when a sound stopped her. It was the whirring of a motor, and its sound oscillated, as if the motor was somehow circling the small cabin in the woods. Nina stood very still, her hands pressing against her curved hips, her head cocked forward, her ears on alert, listening, listening. The motor revved loudly to the west of the cabin, then faded to a low rumble towards the north. It grew to a mueling purr as it neared the east of the cabin, then again dipped down to a threatening muffled growl as it seemingly drove onwards to the south.


     


    Nina’s face scrunched up in confusion. There seems to be very little electricity out here, if any, she thought, glancing around and suddenly realizing that Rowan’s humble cabin did not seem to include any outlets, any light switches, or any phones, computers, or television systems, for that matter.


     


    Something not unlike queasiness pitched in the pit of her stomach. The roaring sound continued outside, circling and circling the cabin, and it was then, for the first time, that the reality of the situation really sunk in for Nina.


     


    Incredible, she thought, the thought cracking like an egg yolk and splattering across her consciousness. I am like, completely cut off from the outside world. I am completely alone.


     


    The revving of the motor growing closer again made Nina jump and startled her out of her panicked thoughts. She ran to the window and pressed her hands upon the glass, pulling her nose so close to the cool pane that she could see her breath beginning to fog bits of the glass with her every exhalation. She waited, her heart racing, her fingers nearly trembling, for the motor sound to again circle around to the west side of the cabin. Finally, after what felt like an eternity, she heard the growling growing louder again, and then, VRRRRRRRRRR! She could even feel the purring of the motor in her bones; the glass shivered under her touch, the sound was so loud. She pushed her face right up against the glass and squinted into the darkness of the forest night. And she saw it: a set of headlights, high beams, blazing a whirring trail right next to the house, a dark figure, gleaming black helmet reflecting moonlight, leather jacket tails flying out in the wind behind him as he carved a dangerous path, sharp turns, wheelies, screeching speed, around and around the cabin.


     


    Nina dropped her hands from the glass of the window pane and took several very quick steps back. She secured Rowan’s bathrobe more tightly around her, covering her chest, yanking the hem to hide more of her body from this predatory stranger. Her heart leaped into her mouth and stayed there, and she stood panting with panic, trying to decide what it was that she should do. She ran to Rowan’s bedroom and through open the door, nothing. She checked the bathroom, tearing back the shower curtain, rifling through his linen closet. Nothing. She sprinted back to the kitchen as the motorcycle again revved past the west side of the house. Nothing. She glanced back and forth, frantic now, and her jumping eyes fell upon the mounting on the wall.


     


    The gun. She remembered. Rowan’s rifle.


     


    Nina rushed forward and hopped up and down. Her fingers latched around the gun’s butt, and she pulled. The rifle came tumbling down into her hands, and she caught it in a careful embrace. Hands shaking, she ran her fingers over its slender body, praying that she could somehow do the right thing if it came time to pull the machine’s trigger.


     


    Mounting the gun against her shoulder, drawing it with a trembling finger, peering forward with uneasy eyes, Nina kicked open the front door of the cabin and staggered out into the night on her bare feet. The grass was cool against her naked toes, and the moon was full and hung heavy in the sky, illuminating the property in a ghostly glow. At any other time Nina would have found the moon’s light romantic, but now she saw something threatening in the way the white light painted the lawn half in light, half in shadow. She swallowed and walked forward. Then the motor sound approached again, and she threw her body against the ground, her breath heaving audibly in her throat, her eyes shooting open so wide they matched the roundness of the moon, the gun still held at the ready as she peered forward, her cheek pressed to the grass.


     


    The motorcyclist edged dangerously close to Nina, so close that she could smell the scent of the tire rubber creating friction as it ground against the dusty grass. She held her breath, the sound of the motor screaming at a deafening volume into her ears, the dust kicked up by the speeding of the motorcycle wafting over her and choking her breath. Her mouth felt as if it had been rubbed with sand and her eyes burned from the sprays of dirt. She wound her fingers even more tightly around the butt of the gun, her hands no longer trembling, though they were now so sweaty she feared they might slip off the gun altogether. All she could think as the man sped past her and widened his path, again dipping into the shadow, muffling the sound of the motor, concealing his figure in darkness, was: WHERE ARE YOU, ROWAN!


     


    Sure that she was out of the sight line of the predatory biker, Nina pushed herself off of the ground and ran to the side of the house. She kept her back against the wall and skittered sideways, holding the gun against her chest, the butt upright, her hand still hovering shakily over the trigger, forever at the ready. She closed her eyes hard as the sound of the motorcycle rounding the corner and growing closer again bounced off of her ears. She saw him turn the corner, slamming himself into the turn at such a high speed and at such last minute that his body arched dangerously close to the ground, and she heard him cry out, in joy or in fear, she did not know, and she did not care to find out. When he was no more than twenty feet from her she took a huge breath and sprinted, screaming, out into the darkness, the rifle raised high above her head, her voice cracking and her dry throat burning from the charring of dust against her vocal chords, tears pricking her eyes. She stopped when she was certain she stood in his trail, raised the gun, and aimed it.


     


    “STOP THE HECK NOW, OR I SERIOUSLY WILL SHOOT!” She bellowed, her voice high-pitched and angry, her hands trembling once again, but her heart and mind ready, set on the action she threatened.


     


    She cleared her throat and grunted anxiously and lined up the shot as best she could. She placed her finger upon the trigger and felt her sweaty finger slide down its curve. She stubbornly drove her finger back onto the top of the trigger again and panted, her breaths anxiously tripping over themselves in shaky trembles. The motorcyclist continued to drive towards her at incredibly high speed, showing no sign of stopping. He was fifteen feet away now. Nina fixed her shot, forcing her arms to stop shaking. He was ten feet away now. Nina steadied the gun, took a deep breath in, and drove her teeth down onto her bottom lip, tasting blood. It focused her. All things seemed to stop, and clarity took over, peacefulness settled upon her. He was five feet away. Nina loaded the chamber and flicked her finger, ready to shoot.


     


    He was two feet away.


     


    Nina latched her finger on the trigger.


     


    She pulled.


     


    BANG!


     


    The bullet flew from the mouth of the gun and cracked the darkness of the night, just as the motorcyclist suddenly veered right, then left, then reached to his side and in one swift movement grabbed Nina by the waist and threw her onto the back of the motorcycle.


     


    Nina screamed and slammed her fists against the man’s back. She kicked at his feet, but her own bare feet cried out in pain upon meeting the cool metal feel of the man’s steel toed boots. Nina decided she had but one choice. She had to jump. She turned her body to the side, swung her leg over the seat and, with a thundering heart, prepared herself to leap from the speeding motorcycle.


     


    “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” the man suddenly said.


     


    Nina’s head snapped back to face him. Her shoulders were heaving up and down from fright, and she felt beyond shaken, but she swore she knew that voice. She swung her leg back over the seat of the motorcycle and reached forward unsteadily. She caught the black gleaming helmet of the motorcycle’s driver in her hands and tore it off, throwing it out into the air, then quickly grabbed at his back in order to keep herself from flying the helmet in its wild and deadly dance into the night.


     


    Dark black locks of wild hair flew back from the driver’s head, whipping her in the face.


     


    “Dangit Rowan!” she screamed. She punched him, hard, in the shoulder.


     


    He started laughing a low, grumbling laugh, and she felt so angry she thought she might shove him from the seat. But the speed was so intense, and the air was whipping by them so fast that she quickly felt her anger subside, having been completely taken over by fear of falling. She wrapped her arms around the leather jacket and squeezed him around his waist, clutching his chest desperately.


     


    “There you go,” Rowan called back as the wind hit them both in the face. “That’s a better plan than jumping, Nina!”


     


    “Seriously, forget you!” Nina screamed into his ear, and she heard him chuckle.


     


    She squeezed more tightly, ducking her head from the wind, using his wide shoulders to shield her from the whipping, cool night air, driving her nails into his stomach, that part was simply to teach him a lesson, to scold him against the great fright he had given her.


     


    “Were you actually going to shoot me?” Rowan yelled into the wind.


     


    Even in the whipping and whistling of the wind, Nina could hear the amusement in his voice. She felt both her fear and anger melt away as she realized how close he was to her now, her body pressed against his, nothing but open land and endless night sky and air all around them, them flying through the darkness at lightning speed, throwing away all fears and inhibitions.


     


    “This is nice,” she heard herself say. She was surprised to hear the words coming out of her own mouth. She leaned back slightly, letting the wind slap her on the cheeks.


     


    “What?” Rowan yelled again.


     


    He jerked the steering sideways sharply, and they revved around the corner, nearly skimming the ground. Nina screamed, but her shrieking quickly turned into giggling as Rowan righted the motorcycle and they continued forward at incredible speed.


     


    “I said, yes I was actually going to shoot you!” Nina called, pressing her head against his neck.


     


    The air felt clean and good against her skin, and she screamed out in joy this time, raising her legs and swinging them against Rowan’s thighs. He laughed and screamed out too, joining voices with her, both of them happy, truly happy, and letting the entire population of trees and stars and emptiness know it.


     


    “I didn’t know you had a motorcycle!” She screamed, laughing again as Rowan spun a three sixty and revved back the other way through the darkness.


     


    “There are a lot of things about me you don’t know,” he called back, his eyes fixed on the darkness ahead.


     


    He stared into the blackness, the high beams bouncing off the grassy ground and splashing against the wall of trees that was the forest. He felt Nina pressed against his back, her arms comforting wrapped tightly around his middle, her breath warm against his neck, the smell of her surrounding him, warm and comfortable, like a cozy sweater. He gunned the machine forward at high speed, and her excited shrieking sounded in his ear, which made him laugh and made him feel as joyous as he had felt on that first morning when he had purchased the Harley. He shot the machine through the darkness, everything flying by in a pastel blur of black blue and green and brown, and then he braked, coming to a stop just inches from the front door of the house.


     


    Nina, still laughing, breath heaving, cried out again in joy, her arms loosening from their tight grip around Rowan’s muscled waist and falling to his thighs. She leaned back, shaking her hair out, a wild dance of tendrils of flame against the coal black backdrop of night, and slid herself from the motorcycle.


     


    “Well then,” she said, jumping down and onto the ground. “That was something else!”


     


    Rowan grinned and turned the key in the ignition. The motor died, and he pulled the key from the bike and parked it against the cabin. He walked forward to retrieve the gun. Nina watched him, his tight black jeans hugging his popping muscles, his rear working up and down as he walked slowly across the moonlit lawn. Her stomach flipped, and she jogged across the darkness to where the helmet laid. She picked it up, rubbing the scuffs of dirt from its shiny surface with the sleeve of the robe. Then she walked back to the cabin, to meet Rowan.


     


    “Thank you for that,” she said. She handed him the helmet, and he smiled. He hugged it under his arm, his other arm preoccupied with the carrying of the gun. “What did you mean when you said there were things I didn’t know about y…” she began, but before she could finish, he had leaned forward and kissed her so passionately that the words had slipped from her lips and out of her mind.


     


    “Thank you,” he said. He chuckled and began to walk back inside. “When I hopped onto the bike tonight, I definitely did not think I was going to be getting myself into a shootout with a fair maiden who happened to be wearing nothing but a bathrobe.”


     


    He turned to glance over his shoulder at Nina, standing several steps behind him, the robe hanging open to reveal the curve of her perfectly round breast, the night air helping to reveal the prick of her nipples pressing against the fabric. The material flapped slightly in the wind, revealing her taut stomach, her thick thighs. He bit his lip and continued walking into the cabin. Nina followed him in.


     


    “Well, you really can’t say that I didn’t warn you,” she said, closing the door behind them.


     


    Rowan placed the helmet upon a chair and slid the gun back up take its place atop the mount. He turned, an eyebrow arched up his forward, his face rosy with the kisses of the wind, his hair mussed and wild from the terrific speed of the ride. Nina felt her knees tremble at his image: muscled, tan, wild, tattooed. She swallowed to maintain her steely composure.


     


    “You warned me?” he said, his lips twisting in interest. “Oh really. How is that?”


     


    “I told you,” she said, stepping forward. “If you play with fire,” and she tossed her hair flirtatiously, her green eyes glinting as she teased him. “Then you might just get burned.”


     


    Rowan stared at her for a moment, then burst out laughing. He wrapped an arm around her thin waist and dipped her low to the floor, his dark hair falling into her face.


     


    “Alright, then, fire girl,” he said, his voice dripping with seduction. “Come on. Burn me.” And he pressed his lips to her face and lowered her slowly to the floor.


     


    Nina wrapped her arms around the back of Rowan’s neck, tangled her fingers in his hair. She ran her lips up and down his neck as he untied her bathrobe. Then he gently took her hands from his body and laid them down upon the cool wood floor that lay beneath their wind kissed bodies. He looked her in the eyes and felt his heart pulse hard against his ribs. He leaned his head forward and began to kiss her neck, then her chest, then her rib cage. He kissed down her body, all the way down her thighs, her legs, to her toes, then back up the other side. His eyes closed, his dark lashes pressed against his tanned and rosy skin, his tattooed flesh rolling over her gently, lovingly, feeling every inch of her.


     


    He was worshipping her pale flesh, her beauteous curves, the graceful way her ankles became her calves, her calves turned into ample thighs; the shivering perfection of her thighs as they curved to encompass the moony roundness of her rear. He licked her sides, her breasts, her shoulder, her collar bones which were white and thin, her neck, her cheek, her eyelashes. He stopped at the tips of her hair, the place where her scalp met the fiery red locks, and suddenly, his eyelids flickered open again. His eyes were large, their coal like orbs somber, more serious than Nina had ever seen. He stared into her green eyes and saw the flickering black of his own reflection staring back at him, tiny within those stunning glassy green orbs. And before he knew what he was saying he felt his heart swell and pump the words out of him.


     


    “I love you,” he said, and the syllables fell nakedly across her lips, her chest, soft and yet heavy, all at once.


     


    Her smile fell from her face, and she stared up at him, pale, not at all reacting, her eyes seeming at once full and empty. Her hands fell further away from him, and she pulled her moonlight colored body out from underneath him, pushing herself up and into a sitting position across from him on the cool surface of the floor.


     


    “What,” was the only word that slipped from her lips.


     


    The word was barely a word at all, more of a whisper, more of the ghost of a word as it trembled upon her pink lips. She looked at him, her plump mouth hanging open, her fingers fluttering around her middle, as if trying to locate her heart and check in with the organ in order to see how it felt about this woodsman’s sudden and total proclamation.


     


    Rowan felt for a moment like he should take the words back but, no, he would not, he could not, and he did dare not. For in that second he felt with the entire fullness of his being that those three words were the most truthful words that his lips had ever birthed, that he had ever dared to speak. He realized, in that second, as his heart continued to swell and scream with joy, as he stared at the beautiful woman that sat before him, her breasts heaving up and down in shock at the words she had felt against her ears, that this, this was his truth. Nina was the most real thing that Rowan had experienced. More real than his getting back to basics out in the middle of the forest; more real than his having built his home, with his own hands, from the ground up; more real than foraging and growing his own food each and every day, than tending to his animals and making his own medicinal remedies, his own alcohol, his own herbs, and his own heat. He stared transfixed at the miracle that sat before him, and he said it again then, now sure of it, now saying the words with passion, with intent, feeling them, savoring their taste against his mouth, the feel of them leaving his lips.


     


    “I love you,” he said again, more loudly this time, more solidly, and he looked at her, a huge, genuine smile creeping across his well-defined face. He grinned and said it again, his lips large and full of life, moisture cropping up in the corners of his eyes. “Nina, I love you.”


     


    Nina stared at the good-looking man that sat before her. Tattoos crept and tangled up and down his flesh, holding him together, it seemed, with etches of ink and the tails of snakes. She knew he should not love her, could not possibly want her, and yet, had the very words of love themselves not just danced willingly off of his tongue, from his very soul? Her heart raced wildly as she stared back at him, wanting him so badly she felt her middle burning, her fingers aching to run themselves over his body and sing out, I love you! I love you too! I love you too!


     


    Rowan crawled forward slowly, his eyes wet with passion, his jaw set with determination. He pressed his face inches away from her own. And then he repeated it again.


     


    “Nina,” he said softly, but solidly, staring into her eyes, falling deep within those green orbs. “I love you.”


     


    “I love you too,” Nina breathed, and a rush of joy overwhelmed her, took over her being, and she could no longer hold herself back.


     


    She leaped upon him, wrapped him in her arms, and they tumbled backward against the floor, holding tightly to each other, hugging each other so closely, as if desperately willing their bodies to meld into one being made entirely of love.


     


    Rowan squeezed the red headed girl against his chest, running his hands fondly over her tangled mass of fiery hair, gripping at her eyes with his own, willing himself not to cry in sheer joy. He kissed her again, running his lips over her own, his nerves electric, excited at the touch of her, her fingers on his cheeks sparking explosions of ecstasy within him. Holding her so closely against his body gave him the calm he had always been in search of, for all of those long, hard, unsatisfied years.


     


    Feeling her body moving slowly up and down, on top of his own flesh, now, made every second of those years he had deemed wasted, those years spent behind a computer screen, pounding out formulas to generate sums for people he did not know and did not care to know; those long, awful years… they all now seemed worth while, just to hug this pale skinned girl against his body now. He pressed his lips into her hair and breathed in the scent of her as she kissed his neck, his chin, his cheek. He wanted to jump up and down, to scream, to tell everyone he had ever met, had used to know, that he had done it, he had succeeded, he had found the key to happiness, the answer to life, and it was her, this girl, this stunning woman that he now clutched so fondly against his chest. Instead, Rowan simply lay they are, happy to do nothing but trace the outline of her head through the mass of her tangled red hair, his fingers exploring the ridges of her body.


     


    They stayed like that on the floor for over an hour, simply tracing the outlines of each others’ bodies, finding new areas to kiss and hold, enjoying the feeling of their forms pressed together, seeping in their newly professed love. Finally, as dawn began to crack across the sky and filter in through the windows, Rowan peered at Nina. Her fingers had stopped their wandering moments ago, and he saw through his own sleepy eyes that she had fallen asleep upon his chest. Smiling wearily, he scooped up her sleeping form and carried her gently, protected in his muscular arms, across the cabin and back to his bedroom.


     


    He pulled back the sheets with one arm and carefully lowered her into the bed. Then he slid in beside her and pulled the cool sheets up over them both. He wrapped her safely into his arms and pressed a soft kiss against her cheek.


     


    “Sleep well, my love,” he whispered in her ear, stroking her hair as the amber light of the breaking morning slithered in through the window and draped the shadowed room in pleasant, drowsy light. Then he let his head fall to the pillow and quickly fell asleep. 
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    Several Years Earlier


     


    Rowan zipped up the fly of his pants and sorted his clothing back into place. Then he sighed and cleared his throat, turning to let himself out of her office once again.


     


    “Alright,” he said, waiting by the door as she walked across the room, her high heels clacking against the floor and sending echoes bouncing across the walls. “Have yourself a great day.”


     


    Ilsa walked to stand by his side, raised her key card to the computerized pad, and then halted mid-air. She eyed him suddenly, seriously, all seduction wiped clean from her face.


     


    “Mr. Davis,” she said seriously. “I would like to take this moment to propose something to you.”


     


    Rowan’s eyebrows shot up his forehead, and he stared at her.


     


    “If that something that you are about to propose is marriage, Ilsa, then please forget about that,” he said, holding his hands up in defense. “That is not at all what this is about, and I am pretty certain you are aware of that.”


     


    Ilsa rolled her eyes, bored by his stuttering, and fixed him with an irritated expression.


     


    “No, Mr. Davis, I am not about to get down on one knee for you, here,” she droned. “And please in future do not be so ridiculous or you might just make me change my mind regarding your suitability for this position.”


     


    Rowan’s face scrunched up in confusion.


     


    “Position?” he repeated. “What position?”


     


    Ilsa nodded curtly.


     


    “Yes, then,” she said, brushing invisible dirt from the front of her figure highlighting dress. “As you may or may not know, I am getting older,” she began.


     


    “No way,” Rowan mocked, running his eyes over her fit form, at last, his gaze settling upon her graying hair. “I would never have guessed.”


     


    Ilsa’s lips tightened, and she rolled her eyes again, continuing onwards in her little speech.


     


    “Soon enough I will be leaving the company and embarking on my life as a full-time retiree,” she stated. “I may be only fifty, but I have made well over enough money to allow me to survive for the rest of my life in a most exquisite and comfortable way. So…” She clutched her hands before her now in a matter of proposition. “I will be heading to a meeting this afternoon during which I shall inform the board of my top choice for a suitor. And I think I know, if he is willing, exactly whom my touch choice should be.” She raised an expectant eyebrow at Rowan.


     


    Rowan’s stomach dropped, and a cold chill overtook his body. He stared at Ilsa, frozen, his face a mask of disbelief.


     


    “You don’t mean,” he began, then stopped, shaking his head in incredulity. “Surely you couldn’t mean….”


     


    Ilsa smiled coldly and nodded.


     


    “I do indeed mean,” she said, her assertive tone edged with humor. “Mr. Rowan Davis, how would you like to be the next CEO of Bond’s Bonds?”


     


    Rowan stared at her, his eyes clouding over, his jaw dropping down to his chin. The room was suddenly swimming before him, Ilsa’s face seemed to waver back and forth, back and forth, and everything began to become bleary.


     


    “Rowan?”


     


    He heard the sound of his name coming from some place that seemed very far off. He blinked rapidly, trying to force the room to come back into focus. It did not. He tried to speak but found his tongue too dry.  Ilsa’s eyes remained trained upon him. She did not blink. She stared.


     


    “Mr. Davis.”


     


    It was not a question. It was a statement. Rowan slammed his eyelids shut and took a deep breath through his nose. He let it out, opened his eyes, and opened his mouth.


     


    “Forget you and bother your corporation,” he said emotionlessly.


     


    Isla’s mouth dropped open in shock. Rowan took the opportunity to grab her key card, let himself out of the office, walk briskly through the maze of cubicles, cages, and grabbed his belongings. With a curt turn, he walked straight out of the door.


     


    The slick backed haired secretary looked up from her computer as he rushed past.


     


    “A bit early to be leaving, is it not, Mr. Davis,” she said in her nasally voice.


     


    “Idiot off,” Rowan called as he stepped into the elevator. The doors closed, eating him up and whisking him away from the corporate tower in the sky.


     


    The elevator shuttled him downward, and Rowan felt his heart pick up speed, racing with adrenaline. The metal doors dinged open, and Rowan raced out of the building, throwing open the glass entrance way doors and rushing out into the fresh air of the sunlit day. He grinned, stretched out his arms, and spun in a circle, laughing. Then he reached into his pocket and felt the cool pressing of the Harley’s keys against his hand. He smiled, his well-shaped eyebrows dancing with excitement, his eyes glinting with danger. He raced across the parking lot to the place where he had parked his brand new baby, his gleaming black Harley. It stood proud and badass, staring at him as if to say.


     


    “I have been waiting for you.” He straddled the bike and drove the keys into the ignition.


     


    The engine jumped to life, purring seductively into his ear. The leather was warm beneath his thighs, heated by the gentle pulsing of the sun against the dark upholstery. He twisted the key, pushed off from the ground, and backed up, ready to leave this parking lot for good. Just as Rowan was turning the bike around, lining it up to exit the parking lot, the front doors of the corporate headquarters flew open, and Ilsa ran out. Her face was a mask of dark rage, her mouth fixed in a deep frown, her eyebrows angled dangerously downward. She raced at him, screaming his name.


     


    “Rowan! Rowan! You get right back here right now, or you are fired, you jerk!”


     


    Rowan waved at her, smiling calmly. He continued to steer the gleaming black motorcycle across the parking lot.


     


    “Rowan!” she shrieked, her voice cracking with the effort, buckling under the rage.


     


    She stamped her high heeled foot like a child, throwing her hands up in the air and screaming. Rowan gunned the motorcycle so that its revving engine drowned out Ilsa’s cries. He grinned and waved at her and then, without another look back, he shot out of the parking lot and down the busy city street.


     


    Ilsa stared after him, the purr of the shiny black bike still echoing in her ears as Rowan wound his way through the heavily trafficked street, carving a dangerous path through supply trucks, SUVs, and corvettes. Horns honked and drivers stuck their heads out of windows to scream at the reckless bike rider. But Rowan did not care, he was finally free, truly free, and he would not let any person or thing get in the way of his current feelings of excitement and bliss. He threw his head back and screamed in joy, savoring the feeling of the wind rushing past his face, tousling his hair, coloring his bare cheeks a ruddy red. He revved the bike and flew forward again, tilting back and forth daringly, experimenting with his new ride’s abilities. He flew forward, not sure of where he was going, not sure of what he intended to do next, only sure that right now, at this moment, he was truly, truly happy.


     


    He rode on like that until night began to tickle the deep blue of the sky. Rowan pulled over to the side of the road and fished his cell phone from his pocket. He checked the time and ran a quick GPS check of his location. He nodded, impressed at himself when he discovered he had traveled over 60 miles already. He conferred with google and discovered a small town center lay not five miles ahead. It seemed as good a place as any to settle down for the night. He hopped back onto the bike, steered it back onto the freeway on which he had been traveling, and sailed back onto the road, flying forward into the falling night.


     


    The world was nearly dipped in darkness by the time Rowan and his Harley rolled up into the small town center he had spied on his GPS. Rowan slid off his bike, his legs aching, his body cool and his lips chapped from the constant exposure to the whipping wind. He rolled his bike to a stop and parked it in the parking lot of a small pub that seemed to function as the town’s center. He shook out his limbs, casting his gaze up towards the darkness of the sky. And his jaw dropped open. There, up in the sky, Rowan could see the magical pin pricks of hundreds, no, thousands, of stars. He stared up at them all, spinning slowly in circles, filling his eyes hungrily, greedily, with the sight of the universe stretched out above him. In the city, atop his condo roof patio, Rowan had often enjoyed a drink and the sight of night draping itself across the city that lay below, but stars? The city in which Rowan lived was too heavily populated, too full of bright, artificial light, all around the clock, to allow for the stars to ever be seen. Now, in this tiny town miles and miles away from the city, Rowan was amazed and filled with wonder to see the stars dancing above him.


     


    “Just imagine,” he found himself saying. “All this time, there was so much happening, and you just couldn’t see it.”


     


    At long last,  Rowan dropped his gaze from the stars and walked across the parking lot towards the front doors of the divey pub. The painted sign was chipping, and one of the windows was boxed up with plastic. Yet the sound of lively conversation and badly played guitar drifted through the thin doors, and it comforted Rowan’s soul. He pulled open the door and strode in.


     


    A dingy room with dim light and scuffed tables met Rowan’s eyes. Men poured themselves over pool tables, and scantily clad women bent over them, pouring beers and laughing too loudly at their terrible jokes. A typical small town, divey establishment, this bar was, home to loud talking men puffing on cigars and a group of younger, baseball cap-wearing men who talked animatedly at a table in the corner, their rifles leaning up against the backs of the booth. Rowan walked slowly across the room, allowing the out of tune strumming of a guitar to dance through his ears, letting the stale smoke of the cigars fill his lungs, sniffing at the smell of spilled beer and overdone steak as it wafted from the kitchen.


     


    Rowan pulled up to the bar and sat himself down on a stool. He stood out like a sore thumb, a sharply dressed man in a room full of people who looked slightly sodden, rough, as though they had spent the day tending to crops or working hard, physically demanding labor, and now gathered at the pub to reward themselves and drink away the pain. Rowan fought the urge to hide himself away, to slouch over his perfectly pressed business suit. Instead, he stripped off his suit jacket and dropped it to the floor, suddenly overcome by the confident feeling that he would no longer be needing that article of clothing, not ever again. He unscrewed his silver cuff links and dropped them on the bar and then shoved up the sleeves of his white dress shirt. He yanked the shirt untucked, too, and immediately found that he felt more comfortable, more at ease within his own body. He leaned forward, his elbows on the bar, and peered at the assorted bottles that were scattered about behind the dusty bar. He tucked his dark hair behind his ears and ran a hand over his face.


     


    A woman swaggered over to him, her large breasts popping out from the low cut tank top she wore. She carried a rag and wiped half-heartedly at the bar top as she strutted across the bar back towards Rowan. She ran her eyes over him and then stopped when she noticed the real silver cufflinks lying on the bar. She looked from the cuff links to Rowan, and then back to the cuff links again. Then she pressed her hands against the bar, revealing fake, bright pink pointed nails. She nodded at Rowan.


     


    “Those yours?” she asked, her eyes again darting towards the cuff links.


     


    Rowan nodded.


     


    “How much they cost?” she asked, working her tongue around the rim of her bubble gum pink lips.


     


    “Get me a drink, and I’ll tell you,” Rowan said. The girl eyed him for a moment, then spun around, yanked on a keg tap, and filled a glass with dark brown liquid. She slid the glass to Rowan and watched him as he sipped.


     


    Rowan swallowed and wiped the back of his hand across his lips.


     


    “Alright,” he said. “Not bad. What is that, malted barley?”


     


    “How much they cost?” the girl asked again. Rowan took another sip, taking his time, enjoying his beer. He swallowed and looked at her.


     


    “They cost me about a thousand dollars,” he said coolly, tipping the glass back again, refilling his mouth with booze.


     


    The girl’s eyes widened to big blue saucers, and her lips flopped open.


     


    “One thousand bucks?!” She repeated, her voice pitching higher with shock.


     


    Rowan nodded, took another sip of his beer. He let out a refreshed sigh.


     


    “Yep,” he confirmed, placing the glass on the bar and dragging his finger along the frosted outside, creating little pictures upon the glass. “One thousand bucks. Each.”


     


    The girl looked as if she might pass out. She stared incredulously at the silver cuff links, squinting at them.


     


    “Two thousand bucks for these teeny tiny things?” She asked, jabbing a pink nail at the cuff links.


     


    Rowan nodded.


     


    “Yea, well, they’re real silver, you know. That stuff’s not cheap.”


     


    He sipped at his beer as the girl lowered her face down, just inches away from the cuff links, staring at them, her jaw still hanging open. She then stood up, turned abruptly, and walked away, her ponytail bouncing against the back of her head as she hurried to the table of young men who sat drinking beers, their rifles at rest behind them.


     


    Rowan watched out of the corner of his eye as she spoke in hushed tones to the group of young men, then pointed his way. The men eyed him suspiciously, then ducked their heads back together. They looked at him again, then one of them, a tall, blonde haired man with a buzz cut and well-worked hands, stood up from the table and began to amble across the room towards Rowan.


     


    The man lumbered up to Rowan and stared at him unblinkingly. He shrugged his hefty body onto the bar stool next to Rowan’s and placed his hairy hands upon the dingy counter, never once removing his gaze from Rowan’s eyes. Rowan held his stare as the man cleared his throat and tapped the bar. The busty barmaid with the ponytail scurried over and slid a pint of something that uncannily resembled foggy urine at the burly man. Still staring Rowan straight in his eyes, the young man clutched the beer, yanked it towards his lips, and chugged half the glass down in one sip. He sighed in satisfaction, dragged his hairy wrist across his lips, and slammed the half empty glass back down on the bar. Rowan had had enough of this playing around. He cleared his throat and arched an inky eyebrow at the young, barrel-chested stranger.


     


    “What can I do for you?” Rowan asked, folding his hands upon the bar to match the stranger’s stance.


     


    The man’s lips curled into a snarl, and his unblinking eyes narrowed.


     


    “Oh I’ll tell you what you can do fer me,” he choked, his voice coming out in a smoker’s wheeze.


     


    He coughed and poured the rest of the yellow beer down his gullet, his Adam's apple bobbing up and down as he gulped the beverage down. Rowan watched him steadily, calmly, not moving or showing any emotion. The man burped and continued.


     


    “Kandi here tells me you gots some money,” the man said, tilting his head roughly towards the ponytailed girl behind the bar. She peeked out at Rowan from behind the keg taps and waved a teeny wave, grinning a small, apologetic smile. Then she scampered away, her long ponytail bobbing as she ran.


     


    “Oh, yeah?” Rowan countered calmly. He placed his hands very close to the silver cuff links that still lay upon the bar, forcing the man’s gaze to fall upon the expensive items. Rowan caught the burly stranger swallowing, his cheeks ruddy with alcohol, his eyes wide with greed.


     


    “Mmhm mmhm that’s right, my brother,” the man said, suddenly favoring Rowan with a friendlier tone. He slammed his hand back down on the bar, signaling Kandi for another round. “And I, being a gentlemanly fellow, thought, hey, maybe I best be talking to him, this money man, seeing as he has something I want,” the man leaned forward, his breath rancid and dry as it hit Rowan’s face. “And I gots something he wants.”


     


    Rowan looked at the man curiously. He tipped the rest of his dark beer down past his lips and sucked the remaining droplets of the alcohol out of his beard. Then he placed his glass down on the bar and turned to the man.


     


    “Do you now?” Rowan asked patiently. “And what might that be?”


     


    “Oh just wait til you hear about this,” the stranger grinned, showing off a mouth of yellowed teeth. “Ohhhh you best be holding onto your seat right now, buddy,” he laughed. “Because here I is right this now offering you the deal of a lifetime. Are you ready?”


     


    “It sounds like I should be ready,” Rowan said curtly.


     


    “Alrighhhhhtttt then, my friend, my man. Here’s the situation we is looking at here.” The man spread his hairy arms wide, setting up the picture for Rowan. “So. I gots this land, you see. But it ain’t no ordinary land. Because it is out in the middle of nowhere, ok? Like miles and miles and miles away from the civilized places, ok? But here’s the thing: it’s all yours if you want it. Middle of a forest. Ample room for gardening. Little shack on there already and whatnot. Acres n’ acres… like that? Would normally go for a million. But for you, my friend.” Here, the man clapped a hairy, yellow nailed hand upon Rowan’s shoulder. “For you, tell ya what… I like you, fellow, you’re a man I can really get with, a man I really understand. So for you, you just gimme them two silver bits of cuff holders right there, and I sign over the property to you. And that’s a deal.” The man leaned back, his eyes widening in a display of his sincerity. “Cross my heart.” He traced an X across his heart, his yellowed, dirty nails bouncing across his chest.


     


    Rowan stared at him, completely caught off guard, but entirely unwilling to show it. He blinked several times, swallowed, and tried to force moisture back into his mouth. Kandi skipped into view and slid a beer at the man and Rowan waved his hand at her, signaling another round for him as well. She slipped him an extra tall pour of the dark liquid he had sipped before, and without a moment’s pause he chugged it down, suddenly impossibly thirsty. The burly man watched in awe as Rowan proceeded to down the entire beverage in one shot, then slapped the empty glass back down onto the chipping linoleum of the bar. Rowan waved his hand again for another round. Kandi slid another beer across the slippery linoleum, and  Rowan caught in his hand, lifted it to his lips, and began to sip at it blindly. He stared ahead, his eyes bleary, his mind playing out different scenarios, different possibilities, across the slate of his imagination.


     


    Should I really do this? He heard his consciousness speaking to him. Idiot, Rowan, this is everything you have ever wanted, to get away from it all. A big ol’ hearty forget you to the establishment, to run from all of the TRASH that most people wade through every day, day in and day out, until they die, and it has just been handed to you on a silver platter. For the price of what? Mother cuff links? That you have never thought twice about? That, if anything, you hated because they were stupid bits of over excessiveness that always just served to remind you of how much of a pile of trash of a world you had got yourself in?


     


    He chugged the beer and slammed it back down on the bar, his eyes still staring straight ahead. He ran his tattooed fingers through his hair and laughed soundlessly.


     


    Idiot, man, look at you, all these inky tattoos crawling up and down your body. You might be able to fake it, you might be able to make that six digit figure a year, but holy forget you are NOT a corporate pawn. You are not here on this planet to serve corporations and make money. You are here to live. And this guy right here, this guy right here, he has just served you the chance of a lifetime. So what are you gonna do? What the heck are you going to do, Rowan Davis?


     


    The burly twenty-something eyed Rowan, his brow crinkling with the anxiety that waiting for the well-dressed man’s answer brought upon him.


     


    “Well?” he asked. Rowan said nothing and enjoyed how the man slammed his fists upon the bar, wiggled his knees, looked as if he might explode with curiosity. “WELL?!”


     


    Rowan scratched at his beard, pretending to be thinking very hard about this proposition. Then he reached into his pocket and snatched his cell phone from the depths of the gray material.


     


    “Hmm,” he said, putting on his best professional jerk face. “I’ll have to make a few calls.”


     


    The bearded man stared at him, then raised his hairy hands upward.


     


    “No, no, no, of course, of course,” he said, waving his fingers in the air. “I know it’s all a trashton to think about, dude, but I feel your energy, and I’m just feeling like you really gotta, uh, want this, yea so… yea, you make those calls.” The man turned away quickly and smashed the beer down his thick, meaty throat.


     


    Rowan allowed himself a small, private grin, his long black locks of hair concealing his face from view. He quickly dialed his go-to real estate’s number and pressed the phone to his ear.


     


    “Hey, Quinton?” he said. “Yes, it’s me. Yes, I know it is late. My apologies. I just wanted to ask you if you could please sell the property.” A moment passed as Rowan listened to the voice on the other end leap and jump with shock and rage. “No, I know, and you are correct, it is a ridiculous request. Ah haha! No, Quint, I have not been drinking,” Rowan said, reaching behind him to tap the bar for another round. “Look, I just know that this is right at this moment in my life. So please, Quinton, do not make me ask again.” The barmaid slipped Rowan another glass of deep amber liquid, and he nodded his thanks. He shouldered the phone to his other ear and swiveled around on the bar stool so that he could look directly at the burly, hairy man. The man stared back, his shoulders raised in a questioning motion. Rowan nodded several times, said several “mmhm. mmhms” , and then nodded again, more firmly and absolutely this time. “7.5 million. That’s decent. Alright. Yes. First thing. Thank you, Quinton. Thanks.” He slipped the phone away from his ear, punched the end call button, and dropped it back in his pocket. Then he turned his attention towards the fresh beer, wrapping his fingers fondly around the frosted glass, staring deeply into the foamy top head of the liquid.


     


    The burly man leaned forward, eyebrows raised, eyes wide, not wanting to say anything, but desperately desiring an answer from the well-dressed man he had propositioned. Rowan took a small sip, then another. He dunked his finger into the foamy head of the beer, pulled it out, licked it. The stranger could take no more. He jumped up and took a step towards Rowan.


     


    “Well?” he asked, his voice jumping up several octaves, excitement piquing his bassy vocals to new never before explored heights. “Well? Whaddaya think old buddy, old pal, my guy, good sport? Twenty-seven whopping acres in the middle of nowhere, uh, central to everything. Whaddaya think? Sounds like paradise, huh?”


     


    The man stared at Rowan intently, biting down nervously on his bottom lip. Rowan still sipped his beer. The man glanced back at his friends, still seated with their rifles at the booth in the back. The men all leaned forward in their seats, staring at their buddy. They nodded encouragingly, gripping their beers nervously.


     


    “Well?!” the burly man asked again, hopping from foot to foot.


     


    Rowan finished the beer and placed it neatly back on top of the counter. He smoothed out one of the bits of peeling linoleum. He cleared his throat. He turned towards the impressively hairy young man.


     


    “Well,” he said. “Well, you hairy, unfortunate man, my answer is… I am interested, yes. And I would very much like to take you up on your proposition.”


     


    The man stared at Rowan, frozen to the spot, and Rowan suddenly realized he was not certain that the stranger had understood what he had just said. To be emphatically clear, Rowan plucked the two shiny, silver cuff links from off the scuffed counter and slapped them into the stranger’s hairy hand. The man stared down at his hand for a moment, visibly overwhelmed by the fact that he now clutched two thousand dollars in his sweaty palm. Then he looked up at Rowan, grinned a broken toothed smile, and pumped the man’s hand up and down enthusiastically.


     


    “Alright, my man, ALRIGHT!” he bellowed, laughing and shaking Rowan’s hand so hard Rowan worried his arm might become accidentally dislocated.


     


    Then the man turned to his friends and raised his hands high into the air, balling the hairy digits into triumphant fists. The men leaped from the booth and belly thumped each other, screaming and yelping in joy. Rowan watched, absolutely amazed at what was happening before his eyes. And suddenly he found that he, too, was laughing, belly thumping with the hairy, burly stranger, wrapping a muscular arm around the man’s rounded back and thumping him warmly on the shoulder, thanking him for this opportunity. And then he was signing a document, and then he was shaking hands again, pouring scotch down his throat, kissing Kandi on her plump, bubble gum painted lips, slapping hands in stinging high fives with the other young men from the back booth, buying shots for the entire bar.
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    The strong smell of well-brewed coffee woke him up. It pulled him from the dream world and back into reality. Rowan rubbed at his eyes and shrugged himself into a sitting position. He was back in his bed, away from the drunken clamor of that tawdry bar on that dusty night. He blinked several times and a grin spread across his sleepy face. He realized that Nina straddled his body, her breasts perked up in a good morning salute, her bare pussy pressed against his legs. In her hands she cradled a cup of fresh coffee, steam swirling from the top of the glass in a beautiful S. Rowan smiled more deeply and shook the hair from his eyes. He leaned forward and wrapped his big hands around Nina’s tiny waist, squeezing her to him. She yelped as hot coffee sloshed over the rim of the cup and splashed them both, the hot liquid staining the white bed sheets and dribbling over the mountains of Nina’s breasts. Rowan laughed and ran his tongue over Nina’s nipples, lapping up the hot liquid, enjoying her squirming and moaning. Then he looked up at her, felt the piercing warmth of those green eyes pressing against his own irises, and kissed her, deeply, gripping her neck gently, pulling her into him, closer, closer, wishing the moment would never end.


     


    Rowan reached out with itching fingers and tore the bathrobe from off of Nina’s shoulders, beyond eager to set her bouncing breasts free. At the same time as Rowan worked the bathrobe off of Nina’s body, Nina reached an arm beneath the waves of white blankets and yanked Rowan’s jeans down his muscular legs. She grabbed at his bulge and squeezed lightly, staring into his dark eyes. Rowan’s eyebrows slanted upward, and he dove towards her, that tiny squeeze was all the encouragement he had ever needed.


     


    He finally freed the bathrobe from Nina’s shoulders and allowed the full slant of morning sunlight to warm the entirety of her naked body. Nina’s perfect breasts burst out towards him as if in an overexcited salutation and he pressed his face into her chest, licking and biting and kissing and sucking those impressively buoyant belly. She purred with pleasure as his fingers wound their way down her stomach, lovingly tracing the slender curves of her body, and finally, his fingers slipped inside her tight pussy. She shoved her hand into his briefs and began to work her fingers up and down the girth of his thick shaft, easing him into ecstasy. Rowan’s eyes rolled back, and he pressed his fingers hard against Nina’s insides, feeling her body roiling in pleasure around him.


     


    He hurriedly pulled his hardened toe from his briefs and threw the blankets away from Nina’s body and turned her around so her perky rear greeted him. Rowan spanked her lightly and watched in joy as her flesh sang back at his touch. She shivered with pleasure, and he slipped his throbbing cock into her soft pussy. He drove himself deeper and deeper inside her, faster and harder, and Nina cried out and grabbed at the soft blankets underneath her painted nails. Rowan gasped for breath as he slammed his thick cock inside of Nina's warm center that gripped him tightly as she came. Her back arched and she began to tremble just as he pulled himself free of her pussy and released his sperm across her shivering rear. With the glow of their releases seemingly warming the small room, Rowan collapsed back onto the bed and pulled Nina's still trembling body next to his.


     


    Rowan wished they could stay forever like this, pressed closely together, breathing, gasping in pure pleasure, grabbing handfuls of each other’s’ flesh and making each other’s’ bodies sing just by uniting them together so nakedly, so wholly. He reached out to press a loving hand lightly upon Nina’s head, to fondly stroke that fire of a head of a hair, to cup her soft pale cheek, flushed now with the exertion of their loving, in his own hand. He ran his trembling fingers down her back, tracing her spine, staring at her; this woman, this goddess, in true wonder. He wished he could always have her here, pressed to him like this; if Rowan could have chosen to make it eternal: that moment, with the golden sunlight falling across their naked bodies, the white sheets tangled like turbulent ocean waves, Nina’s rear sliding up and down his thighs in rhythm with her breathing, he would have. He would have chosen foreverness without so much as a single second thought.


     


    And then, abruptly, Nina pulled away. She smacked his hands down, the coffee sloshing over his chest this time, and her not reaching out her small pointed tongue to lap it up. She shuffled backward on the bed, slapping the mug onto the top of the wood fire stove, her rear leaving ruffled imprints in the quilts as she pushed herself away from him. Rowan stared at her in shock, his hands till hanging in the air where they had formerly been caressing her neck,  his lips still parted as if he might lean back any second and continue to enjoy the feel of her warm pink lips upon his flesh. Yet Nina did not pull herself back towards him. Instead, she pulled her legs into her chest and stared at Rowan, her face unreadable, her cheeks pale and her eyes cold.


     


    “Nina,” he breathed, reaching out a hand for her. “I do not understand…”


     


    Nina slapped his hand away and stared at her knees. She ran her fingers over her legs absentmindedly and grated her teeth together. She took a breath, then spoke.


     


    “Rowan,” she said. Her voice sounded like glass, cool, shimmering, possessing the magical and yet dangerous ability to shatter at any moment. “Rowan. I really have to be going now.”


     


    The words hung in the air around the two, refusing to fall to the ground. Rowan stared at Nina, the stunning goddess that sat on his bed, all curving pale skin and freckled flesh, her golden red hair spinning down her back, licking her breasts with fire, her green eyes no longer electric and dancing but stagnant now, closed off, frozen. He tried to remember how to breathe but could not seem to find the way to make his lungs jump back to life. Finally, he found his words, but even they did him a disservice. He stuttered, rambled, finding that he could only trip over syllables.


     


    “Ni… why but… I ca… You mus…”


     


    Frustrated Rowan let the language stop attempting to slide out from between his lips. Instead, he threw back the blankets and pushed himself up and onto his knees in the midst of the puddles of quilts and bed sheets, kneeling before her, pleading, pleading, for some sort of an answer.


     


    “Nina,” he begged, his words suddenly returning to him as his heart revved up to life with all the power his motorcycle had ever possessed. “Please. Please. Tell me how, tell me what, tell me where this is coming from. Nina, I love you,” he said, and he felt the shuddering truth of the words tumble around him, flood his insides with fiery emotion. “Nina, I really and truly love you.” He allowed his eyes to fondly caress her naked form, to follow the gentle bounce of her breasts as her breathing hefted them lightly up and down, up and down; he kissed her freckled cheeks with his dark eyes; he stroked her mane of fire with the tender glances of his ebony pupils. Then he reached out a tentative hand and touched the tips of his tattooed fingers to her knee caps. “Please, Nina, baby,” he whispered. “Please. Explain it to me. I can just not…” he gulped, finding that the words did not want to come out of his mouth; as much as he wanted to confess it to her, still his mind clung to the truth, unwilling to make him so vulnerable to this true goddess of a creature. “Please, Nina,” he said, forcing the words from his lips. “Please. You are the best thing that has ever happened to me. You are my truth. Nina, you are the most honest bit of my existence. You truly are my everything, and I know how crazy that sounds, knowing that we have only spent a number of days together. I know that I love you more deeply than I have ever before known anything. You have got to feel it too. I know you do,” he dared, staring deeply into her eyes. He saw her shiver slightly and noticed that tears were prickling the corners of her stunning green glass orbs. He pressed his hands against her thighs, and she did not resist. “Please, Nina. Please, baby. Please. Just tell me what to do, and I will do it. Your will is my command. Because Nina, you are mine and I am yours. And I know, I know in my heart, that it was always meant to be this way. You were meant to lose your way and get yourself all confused and lost that day. I was meant to find you in the forest. And we, Nina, we were meant to be here now, to hold each other, to find each other in the midst of this crazy, confused world, and to love each other. I love you Nina so please, please tell me. What is going in inside that beautiful, goddess mind of yours, you babe?”


     


    Nina stared at her hands for a moment. The sounds of birds chirping, welcoming in the early morning, fluttered through the window and tickled the two lovers’ ears. Yet the normally comforting noise did nothing to make Rowan feel at ease on this particular morning. Instead, he felt his heart pick up speed, thumping against his ribcage at such force that he felt a cold sweat begin to prick his muscular form. He ran a shaking hand over his beard, trying to distract himself from the pulsating anxiety he was beginning to feel squeezing his throat and bubbling to life in the pit of his stomach. He never once took his eyes off of the girl that sat before him, Nina, the morning light hitting her just right and making her look so beautiful, so soft and curved and perfect, even in her current state. For it was her current state that caused him such anxiety, her normally perky lips turned downward in a frown, the furrowing of her beautiful smooth brow. The way she cast those green sea glass eyes downwards at her palms, refusing to meet his gaze. Something was wrong, Rowan was aware of that much. But what on earth could it be?


     


    Finally, after what felt to Rowan like hours but had most likely only been the brief passing of several anxiety-laden moments, Nina took a breath. She parted her pretty lips and looked up at Rowan. And instantly the feeling of her eyes upon his own sent butterflies dancing through his insides. He swallowed and met her somber gaze.


     


    “Rowan,” she began, careful to keep her voice even and calm. “I truly do love you. Oh, I love you so so deeply, Rowan. These past few days have really and honestly been the best few days of my life. I would love nothing more than to stay here with you and to continue loving you. To wake up every morning to your body pressed against mine, well, that would be nothing short of a dream come true. But the fact of the matter is, Rowan, that I really can not stay here.” Nina shook her head, her fiery hair slapping lightly against her cheeks. “No, I really and seriously can’t,” she said again, almost as if she was reassuring herself of this fact. “I have to go. I mean, goodness, I have already been gone like what, days? And yea that might not seem like much, but the reality of it is just….” She swallowed and again shook her pretty head back to forth, more violently this time. “Rowan, my friends were expecting me to come back that day, no, idiot, they were expecting me to come back that hour. They probably got so worried when I never showed up back at that clearing where we had the picnic. And then there is the fact that I have not texted a single person since I walked away from the clearing that day, I have had, like, literally, no contact with any person. So basically to all those people, I am as good as dead.” She stared at him, her features washed over with distress, and Rowan saw the pain she carried plain as day upon her pale face. He swallowed as she took a breath to continue. “I cannot let all those people, like my friends, my parents, all those people who really care about me, and love me, to think I am dead. They are probably so worried, Rowan. Holy idiot, they are probably worried sick. They’re probably doing searches and having the police be all involved, and that is, like… Like knowing that I did that to them, that I caused them all that distress, that is just totally…” Nina paused, her voice faltering and cracking, tears threatening to pool in her eyes. She looked away from Rowan, and stared fiercely back down at her hands, forcing herself to regain her composure. After a silent moment, she took a swallowed, took a breath, and looked back up at Rowan. “That is totally not okay,” she finished, her lips buckling into a twisted, heartbroken pout.


     


    Rowan looked back at Nina, feeling entirely helpless, and completely speechless. He understood what she was saying. He heard her so loudly, so clearly. He knew that she had to tell her family and her friends that she was alright, that she was still very much alive and very well, hell, better than well; she was better than she had ever been in her entire life. Yet a part of him wanted her to stay here, with him, forever. A part of him wanted her to never walk away, back through those woods, back to the life that she had come from. Because a part of Rowan was frightened, really and deeply frightened. Rowan was scared that if Nina left, she would never ever come back. And the thought of never seeing Nina again was something that made his guts turn to ice and made him wonder if life without this girl was something that was even remotely possible for him, after all the moments they had shared so closely together.


     


    Nina placed a soft hand upon Rowan’s own rugged, tattooed fingers. She squeezed lightly and looked into his deep, dark eyes.


     


    “Baby, I know,” she said softly, her voice tiptoeing the line between a coo and a whisper. “I know how bad this feels. Trust me, I do,” she said, tears springing up to balance on the edges of her captivating eyes. “But you know it is right. You know it is what I have to do.”


     


    Rowan nodded, sniffing, willing himself not to cry.


     


    “I know it,” he said, forcing a half smile to cross his face, just for Nina. “I know you are right. You are very right.” Rowan nodded again, more to himself this time. “Alright,” he said, pulling his hand back away from Nina’s with a quick squeeze of his own. “Then it is settled. This afternoon, after we have got you all fed and packed some bags for ourselves. We will set off again. On the motorcycle, this time, so that we will be able to move quickly through those woods. And that way, as long as we stick to the path, which we will, this time, we can have you back to your car in the parking lot, safe and sound, in just under two hours. And then you will be able to get home and explain everything. How does that sound?”


     


    A smile broke Nina’s face into a mask of joy. She leaped into Rowan’s arms and hugged him fiercely, rocking him back and forth with the power of her gratitude.


     


    “Oh Rowan,” she said, her voice leaping with happiness. “Thank you so much.” She pulled back slightly and planted a warm kiss on his cheek.


     


    Rowan smiled back at her. Then Nina stood and began to tug on the clothes that she had first been wearing when Rowan had discovered her, lost and hungry, in the forest. She pulled the tartan pants up onto her lithe legs and slid her shirt and jacket over the rest of her form. Rowan watched without saying a word, forgetting how different Nina looked when she was dressed in her normal everyday clothing. She almost looked like an entirely different person. The moment this thought crept across Rowan’s mind, he felt something bothering him, it felt as if it was biting at the back of his mind, slowly eating through all of the rest of his thoughts, until it was the only thing he could think of; until it had taken over his entire thinking capacity. Before he could stop himself from saying anything, he found himself blurting out:


     


    “I just know that you are going to leave and then you will never ever come back.”


     


    Nina turned sharply, her cheekbones catching the morning light that fell through the window and flashing Rowan with a fierce expression.


     


    “What?” she spat, her face suddenly clouding over, her voice arching to a higher octave. She was suddenly defensive, something that Rowan had never before experienced her be, not around him, not here.


     


    He stared back at her, forcing himself not to drop her fiery gaze, not to lose his integrity. He had said it, whether he had been willing to share that thought or not, share it he had, and it was something that he truly felt and honestly feared, so he now had to explain it, defend himself. He was instantly filled with the sickening feeling that they were about to enter a war zone of words. All the same, he powered on.


     


    “You are going to leave here,” he began, standing up from the bed now. “I am going to take you safely back to your home. And then you are going to get home, reunite with all your beloved friends, and have a grand old time. You will have fancy cake, and fancy store bought wine, and your parents will probably shower you with gifts, which is all fine and dandy,” he added quickly as he noticed the look of disgust that had taken over Nina’s face. “But what is not okay is how quickly you are going to forget the man who brought you back home. You will go on with your daily life, never once thinking, hey, if he had not found me in the forest that night, I probably would not be here right now. No,” Rowan corrected, crossing his arms over his chest. “You definitely would not have still been alive. I am sorry, but it is the truth,” he said, his voice becoming a little more gentle. “You would not have lasted a night in those woods. And now, you are going to run back home, what a nice little vacation this was! Ooh, living in the middle of idioting nowhere for a couple of days, what a adventure! And how nice it will be that everything is back to normal and you can go living your upper class, high society life. That is what is going to happen after you go home. You know it, I know it, so we might as well just face it,” Rowan said.


     


    He stared at Nina, his hands resting by his sides, the snake on his torso seeming to writhe slightly as his muscular body heaved up and down gently as he tried to control his passion. Nina stared back at Rowan for a few moments, completely speechless. After several long hard moments of looking at him, she finally shook her head and spoke.


     


    “Wow,” she said once, still staring at him, shaking her head back and forth quickly, almost as if she did not know her body was even completing the action. “Wow.” She shook her head from side to side several more times, simply staring at Rowan. Her lips were pulled into a tight purse, and her eyes seemed to glow with a fiery rage. “I cannot believe you just said that,” Nina said. She smiled, but it was not a smile of warmth. Looking at the smile that had just carved its way across Nina’s face made Rowan feel as if his insides had suddenly been filled up with ice. He stared at her as she took several slow steps away from him, raising her hands up in defense. “I seriously cannot believe you would say something like that to me,” she said again. “I cannot believe that you actually think that. After all that these last few days have meant to me,” she continued, and her eyes began to well up with tears. “How the heck dare you. How dare you say that I don’t care about you!”


     


    Rowan took a step forward, reaching out to her. “I didn’t say that!” he objected.


     


    “You didn’t need to,” Nina shot back. Her eyes glistened with moisture, but the tears did not fall. She looked at him angrily. “You said everything you needed to say. About how I am just going to run away and go back to my awesome life with my awesome friends and never once think about you? Yea, you said all that,” Nina confirmed, pointing an angry finger at Rowan’s chest. He stared right back at her.


     


    “I did say all that,” he confirmed, fighting to keep his voice level as frustration pumped through his veins. “I did, and I cannot say I regret it,” he told her honestly. “But I said it because it is what I believe. It is a fear I have, and I believe that relationships are dependent upon two people sharing everything, the good moments, of course, yes, but also their fears. That is what it means to be truthful. So yes, Nina, yes, if you want to know the truth? I do think you’ll leave and never come back. That is what I am afraid of. And I think that, deep down, you know it too. So why don’t you stop lying to yourself,” he said, his voice becoming louder. “And stop lying to me, and just say what’s actually true?


     


    Nina laughed, a cold, humorless laugh.


     


    “You are truly incredible,” she said, crossing her arms across her breasts. “You are really something else. And I thought I knew you. I thought you trusted me.”


     


    “I do trust you!” Rowan objected. “I think that it seems more like you don’t trust me; if you are not even willing to speak plainly and tell me the truth! It doesn’t seem like you trust me at all, actually, if you are just going to stand there and lie to my face!”


     


    Nina shook her head and breathed out quickly, sharply.


     


    “Oh, is that what I’m doing?” she asked. “Is that what you can obviously tell that I’m doing? Oh my goodness, thank you so much for telling me, because I totally thought I was just standing here being honest! Wow, I feel so much better now that I know I’m actually a lying piece of trash. Thanks for pointing that out, Rowan. You’re the best.”


     


    “Nina,” Rowan said, his shoulders falling in hurt. “Don’t be like...”


     


    Rowan reached a hand out to touch her, and she jerked her body away.


     


    “Don’t you touch me,” she snarled back. “Be like that? Be like what? You’re the one standing here telling me how it’s gonna be when I go back. You’re the one telling me I’m a liar and telling me that I don’t give a idiot about you. So who’s being like what? Don’t even with me, Rowan. Wow. Wow.”


     


    Rowan stood rooted to the spot, watching Nina as she shook her head and laughed coldly, pacing in circles. After several moments she stopped, and, arms crossed, looked up at him again.


     


    “You want to know something?” She asked, looking at Rowan, hard, deep in his eyes. “I’ll tell you something. There will be a party when I get back. You’re right about that. There will be, because people care about me and because I work really dang hard at my job, and I make a lot of money for it. And so yes, because the people I associate with and the people who care about me also work in my industry, yes, there will be a party, and yes, they will buy me gifts. And let me tell you it will be a majestic party. Champagne, for sure, and not the cheap stuff either, because I’m not cheap. Because I’m worth more than that. And you’re right, I will be glad to be able to get home. Because I will be glad to wear more than a piece of trash bathrobe all day long, and to have some nice shoes, and to put on some makeup and get my hair done and go out, like normal people, and actually associate myself with other normal people. And you know what? I think that that kills you, I think that it makes you feel like utter and complete trash, knowing that you don’t get that. You jave any money. And you don’t have any friends. Well, here’s a newsflash, Rowan, it doesn’t come free. I work my rear off every day at the office to make the money I do so I can associate with the people I associate with, and so I can go out whenever I dang please. So don’t you look at me and condemn me for living my life just because you have never lived yours. Don’t you dare.”


     


    Nina stood there, seething, her shoulders heaving back and forth, riding the adrenaline spiked waves of her anger as it riveted her body into sharp, taut angles. She balled her hands into fists and held them tightly against her thighs, containing herself into one small, fiery pellet of rage. She stared back at Rowan, her nostrils flared with anger, her eyes gleaming, her lips pursed into a snarl. Hot angry tears slipped from her eyes and rolled down her flushed cheeks, but she did not so much as move a muscle to wipe them from her face; she did not acknowledge them at all. She simply stood frozen, angry, watching him intently, daring him to insult her.


     


    She felt sure that he stood silent now because he was absorbing everything she had just told him. She felt suddenly that she might hate this man, this man who thought that rich people were just rich people because they were lucky or had been born that way; this man who condemned the fact that yes, she would have a party when she got back, and yes, she would accept gifts from people, because that was what normal people did. She felt that, at that moment, she and Rowan did not see eye to eye. And she hoped that the words she had just spoken had just succeeded in educating this man, if only by an inch, on the matters of the world, because he clearly had no idea how hard it was to get to where she had succeeded in getting. Nina stewed, thinking of how many hours of overtime she put in at work, of how many people she was forced to suck up to, just to make the amount of money she did. She would not have a woodsman, someone who was basically a hermit, telling her that she was horrible because she actually worked to make money and live the life that everyone in the world wanted to live for themselves. She would not.


     


    Rowan stood still for several long moments, simply breathing, blinking, looking right back at Nina. He no longer looked angry, Nina noticed, nor did he seem sad. He stood there, his face relaxed, his arms uncrossed, simply looking straight ahead at her. Finally, he breathed out, the breath making a rushing, sighing sound as it slipped from his lungs. Then he looked at her again, and he shook his head, slowly, sadly.


     


    “You just have no idea.”


     


    The words were not an insult, there was no force behind them at all. They sounded more remorseful, more wrought with a great, deep, sadness than any words Nina had ever heard anyone speak before. Rowan looked at her for several more long moments before he finally sighed and turned around. He began to dress, his back to her, slowly and deliberately; as though the simple task was suddenly extremely difficult for him to force himself to do. He spoke, his back still turned to Nina, his limbs still wrestling to pull the clothes onto his suddenly weakened body.


     


    “All ready to go?”


     


    Nina watched the muscles in Rowan’s back work to wrestle the shirt down over his head. She felt something, not unlike regret twinge in the pit of her stomach. But she grabbed her dead phone from where it lay on the window sill and nodded, even though the dark man’s back was still turned to her, and he could not see her face.


     


    “Yes,” she said, suddenly calm once again.


     


    Rowan turned around, avoiding Nina’s eyes.


     


    “Alright,” he said. “I guess there is no point in waiting around, anyway. Let’s just get a move on and go.”


     


    Nina looked down at her feet. Her shoes had been forever lost in the dark depths of the tangled forest, she had nothing to wear on her feet. She looked up at Rowan.


     


    “What about my shoes?” she asked.


     


    Rowan glanced at her feet.


     


    “What about them?” he asked. His voice sounded flat, dead as if all emotion had been stripped from his heart.


     


    Nina stared at him incredulously.


     


    “Do you not remember? The part where I lost my Louboutins in the forest?”


     


    Rowan continued to stare at her blankly. She dipped her chin, her eyes widening.


     


    “My high heels?” she said, wondering if maybe he just had not understood what the brand name connotated.


     


    Rowan nodded as if he now understood.


     


    “Right. Right.” He looked dejectedly around the room, then crossed to the linen closet and pulled out a pair of soft, leather slippers. He extended his hand towards Nina. “Here. I made these, but they turned out too small anyway. Take them and put them on. You can just have them.” He looked away.


     


    Nina eyed him carefully for a moment, trying to force him to make his coal black eyes meet her own. He did not. She finally grabbed the leather slippers from his outstretched hand. They were soft and smooth to the touch but made expertly, so that they were strong and untearable. She slipped them onto her slender feet and wriggled her toes. The material felt gloriously luxurious against the soles of her chapped feet. She glanced out of the sides of her green eyes at Rowan.


     


    “Thanks,” she said quietly.


     


    She watched as Rowan nodded his dark head up and down. He made as if he was about to walk out of the door, but at the last second, he stopped short. He suddenly turned around, his eyes falling upon Nina, his mouth open as if he was about to say something. But he saw her, holding her phone clutched against her chest, dressed in those tartan pants and that designed jacket, and the words were stoppered before they ever slipped from out of his lips. He slapped his lips closed and turned back around, then walked slowly out the door.


     


    Nina stared after him for a moment, her mind filling with words unsaid, things she could have done to make their argument not an argument at all, but a conversation. Yet she found herself gripping her phone tightly against her chest, forcing herself to think.


     


    No, Nina. No. You said what you could say, and you did what you could do. The rest is up to him, and it is obvious that he does not have any desire to make anything work. Well, I don’t know… something like that, anyway, she thought, trying to ignore the nagging feeling that had suddenly taken complete control over her stomach.


     


    She inhaled and then exhaled sharply, quickly, trying to clear her mind for the journey that lay ahead. Outside, she heard the muffled rumbling of the motorcycle engine revving to life, and she glanced about the room, suddenly sentimental. She was flooded with the instant realization that he was probably right, she did not feel that she would ever return to this cabin in the woods, in the middle of nowhere. It was not that she didn’t love him, up until just a few moments ago she had been so sure that she loved the man who had built this cabin with his own hands that she would have bet her life upon the fact. At the end of the day, what pulled Nina towards home, permanently, was that she did not feel she deserved this life, she did not feel she was good enough for it. For she craved money,  she craved hot showers and electricity and laptops and wifi hotspots. She did not think that she, Nina, was good enough at conquering the forest, at living off of the land, at being a lover, because that was, at the end of the day, largely part of it. She did not see herself to be the person that this man, this dark and handsome, muscled man, deserved. She knew in her heart that she was wrong for him and that she would never be enough, and so she clutched the phone tightly to her for comfort, took a deep breath of sweet, sweet country air, and headed out the door and towards the sound of the rumbling motor.


     


    Rowan sat on the black bike, the dark helmet pulled over his head. His gloved fingers wrapped around the handle bars and he looked Nina’s way. He jerked his head upwards as she approached, signaling for her to straddle the back of the bike. Nina threw her lithe thighs over the leather upholstered seat and shakily shifted her arms around his waist. She felt Rowan breathe in deeply as she circled her thin arms around his toned middle. She turned her head to the side, surprised to be fighting back tears. The wind kissed her lightly upon her closed eyelids and ran its fingers through her tangled red locks. She pressed her pink lips together and bid the cool forest wind a small private goodbye. Then she laid her cheek on the back of the leather jacket that Rowan wore and forced herself to keep her eyes closed as he kicked off from the dusty ground and sped away; away from the cabin, down the curling trails of the green and gray forest.
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    Nina kept her eyes squeezed tightly, closed, as Rowan steered the gleaming black motorbike through the leave laden forest trails. He curled the bike left and right, curving around obstacles, leaping over rocky faces in a way that made Nina’s stomach fly and forced her hands to curl more tightly around his waist. As she heard the rush of running water, she knew they were nearing the place where Rowan had first discovered her, sitting crying in a puddle of her own filth, black forest mud streaked across her face. She felt a single tear dribble down her cheek and stuck out her tongue to catch the salty morsel before the man driving the bike through the dangerous trails could notice that she was crying. She finally opened her eyes as she realized that the light of the warm afternoon sun had begun to bathe her in golden warmth and she knew this must mean that the darkness of the forest was subsiding; that they were nearing the place where she had first left the car. She could not believe her eyes when she realized that she recognized the strip of narrow trail down which they traveled. For, yes, it was, it really and truly was, Rowan was slowly steering his prized bike down the narrow path that Nina had complained about when she had first entered the forest for a picnic with her friends.


     


    Rowan slowed the motorcycle to a crawl as the bumped over several exposed roots and the path grew skinnier still. Nina peered forward, squinting, daring to loosen her grip around Rowan’s rock hard abs. She saw it, and she felt as if her heart was about to leap out of her mouth and dance upon her lips: the clearing. It lay just ahead of them, spangled in golden sunlight and treeless, absolutely, deliciously treeless. Nina could no longer stand it. Before she could second guess herself, she leaped off of the back of the motorcycle and sprinted forward on her bare feet, her naked soles slapping the rough forest ground, her toes gripping wet leaves, her arms outreached in pure, unadulterated joy. She yelped out loud as the forest edged its way away from her, thinning around her skipping form.


     


    Finally, she fell to her knees at the edge of the parking lot, tears pricking her eyes, her cheeks flushed with the colour of rose buds, her hair wild and shivering all around her as she pressed her fingers against the gravel, feeling the very texture of civilization pressing up against every individual one of her nerves. Her fingers worked through the pebbled lay of the ground; her feet felt somehow suddenly more grounded, more sure of themselves and their footfalls. Her eyes had become overwhelmed, suddenly having to view such a wide and long and twisting expanse of solid road made Nina feel slightly dizzy, and the vastness of everything, the open land, clear-cut ages and ages ago, made her feel as if the world was rapidly expanding in all directions outwards, right before her very eyes. She swallowed and forced her eyes to remain open, despite the overwhelmingness of it all. Then she ran her hands through her hair, her head shaking back and forth, back and forth, a huge grin overpowering her face, bringing so much light to her features. She was happy. She could not believe she had made it back to the place where it had all began.


     


    That thought, the fact that something had begun, brought Nina’s excitement instantly crumbling down around her. The day still shone with incredible brightness; the sun still breathed its sparkling warmth upon her skin. The vastness of the world still hung before her, yet these visions, these realizations, had suddenly lost their original sweetness. Nina felt the pinpricks of doubt popping up across the back of her mind and had to squeeze her eyes shut and violently bite down upon her lips in order to ignore the feeling of guilt and sadness that forced its way into the pit of her stomach. She breathed in and out, slowly, savoring the scent of the air, forcing herself to think about everything she was so happy to be going back to, her friends, her bed, her shoes, her favorite restaurants, but nothing reeked of happiness in the way it first had. Not anymore. Finally, Nina let her eyes drift back open. She blinked as a single, stubborn tear snuck out from between her auburn lashes and crept its path down her pale cheek. She swallowed once more and turned, slowly, to let her eyes fall upon the man who still sat behind her.


     


    But Rowan was nowhere to be found. Nina turned and stopped short, her feet nearly tripping over each other in her shock.


     


    Where could he be?


     


    There had been no sound of the motor of the bike revving off or starting up; he had not so much as said a goodbye to Nina. She stared, frozen, absolutely unbelieving, completely thrown off, her mouth hanging open in a total lack of comprehension.


     


    “He would never do that,” she heard herself saying out loud. Then she caught herself just as quickly. She snapped her lips back together, set her jaw, and straightened out her disheveled mass of fiery hair. She huffed out shortly. “Well,” she said, correcting herself. “You do not know that, now do you, Nina. No, you do not know that at all. Because, at the end of the day, you never really knew the guy anyway.”


     


    The second she spoke the words she felt something like a punch hit her hard in the inside of her stomach; her mind whispered rapidly, urgently, that Nina did know Rowan, that she knew him well, and that he knew her better than Nina had allowed any other single living person to know her. But Nina was stubborn, and she stayed resolute. She shook her head subconsciously again.


     


    “You did not know him,” she repeated firmly to herself, working hard to convince  her mind to play along with her words.


     


    She cast one long, drifting look across the forest, squinting between the foliage. But the daylight fell in glinting flecks across the green and shivering leaves and Nina could not for the life of her make out the sign of the bike, or the man who comanded it, no matter for how long she forced herself to peer at the softly blowing trees. Finally, Nina turned on her heel and put her back to the forest. She felt something pulling at her as if the forest itself was tapping her on the shoulder, reaching out and begging her not to leave, to stay. She swore she heard the wind whisper to her that if only she stayed, she would finally discover what it meant to be truly happy. Yet Nina shook this all off, she ignored it as she walked out of the forest.


     


    The foliage fell away around her, and finally, finally, she was completely surrounded by tarmac and pebbles and emptiness. The tall trees fell away, and she stood before the shiny red surface of her sun-warmed car. She placed a fond palm upon the hood of her car and smiled. The warm metal of the vehicle felt comfortable and familiar beneath her fingers. She reached into the pocket of her jeans and fished out her keys. She grinned at them and twirled them through the air, swinging the shiny metal back and forth as she walked around the side of her car to the driver’s side. She pressed the car unlocked and beeped to life. The sound jostled Nina, she leaped up, forgetting the loudness of the metallic beeping. She laughed at herself as she swung open the car door and slid into the driver’s seat.


     


    “Wow, Nina,” she chuckled aloud. “A few days away from the real world and you can not even handle a single freaking beep, huh.”


     


    She shook her head and rammed the keys into the ignition, then twisted. The car jumped to life, and the radio blared in her ears. The sound of it was all so well known that Nina felt instantly comforted; as if she was finally back at home after a long and trying journey. She reached up her chipped fingernails and flicked the overhanging mirror down so that she could get a look at her face. Her jaw dropped open. Her cheeks were slightly tanned, kissed by the sun’s constant shining; her eyes looked so young without their normal heavy eyeliner and blue-black eye shadow. Her eyebrows looked as if they had become true rebels, growing every which way, tiny hairs sprouting off of the cardboard cut out shapes she had worked so hard on maintaining. And her hair, well, Nina did not even know how she was going to tame that mass ever again. It flew out in all directions, fiery red curls of burning chaos, tangling and leaping over each other as though burning with real flames. She shook her head in shock and quickly slapped the mirror closed. She twisted the knob of the radio upwards, for she was for once without her iPod, and her phone still remained uncharged. She checked behind her and then pressed her foot down on the gas pedal and began to slowly back out of the parking lot and back onto the open road that led back home.


     


    Just as Nina was about to turn out of the lot, she decided to take one last look at the forest. The moment her eyes fell upon the green wall that stood before her, she swore, for a second, that she saw a glint of something moving behind the leaves. She slammed on the brakes and stared hard at the rustling of the leaves, but nothing jumped out at her. She knew it simply be her mind playing tricks on her, but had it been? She could not force herself to drive the car forwards. She sat like that, frozen, the car stereo still blaring the top forty of the summer all around her, her eyes fixed in a stare upon the mystery, the secrets that the green leaves just might contain. Finally, she had to tell herself she was being ridiculous, she could not sit there all day, staring, waiting for a sign when clearly there was nothing. She ripped her gaze off of the green expanse and slammed her foot down hard on the gas. The car shot forward, leaving the forest in a haze of dusty motor excrement, and sped down the road. Nina refused to even check the rearview mirror until she had turned off of the long side street and pressed the car into the whizzing traffic of the highway. She would never, ever look back.


     


    The red car disappeared from the strip of side road that led from the highway to the parking lot and Rowan blinked back angry tears. He was angry because he was crying; he was crying because his heart felt as heavy as a stone inside his chest. He squeezed the handle bars of the ebony bike tightly, bracing himself, supporting himself. He inhaled deeply and slapped a hand across his face, wiping the tears away with his tattooed paws. Then he took a deep breath, filling his lungs with the clarity and calmness that only the forest’s pure, green air could provide him with. He pressed his hands against the bike and pushed it forward, slowly steering it from the spot he had stashed it in off of the trail, and rolling its reliable wheels back onto the skinny, tree cleared path.


     


    He had slipped away and into the always friendly arms of the trees when he had no longer been able to watch the fire-haired girl’s joyous dancing. The happiness she so clearly felt when making her reunion with the beginning tips of civilization had first made him smile, because seeing the woman that he loved so filled up with joy made Rowan’s own heart sing. Yet as the moments passed and Nina walked further and further out of the forest and became more and more intensely involved with her celebration of all things material, Rowan’s joy had begun to ebb and ebb until nothing remained in his chest but deep and great sadness. Without even thinking, he had quietly pushed his way between the leaves, slipping into the green as easily as the wind itself. And there he stood, as silent and sturdy as a tree, watching with unblinking eyes, as the girl he loved was lured back to her world, a world so far removed from Rowan’s heart, by the glinting of her well-kept car, by the flatness of the paved road, ironed out by society’s glaring monotony. Rowan could not help the tears from falling as he watched his fire headed goddess slide inside the car and laugh to herself as she turned the vehicle away from him, flying down the road without so much as a single backward glance.


     


    That was not true, Rowan caught himself as he stumbled through the dizzying thoughts. She did look back, he thought.


     


    He had been about to press the bike away and out from between the bookends of the trees and the leaves when he had noticed that the red car, now just a tiny red speck on the horizon line, had stalled. He had wondered at first if maybe the car had given out, maybe the vehicle itself had protested Nina’s leaving so much that it had made itself conveniently out of gasoline. But that couldn’t have been it, he reasoned, because continue onwards the red speck quickly had. It had been brief, and he could not be sure because of the distance, but Rowan felt in his heart and in the pit of his stomach that Nina had stopped to stare back at the forest. To stare back at what she was leaving behind in the dust that spewed from the motor of her fancy car. To stare back, perhaps, though Rowan nearly dared not think it, perhaps to stare back at him.


     


    Shaking the thoughts from his mind, Rowan succeeded in straightening the bike’s nose down the front of the skinny cleared path. He swung his muscled body over the seat and let the emotion fall from his body with a heavy sigh. He straightened his back, letting the wind rustle his hair and revive his spirits. What he thought about Nina’s parting did not matter now. What he had felt for her could not matter to him, either, because now she was gone, and she had made her choice. She had tasted life with him, and life between the trees, and she had announced, quite fiercely, that it was not the life she wished to have. It stung him to the core, but he could not allow himself to continue to feel this pain. It had no place out here, he lived alone, and he was not about to invite pain and heartsickness to move in and begin sharing his cabin. His cabin was his, as it had always been, and he realized now the real reason for that.


     


    “Alone, that is the way you, Rowan, were always meant to be,” he said aloud, as he kicked the motorcycle into drive. Its engine soared to life, speckling the forest with shivering thunder. He slid his helmet down over his eyes. “Alone with the leaves and the wind and your animals and your crops. Alone is comfort and safety. And alone is where someone like Nina will never fit.”


     


    The engine purred to life, and Rowan shot off, a dark, shining bullet, winding a speeding path of black sound through the green rustling of the forest. The trees seemed to bend gently to allow his passage; he steered the bike with such blind expertise that the forest seemed no longer a separate entity from Rowan; it seemed Rowan worked through the many twists and turns and over the bluffs and protruding roots in a way that could only mean the trees and rocky surfaces must in some way be a part of his actual being. He wound his way through the dense and complicated trails that filled with dark and pale green light as though this feat was no more difficult than tracing the lines of his own palm. As he drove through the filtered fluttering light of the forest, Rowan did not think. He did not blink. He simply stared ahead and drove, unfeeling, the roaring of the bike as it leaped over rocky outcroppings and over small holes in the path blaring all around him and silencing his inner turmoil, making him deaf to his feelings, making his insides quiet and numb. And that was exactly what he wanted at that time.


     


    Rowan curled the bike around the corner of a particularly thick tree, and at last the cabin popped back into his view. He slowed the bike, its roaring petering out to a slow but steady purr, and rolled up towards the cabin. As he made his way halfway across the green lawn of his property, he suddenly found himself stopping, braking the bike and twisting his hands against the handlebars. Before he could even understand what was happening his hands were wrestling the gleaming black helmet from his head and he was tossing it to the ground; he was swiping tattooed fingers through his tangled hair, choreographing a dance of inked on symbols through midnight black tendrils; and suddenly, silent tears, hot and unwanted, were burning in his eyes. He blinked then, and rapidly, willing the tears to stop, yelling at them to go back to the insides of his pupils, to retreat and never bother him again. But they would not.


     


    As Rowan sat, the cabin laying, waiting, before him, the green vastness of his own private world stretching out all around him, the tears decided that they were the ones who were in control, and they began to carve a slick and painful path down his face. They slipped over his pronounced cheekbones, slipped between the dark hairs of his beard, and jutted down over the ridge of his well-defined jaw. It was moments before he was able to become unfrozen, to regain his control over his own body, and that was when he reached slow hands up and slapped the hot tears away from his cheeks. But even without tears trickling down his face, Rowan found he did not have the energy to move. He simply sat on his bike, staring out at the land that lay, as it always had, before him. He felt something dark and cold weighing heavily upon his chest and pressing down upon the bottom of his stomach.


     


    He slowly reached down to the grassy forest floor and heaved his bike helmet back up into his lap. And there he sat, his arms resting on the top of the shining helmet, his eyes staring out, tracing the shapes the dark shapes of the naked trees began to make against the sky until the last bits of sunlight had snuck away to their hiding spot beneath the horizon. It was only then, when the world around him had transitioned from green to black, that Rowan slipped off of the motorcycle and pressed onwards towards the cabin he had built in the heart of the forest.


     


    The moon hanging over him, full and voluptuous, caught the shoulders of his leather jacket and tickled him beneath the chin as he dragged his muscular body across the grass and towards the door. He stared up at the sky, so full of stars, just yesterday so full of possibility. He felt suddenly as if the stars would never again hold the same beauty that he had felt they had shone with on that night that he and Nina had soared around the darkness on the bike. Thinking of her now brought the ghost of a smile to his lips. The way she had held the gun so fiercely, it made him hard just to think about how confident, how fiery she was. Her red hair suited her well, the woman who wore fire upon her head was a lady whose soul was stitched from flame. She was passionate, beautiful, sexy beyond belief, Rowan’s hand caught the door knob of his cabin, and he felt something catch in his throat, felt himself unwilling to turn the knob and let himself back inside of his home. For in that second, for however briefly, Rowan truly believed that opening that door would send all of the bits of Nina, her smell, the memories of her looking up at him as she lay on the kitchen floor, the sound of her laughing or singing as she made them coffee, would all come flooding out and smack him so hard in the face that he would be unable to breathe, that he would drown in them, these memories, these images, these smells.


     


    After a long moment, Rowan finally twisted his fingers and let the door open. The wooden door creaked open slowly, revealing the inside of the home, just as Rowan had left it. It was uneventful, no rush of Nina flying through the rooms to suffocate him. Just silence, the gentle whisper of the wind as it passed through the open doorway and tickled the rooms of the house. Rowan simply looked at his home, peered at the interior as he balanced upon the brink of the entryway, as if he was an intruder inspecting the house to see what treasures or dangers might lay in store. After a long second, Rowan took the step forward. He walked into his home, closed the door behind him, and busied himself with the kindling of a fresh fire in the fireplace.


     


    When the flames burst to life, Rowan leaned back from the heat and watched in silence. The warmth kissed his cheeks and brought color back into his heart. He felt calm at last begin to again take over his center, it spread a sort of peacefulness, a rested “It’s alright” feeling over his body. He felt his shoulders relax, though he had not been aware of the fact that he had been tensing them. He let himself lean back, resting upon his strong arms, his muscles catching the light of the dancing flames, emphasized by the shadows that had begun to dance dreamily about the room.


     


    Something about watching the fire licking and leaping made Rowan feel comforted, it made him feel as if he were watching Nina’s hair blowing in the wind as it had on that dark and passionate night. So he let his dark eyes tangle with the wild dance of the flames, and in doing so he felt calm enough, comforted enough, that he was at long last able to drift off to sleep.
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    Nina twisted the steering wheel to smoothly pull the car around the corner of the final bend. She could not believe she was headed home. She had not been gone that long, but even now the enormousness of the houses that she passed had begun to overwhelm her. After her time spent living in the center of the forest, in a modest though beautifully crafted cabin, she was having a hard time wrapping her mind around the monstrosities that seemed to soar up all around the roadside. She swallowed as she stared up at one particularly large home, it sprawled the entirety of a block of property, all turrets and beige stucco and winding marble staircases. She slowed the car so that she could get a better look at the house. In the gleaming light of late afternoon, she found it almost intimidating to look at, the hugeness of the home just seemed so overwhelming now. Nina could not believe that just a few days out in the middle of the woods had changed her perspective on this property so much, for when she had been leaving for that very same walk with her friends that had led her to Rowan, she had driven by that very same house and remarked upon its beauty.


     


    She remembered it vividly:


     


    “Can I pick the song though?”


     


    Jess slapped Anna’s hands away from the ipod USB.


     


    “You are totally not being the deejay for this trip, Anna,” she said, her eyes glinting as she glared at her friend.


     


    Anna raised her hands in mock defense and pulled away, leaning back against the backseat.


     


    “I don’t understand why you always have to be the one who controls all the music, Jess,” she said playfully.


     


    Jess turned to face the back seat of the car, her golden hair slapping against her painted pink cheeks.


     


    “Um, hm, let’s, like, think a second, kay?” she began. She rolled her eyes upwards in an overexaggerated thinking look. “Hmm. Oh!” She raised a perfectly manicured finger, the purple nail came to a glittery point that looked sharp enough to take out someone’s eye, if need be. “Right! We don’t let Anna do the music because Anna has like, the most depressing music ever. Right.” Jess smiled sarcastically and stared daggers at Anna.


     


    Anna shook her head and laughed.


     


    “Whatever keeps you happy, you child,” she said, waving a hand at Jess. Jess turned to Esme, her eyes open wide, her heavily made-up eyes blinking in a desperate plea for Esme’s support. Esme plucked one of her iPod earbuds out of her ears just long enough to cast her gray eyes over her two friends. Then she popped the earbud back in and said without expression: “I really do not care.”


     


    Jess rolled her eyes and turned back around, bouncing her head off of the white leather of the seats. Then she reached forward and began to scroll through the music on the iPod, her long nails tapping noisily against the screen.


     


    Nina glanced in the rearview mirror, making sure she was pulling out of the driveway properly, she did not want to even come close to colliding with the fourteen million dollar restored car her neighbor had boasted about and parked just inches from her driveway.


     


    “Nina, can we, like, actually move please?” Jess sighed, punching her nails at the iPod screen.


     


    Nina winced and completed the backing out successfully, passing the expensive, prized car by mere inches.


     


    “Yea, yea, hun,” she said, feeling calmer now, more secured. “We’re good; we’re good.”


     


    Anna drummed her fingers against the window, flicking at the window switch.


     


    “Yo Nina!” she yelped playfully. “Can we please get these windows down here? It is beautiful outside, and you are trapping me in this air-conditioned piece of trash! Let us let the sunshine in!”


     


    Esme threw Anna an unimpressed side eye and yanked her ear buds out.


     


    “Can we maybe, like, not?” She asked monotonously. Anna grinned back at her.


     


    “Oh, Esme, darling,” she sighed, leaning her head on her friend’s shoulder as Esme cast her eyes up towards the roof of the car. “We are just getting started! Road trip woooo!”


     


    Nina laughed and rolled the windows down. The breeze flew in and played with their hair, and tickled their cheeks. Anna yelped in joy and threw her head out the window.


     


    “YEAAAAHHH! HIKING DAY TRIP WOOO!” She cried, her short hair rustling in the breeze. Jess watched her, her upper lip curled, then shook her head.


     


    “K, Anna?” Jess began. “You, like, really seriously though, need to like, grow the heck up? And the longer it takes you, like, the harder it gets to actually be mature? So you should probably like get a move on with that? That is what they tell, me anyway.”


     


    Jess turned back to the iPod, tapped at the screen, and suddenly the car was filled with the sounds of the latest techno-hip. Esme’s purple painted lips twisted into the tiniest grin and she began to move her head back and forth, her eyes closing in pleasure. Anna rolled her eyes at Jess but laughed, waving her hands out of the window, playing with the breeze as it rushed through her fingers like sand. Nina smiled, pushed her sunglasses down over her bright eyes, and nodded along to the music, drumming her fingers upon the patent leather of the steering wheel in time to the beat.


     


    Anna sang along happily, her off tune voice filling the car with light. Nina maneuvered the shiny red vehicle through the narrow laneways of the private community, steering carefully around the corvettes, BMWs, and Lamborghinis that dotted the road. She curled the car around a swaying bend, the signal that they were departing the gated community and heading out onto the open road, swinging the car past a rolling expanse of a house, a tumble of white brick, beige stucco, soaring turrets and ornate windows.


     


    “Oh, you guys, idiot,” Nina sighed, slowing the car down to a labored crawl as the house loomed into sight around them. The other women leaned forward, allowing themselves to get a better view of the architectural monstrosity.


     


    “Incredible,” Anna mused, her mouth agape, her dark eyes running over the course of the house. “That is not, like, just one house.”


     


    “That totally is just one house,” Jess retorted quickly, glancing enviously at the tallest turret. “My dad actually helped design it, so…” she let the boast hang in the air, filling the others’ minds with curiosity.


     


    “Idiot. How many square feet is it, did he say?” Anna asked, pushing forward and wedging herself between the two front seats of the vehicle in order to get a closer look at the house. Nina sidled over slightly as Anna jostled her shoulder.


     


    “Um…” Jess tapped at her forehead with one of her sharp nails. “Yeah. He is like always talking at me though so like I don’t always actually listen, you know how you do that thing when your parents are like talking…” she looked at Nina and Nina nodded in empathy. “Yea. Um but I think that this was the one that he said was like five thousand square feet? Like around there. I dunno. It might be like smaller. Or maybe bigger. Whatever.” Jess delivered the words in an unaffected tone but the way her eyes  gleamed hungrily as they lapped up the sight of the sprawling mansion revealed her true desire for a home of its likeness.


     


    “Wow,” Nina sighed lustily. “Five thousand square feet. Idiot. My place is only three thousand. Like I’m basically living in a cardboard box.” She rolled her eyes in disgust.


     


    “I know,” Anna chimed in. “It’s actually embarrassing to have people over.”


     


    “Idiot, guys, I dunno,” Jess said. “Like yeah, it’s nice and all, but like can we not just like actually freaking stalk this person’s home like? I thought we were going to take Insta pics of a cute picnic or something, not just stare at some house that isn’t even that impressive.”


     


    Anna shook her head and leaned back into the backseat.


     


    “Yea,” she agreed. “You’re right. It’s a killer house, but we’re being total creepos right now,” she laughed.


     


    “Totally,” Nina agreed, but she could not tear her eyes from the vision of the house. She felt in her heart an attraction to it so powerful that she could not stop her mind from wandering, from imagining what it looked like on the interior, and what she would not give to call it her own…


     


    “Nina.”


     


    Esme was staring at the front seat, her darkly lined eyes boring into Nina with a look of pure annoyance so sharp it jolted Nina’s gaze away from the mansion and back onto the road.


     


    “Yea,” Nina blubbered, slamming her foot down on the gas hard. The car shot forward and Jess squealed, gripping at Nina’s thigh in shock. Anna laughed, and Esme rolled her eyes, coolly slipping her iPod headphones back into her ears.


     


    They drove on, singing along to the top forty that Jess ensured kept blaring steadily from the car’s speakers, chatting about what they had liked and hated from the Gucci Spring Fashion Show, and gossipping about their co-workers. Nina spoke more than anyone, well, except maybe for Jess, and yet all the while they drove and chattered, her heart wasn’t in it. She could not for the life of her, try as she might, pull her thoughts from that house. She drove on and imagined how wonderful it would be to come home to a giant house like that, each and every night. She pictured herself throwing open the doors, tossing a tip at the maid’s feet, and then settling down with a bottle of wine in one of the house’s jacuzzis. And at that moment, as she steered the car over the bumpy narrow side road, on course to the hiking ground, she felt positively certain that if she could one day have a house just like that one, she would be the happiest person in the world. Having a huge sprawling home filled with everything she could ever want, that would be when Nina was finally and truly happy.


     


    “Yea but what if you step in some animal trash? Poopy stilettos, not so cute,” Anna was saying to her.


     


    Nina rolled her eyes behind the concealment of her dark shades and forced herself to stop thinking about the house. She had to focus in order to properly combat her friend’s attacks about her shoes, there was no way she was going to let Anna talk down to her about fashion. Nina bit her bottom lip and forced a stiff smile across her face.


     


    “You just worry about you, you little forest adventurer,” she said through gritted teeth, her voice jumping in pitch. “I’ll take care of myself and my cute shoes too, alright?”


     


    “Is there like a rest stop somewhere? Because I totally have to pee,” Esme whined.


     


    Nina reached forward and cranked the music.


     


    “I can’t hear you!” she yelled. She smashed her foot down hard on the gas pedal and the girls shrieked as she sent the car flying forward along the bumpy dirt road.


     


    ***


     


    Nina sat still in the car, staring ahead at the house as it appeared before her now. In her mind she ran through that day, the way she had pulled over so that she could stare at the home, force admiration upon her friends, and then had been so unable to pull her thoughts away from the house; to make her mind stop wandering through the corridors and endless rooms of the mansion. Now, she could not feel more different, she truly felt disgusted as she stared at the house now, and something deep inside of her seemed to whisper its longing for nature, or at least, some semblance of it. Shocked at her emotions, she tore her gaze away from the mansion and drove onwards, curling the car around the remainder of the curve, finally re-entering her private, gated community.


     


    After countless twist and turns on the narrow path of the private roadway, Nina turned onto Poplar Tree Lane, and her stomach flipped over as her home appeared on the horizon. She bit at her lip as her electric green eyes swept over the three-story home of perfectly clean white brick and dark gray trim. She drove on and the lawn, spic and span and perfect, thanks to the constant doting of her exceptionally well-paid help, seemed to smile at her from a distance; welcoming her home as if rolling out a carpet of impeccably bright green grass.


     


    She slowly pulled the car into the driveway, coming to a gentle stop. Then she pushed open the door of the vehicle and placed her leather slippers upon the rose gold tiling. The cement felt so solid, so surprising, beneath her feet, she had become so accustomed to the soft feeling of grass or forest beneath her bare toes, or the gentle give of the hand laid, wooden floors of Rowan’s cabin in the woods. She slowly walked to the front double doors of her home, marveling at how large her house felt, she had always felt embarrassed by her home because it had always seemed so small in comparison to the houses of her neighbours and her relatives, but now she could not believe how massive her home felt rising up before her. She pressed the key into the lock and let the doors swing open as she slipped her hips through the entranceway of her home.


     


    Nina did not pause to soak in the vast differences between Rowan’s cabin and her home, she already knew that her house contained more objects and more square footage in a single room than Rowan’s entire cabin.


     


    “Stop thinking about him,” she said out loud, pushing forward through the rooms until she found her phone charger.


     


    She yanked her dead phone from the wall and plunged the charger into it. In moments, the iPhone jumped to life, and Nina felt herself relax, felt her shoulders drop and soften, her breath rush out of her. She powered up her phone and held it to her ear. The familiar ring tone, followed by the click of someone picking up on the other end of the line.


     


    “Hello?” the warbling voice asked tentatively.


     


    Nina swallowed.


     


    “Mom?” she said. She sniffed. “I’m home.”
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    “Yes, thank you! I just have to visit the restroom for a moment, thanks. I’ll be right back.”


     


    Nina struggled out of the arms of her coworker and squeezed past the crowds of people sipping champagne.


     


    “Nina! Nina!” two half drunken interns cheered as she pushed past.


     


    “Ha,” she laughed, flashing a smile. “Thank you, boys.”


     


    “Hey, Nina!” Felicia from the statistics department was suddenly in front of Nina, waving a glass of vodka punch enthusiastically, emphasizing her words with sloshed pink alcohol. “It is so great that you got home safe and sound, lady.”


     


    Nina forced a smile onto her face yet again.


     


    “Yep,” she said, trying to squeeze past Felicia’s ample chest. “If you’ll just excuse me, I’m going to use the restroom…”


     


    “Like it is so amazing,” Felicia continued, waving her glass of punch in the air, the contents of the glass sloshing dangerously back and forth. “That that lumberjack didn’t totally kill you, right?”


     


    Nina froze. Her cheeks suddenly began to burn and heat shot through her body. She fixed Felicia from statistics with a hard look.


     


    “Of course he didn’t totally kill me,” she snarled, and her green eyes burned with rage. “And he also is a lot more than just some lumberjack.”


     


    Felicia’s honey brown eyes widened in amusement.


     


    “Well woah there,” she slurred, the pink liquid still slapping against the edges of the glass. “Did Nina fall for the very man who abducted her?”


     


    Nina bit down on her bottom lip, fighting hard not to obey her instincts and slap Felicia across her face.


     


    “No one abducted me,” Nina began, but then, deciding she did not care about Felicia enough to explain the story in detail, she changed course. “I am back home now after a brief adventure, and I could not be happier,” she grinned, then peeled herself away from the crowd of her coworkers before Felicia could so much as think to utter another word.


     


    Nina slammed the door of the private bathroom and locked it behind her. Then she walked to the mirror and leaned forward, resting her hands upon the sink, her face inches from the glass. She stared hard into her own green eyes and then, speaking out loud, begged of her reflection:


     


    “What is wrong with you?”


     


    She stared hard at her reflection, searching for answers, searching for herself in the mirror. For try as she might, no matter how hard she stared, no matter for how long she forced herself not to blink, the image displayed upon the shining glass did not change. Nina did not, could not, see the woman who had so loved this job, who had so wanted nothing more than to one day become the CEO of this corporation. She stared at the mirror until her eyes hurt, until watery tears slinked down her face, and yet she still could not for the life of her see the woman who had dreamed of these things.


     


    She now saw someone else entirely different, a naked face, devoid of corporate desire; a woman who was made up of fire, burning so brightly that it colored her hair a viciously passionate dancing red. She closed her eyes, attempting to regain some semblance of focus, and Rowan’s face, the perfectly carved shape of his legs, pulsing with muscle. His abs, so chiseled the image sent shivers shimmying down Nina’s spine, made her instinctively grab at her breasts, her nipples hardening beneath her blouse; his night-dark eyes, idiot, those eyes, the pure black orbs that seemed to hold the secrets of the universe within their spheres. All of it sent goosebumps dancing across her flesh, made her pussy drip with longing. Nina forced her eyes open and staggered out of the bathroom before she had a chance to again catch her reflection in the dreaded mirror.


     


    Stuck in her tangled, confusing thoughts, she found herself wandering down the back hallways of the office complex. She passed by the meeting rooms, her fingers grazing the wall, her fingertips absentmindedly playing over the gentle sloping of the walls. She followed the hallway to the back lounge, the place where the CEO interviewed potential hires, and she flopped down into one of the comfortably padded armchairs. She tilted her head back and stared at the array of portraits of past employees that hung upon the walls. 


     


    Nina allowed her green eyes, now slightly reddened with the rush of the party punch, to wonder over the many faces mounted up upon the wall. The wall was a bit of a legend at the workplace, only employees recognized for exceptionally prestigious accomplishments or strange office happenstances were allowed the honor of having their faces immortalized on the would be wall of workplace wonder. Nina felt a faint smile tugging at the corners of her plump, red painted lips as she read the small inscription that was tacked to the wall beneath the photo of an over zealous looking young man.


     


    “Zach Koroflis: intern who lasted an impressive two hours without being fired. Fired for spilling boiling coffee down the front of CEO Ilsa Copperfeld’s blouse.”


     


    Nina chuckled to herself, imagining the aging Ilsa younger and more spry. She would have unleashed a stream of profanities at the young man and fired him on the spot, Nina was certainly sure of that. She grinned to herself and continued to allow her eyes to peruse the wall hangings, reading up on the brief moments of fame of these strangers who had all once sat in the chair that she now rested in. There was Katie Rinzfeld, who had succeeded in becoming a junior partner after just six months on the job. Daniel Gearing had sold a record-breaking forty-seven shares to high profile clients, all within the span of three and a half hours. She shook her head at that feat, not even she, Nina, the woman who was being considered for future CEO, could have managed to accomplish that, and there was not much that her fiery fortitude could not succeed in accomplishing. She nodded her approval at the man in the photo.


     


    “Good work, Dan,” she said aloud. “Talk about getting it done.”


     


    The sound of her own voice, unaffected and light with playfulness, was so in contrast to the refined, higher pitched tone she had been employing all night long with her coworkers and inferiors that the sound of it echoing within the empty room sent shivers spiraling up her arms and down her spine. Nina found her freshly manicured nails digging into the soft leather of the chair, her spine straightening with anxiety. She willed herself to feel calm, to ignore the feelings of disgust that boiled in the pit of her stomach, but she could not. Coming back to the office had made her feel sick. Because for the first time in her life, Nina had not felt sure of herself. She had expected to return to her workplace and be enveloped by employees falling over themselves in order to bathe her in welcomes and praise, and they had, but the words had not felt the way Nina had expected them to feel.


     


    Nina had relied upon other people’s praise to lift her up for her entire life. Her entire existence had been a rally of receiving affection, and there was a lot of affection tossed her way, as Nina was and always had been a truly remarkable beauty. She had moved up quickly in life, jumping over hurdles that would have stifled the ambition of those less attractive than she, and the result had been that, after just two years working as an intern at one of the largest, most proficient corporations in the United States, Nina had been asked if she might like to take over as CEO. The offer had floored her, but not surprised her. For she was as smart and talented as she was incredibly beautiful, and she had put in every inch of effort in order to ensure that she would always be the most successful person in the room.


     


    Yet now, for the first time in the entirety of Nina’s experience on earth, she felt completely lost and unsure of herself. She no longer felt that she belonged here, in this office, or even within this corporation, everything about it, from the cubicles to the client accounts to the drunken, put upon praise of her coworkers. Coworkers that she suddenly realized she did not even know, and moreover, really did not like as people. Her phone buzzed in her lap, and she flopped her green-eyed gaze down upon the vibrating device. She slid a tired hand around its girth and an image of Rowan, naked, his charcoal eyes begging her, daring her, to reach out and grab his throbbing cock as she had the phone flashed across her mind. She shook her head angrily, ridding her mind of its wandering, and slapped the phone against her ear.


     


    “Yes?”


     


    Jess’ voice flooded through from the other end.


     


    “Girl. Where did you go? Everyone is asking me where you are and it is really like, getting like embarrassing.” The background sounds of the office party danced behind Jess’ lilting voice.


     


    Nina breathed out and closed her eyes. She drummed her fingers upon the phone.


     


    “Yea, Jess, I just needed a minute,” she said shortly. She opened her eyes and stared up at the ceiling, preparing herself for what she knew was coming next.


     


    “Okayyyyyy,” Jess began, dragging the word out. Nina heard her slurping at a drink. “Okay. And like, Nina, it’s like okay I get that, I get that, but like also, people keep like, ramming me with questions, and like, what am I even supposed to say because like, I don’t know. I don’t know where the heck you are. I’m like… okay. I get that you are dealing with stuff here okay, and I totally am not like, undermining that, okay, but like also like… I am dealing with stuff too? Because like, people totally blame me? So like, there’s that and like I do not get to just, you know, go away because ‘I just needed a minute’ so… maybe like… do you even get what I’m saying here?” The threat of sobs began to edge into Jess’ voice, and Nina rolled her eyes. “Like do you even know how it even feels to like not have you come back and then no one cares about me like they all care about you and like how am I not a victim here like ohgmigod…”


     


    Nina stared at the different photos of past coworkers as she listened to the sounds of staggered sobbing that leaped through the phone line. Finally, she spoke up.


     


    “Jess. You’re about ten feet away. I’ll be back in a second.”


     


    “Wowwww,” Jess drawled, her sobs instantly resolving into complete composure tinged with vehement sharpness in her voice. “I see how it is. You don’t care at all about like any one person but yourself Nina. Wow. Like you probably like don’t even care that everyone cares and…”


     


    Nina toned out the next bit of Jess’ sprawling selfishness and let her eyes jump from photo to photo. All of a sudden she froze. Goosebumps shot up all over every inch of her flesh. Her plump lips dropped open, and she nearly dropped the phone.


     


    “Jess,” she said, her voice cold and urgent. “I have to go.”


     


    She slammed her freshly done nails against the phone and dropped it to the carpeted floor as she stood, her heels sinking into the plush carpeting. She reached out shaking fingers towards the image that hung before her.


     


    The photo displayed the image of a man’s face. His eyes looked flat and distracted; his dark hair hung around his face, too long to be considered professional looking. Beneath the image hung the requisite descriptive plaque.


     


    “Rowan Davis,” the plaque read. “Disappeared after being offered position of CEO. Never located by police. Remembered fondly by CEO Ilsa Copperfeld (1999-____). Rest in peace.”


     


    Nina’s fingers hovered over the photo, and then her hand slapped across the familiar face held captive within the frame. She trembled slightly, teetering back and forth upon her six-inch heels, not able to believe what she saw so plainly before her. After several long moments spent reading the plaque description over and over and over again, she let her fingers drop, turned on her heel, and marched out of the room.


     


    She reentered the party, and the sound of voices vying to be heard over each other made her feel sick; the snippets of conversation that snatched at her ears as she pressed past her tipsy coworkers were filled with boasting, attempts at proving themselves more impressive than the people with which they were speaking.


     


    “Nina!”


     


    Pale nails dug into Nina’s arm, stopping her determined march through the crowded office. She glanced towards the owner of the hands and found herself face to face with Anna.


     


    “I didn’t even get to see you yet, incredible!” Anna yelped. Her cheeks were flushed with the rush of vodka, and she swayed slightly back and forth as she spoke to Nina. Her fingers clutched Nina’s arm fondly, and her smile seemed like it was too big for her face. “I am so relieved and happy to see you, you babe!”


     


    Nina let herself be wrapped up in her friend’s arms but pulled away as quickly as she could. Anna noticed the determination that possessed Nina’s face, made her eyes green daggers. She let her friend free from her grip and asked quickly. “What it is it.”


     


    “I can not do this,” was all Nina said.


     


    And then she slipped away into the crowd, eaten up by the adoring yelps of employees inferior to her, employees hoping to please Nina and work their way up the corporate ladder, however slightly. Nina pushed past them without so much as a forced smile and finally found herself at the elevator. She punched at the down button and glanced behind her shoulder to find several men, interns freshly converted to employee status, rushing her way. Without thinking she slammed her hips against the door that stood next to the elevator and smashed her heels down the stairs. She ran down the seventeen flights, not even noticing the difficulties of sprinting down the stairs in six-inch heels. She had to get out, and to him, and that was all that mattered.


     


    Finally, Nina found herself at the bottom of the staircase. She pushed the door open and jogged out, inches away from pushing open the double glass doors and gulping down a mouthful of fresh night air. She placed her hands upon the door, stared down the world that hung just outside the glass structure, and took a breath.


     


    “Where do you think you’re going?”


     


    The voice stilled her and chilled her to the bone. Nina froze, her hands glued to the translucent, shimmering glass. She turned slowly, knowing who the voice belonged to before she saw the face that had spoken the words.


     


    “Ilsa,” Nina said, her green eyes falling upon the woman who stood behind her. Ilsa wore a dark blue pantsuit cinched at the waist with a thin, maroon belt. Her silver hair was slicked back smartly and tucked behind her ears. She looked at Nina inquisitively, a graceful eyebrow arched up her forehead.


     


    “Nina,” Ilsa returned, her perfectly done lips dancing with the announcement of Nina’s name.


     


    Nina turned, completely facing her employer straight on. She looked her straight in the eyes, forest on ice, and she spoke.


     


    “I do not wish to become CEO.”


     


    Nina watched Ilsa stare at her for a moment, then nod her head slowly up and down, a small smile creeping across her lips. Nina felt slightly confused by the current CEO’s reaction so she continued before the woman could say anything.


     


    “I am leaving, and before I go, I have one final request.”


     


    The words hung in the air, heavy,  shivering with weight. Ilsa opened her lips slowly.


     


    “And what would that request be, dear Nina?” Ilsa asked, slipping her hands together at the waist.


     


    Nina looked at Ilsa hard.


     


    “Tell me what happened to Rowan Davis.”


     


    Ilsa’s smiled fell from her face. Her put-upon look of amusement crumpled and fell, and to Nina’s amazement, she watched the CEO slide down the wall to the floor. She sat on the plush carpeting in her figure hugging pantsuit, her head in her hands, and stared up at Nina’s young, freckled face.


     


    “Rowan Davis,” Ilsa repeated the name. “Rowan Davis.” The older woman shook her head slowly side to side. Then she smiled, and it was genuine this time. “Rowan Davis,” she whispered, and she burst out laughing. “Oh goodness.” She shook her head several times more, then spoke. “Why do you ask about him?”


     


    Nina swallowed. She forced herself to look the woman in the eyes.


     


    “Because,” she began, pleading with her voice, begging it not to waver. “Because I am going now, and I am going to be with him.”


     


    Nina watched Ilsa freeze, watched her eyes light upon Nina in a way that Nina would never be able to completely describe. Was it envy, or disgust, or sadness that suddenly took over the older woman’s face and made her look like an entirely different person altogether? Nina would never know. But the words that Ilsa spoke in that quiet, heavy moment were words that Nina would never forget.


     


    “He’s alive,” the CEO said. “I knew he was alive.” She stared down at her perfectly painted fingernails for a moment. Then she looked up, stared deeply, intensely, into Nina’s eyes. “I knew he would do it. I knew he would get away and live. Go.” The CEO looked at Nina with something like electricity in her gaze, her icy eyes shocked Nina into action, made Nina’s insides feel as if they had been slapped with energy. “Go. Tell him I send my best. Get away and don’t just survive and thrive here, live and thrive. Please, Nina. Please: live.”


     


    Nina stared at the CEO, crumpled upon the floor in her one million dollar pantsuit, for one second more. Then she turned, pushed open the glass door, and let the night air pull her into a delicious embrace. As the door began to swing closed she turned back, her red hair leaping in the air.


     


    “Thank you!” she screamed, feeling as alive as a little kid. She watched Ilsa stand and hold up a hand in a weak but loving wave. Then Nina turned and sprinted towards the highway, punching in the numbers on her phone for the cab.
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    Rowan stared at the fire. The bright red flames were thin tonight; they tangled and danced in a pattern that resembled orange locks of hair blowing in the wind. He swallowed, the vibrant swaying of the flames reminded him of Nina so much that he felt sick. He tried to pull his eyes from the twisting flames but found he could not, for the pain of missing Nina, of thinking of her, of seeing her laughing, of watching the curl of her long, beautiful mane of fire take shape within the hearth, the heart, of his home, made him feel more comforted than forgetting her existence ever could.


     


    Rowan found himself suddenly creeping forward, toward the fire, his fingers outstretched, his heart aching, his body reaching, reaching, each bit of etched in ink dancing upon his flesh, attempting to reach the heat of the tendrils of flame that leaped over each other like locks of passion. His hands hung before the flames, and he stared deeply into the redness, feeling almost as if he were looking deeply into the eyes of the girl he had saved from the dark dangers of the forest so many days ago. He felt his heart cry out in pain, but the warmth of the dancing flames comforted him and pulled him in, for in staring at the burning hearth he felt that his heart was that much closer to the one girl he truly loved.


     


    “I will always love you, Nina,” he heard himself whisper.


     


    The words fell roughly, thickly, from his tongue, and he choked back passion, attempted to swallow all emotion down, tried to fight himself from feeling the overwhelming passion and love that swelled within him, stoked by the color of the flames. He stared, trying not to feel, but being so close to stroking the fire itself, Rowan felt tempted to run his fingertips through the tangle of the flames, for it would be like running his hands through Nina’s stunning hair. He had to fight to keep his tattooed hands from subconsciously slipping between the screaming passion of the twisting tongues of fire.


     


    “I do love you, Nina,” he whispered to himself, pulling his hands back from the licks of the flames. “I do love you, Nina, and I love you in a way that I know is forever.”


     


    “And that is exactly how I feel about you.”


     


    The words fell like bombs upon Rowan’s ears, and he felt that the world around him was shaking, crumbling, exploding. It could not be real, it could not be reality, and so the room shook and tilted and slid out of focus as he tripped forward, and his hands fell to the floor, slapping against the hardwood in a confused panic as he tried to grip onto something of solid truth, something that would ground him and bring him back to reality, to here, to the now. The voice could not be real, simply could not be and therefore he would not even allow himself to turn around and acknowledge the voices that his ears were conjuring; it could not be, it could not be…


     


    “It cannot be, it cannot be, it is not, and it cannot be,” Rowan murmured to himself, over and over again, beads of sweat breaking out across his forehead and sliding down his chiseled face, leaping over his defined jaw, creeping down his chest and slipping over the body of the tattooed snake as she curled her way across his impossibly perfect abs. He squeezed his fingers together, his knuckles jumping to whiteness, to pink panic, to whiteness again.


     


    A hand upon his naked shoulder, gentle, soft skin, the fingernails painted light pink. The voice like a hummingbird, the breath soft but warm as the words brushed against his ear.


     


    “It can be, Rowan, and it is, I am here. I came back.” A pause as the light pink fingernails worked their way gently over his neck, danced across his cheek in loving kisses, and finally, her hands, working his head softly to face her way. “It can be,” Nina repeated, and her face was inches from his own now. “It can be and Rowan, my baby, my love, my life, Rowan, it can be, and it is.”


     


    Rowan stared at the stunning image before him, this woman, this slice of perfection amidst everything wrong with the world, his refuge, his glory, his pleasure, his rock. He reached out and did not wipe the tears from his eyes. He gripped Nina’s body in his own, running his hands up and down her thighs, her lips, tracing her breasts, feeling her nipples harden beneath his fingers, feeling her lips soft and plump beneath the brushing of his fingertips, feeling her beneath him. He gripped her tightly against his chest, his center throbbing with pure love. Then he held his lips against hers, and they pressed their bodies against each other, gripping, holding, sliding, loving, their breaths gasping and dancing, leaping and choking, exploding across each other in a breathless, wordless cascade of truth.


     


    Nina finally pulled away, her breath catching in her throat as she tripped over words and flushed cheeks.


     


    “I came back, yes,” she began, and Rowan felt his heart swell and tremble at the sound of her voice and the light of her eyes. “But I must tell you now. I cannot be what you want to be. I will never be the girl you wish I was. I cannot give up the part of me that longs for pleasure, the part of me that relishes a massage, a day at the spa, an hour spent tanning on a warm day, soaking in the rays of the sun.” She pushed a lock of lemony red hair away from a flushed and freckled cheek and continued. “But I can do all that, and more, if you teach me to ride your bike.”


     


    Rowan felt his stomach flip over several times as if he had dropped down the slope of a motorcycle.


     


    “I can teach you to ride the bike,” he said, his voice rushing out breathlessly, his heart crying out in joy.


     


    Nina’s eyes seemed to crack open with honest joy, tears flooding her flushed cheeks, leaping from freckle to freckle in absolute happiness.


     


    “What I can be,” she said, her voice strong, her lips pink, her eyes burning with the color of nature, her hair flowing in the gentle sighing of the breeze that crept in through the open window. “Is the woman who loves you more than anyone else. The woman who wakes up beside you every day. The woman who helps you to plant, to care for, and to harvest. The woman who never gives up on reality, on the dream of honest living, on you, no matter what the cost. I can be all that,” Nina gasped, and wrapped her arms around Rowan, and pulled him so close he thought he might suffer a heart attack from the amount of beauty he felt. “So long as you can teach me to ride the bike.”


     


    Rowan laughed, his heart light, his eyes full of the stunning sight of Nina, her, here, now, and Nina laughed too, her eyes dripping with happy tears. She pressed herself against him, and he pressed his lips against her own.


     


    “Nina?” he asked.


     


    “Rowan,” she breathed, her breasts rising and falling in joy.


     


    “I love you, Nina,” Rowan said, and his very body seemed to sing, his tattoos seemed to dance, his heart felt like the motor of his bike revving off into the full moon night.


     


    Nina grinned. She clutched him and pressed her perfect body against his own, and her lips danced against his ear, sending shivery words down his spine.


     


    “Rowan Davis, the man who refused CEO, the man who found me in the center of the forest,” she laughed, breathing her joy upon his neck. “I love you too.”


     


    A moment of pure, untainted joy passed between them, Rowan gripping her, Nina gripping him, the fire dancing before them, the night air kissing their lips as they kissed each others’ souls. Then, as if in one, united breath, they both reached forward and grabbed at each other, passion choreographing the rough and rustling surge forward of their hands, running greedily over each others’ bodies, as if starving to press naked flesh upon naked flesh. Rowan tore Nina’s shirt from her thin frame, and she gasped as he pressed her fingers against her breasts. He ran his hands softly yet tenderly over her nipples, teasing, hardening the perfect pink circlets, tugging at her lust.


     


    Her eyes burned teasingly, a green dance of lusty hunger, and she yanked his shirt over his head. His dark tendrils of hair fell upon his naked, well-carved chest, tangling with the black ink of the tattoos. She pressed her lips upon his chest and ran her tongue down the peaks of his impressive abs, feeling her stomach lurch upward with incomparable attraction, and then, no longer able to stand it, she thrust her hands into the depths of his crotch. He was already hard and feeling his cock throbbing beneath her soft fingers sent Nina’s soul wild. She became instantly wet, dripping for the pressing of that rock hard cock against her pussy. She pulled Rowan’s pants from his legs and sighed hungrily as she caught sight of his entirely naked body, the snake curling down his abs, the way his thighs shuddered as she wrapped her lips around his cock.


     


    She sucked, and Rowan purred, him throwing his dark hair away from his face as his back arched in bliss, her rolling her tongue over and over his hardened center, lapping and sucking, playing with every inch, relishing the taste of him inside of her perfectly pink lips. Then, when he could no longer stand it a second longer, Rowan lunged forward, toppling Nina backward. Her red hair fanned out, a perfect, devilish burning halo around her head. He stripped the rest of her clothes from her body and slapped his toe against her pussy.


     


    “Oh, Nina,” he moaned, pressing his cock against the flower petal folds of her center. She grinned, and her eyes fluttered in pure joy. “You’re so wet,” he said, and he pushed his toe into the warm inside of her.


     


    “Oh yes,” she cried. “Yes. And it’s all for you.” And she pressed her hands down hard upon his back, gripped his rear, forced him to thrust harder, deeper inside of her, so that Rowan was driving himself deep within her, sweat pouring down his face, Nina’s breasts leaping up and down against his lips, her hair a perfect frame of golden red lust, their love bursting across the room in moans and yelps and sweat and grabbing, red nails dragging down his back, his dark hair kissing Nina’s nipples as he pressed himself into her, their eyes connecting and finally, finally, they both exploded, gasping and rolling over each other, gripping at each other, willing the trembling moment to forever remain, longing to stay forever tangled within the centre of each others’ most pure and honest bliss.


     


    Rowan gasped for breath as Nina shuddered blissfully against his chest. They clutched each other, both of them heaving and running their hands over each others’ naked bodies, recovering, uncovering. They stayed that way for a long time, simply lying in the fading sunlight, dazzled by the intensity of their love, their lust, clutching each other for all it was worth.


     


    Then, Nina laughed. Rowan stopped and stared at her electric eyes, his heart leaping in joy.


     


    “What is it?” he asked, brushing fond fingers gently through her hair.


     


    Nina stared up at him, her lips twisting into a smile.


     


    “Who’d have thought,” she asked. “That we would both end up happiest, in the middle of nowhere?”
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    The following story is full of romance, sex and sensuality. See the preview below for a bit of foreplay.


     


    Thomas kissed her temple as he slowly wrapped her scarf around her eyes. That very first moment of being deprived of her eyesight, Enya felt shivers run through her whole body. She panicked and her first thought was to ask him to release her.


     


    “Breath, darling” Thomas whispered the calming words into her ear.


     


    Placing his hands on her hips, he slowly turned her body and pulled her closer to that she was leaning against his hard chest. He was the anchor she needed to trust if she hoped to survive this night, and enjoying it.


     


    Both of Thomas’ hands ran up her body, touching her stomach. With the tip of his finger, he circled her navel and thrust lightly into that little hole she never thought would be so sensitive. His hands continued their journey upward until he was cupping both her breasts in his hands. Her heartbeat was so fast and so loud that Enya was sure Thomas could hear it clearly. He squeezed the soft globe in his hand and jolts of pleasure burst inside her body.


     


    Every little touch felt so much more intense; every puff of his breath on her skin made her jump, making her aware of the hundreds of tiny bumps that rose on her skin; every word he said echoed through her soul and found its reflections in her throbbing clit.


     


    He unzipped her dress and pushed it down her shoulders. The light fabric caressed her body as it revealed her to him. With it gone, she was standing in front of him in her underwear and the scarf around her eyes. She wondered what he thought, whether he liked her or not. Enya could only guess he did from his heavy, uneven inhales of air.
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    “So, you’re a birthday girl tonight!” The bartender, Chris, winked as he handed Enya her cocktail; it was her fifth of the night.


     


    Whatever, Enya thought, the night is still young, and what better way is there to dive into the sea of oblivion than emptying one glass of cocktail after another.


     


    “How old are you? 16? Is it even legal to serve you drinks?” Chris teased.


     


    This is what Enya got for trusting Lilly with the organization of her birthday party. It was not supposed to be a party at all, just a gathering of four best friends in their favorite bar. How was that not enough fun? 


     


    “61 to be more precise,” Enya rolled her eyes at Chris, who was seriously waiting for an answer from her. She did hate her birthday.


     


    “You look older,” he shrugged and left to another table, carrying away the tray with cocktails.


     


    “Hey, hey, give me another one before you go,” Enya called him back. She needed much more than one glass of blueberry margarita to survive this night.


     


    Six, she numbered the cocktail that Chris placed on the table.


     


    Chris was her favorite bartender. She had spent more than one night here drinking away her misery. He was almost like family to her. He knew more about her breakups than most of her friends and relatives did. To be fair, Chris knew everybody’s stories: Enya’s, her best friends Lilly’s, Emily’s and Jennifer’s, probably more than half the patrons currently sitting in the bar. Lucky for him, Jenn and Emily had been in committed relationships for years. So unless there was some minor trouble in paradise, they did not trouble him much. Lilly was more like Enya. She had one breakup per year at least, if not more. Unlike Enya, though, the rest of the year she was in some crazy spontaneous relationship. So, it was usually Enya who had to entertain Chris with her hilarious stories of failures and breakups.


     


    Enya hoped that enough other customers shared their stories that Chris could not keep the track of who told which. Sometimes, Enya was even half-sure that Chris wasn’t even listening to her, just nodding at the right moments.


     


    Professional instinct or something.


    

    Tonight was not the case. Chris knew that Enya hated all the fuss around her. Having pity on her, he placed two glasses of the beautiful blue drink in front of her.


     


    Hello, Seven and Eight, she greeted her drinks.


     


    “Anything for the birthday girl!” He gave her an air-kiss before turning and rushing away.


     


    “At least things cannot get any worse,” was the best toast that came to Enya’s already tired mind. “This was supposed to be a small gathering with my three best friends!” she mumbled. “Or at least that was the plan.”


     


    Enya emptied another glass. Chris couldn’t understand why she hated her birthday. He was in his early twenties, head over heels in love with his gorgeous boyfriend and was having the time of his life in their favorite bar. How could he understand what it was like to be a single thirty-year-old woman, whose three best friends were in happy relationships. Her phone and newsfeeds were filled with smiling faces from weddings and baby births.


     


    Oh, Thirty-one, Enya corrected herself in her mind.


     


    Enya stared into her glass, a balloon with ‘31’ reflected in the shiny surface. She sighed into the drink, “Is there a manual on how to make your single best friend’s birthday even more miserable than it already is”?


     


    Enya was quite sure there was one, and all of her friends had read it. That was how she ended up hosting a party with over thirty guests - most of them showing up with their dates. Perfect!


     


    At least, her mom and aunts were not there. They avoided crowded places and were sure unimaginable atrocities happened in those bars. They had all called her twice this morning, sent several text messages and emails throughout the day; repeating their birthday wishes so that she did not forget to fulfill them.


    

    Mom’s and aunties’ most sacred wish was that she found her one and only significant other this year, married him immediately and popped out as many kids as possible at one go. And all of that had to be done this year. As if it was the end of the world. Well, to them, being single, unmarried and already thirty-one was indeed an ‘end of the world’ situation.


     


    Enya had bitten her lip and offered her favorite ‘I’m married to my work’ excuse. Her mom and aunts never appreciated it, anyway. For them, being a self-employed small business owner was even worse than being unemployed. At least, the unemployed people had more free time to date.  


     


    “You look way too lonely for a birthday girl!” Emily said as she replaced the empty glass of alcohol in Enya’s hand with a new one.


     


    Nine.


     


    “Cheer up, girlie, this party can’t be that bad!”


     


    True, it was not that bad. At least, none of her ex-boyfriends showed up and all of her best friends were having a blast since they had their handsome boyfriends to dance with. Well, two boyfriends and one fiancé to be more precise. Jennifer had been engaged to Simon for a month now and had the giant shiny rock on her finger was the proof of it.


     


    “It Would’ve been much better if you invited only half of these people,” Enya grumbled.


    “I don’t know most of them, anyway. And I doubt half of them know it’s a birthday they are celebrating.”


     


    “You could go and meet those you don’t know,” Emily suggested.


     


    “And even if you don’t know them, who cares? They are just having fun! So should you, babe,” Brandon had obviously overheard their conversation. He hugged Emily’s waist and placed a tender kiss on her temple.


     


    Enya rolled her eyes but luckily her friends ignored it. Emily and Brandon were high school sweethearts who had been together since forever. They could get so cheesy at times.


     


    “She did it again, did she not?” Enya heard Lilly and Jennifer yell in unison. “She rolled her eyes at you.”


     


    Now, all of Enya’s friends, and their boyfriends, were surrounding her. Enya was not ready for the teasing and lecture to come.


     


    “It’s my birthday!” Enya had nothing else left but to play the birthday card.


     


    “Look at that gorgeous guy there,” Jenny pointed at the young man who was standing at the bar stand.


     


    A bit too old… and too blond… and too tall, Enya judged. Still, she knew better than to comment on their compatibility.


     


    “He looks alright,” Enya nodded coldly.


     


    “How about you invite him for a dance?” Lilly suggested.


     


    “Yup, the birthday girl is supposed to dance,” Nate, as usual, seconded his girlfriend’s suggestion. “One would think after so many empty glasses that’s the only thing you can do!” Nate pointed at all the nine empty glasses on the table. 


     


    “I need another one,” Enya searched for Chris. He was her only hope for rescue when the six of them united against her.


     


    “No, you need to dance!” Jennifer and Emily spoke together.


     


    Enya wanted to roll her eyes at them but bit her lip to hold back the temptation. They always struck a nerve when they spoke the same words at the same time.


     


    “I’m the birthday girl, it’s not me who is supposed to ask guys for a dance,” Enya tried to use her last excuse.


     


    “Easy!” Lilly happily accepted the challenge and without further delay headed toward the guy at the bar.


     


    Enya bit her lip again. Her last hope was that the guy refused to dance with her. Maybe he had a girlfriend. Most of the tonight’s guests seemed to have a date.


     


    Everything that came afterward happened too fast. The too tall and too blond man approached Enya and asked her for a dance in a most elegant manner. Six people out of seven present at the table loudly accepted the invitation. There was nothing else left for Enya than to go for that dance.


     


    Please, let it be a short song… and fast, Enya pleaded, not wanting to get too close to her would be suitor.


     


    Enya was not a girl to get friendly with strangers easily. She needed time to get to know people. Having her own small business had taught her not to trust people easily. This guy was a stranger, even if was now somehow invited to her party. Enya spent the entire dance wishing for it to be over behind her fake smile. Once the music mercifully ended, she was about to thank him and return to her friends, or even better, devour her tenth blueberry margarita when an unexpected guest stepped into the bar.


     


    Handsome and so full of himself, It nobody else but her most hated ex; Jake Robins himself. Enya suddenly wished that people didn’t live to be thirty-one years old. Or maybe she had died and was in hell right now. As it turned out, Jake was not alone on this beautiful evening either. An attractive redhead followed him, probably wearing her ten-year-old sister's skirt.


     


    Enya did not roll her eyes this time. Instead, she grabbed her Mr. Too Tall and Too Blond by the shoulders and practically begged for another dance. Her partner gladly accepted and Enya spend the song planning her escape. She needed a moment to get away from the music and the guests she didn’t know and her so called friends. This was not a birthday, but pure torture and humiliation. She could’ve managed to live through her mom’s, aunts’ and everybody else’s greetings and wishes, but she was no way ready to accept those greetings from Jake. She felt dizzy. Suddenly, there was no enough air to breath.


     


    “Do you mind walking me to the exit, please?” Enya asked Mr. Too Tall and Too Blond.


     


    After two dances she still did not know his name, so it was pretty hopeless. Still, the last thing she needed was for everyone to see her leaving alone. Mr. Too Tall could very well serve his purpose pretending that they were going out together. Once they reached the door Enya turned and smiled to her dance partner.


     


    “Thanks, that’s all I needed,” she thanked her companion once they were outside everyone’s eyesight.


     


    Enya walked into the cool air, enjoying the cold, dark and solidarity of the city after dark. She took it in with a deep breath, allowing the frustrations and image of Jake’s handsome face to leave her thoughts and slide into the darkness.


     


    Now, this is the perfect way to spend a birthday.
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    Dark L. sounded like a name for a gloomy teenage boy who thought he was confronting the whole world. It felt like a good choice when he was sixteen and started his street art career, signing his works with an “L” letter in black. L. was not a teenager any longer, but his anger at the world had not changed over the years. Nor had the amount of graffiti art he placed on various private and public buildings in the city.


     


    Despite the hundreds of works he had produced over the years, no relief and no self-understanding were achieved. The only thing L. was gaining was popularity. Ever more rumors seemed to be circulating about the mysterious street artist and his identity. With all the excitement around him, costs of L.’s paintings had gone up at inexplicable rates. It did flatter him, even though he had no idea how one could even want to pay tens of thousands dollars for artwork on a building.


     


    Those were barren thoughts to entertain his mind. On other nights, creating a piece of an art would’ve calmed him. Tonight, though even satisfied with his work, L. was still too mad at the world to go home and get rest. He was going to face his hateful reality tomorrow and make decisions that his free-spirited street artist alter ego would never accept or understand. He took another look at his nearly finished work.


     


    Not bad. Not at all.


     


    L. set back on the pavement, leaning against the wall as he pulled his goggles up from his eyes to rest on his brow. Nothing could replace the calm the night brought to him. The night was his to do as he pleased. L. belonged with its dark tranquility. The feeling of being freed of his daily responsibilities and hard decisions, the weight of his secret, the hectic hours at work... all of that seemed so far away when his only companions were the wind and the street lights. A slight smile crossed L’s lips as he imagined how mad his grandma would be if she saw him sprawled on the cold asphalt with bottles of spray paints all around, creating a mess in the city. She never approved of his way.


     


    For L. this was not just a way of letting go of his rage. This was so much more, his personal battle against the great all-consuming gray that filled this city during the day. He thought he would sit for another minute and then get up and make a couple of final touches before wrapping up tonight’s session of his private, illegal fun. Right at that moment, something or rather someone tripped over his leg and fell right into his lap. L. was quick to react, catching the falling body before it crashed into him.


     


    Not that heavy, he thought as he gently lowered her on the asphalt next to him. Probably some drunk chick heading home from some lame party.


     


    He had been hearing the annoying clicking of her high heels on the asphalt even before she had appeared and literally fell into his arms.


     


    “You alright there?” L. asked.


     


    He didn’t really care much about her wellbeing, but if the chick broke a bone and needed an ambulance, that could cause some unwelcome attention to his unfinished artwork. Attention he didn’t need, especially when he still had some final touches to add. Annoyed at her silence, he had to repeat himself.


     


    “You alive?” he turned to look at the unwelcomed intruder for the first time.


     


    She was staring at him with her huge eyes. Her auburn hair that hardly reached her shoulders was a mess from the windy night. When she continued staring at him for another long moment, L. realized that she was trembling. He had not yet released her from his tight grip on her shoulders. He realized she was trembling from fear of him, with his black mask and the thick steampunk style goggles he wore to prevent the spray paint from getting in his eyes. Finally, a bandana wrapped across his face completed his criminal look.


     


    “Relax, I’m not a serial killer or some type of a criminal,” he tried to assure her. “Well… that’s mostly true”.


     


    L. was committing a crime, technically. According to the city authorities, his art was an act of vandalism. Still, he considered himself a very safe criminal for a young, drunk woman to be around.


     


    “You look like one,” she finally spoke. “But I can see you aren’t… it’s in your eyes,” she said with a soft chuckle. 


     


    She has freckles on her nose and cheekbones, L. observed, barely paying attention to her words. Why do I even care? ... But they looked too sweet not to notice. They give her a cute charm, even as she is drunkenly laying on my chest...


     


    He tried to push her away as soon as he realized that she was too close, but the woman was not as heavy as the alcohol in her system was stubborn.


     


    “You see that in my eyes huh?” he mused.


     


    L. knew his eyes were beautiful. No woman could bear that burning emerald green of his eyes. “Too intimidating,” many would’ve said. He was glad that his gaze formed some kind of protective box around him that nobody dared to overstep. Not that it seemed to work on this particular woman, though. She was still holding his gaze; to L.’s shame it was not he who kept her in his captivity, but her keeping him. A scowl formed on L.’s lips at the realization.


     


    “Aww, don’t give me that angry look,” she suddenly bit her lower lip. “Can’t a single woman get drunk on her birthday and stumble through the city into the arms of a rather handsome criminal?”


     


    L. could not help but smile, and was glad his black mask was covering the ear-to-ear beaming smile that he would’ve not been able to hide otherwise.


     


    “A very single woman,” Enya repeated herself, making sure he understood and nodded at the word ‘very’.


     


    “Happy birthday, I guess,” L. said as he let go of her shoulder and reached for her hand to shake.


     


    Enya ignored L’s outstretched hand and wrapped her arms around his neck. She leaned against him with her whole body. She was very light, but her closeness and lack of inhibition intimidated L. all the same. Her scent filled his nostrils and flared his wild imagination.


     


    Oh, no! Breaking one rule after the other, L. thought as he let his guard down for one second and lost himself in the world of fantasies. He was not a man to get attracted to strangers. He never desired a woman whom he did not know. He at least needed to know her name, and maybe a few more thing,s before thinking about all those things he wanted to do to her in the darkness of this night. He shook his head. Have I lost my mind?


     


    “This is the best birthday hug I’ve had the whole day,” she murmured against his throat and L.’s treacherous body reacted to that innocent confession in an inappropriate manner. He groaned as he slightly shifted, trying to kill the excitement that was growing inside his body.


     


    “Couldn’t be that bad,” he patted her shoulder, thinking it might be her cue to put some distance between them.


     


    She did lean back, but stared right into his eyes with a determined look.


     


    “Well, my birthdays always suck. That’s an official statement. But you won’t understand what it means to be a prisoner of your own life,” she sighed looked away.


     


    With the gaze from the mysterious woman broken, L. felt ready to pay a fortune to get those stubborn brown eyes back staring at him. He suddenly felt lonely when she turned away from him.


     


    “I know exactly how that feels,” he spoke the words against his better judgment.


     


    “Says a street artist who can do anything he wants?” she laughed and looked at him from the corner of her eye. He was glad to have her attention back to him.


     


    L. shook his head, “Come morning, I lose the freedom of being concealed in the dark of the night.”


     


    For once, it felt good to share the darkness of the nights that normally belonged only to him. How could she be so funny and cute but at the same time feel fragile and brave? L. wasn’t sure what she really was, but he already found himself being pulled toward her. He was both attracted to her and annoyed at himself for being so.


     


    “I have to add some final details to my work. You are welcome to stay if you want,” he said.


     


    For the first time, her eyes landed on this huge piece of graffiti he had placed on the wall. Her mouth opened in surprise and for several moments her lips trembled. Her mouth opened and closed without letting out a single sound; she did not blink while taking in L.s work. He couldn’t tell if she liked or hated it, though he did find himself hoping for the former. As much as L. never cared about public opinion, he wanted his mysterious birthday girl to appreciate this special piece of himself that he suddenly felt like sharing. 


     


    Her hand found his, and she squeezed it. Her fingers were cold, but the touch was pleasant.


     


    “There is so much rage in it, but it is the most beautiful expression of anger that I’ve seen,” she said still studying his work. “I never found a way to let it out of my system. I just bury all my hurts and fears inside me,” she admitted, sounding much more sober.


     


    It was probably the cool night air taking away the effect of the alcohol. And he was glad for that. Some part of him wanted her to remember this encounter, even if she did remember him as some random street artist criminal. L. felt his palms get sweaty as she watched him work. A strange feeling for someone who quite confidently knew he was one of the best artists in the city. Still, he had never drawn even a line in anyone’s presence.


     


    Luckily for him, Enya decided to spend more of her energy talking to him than watching him work. He painted as she spoke, understanding her need to just spill everything out to a complete stranger, knowing he would carry away her secrets. Enya’s brows drew together as she spoke about her ex, the story of their relationship never seeming to end. Still, he loved her sarcastic humor as she told the story. 


     


    As an artist, L. should have been ashamed that he spent more time looking at his mystery girl than at the work he was trying to finish. He studied her face as she talked. Her freckles grew a shade darker when she talked about something that annoyed her and they caught the shiny street lights when she laughed or told some funny incident. He found that he adored those cute little dots on her face much more than he should. His eyes followed each one as she spoke, memorizing how it looked upon her face.


     


    “I don’t care, I’m happy,” she said and he realized he had missed a part of her story while being carried away by her bright freckles.


     


    “You should say it louder so that the world can hear you,” he joked.


     


    She struggled a moment to climb on her feet, then, throwing her arms to her sides she yelled: “I am happy!”


     


    “Can’t hear you,” L. teased.


     


    She repeated her confession even louder and it echoed in the emptiness of the night streets. The wind carried some pieces of her happiness away to spread throughout the city.


     


    “How happy?” he decided to challenge her a bit more.


     


    “This happy,” she looked into his eyes and though they were hidden behind his yellow glasses he thought she could see right through his soul. L. did not get the time to ask what she meant when she threw herself into his arms, pulled his mask a little bit up, revealing his mouth and conquered his lips in an unexpected kiss. Her tongue invaded his mouth, crashing every protective wall he had erected around himself to isolate from the outer world, stealing his breath, steering his thoughts. Her lips were brave and naughty. He groaned as she bit his tongue. Jolts of pleasure spread through his body.


     


    “You know what you’re doing to me, right?” he spoke right into her mouth.


     


    He was not ready to tear himself away. Her mouth was sweet. Her fresh flowery scent washed over him.


     


    “Maybe,” she chuckled.
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    Maybe... Maybe? Really, Enya? She could not believe herself. She bit her lip. Oh, my goodness? Will I really be bold enough… crazy enough to mess some random stranger in the middle of the night?


     


    Enya shook her head. Is this me or the blueberry margaritas talking? No… it’s me – for sure. She admitted it; the margaritas were not to be blamed. A girl could get crazy… once.


     


    Enya had spent her first thirty years living her tame life, taking risks only when it came to her business; never personal life. Her sex life, as much as she had one, could be described as nothing but tame.


     


    This is the night I make a change!


     


    Enya knew that she had made up her mind the moment she looked into his eyes. She couldn’t see the color anymore as the thick yellow glasses he wore hid it from her. Still, nothing could conceal that piercing gaze of his; so raw and honest. And the golden rings that reflected the lights from street lamps through the prism of yellow glasses was so magically beautiful. Though Enya did not know the street artist’s name or age or any important information, she was almost ready to say she trusted him. It had felt good to be saved, to be held in those strong arms. She smiled to herself.


     


    “I... I’ve never done this before,” she dropped her gaze but was relieved when he put two of his long, strong fingers under her chin and tilted her head up so that she was looking into his eyes again.


     


    “I assume by ‘this’ you mean hooking up with a stranger in the middle of the empty street?” he spoke, his voice much huskier than before.


     


    She knew he was grinning at her beneath his black mask. A mask that made him look mysterious and was turning her on. Not that she feared she might’ve not liked him if she saw his face; he had to be beautiful. But with half of his face hidden from her, Enya could pay more attention to other details that would’ve otherwise scared her away. Tonight, she was not a girl to be scared away easily.


     


    She ran her finger along the curve of his thick brow. It was pierced with a small black stone that shined when it caught the light. His black bandana hid his hair and Enya wondered what color it was.


     


    “I guess this is a usual thing for you, though,” she commented casually, feeling a sting of jealousy at the words.


     


    “Not at all,” he said as he let out an uneasy bark of laughter. “Don’t believe the image that’s been painted of us. Street artists aren’t hooking up with girls left and right.”


     


    “Oh... Am I the only one you’ve been with… out here?” She suddenly felt embarrassed, having nearly given herself to him so easily, but was lessened when she read the clear desire in his body language… and felt the bulge rising from his trousers, pushing against her leg.


     


    “Maybe...” he narrowed her eyes at her. Even those already hateful yellow glasses could not hide the dangerous shine of his eyes. “Or maybe not... Let’s go. One more minute of you being this close and I’ll take you right here in the middle of the street.”


     


    Those rough words and the raw need that she heard in his voice made Enya’s insides quiver. Her mound was throbbing with desire and as much as she truly wanted to be all the way crazy and let him take her right there, somehow getting arrested for public sex was not on her birthday wish-list. He took her hand and led the way.


     


    Enya felt her legs tremble. It was not the alcohol the effects of which were already fading. Not even the unsettling thought that she was letting a stranger take her through a maze of narrow dark streets. She doubted she could be unlucky enough to trip over and fall down into the lap of a serial killer on her birthday. That left only one reason - the overwhelming desire that was flowing through her body already.


     


    “We are almost there. How about taking it a bit higher?” he asked cocking his brow at her in that very sexy way that she had already come to love about him.


     


    “Oh… no. I don’t get high,” Enya bit her lip, suddenly wondering if she made a wrong decision.


     


    “That’s not what I mean, baby” he chuckled.


     


    And there was something sweet and endearing in the way he called her ‘baby’. Enya was used to being the smart one among her friends, the stubborn one in her family, the successful one in her small business initiative, but never the loved and cherished ‘baby’ cradled in caring, strong arms.


     


    “I thought we could climb on the roof of this building. It opens a nice view... and is less conspicuous,” he explained.


     


    Enya nodded. She was losing her ability to talk way too quickly for her liking. And he had not even touched her yet. Well, except that strong grip on her hand and his thumb caressing her fingers in sensual, slow motion.


     


    “I’ve created my first piece of art there,” he looked away and his grip on her fingers tightened.


     


    Enya took his other hand, “I’m going to like it, I’m sure.”


     


    She knew her statement was vague and Enya didn’t even know herself if she was talking about the man’s art or what they were planning on doing together. Enya didn’t know much about her mysterious street artist, but she could see the very sensitive soul hidden behind masks, glasses, and the cocky facade.


     


    They found the emergency exit of the building and climbed up the six flights of stairs. At the top L. quickly picked the lock and lifted open the hatch impeding their progress. L. stepped up on the roof and offered his hand to Enya to help her out onto the building’s crown. Once she gathered her wits, Enya gasped at the view. All around were very tall buildings with thousands of street colorful lights shining through their windows. The sky above them was filled with thousands of stars. Enya looked around startled at seeing a side of the city she wasn’t use to embracing.


     


    Enya turned and found her mystery man leaning against a nearby wall. Next to him was his artwork, the first according to him. It was a black and white painting featuring one word – “unbreakable”. The design was beautiful. Less mature than the one he had created tonight, but the style, the raw anger, the strength to oppose whatever demons he was facing in his life was the same.


     


    “Don’t say anything,” he said as he turned her and pushed her backward, pressed her body against the wall with his graffiti. The cold stone against her back sent shivers through Enya’s body. He stepped closer and claimed her lips in a kiss. It was a passionate one and this time it was his tongue invading her mouth and him being in control. He took his time to explore her mouth, suck her tongue, deepening the kiss and devouring her. He let go of her only when she was completely out of breath. Her lips felt swollen when he freed them; swollen, and lonely. Enya needed more. She leaned for another kiss, but he pushed her back.


     


    “My lead,” he said in low, commanding voice and her body submitted to his will obediently even before the words registered in her mind.


     


    He cupped her face and looked into her eyes for a long moment and she held still - letting him decide what he wanted to do with her. He placed a kiss on the tip of her nose, then her cheek, then, sucked at her earlobe until she was moaning loudly and could feel her nipples harden with desire. He then let the tortured lobe out of his mouth and breathed cool air on it. He continued his kissed down the side of her neck, her throat, then up to bite her jaw and steal a loud moan from her. Soon, every inch of her face was covered with kisses - except for her needy lips.


     


    Oh, this man could be cruel, Enya realized.


     


    She had no time to voice her complaint, though, as he ran two fingers of each hand down her throat in parallel lines, sliding down her collarbones directly toward her breasts. He grabbed her both nipples through her shirt and pinched the buds between his fingers. Sharp pain burst inside the excited tips, then spread as a wave of pleasure through her body. Her pussy tightened in response, her clit ached with the need to be touched in that same way. Enya found herself surprised, having never enjoyed rough foreplay, yet now wanting nothing else more.


     


    She lost the thread of her thoughts when he squeezed her nipples once again, rubbing them between his thumb and index finger. He continued his slow, painfully delightful torture until Enya could take no more of it. His strong body was crashing hers between him and the wall and she tried to rub her needy sex against his thigh.


     


    “Impatient are we?” he teased as he bit her jaw again and gave her nipples one last tug before releasing them from his captivity.


     


    Enya regretted it immediately, though not for long, as those ruthless hands slid further down her body, with one finger he circles her navel as the other went further down, finding and lifting the hem of her dress.


     


    Yes, there... a bit more, she thought.


     


    Her clit was too hard and excited to stand another moment without being touched. She knew she was blushing as she let all those naughty thoughts and desired storm in her mind. His fingers never made to their destination, though. He pulled her dress up to her waist, revealing her rear to the cool night air. Enya could feel goose-flesh cover the soft globes of her behind. It was in no way going to cool the fire blazing between her legs, though.


     


    He filled each hand of his with the flesh of her rear, digging his long fingers into her soft body, inhaled her scent deeply. Enya shuddered, nearly ready to burst even without her street artist yet touching her where she wanted him desperately to be.


     


    His fingers released her rear to find her soaked panties. Enya smiled as his fingers slipped between the fabric and her thigh. She couldn’t stand another moment of the lacy garmet blocking his way into her body. She expected him to push the small piece of lace down to her knees, or further. However, he simply ripped them from her body.


     


    “Aww,” a surprised moan escaped her throat and earned a deep sucking on the side of her throat.


     


    Enya knew she’d have a hickey next morning, and the thought of taking home a mark of his passion left her panting. L. grabbed her rear again and this time, Enya let go of all control of her body as he picked her up, lifted her so that her now-revealed pussy was in line with his hard cock; though he was still trapped inside his pants. Enya swore she could feel the heat from his throbbing member through the denim she desperately wished no longer existed.


     


    He pulled her closer to him and carried a few steps away from the wall she was leaning at, supporting her body completely. Enya wrapped her arms around his neck and legs around his waist. She was surprised at his strength as well as the amount of trust she had put in a complete stranger.


     


    He placed kisses - light as butterflies on her throat and jawline again. His lips were rough and his stubble left her itching for it’s touch to return, which was the spark needed to set the fire inside her ablaze. Enya’s heart almost jumped out of her chest when his one hand moved to unzip his pants, leaving only one strong arm to support her weight. She clung to his body, tightening her grip, holding on for dear life. Her breathing was ragged with need, fear, excitement - too many emotions storming inside her.


     


    A moment later, the street artist’s fully erect member was freed. He pressed himself up, rubbing against her clit, covering himself in her juices and maddening her with that long-expected stimulation. She wanted to ask for more, but soon her mouth was filled with his tongue again. Enya moaned into him as his cock, lubricated in her desire, entered her body. In one push, he buried all of his girth inside her, stretching her pussy to its limits.


     


    L. looked right into her eyes as he started thrusting into her. With some thrusts he was pushing into her, rocking and gyrating his hips. Other times, he was moving her rear up and down his shaft, as if she was light as a feather and he could use her body to harass his cock. Enya felt so exposed when their eyes locked. She could see all of her, while his own eyes were still hidden behind the bright yellow goggles. She wanted to look away, hide, bury her head in the hollow of his shoulder.


     


    “Look at me”, he spoke.


     


    Enya found that his voice did crazy things to her. She didn’t know how to resist that commanding tone and the silky, low voice that sent waves of vibration into her. Neither of them broke eye contact as he slowly worked both of them toward the peak of pleasure. He kept on shifting her weight from one arm to another while making sure the other hand explored all the needy parts of her body. Enya’s clit finally received attention and her nipples felt so raw that Enya knew they were going be sore for days; reminding her of this momentary craziness.


     


    By the time Enya felt her orgasm threatening to explode inside her, she was unable to form any coherent words beyond loud moans. He crushed her against the wall and starting thrusting deeper and faster into her. His own breathing was growing too uneven, movements hectic and hurried, heartbeat maddeningly fast and loud. She could feel the hot cock pounding her body swell with the need of release. Her own sex quivered with anticipation.


     


    Enya’s heart almost stopped when her whole body went numb for a moment; right before the massive wave of her orgasm blazed inside her and washed through her whole body. She screamed as soon as she was able to release a sound. For long moments, she could not breathe, and her legs and arms felt numb. He held her in his strong arms, never stopping thrusting into her; never giving her a moment to catch her breath of recover from her orgasm. Her body was still shaking from the aftershocks of her released when he groaned and joined her in bliss.


     


    As their bodies enjoyed the peace they found in each others’ arms, he pressed his forehead against hers and looked at her through the yellow glasses. His breathing puffed on her lips as he murmured words that her mind could not comprehend. Enya was still on another planet. In one moment she would allow herself to come back to her reality. In one moment, she would pull her dress down her thighs hiding her torn panties. In one moment, she would be ready to leave him and never see him again. Until then, she was going to cherish this last moment of craziness she had allowed herself to feel.


     


    “Will I see you again?” he asked as he lowered her body and made sure she could stand on her legs.


     


    Enya still felt quite wobbly, so she leaned against the graffiti wall. As much as she wanted to say yes, she closed her eyes and shook her head no.


     


    “If you ever change your mind, I usually come to this rooftop on Friday nights,” he brushed his lips against hers but did not kiss her. “Happy birthday,” were the last words he spoke as Enya forced herself to start walking away from him.


     


    He was leaning against the graffiti wall when she turned to look at him one last time. She smiled and thought he had not pulled the hem of his mask down, she knew he smiled back at her.


     


    End of a dream, Enya, she teased herself. Welcome back to your single, lonely life. 
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    “Hello, beautiful tree.”


     


    “Hi, little dress shop, I might come to see you later today.”


     


    “Hey there, my favorite bush with weird, purple flowers! You look nice today.”


     


    “Hi, my favorite store - my biggest achievement in my thirty-one years,” Enya greeted her little specialized, healthy bakery as she opened the door.


     


    The little copper bells hanging on the doorframe rang cheerfully to announce that the boss had shown up. Like a puffy little puppy, Karo, Enya’s assistant, jumped out from behind the counter to give her a bone-crushing hug. With her silver-white curly shoulder long hair, she did look a cute puppy or a dandelion; always so bright and cheerful.


     


    “Happy thirty-one years and one day, boss! You look great today!” She peppered kisses on Enya’s face.


     


    Enya could only hope that Karo was not planning to give her thirty-one plus one kisses. Still, she laughed at her own failed attempts of freeing herself from the arms of her over-enthusiastic assistant.


     


    “Hello to you too, Karoline. I missed you, girl. I hoped that you’d show up at the horrific torturous gathering also known as my birthday party.”


     


    Although Enya did not want a party in the first place, having Karo there would’ve made it less unbearable. But then, maybe it hadn’t been that bad. If Enya hadn’t left the party she wouldn’t have run into her street artist, or kissed him, or followed him to the roof, or…


     


    Enya shook her head, bringing herself out of her fantasy and back into reality.


     


    “Sorry about that, Enya,” Karoline said with a frown. “I wanted to come to your rescue, but Andy’s parents surprised us with a visit. Couldn’t leave them alone, they were in the city for one day only.”


     


    “It’s ok, darling, we’ll have our own celebration here at lunch,” Enya winked at her.


     


    Enya stretched, readying herself to work with an unusual smile upon her lips. It was her favorite time of day. The shop was not open yet and the two of them had nearly two hours to prepare and experiment in the kitchen. In those experiments lay the success of “Yum & Fun”. They never used fixed recipes. Enya’s whole idea behind creating their healthy sweet treats was giving freedom to their imagination and always making special custom treats for their customers. They would often choose a random color or flower as their theme for the day and start creating magic around it.


     


    “Any ideas what sweets we’re making today?” Karoline asked.


     


    “How about a starry night full of magic?” Enya’s words escaped her mouth before she could stop herself.


     


    Am I really still thinking about last night?


     


    “Oh, my goodness,” Karo prodded, “You are hiding something! Since when is a magic night your favorite cookie theme?”


     


    “Since last night,” Enya confessed. “And there is nothing strange about that.”


     


    “And why are you wearing a scarf?” Karo asked as she pulled at the garment hiding Enya’s neck. “It’s way too hot to be wearing a scarf.”


     


    “Fashion! Now, shut up and bring some dates, cacao powder and almonds. Let’s get started.”


     


    Karo narrowed her eyes at Enya, drawing a guilty smile from her employer.


     


    “Sure boss,” Karoline quickly collected her messy bangs into a high ponytail and wrapped a white bandana around her head. “And I’ll pretend I cannot see that strange sparkle in your eyes, the beaming smile, happy satisfied face, and good mood. I get it!”


     


    She smoothed her apron and disappeared through the narrow door leading to the kitchen.  Enya thought to linger in the main hall for a little bit longer before joining Karo in the kitchen. She could use some time to make sure everything was in their proper places, to water the plants they kept by the window, to arrange the glasses. Anything to keep her occupied for a few moments in a hope that by the time she entered the kitchen, Karo would be so engaged in the magical process of creating sweets that would forget to ask one million questions about Enya’s very secret and very private evening.


     


    The doorbell ringing brought Enya out of the trance she had fallen back into while tidying the front of her shop. She hoped it signaled early customers who would keep her busy for a little bit longer. However the doorway was not filled by customers but by her three very best and very traitorous friends. Each held a bouquet of colorful field flowers and an uncharacteristically guilty looks on their face.


     


    “Early breakfast?” Enya cocked a brow as she opened the door and let them in.


     


    Jenn, either the bravest or the guiltiest among them this morning, was the first to enter. She extended the oversized bouquet to Enya.


     


    “We figured you’d be still mad at us... But you can’t be mad on flowers, can you?” Jennifer spoke.


     


    Enya sighed and shook her head. She was already thinking about how she could use the pops of color to decorate the shop. Some could be also decorations for her desserts. Enya loved flowers of all kinds. Enya also realized that, despite her feelings earlier yesterday evening, she was no longer mad at her best friends either. If it hadn’t been for the disaster of a party they had thrown she never would of encountered her mysterious street artist.


     


    “Forgiven,” Enya said, as she invited all of them in. “I’ll even be gracious enough to offer some coffee and dessert before you all have to return to work.”


     


    Jenn rushed to her favorite seat by the small table at the window. That was the best spot to follow everything that was happening around the shop and at the same time enjoy the sunlight and view to the busy morning street.


     


    “Forgiven? So quickly?” Emily lightly touched Enya’s forehead as if checking for a fever. “Usually you’d remind us about it for days until all of us are high on guilt.”


     


    “Still can do that if you need me to!” Enya hissed.


     


    Emily kissed her friend’s cheek and found her usual place next to Jenn.


     


    “Truth be told, we hadn’t planned to hijack your party. I was getting ready to leave the for the bar when Brandon came home and insisted on coming along,” Emily explained. “C’mon, you’ve known each other since high school. Of course, he wanted to go.”


     


    “Simon did the same when I was leaving,” Jenn continued. She was now looking through the menu. Jennifer was a hardcore sweet tooth; just looking at the pictures of the delicious desserts made her feel happy. “I guess he had talked to Bran and Nate about it.”


     


    “So all three of us had a date for your party but you did not,” Lilly was now drumming with her fingers on the table giving away she was nervous telling the story.


     


    Enya bit her lip feeling slightly guilty her friends thought she could be so scary. She never intended too. She knew she could be a bit bossy at times, but that was part of what made her a good entrepreneur.


     


    “So, Simon and Bran called some friends that they thought you might want to see,” Emily continued. Enya tried to remember whether or not she had seen any friends there. Most of the people looked quite unfamiliar to her. “Well, then they decided to call all the single guys they thought you might like and before we knew it, your cozy birthday gathering exclusively for only best friends had grown into a party of over thirty invitees”.


     


    “Alright, alright,” Enya interrupted them. “All forgiven and forgotten, really. Just one question left, who came up with the great idea to invite Jake?”


     


    All three of her friends exchanged concerned looks. Jenn hid behind the menu as if the little booklet was a protective shield. Lilly’s drumming grew alarmingly loud and Emily was tearing petals from a poor flower that happened to be in the vase on the table.


     


    With perfect timing, likely due to the eavesdropping, Karoline walked out of the kitchen carrying a big tray of various desserts and big mugs of freshly brewed coffee. Enya’s nostrils flared as the heavenly scent filled her. She took the tray from Karo, but withheld it’s bounty from her friends.


     


    “So, Jake was the subject, if you need a reminder,” Enya said, her arms crossed over her chest.


     


    “That’s the thing,” Jennifer’s voice came from behind the menu. It wasn’t but a whisper. “We’re trying to figure that out since last night. Nobody has any idea.”


     


    “Someone intended to ruin your party, Enya… But it wasn’t one of us,” Lilly answered, finally stopping her drumming.


     


    Enya took a sip of her coffee. So good, she closed her eyes and let herself enjoy the flavors.


     


    “Whatever, he’s not worth so much of our time,” Enya smiled. “How about we just forget him and the disaster of a party we had?”


     


    Lilly cocked her brow and Jenn finally peeked at her from behind the menu.


     


    “I tell you,” Jenn mused. “She’s too quick to forgive us, no matter what. There must be something going on here.”


     


    The three of them turned to Karo.


     


    “You,” Jenn pointed at the little dandelion-headed assistant and smiled as Karoline flinched. “Did she tell you anything?”


     


    Karoline shook her head. “I had the same suspicions, but she wouldn’t tell me anything.”


     


    Lilly whistled. “Someone is keeping secrets from us.”


     


    To add more oil to the fire, Karo subtly pointed at the scarf that was hiding Enya’s neck. Enya’s cheeks reddened and she grew cornered. She hated keeping secrets from her friends, but somehow her encounter felt so distant and ethereal now that she was only half-sure that it had actually happened. The silence between the five women was broken when the doorbell once again rang.


     


    “I’ll get it,” Karo jumped from her seat.


     


    Even thought she was head over heels in love with her boyfriend, Karo still had a thing for the cute postman whose name Enya couldn’t remember. All she knew was that it was something hot and very Spanish. Enya expected Karo to flirt with the poor man for at least five minutes before releasing him from her captivity, but Karo quickly returned with an elegant envelope cradled between her fingers.


     


    All of the women’s eyes were locked on the envelope, four of the five secretly hoping that the contents would somehow out the secrets Enya was keeping.


     


    “Hurry up and read it, please, Karo,” Jenn urged.


     


    Lilly had resumed the drumming on the table, her nervousness returning. Karoline silently handed the envelope to Enya. Her heart skipped when she saw the silver stamp on the upper left corner.


     


    “Silversson Industries,” Enya whispered and the words left tingly sensations on her tongue as if they were ice cubes. Enya swallowed the lump in her throat.


     


    “Are they really kicking us out?” Karo asked meekly.


     


    “We’ll find out later,” Enya shrugged.


     


    She took the unopened envelope, folded it and placed it in the back pocket of her jeans. Enya was going to sit on it and enjoy her coffee and her friends’ company. She had been expecting to head from Silversson Industries sooner or later after the news broke of their expansion plans into the neighborhood where her shop sat. However for how, they could wait. Nothing, not even the biggest corporation in the city, was going to ruin her great mood. She’d think about how to fend off the ravenous big business sharks tomorrow.
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    Enya glanced from her assistant to the tall building looking on the corner before her.


     


    Intimidating.


     


    That was the only word that came to mind as Enya and Karoline stood in front of the seventy-floor head office of Silversson Industries. Every panel of glass mirrored the bright sun and the clear sky of the beautiful morning. On any other day, Enya would’ve enjoyed seeing thousands of little skies reflected in the mirrors; so many suns, so much light and power held that magnificent constructions. She would’ve admired it if that was not today.


     


    Instead she felt nervous, resentful and afraid as she held the beautiful, elegant envelope with the letterhead of Silversson Industries in such a tight grip. That was the same elegant envelope she had received one week ago amidst her friends. It contained only a simple white invitation card. In silver letters were written the words that condemned Enya’s business and purpose in life; as well as all the other small businesses on her block. Enya sighed at the possibility of losing what she had invested years of her life, sleepless nights and hundreds of stressful moments into. Her shop was loved by her loyal customers; a nice little sweet escape for so many people working in the neighborhood.


     


    Yet he, Mr. Almighty Thomas L. Silversson, had given her one week to prepare for this meeting at which the future plans of the block were going to be announced. The white envelope trembled in Enya’s hand. But it was not wind shaking it. On this fine, sunny morning not a single leaf moved on the trees. It was the hand holding the envelope that trembled with so many conflicting emotions. She suddenly hated Mr. Silversson, a man she had never met, as well as the whole corporation. She hated the way big sharks crushed small companies beneath them, all in the name of profit.


     


    But Enya refused to simply give in. She was standing in front of the intimidating building housing her new enemy to fight for her business. To fight for the fruit of her and her team’s countless sacrifices. She was here to face Mr. Almighty Silversson and tell him that her business was worth more to her than any consolatory dollar amount they could throw her way.


     


    Taking a deep breath, Enya convinced herself to relax. She opened her purse to find a tiny box with sweets Karo had secretly planted there. She had chosen the day’s theme, ‘miracles’, and had made the first special treats with mint and matcha powder, Enya’s favorite flavors, to top chocolate delights.


     


    “You are spoiling me, Karo,” Enya chuckled to her assistant as her mouth was filled with a bite of the candy.


     


    “Well, boss, go and show that annoying Mr. Silversson how miracles taste,” Karoline smiled,  pleased with her work. “Here, I’ve prepared another box for you. You can snack on them before or during that meeting whenever you need some positive energy to pull through it. Or...”


     


    “No way I’m giving our enemy a box of candies!” Enya yelled, guessing Karo’s intention.


     


    Karo closed her mouth, silenced by her boss, and smiled back meekly. Enya hugged her and smiled back before turning to face the building. She sighed, knowing the time had come to fight and entered through the main glass doors. As she passed through the metal detector and the device alarmed of the two metallic boxes of desserts in her bag,


     


    Empowered with determination and her new motto, ‘No Silversson money can buy my sweets’, Enya rushed to the elevator with the boxes of chocolates tucked away in her purse. She pressed the button sixty-nine, which was the floor mentioned in her invitation for the meeting. She rolled her eyes and grinned at the naughty thought that crossed her mind. There were seventy other floors in the building, yet the Main Conference Hall of Silversson Inc was placed on the one that made every person hide a bit of a guilty smile while pressing ‘69’.


     


    It felt like an eternity until the glass doors of the elevator decided to close and right at that moment, as if she was suddenly in a move, a breathtakingly handsome man came running toward the just closed doors as if in slow motion. His mouth was open and though Enya did not hear what he was shouting, she believed it was a request to hold the doors.


     


    A piece of her thought it would be a good idea not to hold the doors and let him in. The person would most probably be another employee of her new enemy. However, she realized, he could also be another small business owner from her neighborhood who invited to the meeting. If that was the case she could lose an important ally in her fight against Silversson.


     


    Enya realized that she was totally over-thinking the scenario. The elevator was about to start when she finally did press the button to open the doors again and let the guy in. Truth be told, it was his piercing green eyes that convinced Enya to press the button.


     


    “Thanks,” he spoke, still out of breath. “There are seven other elevators in this building but this is the only one with glass walls. I Can’t deny myself the thrilling sensation of flying every time I climb into it.”


     


    Enya cursed those deceiving green eyes and her weakness for them. He was a Silversson employee. Her first instinct, as usual, was correct. The doors shut behind him again, and since the man did not press any other button to take him to whichever floor he was going to, Enya decided he’d probably be on the project of deconstructing her neighborhood. That gave her one more reason to hate the stranger despite the eyes that were already making her feel a bit itchy.


     


    Enya bit her lip, trying to stop the flow of her thoughts. Since her mysterious encounter on her birthday night men had started to look unusually attractive in her eyes. Some part of her, the cynical businesswoman who believed in facts and figures, thought that it was her mind playing tricks. Or maybe she was simply not ready to forget that little adventure. The more romantic part of her still wanted to keep it as a secret between two people: herself and her anonymous, mysterious graffiti artist. The romantic part seemed to be in charge, filling her head with useless illusions and pretending that it was a sign that she was about to meet the one and only true love of her life. It wasn’t long before the cynical business woman checked in, causing Enya to roll her eyes at herself.


     


    The guy she had let into the elevator chuckled and Enya suddenly realized she had completely forgotten about her company.


     


    “You were rolling your eyes,” he noticed.


     


    Enya cleared her throat and shifted uncomfortably, determined not to be drawn into his handsome features and piercing eyes.


     


    “That’s not something you are supposed to tell strangers,” she chided. “Even if they do roll their eyes.”


     


    Enya turned and tried to concentrate on the magnificent view that the glass walls of the elevator revealed to her as it climbed higher and higher. The building and the city looked breathtaking, she admitted with a sigh.


     


    “And now you sigh,” the very observing stranger noticed.


     


    Enya turned and found that he was smiling. Not just smiling, but beaming at her with a full-hearted open-mouthed ear-to-ear grin; one that could not leave a woman indifferent. Enya licked her lips before realizing what she was doing and then quickly closed her lips with her palm begging for him not to notice what she just did; or, at least, to have the decency not to comment on it.


     


    Another chuckle escaped his lips making Enya fully aware that he had noticed her lovesick gesture, even though he did not make that knowledge very verbal.


     


    “How about you tell me your name and stop being a stranger?” He asked, getting dangerously close.


     


    Enya’s breath caught in her lungs. Not only the man was irresistibly beautiful, but there was something so familiar, so raw and sincere that attracted her to him. She was glad the elevator walls were made of glass. The same feelings that had overtaken her on her birthday were creeping back. It seemed that only the prospect of every person from floors 35-69 seeing her make love to a stranger was keeping her in check.


     


    Speechless. No man ever left Enya Williams speechless. She always found some witty remark to say. If not, at least an argument. Disagreeing with men was usually her favorite occupation. Taking into account, that most men were not very agreeable in the first place, it was not such a hard task to handle. This man, however, had the power to leave her speechless. Despite the rude and arrogant aura about him, Enya wished he was close enough to taste his scent on her lips. 


     


    “I’m not in the mood for making new friends,” Enya tried to push him away and concentrate on the view outside the elevator.


     


    They were still only at the fortieth floor and the elevator had yet to stop at any of the other floors so far. Another person joining them and breaking the tension would’ve been the salvation Enya was craving. Or maybe that was a lie she told herself. She secretly knew she would hate the person who interfered and loosened the charged explosive atmosphere in the little glass cabin of their elevator.


     


    “Me neither,” he shrugged. “What would I do with you as a friend? I merely wanted not to be a stranger so that I could comment that you’ve been sighing and licking your lips as you stared at me.”


     


    Enya knew she was blushing at his comments and tried to hide her glowing cheeks in vain.


     


    How could he spill it out like that – just say such things to another person, much less a stranger?


     


    Her gorgeous stranger laughed, enjoying the effect he was having on her.


     


    “Not a good time for jokes either,” Enya barked, trying to shield herself.


     


    She caught the sight of her reflection in the glass. Her face was pink, eyes shining with so many mixed emotions. Her freckles, her horrifically childish-looking freckles, were much too bright for her liking.


     


    Oh, god, why do I have to look like this in the presence of such a flawlessly beautiful man?


     


    Enya started into her eyes, trying to clear her head of the man standing only a foot or two away and steeled herself for the war that was to come in only a few more floors.


     


    “Your employer is probably gonna ruin my whole life today,” Enya shot back. “So excuse me if I’m in no mood to entertain his employees.”


     


    Enya’s words did not have the desired effect. A sly grin formed on the handsome man’s lips.


     


    “I’m sorry the arrogant mongrel is causing you trouble. Kick him in his billionaire rear when you get a chance,” he advised. “Would’ve done it myself, but might turn out to be a bit tricky.”


     


    While Enya was lost in her search for coherent words again, her companion used the moment to change the subject and steal one of the candy boxes poking out from her purse.


     


    “Taking some treats for the boss?” He asked as he opened the one which Karo had supposedly made for Mr. Silversson and which Enya had deciding she would never give to him.


     


    “No, that’s for me. For encouragement,” she lied.


     


    Without waiting for an invitation, the man took one of the bright green sweets and shoved it into his mouth. The moans of pleasure he made as he chewed on the gooey dessert left Enya not only speechless but also with a growing heat and wetness between her legs. Enya simply stared at awe as the man chewed and groaned in delight, using all of her willpower to avoid pinning him down and having her way with him.


     


    “Can I have another one?” he did not wait for her answer before stealing another mint and matcha chocolate and munching on it with those same enthusiastic and loud sounds of enjoyment. “Where did you get those? I might need to order a few tons of it.” 


     


    Enya was unable to answer. He gaze was stuck to some matcha powder that was on the corner of his mouth; right below a sexy crack in his lip that was calling to Enya ever since she laid eyes on it. She hesitated for a moment. Then, deciding that he had invaded her private space enough for one morning, extended her trembling hand and lightly brushed away the powder from his lip. He used the chance to stick out his tongue and lick the tip of her finger.


     


    “Stealing some of my desserts? Not nice of you, lady with no name,” he winked and Enya hoped he would eat another piece of dessert so that she could wipe his mouth again.


     


    “Those are my desserts, from my own shop, which would soon not exist anymore. Go and thank your boss for that!” She couldn’t hide the sting and anger from her voice even though she knew the guy was probably not responsible for her fate.


     


    The elevator dinged, alerting the pair that it had just passed floor sixty-five. Only four more floors and they would reach their mutual destination. Enya knew that she needed to concentrate on the greater goal in front of her. But their little glass cabin was already hot enough that Enya was sure condensation would soon form. It was nearly unbearable when he licked his finger and closing the box before handing it back to Enya without tearing his bright green eyes from hers.


     


    Then, with that same finger that had just now been very thoroughly licked clean, he pressed button sixty-eight. Enya could not hide her whimper of disappointment; a whimper that elicited a chuckle from the man.


     


    “Don’t worry, sweetie, I promise we’ll meet again. Soon,” he looked at her with that disarming grin of his before he turned and stepped out of the open glass doors of the elevator as it waited on floor sixty-eight.


     


    Enya had only a moment to collect her thoughts before she reached the sixty-ninth floor. It wasn’t enough. She stepped out of the elevator flustered and struggling to comprehend what had just happened and also prepare for the meeting she was barely even aware of anymore. Enya took a moment to look around and locate the open door of the conference hall where the meeting was taking place.


     


    To her surprise, the conference hall was nothing like she had imagined. No ostentatious statues of Roman gods or whatever other atrocities she had pictured in her mind. No unnecessary excessive luxury to intimidate the guests and remind them of the wealth of their host. The hall was elegant as everything else in the Silversson Industries building. To her horror, all the seats in back rows were occupied.


     


    That’s what you get for being late and flirting with the employees on your way, she reproached herself as she slowly walked to take a sit on the front row.


     


    She greeted some of the shop owners she recognized. Over forty people were invited and nearly all of them seemed to be present. Enya wondered how many had already submitted to Silversson’s destructive plan and came to simply hand their businesses to him. Enya did not get much time to muse about that or to seek for allies, as all the murmurs hushed in the hall. She raised her head to see that five men in very expensive suits were now seated at the large table in front of them. The sight of them would’ve been powerful and intimidating if not for the pair of bright green eyes that locked with hers making everyone else fade. 


     


    “You’re gasping again”, he mouthed to her with the already familiar grin.


     


    Enya hoped nobody else could read the silent words on his lips. She quickly closed her mouth and shook her head when she noticed the silver nameplate in front of him. Thomas L. Silversson was carved in black letters on the thin plate. She read it again and again. Thomas Silversson was not only sitting right in front of her, but was the man who minutes ago was licking her finger and stealing chocolates from her.


     


    Mr. Silversson finally released her from the captivity of his bright green eyes. He looked at his guests who uncomfortably stirred under the same intimidating gaze. Then, holding the charged silence for another moment, he politely greeted and thanked them for their time as he announced the start of their meeting. 
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    Two and a half weeks after the meeting at Silversson Industries and seven stores were already closed and deserted. Silversson was having it his way and no other. Enya and Karo watched as Lukas, the owner of the bookstore situated right in front of “Yum & Fun” walked out of the already empty bookstore carrying one final box of books into his truck.


     


    “His grandfather had founded the bookstore,” Karo whispered as if it was the greatest secret.


     


    “How would you know?” Enya did not tear her eyes off the truck loaded with heavy boxes of books.


     


    Lukas did not even bother to lock the doors, leaving it partially ajar as he climbed in his truck. Enya could almost feel the sadness coming from across the street as the truck roared to life and Lukas disappeared from the street, his books in tow.


     


    “He often came here for coffee and sweets,” Karo explained. “He loved our beet and strawberry mousse candies. He always spoke about how happy and proud he was to inherit something his grandpa had started.”


     


    Enya only sighed and shook her head in response.


     


    “We should get back to work,” Karo declared as she turned, refusing to look at the ghost of the bookstore that was left after Lukas drove away.


     


    “Let’s make some sweets,” Enya turned away from the door and followed Karo into the kitchen. “Who knows how long we’re going to be able to do so.”


     


    “Did you consider about relocating the store to another part of the city?” Karo did not turn to look at her as she asked the question so many people asked Enya these days. “Just get them pay a lot of money and let’s start it all over again.”


     


    To Enya, it still seemed like a failure, an uncertain escape. They had carefully chosen their location, worked for years to earn their customers’ loyalty. Even if Silversson Industries paid a good price, they would still not be able to reimburse all those years of work.


     


    “Enough of that Karo, let’s make some Halloween-themed candies today.”


     


    Enya did not wait to see if her assistant agreed with her theme and opened the drawers to get black raisins, licorice liquor and other ingredients she had in mind for their creepy-themes desserts.


     


    “Not too early, boss?” Karo turned to look at her with huge eyes. That was probably a fair treatment for wanting to make Halloween candies mid-September.


     


    “Naw,” Enya responded as she found the almonds, cashews and the large bag of almond flour. “With the current developments, I doubt we’ll be around for real Halloween celebration.”


     


    Two hours later, chocolate spiders, matcha and cacao witches and pumpkins filled with almond crème flowed from Enya’s kitchen. The sweets graced the shelves and pleased the customers who hurried to grab some sweets after their lunch to spice up the second half of their working days.


     


    “They love it,” Karo was jumping cheerfully as she wrapped the last pumpkin and handed it to the kid who was already licking his fingers impatient to try the funny looking dessert. “How about we continue our celebrations of Halloween after work, boss?”


     


    Enya doubted she had the heart to celebrate anything, but agreed none the less. Relaxing was a non-existent word in Enya’s world. At least until she reached her six glass of wine. By the time Chris brought the seventh glass to their table, there were no other customers left.


     


    “May I join the pity party, ladies?” her favorite bartender never failed to rub it into her face when she looked desperate. It always worked. At least, he earned a smile rather than a glare.


     


    “You know, Chris, sometimes people are allowed to be nice,” Karo spoke as she sipped her drink. “And that means trying to be nice to those in need in the first place.”


     


    “Oh, and what kind of needs are we filling in here tonight?” Chris squeezed into the booth next to Karo and playfully tugged at her curls. Karo always appreciated the attention to her hair. Purring like a cat, she leaned closer and placing her head on the bartender’s shoulder invited him to play with his hair some more.


     


    “That’s a good start,” she said.


     


    “Oh please, you two are getting disgustingly sweet,” Enya protested. “We are here to drown our sorrows and work out a war plan - let me remind you!”


     


    “No, no and no, my dearest bossy,” Karo shook her finger and head at the same time slapping at Chris’ face with her unruly bangs. The bartender apparently enjoyed the tickling sensations as he started laughing. “I am not that drunk to have forgotten that we came here to celebrate Halloween.”


     


    “Woohoo, you are even drunker than your boss, girlie. It’s still six weeks until Halloween,” Chris was unaware of their little conspiracy to change the order of holidays in their lives. “Unless this is a belated celebration of the last year’s Halloween, which if I recall correctly, both of you missed for some secret reason.”


     


    “Last year’s Halloween,” both Karo and Enya sighed.


     


    Chris was right, they had missed the party, but neither of them could deny that it was one of the best days in the history of their shop. They had got a huge order to provide catering for some corporate party. They worked their rears out that whole week, but the party got a spotlight in several newspapers. Two of them had even mentioned their shop, which Enya thought was a significant success for them.


     


    “Let’s drink, or else I’m afraid I’m losing you two again,” Chris hurried to change the subject.


    “So, do either of you have any juicy tidbits for me?”


     


    It was always Chris’ favorite moment. Or maybe he just pretended it was his favorite. Telling stories always meant ordering more drinks. So, Enya quite believed it was a small trick the bartender used at times.


     


    “Not me!” Karo raised her hands. “I’ve got a boyfriend and too busy at work for anything else. As long as I have work, that is... Sorry, boss.”


     


    Enya just rolled her eyes and sipped at her drink.


     


    “Enya, you?” Chris narrowed his eyes at her. “Karoline, do you also think this girl is hiding something for us?”


     


    Karo nodded as she swallowed her drink.


     


    “I might,” Enya winked.


     


    Karo and Chris exchanged surprised looks, neither of them caring to hide their surprise. It had been two weeks and since Enya’s much too steamy elevator ride with her now arch rival. Up until now, she had not been able to tell anyone about her surprise encounter with Mr. Silversson. Not to her assistant, not even to her friends. Even though she didn’t know who he was at the time, it still felt like betrayal. However, her silence on the matter was not able to erase the memory of those bright green eyes from her head.


     


    Am I really going to tell them now? Well, maybe with the help of another drink or two.


     


    Chris read her mind, or maybe simply noticed the empty glasses in front of them.


     


    “Refill?” he kissed Karo’s messy curls as he hopped up cheerfully and hurried toward the bar.


    “How about trying something stronger? Or are you not yet tired of your wine?”


     


    “Me – no! I love wine,” Karo licked the last drop from her glass.


     


    “What about the boss?  Maybe some whiskey?” Chris asked.


     


    “Maybe?” she said slowly.


     


    “Can’t hear you,” Chris shouted in a loud voice; as if the bar was too crowded and she would have hard times hearing him otherwise.


     


    “Maybe,” she repeated her answer, only slightly louder.


     


    “Karo, what is she saying,” Chris brought his hand to his ear and leaned over the bar to be able to hear them.


     


    “That’s her way of saying yes,” her assistant yelled back. “She might need two. I have a suspicion she’s going to reveal the origin of whatever she was trying to hide on her neck the morning after her birthday.”


     


    Chris whistled. “This night is getting hotter and hotter! Whiskey night for sure!”


     


    Before she knew it, Enya had two glasses in front of her and a very curious and impatient Chris wrapping his arm around her shoulder.


     


    “Someone ran away from her own party and got very naughty, I see. That’s my girl,” he spoke like a proud dad whose kid was back from school with high grades. “Give me some juicy details.”


     


    Enya blushed, remembering the street artist who’s image had slipped to the back of her mind after the encounter with Mr. Silversson. Chris, however, was probably thinking it was the guy she had forced to walk her out of the bar that night.


     


    What was his name? Enya wondered. Did I ever even know?


     


    “No, I’m telling another story,” Enya stared at her fingers.


     


    “Oh, same guy another story? Or another guy another story,” Karo tried to clarify, pretending she was not drunk.


     


    This was quickly getting out of hand. Enya was finally ready to talk about her meeting with Mr. Silversson but giving a wrong impression that the hickey she was hiding was from the head of Silversson Industries would be a horrible mistake. And, would also mean she knew him on her birthday, which was not true either.


     


    “Another guy another story,” Enya decided to choose the truth.


     


    “Oh, wow, two guys within two weeks? You are finally turning a bit human, babe,” Chris patted her arm.


     


    “Two guys within two weeks and I know none of them?” Karo looked furious, but then quickly drooped into a pouty frown. “How could you do that to me, boss. I’m your all time favorite employee. We share something as intimate as making desserts. How could you hide it from me?”


     


    “Wait, wait!” Enya was starting to get a headache. She pressed her fingers to her temples and tried to quickly find a way out of this situation she had put herself into. “There was no hickey. Forget it. It was a scarf - just a scarf, okay?”


     


    “If you say so...” Chris quickly agreed. “Let’s move on to the story now.”


     


    “A scarf is never just a scarf. It is always a hickey. It’s been like that from the beginning of times. But, go on, tell us a story that will make us forget that suspicious hickey that you’re trying to hide from us,” Karo challenged her.


     


    “I’ve met Silversson,” Enya concentrated on her drink. She was staring at the ice cubes hoping they could understand she did not want that whole situation to turn like that. 


     


    “Big revelation - we know that. You and thirty other people have been in that meeting, remember?” Karo stated impatiently.


     


    “No, not the meeting,” Enya, though still staring at the ice cubes, noticed how Karo’s eyes widened and Chris brought his hand to his mouth. “I met him by chance in the elevator before the meeting.”


     


    “Awww, boss, you are so cool!” Karo almost yelled. “Did he kiss you there?”


     


    “What? No!”


     


    Not for real, at least. The dozens of kisses she had imagined in the version of the elevator encounter that she had replayed in her head again and again did not count. She had imagined how it would feel to run her tongue along his lips, how would that crack in his lip feel. Would his kiss be light and soft or a hard and possessive one? The light brush of his lip on her fingers did not count as a kiss… did it?


     


    “He did not tell me who he was and devoured the candies you had forced me to take,” Enya paused, deciding that was as much of the story as they were going to get.


     


    “Hold on, babe,” Chris interrupted her - displeased at how little entertaining her story was. “I get it you haven’t had a fling for a while, but remember how our drink and talk sessions go? You are supposed to get wasted and spill out all the dirty details. If there are no such details, at least come up with some naughty imagination!”


     


    “Oh, that I can do,” Enya smiled to the now empty glass of whiskey and the ice cubes which looked bored and lonely now drained of the sweet liquid.


     


    “Even I can do that. The man is gorgeous as sin,” Karo sounded like she was carried away by her own fantasies. “Are his eyes real or photoshopped?”


     


    “Yeah, well… If I had listened to you and looked him up online before going to that meeting, I would’ve saved myself the bitter disappointment.”


     


    Now the whiskey inside Enya was finally talking.


     


    How could a person be so beautiful and charming, yet also strip people of their businesses they have built with their sweat and blood?


     


    As Enya told every little detail of their brief encounter, Karo’s eyes filled with hope.


     


    “What if he’s in love with you, boss?” Karo cooed. “Maybe it’s like the movies, where the villain falls for the heroine and she makes him see the error of his ways.”


     


    “Wake up, Karo! My life is not a movie,” she threw her hands into the air and immediately knew it was the whiskey talking again.


     


    Chris was suspiciously silent; which did not give Enya a good feeling. The guy loved being the one to reveal miraculous solutions in every situation. Now, when she really needed him, he was too calm.


     


    “What do you think?” Enya tore her eyes off her glass and turned toward Chris.


     


    “That Silversson guy sounds good, but why do I have a feeling you are still thinking about the hickey guy?” Enya glared at him. “Right, he does not exist! So all we are left with is a delicious looking billionaire who likes your desserts and licks your fingers.”


     


    “I know it,” Karo yelled as if suddenly she had had an enlightening. “We should seduce him. Well, you’ll do the seducing part, I’ll make the sweets.”


     


    “She’s right, babe,” Chris agreed. “If the hickey guy does not exist, the billionaire is the second good thing that has happened to you lately. If you can’t fight the monster, seduce him!”


     


    Enya rolled her eyes.


     


    Like I could seduce a billionaire. Thomas L. Silversson would mean nothing but trouble and heartbreak for any silly woman who dared to think she could have his heart. I’d be prey, not some seductress.
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    Enya Williams was going to be a tough nut to crack. Thomas Silversson had known it from the moment he saw her, really saw her, by looking straight into her soul through those stubborn hazel eyes. He was glad that he had not let himself be deceived by the first impression he had gotten from his glance. He would’ve basically ignored her then and never known what an amazing creature she was.


     


    Thomas knew he was smiling like a fool. One day, maybe he would have the chance to tell her about those first impressions. It amused him that she still thought their first meeting was in the elevator. As much as he enjoyed the innocent teasing and how she blushed when caught staring at him, he did want her to remember the first time she saw him. He wasn’t going to tell her today, though. It was the show time.


     


    Thomas L. Silversson, the devil himself as some called him, pushed open the door and stepped into “Yum & Fun”. He couldn’t wait to see her reaction. He imagined her eyes widen with surprise, the freckles on her cheeks get a shade brighter as she desperately searched for words.


     


    “Hi,” a cheerful voice greeted him. She sounded nice but not like Enya. It was surprising how the momentary disappointment made his heart sink. “Welcome, to Yum and Fun!”


     


    The very beautiful blond with curly hair was standing behind the counter. The sweet, perfect scent of cinnamon and ginger filled his nostrils. Thomas did not have a sweet tooth. Yet, his mouth watered and he knew there was only one thing more sweet and delicious to be found in this show, Enya Williams herself.


     


    “Hi,” he finally recalled his manners and greeted the cheerful shop assistant. “I am...” Thomas paused, realizing who he was wasn’t important in this interaction. “Who cares about names? Just came here to try your best dessert.”


     


    “Oh, dear Mr. Handsome, all of them are the best,” the cute blonde giggled. “How about you take a seat and I’ll make a selection of something you might enjoy?”


     


    “I’ll trust your choice then,” Thomas gave her another smile, knowing she was melting under the heavy gaze of his bright green eyes. Then, he looked around to find the best place for him to sit so that he would notice Enya as soon as she entered the store.


     


    “Yeah, you can have any table you’d like, haven’t been too busy lately,” he heard the cute girl’s comment which sounded to him a bit sharp for a small talk. “Not since all the local shops closed one after another. They loved to come to this place after lunch, or even for lunch. Who wouldn’t enjoy a meal full of healthy sweets, right?”


     


    She placed a plate of desserts on the table she seemed to have chosen for him.


     


    “Would you like to have tea or coffee with your dessert, Mr. Silversson? I believe you might like to taste our special healthy chocolate coffee before we close for good,” she placed her hands on her hips, trying to look dangerous.


     


    “If you know who I am, how about you tell me your name as well. That would be only fair,” he did his best to give her his nicest smile.


     


    “Karoline Kvinck,” she put him out of his misery and invited him to take the seat she had chosen for him by the window.


     


    He was about to say how happy he was to meet her, maybe compliment her hair or the beautiful plate of sweets she had put together for him, but she turned abruptly and disappeared through a door which Thomas believe led to the kitchen.


     


    Deep in his heart, Thomas hoped Enya would be back soon for more than one reasons now. The invitation he had decided to deliver to her in person was only a cover story for him to meet her again. Now, he needed her for his safety as well. Ms. Karoline Kvinck looked charmingly hostile.


    Moments later, Karoline was back carrying two huge mugs.


     


    “Chocolate coffee,” she placed one in front of him and took the seat on the other side of the table hugging her own mug. “So what brings you here?”


     


    “Curious are we?” Thomas could not help to tease her a little bit.


     


    He had learned to read people’s body language while watching them at work. One could learn a lot about the employee’s motivation and loyalty. Ms. Karoline Kvinck was a fierce warrior who believed in Enya’s business. She was not one of those employees who was already sending her resume to other potential employers, she was here to stay to the very end; an end which was soon to happen. Even if Thomas knew about Enya and her little charming shop months ago, the project of the elite shopping district had been in work for over a year. Neither the municipality nor his investors would’ve agreed to let go of such a great deal to save one little shop, or even the dozen that lined the street.


     


    “I’m here to see your boss,” he tried to sound as business as he could.


     


    “I can call Enya and see when she’s coming back,” she quickly went to the counter and returned with a phone in the hand that looked more like a giant strawberry than the gadget it was supposed to be.


     


    Thomas could not hide his amusement. Usually, cuteness was never his thing. He preferred to keep things more elegant and simple. Still, everything about this place made him smile. He made a mental promise to bring his grandma here before the place was closed. He didn’t spend much time with her recently and he knew how important it was for her, and for him. She was the only person whom he trusted. The only person who stood by himself from the time when he was a lonely, angry teenager. The only person who believed in him when he quit university and decided to start his business at the age of twenty. And the only person, who could still kick his rear if she thought he wronged someone with no good reason.


     


    He knew she would want to kick his rear for this project most probably. Still, he was ready to take that risk. The reward was simply too great.


     


    Karoline cleared her throat and Thomas realized he had been carried away.


     


    “She’s on her way back. But she said you can leave a message with me if you don’t want to wait.” Karoline gave him the stern look that spoke volumes.


     


    To show he was determined to stay, he pulled the huge place of sweets closer and started tasting them one by one. “I’ll wait.”


     


    He enjoyed watching from the corner of his eyes the cute little assistant’s flushed face and wide eyes as he made moans devouring the sweets. Yes, he was guilty of trying to make her like him in every way possible. That was one tool Thomas knew always worked with women. He needed Enya’s assistant on his side for the battle to come.


     


    He had devoured half of the desserts Karoline had offered him, and was sure he would’ve exploded if he took another bite, when the bells hanging above the doorframe rang. Both Thomas and Karoline turned toward the door. His heart skipped when Enya entered the shop and her deep, stubborn eyes met his. Reflecting the sunlight, her freckles were turned into a much brighter, coppery shade. He knew she was trying to hide her surprise at his visit.


     


    “Mr. Silversson,” she greeted him coldly.


     


    Thomas knew it was foolish to expect anything else but a cold, polite handshake. His gritted his teeth as he knew his mind betrayed him, filling his head with memories of her lips.


     


    “Ms. Williams,” he mirrored her greeting in a similarly formal manner. “I hope you are doing well.”


     


    “You can see it for yourself,” she took Karoline’s now vacant seat.


     


    “I’m here to deliver an invitation to you,” he started.


     


    He placed both his hands on his thighs below the table and strictly forbade himself to even think about touching her. He did not have the benefit of being anonymous anymore and couldn’t afford to be playful as he did in the elevator.


     


    “Have you also purchased and closed all the postal services in the city?” Enya cocked a brow at him.


     


    Thomas loved the sarcastic, sharp tone in her voice.


     


    “Well, since you are the only shop that has refused all the business offers my lawyers have sent to you, you get a special treatment and the pleasure to meet me one-to-one again. I promised you we’ll meet again and if nothing else, I am a man of my word.”


     


    He chuckled as she rolled her eyes at him. All sorts of emotions were hidden in that very simple gesture that could look arrogant to many, but he knew was simply her way of looking for words when confused.


     


    “I see that Karo is spoiling you again with sweets,” she was now playing with a very rebellious strand of her auburn hair that had escaped her ponytail.


     


    Thomas groaned as he remembered the feel of that silky hair. He wanted to run his fingers through them. He could not, though. Strictly business, he reminded himself.


     


    “Yes, at least one person in his shop is kind to me,” he said.


     


    “Do not even hope, Mr. Handsome,” Karoline yelled from the kitchen.


     


    “Ah, I see nobody is kind to me here. I cannot hold business negotiations in such an environment. How about me meet in neutral territory?”


     


    “Neutral territory? Are we at war?” Enya narrowed her eyes on him and that was a declaration of war on its own.


     


    Thomas filled his mouth with more sweets. He had rehearsed this very episode several times while driving here. He knew she was going to react exactly like this. Karoline’s participation from behind the war was an added challenge, of course. Still, things were going according to his plan.


     


    “I could always invite you to continue our conversation in our headquarters. I believe you enjoyed the elevator ride.”


     


    To add more flavor to his words, he took another bite of what looked like beet and chocolate candy, and then licked his fingers. That was all he had planned for his little seduction scene, but the candy was too good, so despite his best efforts, he felt his head drop back, eyes close and he let out a happy groan as he chewed on the delight. He was glad Enya’s assistant could not see them. As he opened his eyes, he observed two very angry, narrowed eyes staring at him with an open mouth.


     


    “You doing it again, staring at me,” he laughed, this time slightly nervous and his palms sweaty.


     


    “Stop it! I am at work,” she hissed, throwing a careful glance at the kitchen door, well aware that Karo was eavesdropping.


     


    “Finally we agree on something. Business negotiations should not be carried at workplace. Dinner tomorrow at eight. Here’s your invitation,” he placed the white envelope with Silversson Industries letterhead on the table.


     


    “I don’t know...” Enya hesitated.


     


    For a moment, Thomas thought she was going to say no. As much as he liked challenge and stubborn women, he was not up for rejection.


     


    “She’s coming!” Karo’s voice from behind the door came to his help.


     


    Thomas quickly sneaked one last piece of candy he had not tried yet and placing a quick kiss on Enya’s temple, an unplanned reaction for which he would lecture himself later, and quickly left the shop before she had time to change her mind.
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    Emily forced the twentieth dress on Enya, who was quickly growing tired of the game of dress-up. Enya was not really a fashion girl. Give her some nuts and fruits, and she’d turn it into a masterpiece in a matter of minutes; but matching a shirt to a skirt, seemed to be the greatest puzzle in her life. Emily, on the other hand, was a natural in this art. The girl owned the biggest closet Enya had even seen.


     


    Lucky for Enya, Brandon was also home, lending a more critital eye to Emily’s gushing enthusiasm. If it wasn’t for him, Enya would have would up wearing the too low cut red dress that she felt made her butt look twice as big.


     


    “Girlie, we’ve dedicated the whole Saturday morning to you!” Emily complained. “At least pretend you are enjoying it!”


     


    Emily collapsed on the couch next to her boyfriend. Brandon had absorbed himself in his phone, offering comments and critique only when asked.


     


    “I know, darling, and I appreciate it! But I feel like freaking Cinderella in those dresses,” Enya complained.


     


    Cinderella had never been a favorite character of Enya. She had always believed a girl should create her own career without relying on pumpkins and princes. Now, being dressed in those fancy dresses, she half believed Emily was going to turn Brandon into a fine white horse to bring her carriage to the restaurant where she was meeting Mr. Almighty, Irresistible Thomas Silversson.


     


    “No, you are not,” Emily rebuffed. “Cinderella had at least the decency to listen to her fairy godmother and put on whatever dress she chose for her. Also, she was not stubborn and that is why she got the prince.”


     


    “Nah,” Brandon looked up from his phone to add his two cents. “She got the prince because that idiot was tired of chicks jumping on him trying to get into his pants. My guess is - that could be the case with your Silversson as well. Too many girls chasing after his fortune.”


     


    “He’s arrogant enough to enjoy it,” Enya rolled her eyes.             


     


    “And smart enough to be a self-made billionaire before forty. I'm sure that means he values smarter chicks over pretty ones,” Emily added.


     


    “Thanks, Em, I know I’m not the pretty one,” Enya stuck her tongue out. “And I do not want him. Business is all I do! Business! Meaning me saving my business from the claws of that monster.”


     


    “How did you survive thirty long years being so silly, girl?” Emily huffed.


     


    Why is Emily mad at me?


     


    “Thirty-one,” Enya corrected.


     


    Emily just shook her head and returned to her row of dresses. She chose a short green cocktail dress and pulled it out, faux modeling it as she draped it across her body. Enya knew that dress. They had bought it together for the tenth-anniversary dinner that Brandon had organized for Emily. Enya rolled her eyes.


     


    “Not wearing that!” she discarded the dress immediately.


     


    “Baby, I agree with Enya here,” Brandon piped up. “She lets you play her personal business stylist, but don’t force her into a dress that she doesn’t like.”


     


    For once Brandon sided not with his girlfriend but her. Enya was grateful for his support.


     


    “It would have complimented his eyes perfectly,” Emily sighed but without further argument chose another dress for Enya to try. “This one is my good-luck charm for important meetings.”


     


    Enya sighed, not hating the dress and figuring a bit of good luck couldn’t hurt; though it was a bit too sexy for her liking.


     


    “Ok,” Enya conceded. “Though I’m not a fan of how… sexy… it is.”


     


    “Girlie, I still can’t get it - how can you be so smart and talented in work and so stupid when it comes to men?” Enya heard Emily say as she was trying on the purple.


     


    Enya rolled her eyes, the blue fabric sliding over her body as she shimmied into the dress hiding the fact from Emily.


     


    “Perfect!” Emily nodded once the dress rested on Enya’s hips.


     


    Enya smiled, somewhat satisfied with the dress and more so happy that the tortuous process of trying them on was over. The pair walked out of the closet, seeking Brandon’s final approval.


     


    “Agreed!” Brandon seconded, as usual.


     


    “Your Silversson is going to have real hard times keeping his hands off you during that date,” Emily crooned as she found a scarf that could go with the dress.


     


    “For one last time - this is not a date!” Enya barked back as she tried the scarf on. It was beautiful. Something a “proper business woman”, as Enya termed it, would wear.


     


    “If I were to invite someone for a business meeting, I would prefer lunchtime on a weekday. Saturday night dinner in a fancy restaurant – I’d call it anything but work,” Brandon chimed in as he ducked out, knowing his opinion was no longer required.


     


    “He’s got a point. You might think I’m delusional, but if Bran is saying the same, you gotta admit, girl, there’s something there.”


     


    And even if there was, Emily was not getting anywhere with this. Except for terrifying Enya even more. If this was not the business meeting, then it could mean only one thing, Thomas L. Silversson was planning on seducing Enya in order to acquire her business.


     


    So not happening!


     


    “Tell me, girl, when was the last time you had sex. If that was with that sorry rear of your ex whose name we are not allowed to mention, it was ages ago. Now there’s finally a handsome guy who wants you, use this chance!”


     


    Enya bit her lip. She still had not mentioned about her hot night adventure on the roof. Even one mention about her ex made her want to spill out her secret. She did not want Jake to be in no way responsible for her most recent orgasm. It kind of sounded offensive. Still, answering tons of questions about her mystery man tryst was not a great alternative.


     


    “You are picking sides, Em,” Enya narrowed her eyes at her best friend. “You are totally Team Silversson.”


     


    “I am Team Enya-finally-gets-laid!” Emily hugged her friend and led her out into the living room.


     


    Brandon had relocated to the couch and was once again engrossed in his phone and a beer. Emily launched herself into the arms of her boyfriend, kissing him to make her point. Once their lips parted, Emily stole Brandon’s beer and took a few sips. Enya groaned. She could agree on that. If nothing else, her one night stand had reminded her how much she missed sex.


     


    “Let’s go Team Enya-gets-laid!” Brandon added, having overheard their conversation.


     


    Enya blushed.


     


    “I hope that Silversson guy has the guts to tie you to your chair in that expensive restaurant and forget you brainless right there, in front of everyone.” Half a beer and Emily was already talking dirty.


     


    To Enya, Emily’s fantasy sounded less like an idle threat and more like something Thomas L. Silversson was quite capable of doing. She wasn’t sure whether she agreed to that plan or not, but her insides twitched and she licked her lips imagining, for the one-hundredth time, how his kiss would taste.


     


    ***


     


    Enya was still thinking about that imaginary kiss when she parked her car in front of the restaurant.


     


    Blue dress - check.


    Auburn hair turned into perfection by Emily - check.


    Perfume - she sniffed her wrist - check.


    Dark purple lipstick - check.


     


    There was only one thing that ruined the whole image - her very blushed cheeks. She covered them with her hands, trying to imagine something other than Mr. Silversson’s lips on hers when a knock at her window made her jump. A pair of bright green eyes were smiling at her.


     


    “You are late by two minutes,” he spoke from outside the window. “Linger there for another minute, and I’m gone.”


     


    With those words, Thomas L. Silversson turned and entered through the restaurant doors.


     


    Really? Did he come out to threaten her and go back inside?


     


    The normally stubborn Enya would’ve turned around and driven back home immediately. The reasonable business woman would have called his bluff. The horny and fantasy ridden Enya checked the time on her watch. She had forty seconds left.


     


    The very polite restaurant manager accompanied Enya to the slightly isolated table, which provided them enough privacy, but was not completely separated enough from the other tables to make her feel uncomfortable. 


     


    “I’ve taken the liberty to choose for you as well,” he informed her.


     


    Enya stumbled on her words, trying to decide exactly how to respond. As much as his words angered her, Enya could not resist that crooked smile on his lips that immediately reminded her about the delicious kiss she had been imagining.


     


    “Thank you?” Enya finally managed to squeak out.


     


    Calm down, girl! Enya told herself, trying to collect her scattered thoughts. You’re here to protect your business no matter what. Do it! If it comes with the bonus of seducing a very attractive man, then let it be.


     


    “You are silent,” Mr. Silversson observed.


     


    He was wearing a gray suit and a strange green tie, which would’ve looked very out of palce on anyone else, but for him, it highlighted his mesmerizing eyes.


     


    Maybe because everything about you makes me nervous? Enya answered him in her mind but did not dare to speak the words out loud. 


     


    “How about you tell me why we are here?” she answered, not intending her words to sound so harsh.


     


    “I expected nothing else,” he leaned closer and Enya knew she was blushing again. “Before you jump to conclusions, though maybe you have already, you are the only person who still refuses to sell your little shop. We have bought every single apartment block on the street. Most of your neighboring businesses made enough profit that they could open prosperous businesses anywhere else in the city. Others are going to reopen their stores inside our shopping mall with our support.”


     


    Enya knew all of that. She had talked to most of her neighbors. Some even came to her confectionery to bid farewell to their work and life on their street. Still, even if most of them were happy with their deals, that was not enough to make Enya like Mr. Corporate Shark sitting in front of her and trying to intimidate her with his emerald eyes.


     


    “And all those great deeds have earned you the honor to dine with me?” Enya’s sarcasm finally kicked in.


     


    “You’re good. But no,” Silversson held her eyes locked with his for several very long moments while the waiter served the entrees.


     


    “I want to know you, Enya,” he laughed.


     


    For the first time, if felt like a bit of a nervous chuckle. Enya felt emboldened, like there was finally a chink in his perfect armor.


     


    “You have rejected every deal my lawyers have offered. The last one was ten times more than your business could ever cost. Ever. You are still saying no. I want to know more about a woman who could say no to that.”


     


    “Bad habits die hard,” she bit into her lettuce as if the poor leaves were to be held accountable for his deeds and her choices.


     


    “I get that. But is it a smart choice for your business? How about we play a little game?” he cocked his brow warning Enya of the danger his ‘little game’ was going to bring.


     


    Enya shifted in her seat. Too hot in this restaurant.


     


    “It’s simple. I ask questions. You give answers.”


     


    “With one condition,” Enya shot back. “If I answer your question, I get to ask one in return. Fair, is it not?”


     


    Two could play this game, though Enya wasn’t sure she could ask any of the questions that she really wanted to. Like “Your place or mine?” or “Is the backseat of my car ok?”. Still, she was going to use this game to her benefit. The more she discovered about Mr. Silversson, the better strategy she could come up with to stand against him.


     


    “Fair. I’ll start.”


     


    Enya shifted nervously, trying to prepare answers to any of the questions he could throw at her. She recalled profit and loss figures, annual growth, anything and everything she could use to defend the existence of her business to this tycoon.


     


    “Will you go out on a date with me?”


     


    “Is that your question?” Was the only response Enya could manage.


     


    She was expecting him to ask about her ambitions, her business. Probing questions he could use to figure out how to play her. But this? Especially when they just met for what Enya continued to assume were negotiations.


     


    “Yes,” he responded simply. “And yours counts as a question too. Now, answer mine!”


     


    “No, wait. You said this was strictly business!”


     


    “This dinner is. Strictly business, as you sid. Or did you have other expectations, Ms. Williams?”


     


    She did, but he didn’t know that… or shouldn’t have known that. Enya took a moment to collect herself, once again, and form an argument.


     


    “Yes, Mr. Silversson. I came here with expectations to find something human in you. To learn that you feel at least a tiny bit guilty for stealing my business. Yes, I hoped you’d get out of your Mr. Perfect persona and show there is something real about you.”


     


    “Agree to a date and I’ll show you all those sides you want,” he winked.


     


    It was one thing to pretend this was not a date. But agreeing to his offer would officially mean mixing business with personal. That was one rule Enya did not want to break.


     


    “Is that how all your business meetings end, Mr. Silversson?”


     


    “No. This is quite the exception, Ms. Williams. And I suspect you haven’t been asked on a date for quite a long time.”


     


    How dare he?! Enya’s mind raced. She knew that this was his plan all along; to get her angry, to make her say things she would not say otherwise. As much as Enya knew she was playing into his hands, she couldn’t help her anger.


     


    “Wrong!” she spat back. “I had a date a few weeks ago. On a rooftop and it was hot.”


     


    As soon as the words spilled from her mouth she knew it was a mistake. She had hid the roof-top rendezvous from her best friends for weeks, but now she was just spilling it out here to a stranger.


     


    “Brave!”


     


    No other word. No reaction on his face. Was that what he thought of her? Was he waiting for her to elaborate more details? Enya did not like not understanding men. That’s why she had always chosen boring guys like Jake. 


     


    “What about you?” Enya tried to break the awkward pause.


     


    “I don’t do dating, darling. As I said, you are an exception.”


     


    The silence that followed next, when both of them were busy eating their salads was unbearable.


     


    Is he still waiting for her answer or simply checking my reaction?


     


    As much as the person sitting in front of her attracted her with his looks, her mind always skipped back to the guy she had not mentioned to anyone else until now. She was comparing them, something that was always a bad sign in Enya’s world.


     


    He watched her as she ate. He watched her as she talked to their waiter who brought their main course and refilled their glasses. Everything about Thomas Silversson charmed her. Yet, he was like a dangerous predator; stalking his prey, luring into his claws. Waiting until it, she, was begging for him to devour her. If this was his game, the man was dang good at it. She had no way to win it. Still, Enya was not a woman to give up.


     


    “Are we still playing at questions and answers?” Enya asked when his silence was unbearable.


     


    “Yes. My turn,” he grinned.


     


    As much as it angered her that he twisted this to his benefit again, Enya also found some sense of thrill to it.


     


    “How did you break up with your ex?” Thomas asked.


     


    Enya never remembered mentioning her ex to him. She guessed that he was just assuming she would have one and not currently be in a relationship.


     


    “He broke up with me,” Enya was surprised that the statement did not hurt as much as it did before.


     


    She was used to being the one to let them go, to figure out they had reached a dead-end. With Jake, things had been different. Everything seemed perfect, until one day he asked her to choose between him and her business.


     


    “He thought I was too busy and did not give him the attention he deserved,” she shrugged.


     


    Ironic, her ex had asked her to work less and she had chosen her work over him. Now, she was sitting here and breathing unevenly for a man who was not asking but crashing her business and enjoying the whole process of it at a nice dinner in a fancy restaurant. And Enya still considered herself the reasonable smart woman.


     


    “Did he break your heart or hurt your pride?”


     


    “You’ll get to ask it next time. It’s my turn. Tell me about your family.”


     


    “That’s not a question. Try to ask something.”


     


    “Who are your parents? Do you have siblings? Are you close with them? Did they help you with your career?”


     


    She might’ve had all of those answers if she had done proper research about him. Usually, there would be complete biographies about persons as renowned as the founder of Silversson Industries. Enya was pretty sure she remembered Karo complaining that his life story started from the moment he dropped out from Harvard to start his first business initiative. Enya was quite sure the interesting part of the story lay way back in his past.


     


    “That’s four questions,” Thomas clarified. “Lucky for you there is only one answer to all of those questions: no. No siblings. Not close with my parents, and they didn’t help me one bit. The last time I saw my parents I was five. They drove me to my grandma’s place and as I was walking out of the car, they promised to be back soon. That never happened.”


     


    For just a moment his arrogant billionaire mask started to fade away. It was only for a moment though, when he mentioned his grandmother. Enya leaned closer to hear the rest of the story. Thomas Silversson brought his glass of wine to his lips, drank it all and one blink later, he was back into the playful bad boy skin again.


     


    “Four questions from me now,” he warned her. “Will you go out on a date with me?”


     


    “No.”


     


    “Will you go out on a date with me if I promise to behave?”


     


    Highly suspicious offer. “No”


     


    “Will you go out on a date with me if I offer you a new location for your shop – in the city center? For free.”


     


    “No.”


     


    “Will you go on a date with me to my grandma’s place where I grew up?”


     


    If she ever got to see the true face Thomas Silversson, this was going to be the only place he would be exposed. Meeting the grandma of the person who was crushing her dreams was not really a promising start of a romance either. Enya chewed on a huge mushroom, devoured two small broccoli florets and several arrows of asparagus while she tries to consider all the pros and cons. Who was she fooling, though? She knew the answer all along.


     


    “Yes,” she said and stuffed her face with another mushroom hoping that it would prevent her smile from being too obvious.
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    Tiny raindrops hit the windshield of Thomas Silversson’s car, reflecting the bright yellow street lights. Those shiny droplets reminded him of something he was not sure he liked to be reminded of. They were as lively as Enya’s freckles. He wasn’t sure why the sight of them turned him on so much. 


     


    “Perfect, now even the rain is about her,” Thomas was not sure how he liked that realization.


     


    He liked beautiful women, in fact, too many of them. He adored edgy, smart and stubborn ones, though as sexy as such women were, Thomas valued his drama-free life too much to get involved with a complicated woman. That was not a rule or anything, he simply knew his priorities.


     


    Enya Willams featured all of those qualities: stubborn as the wind, unpredictable as thunder, yet cute as tonight’s rain. All he could think about was seeing again her tonight. He could think of nothing but her since he woke up that morning. He had rescheduled several meetings just to give himself the time to collect his thoughts and figure out what he expected from tonight. Holding business meetings when Enya’s pretty face occupied most of his mind could not be exactly qualified as being cool-headed and he couldn’t afford being known as anything but that.


     


    Thomas’ phone buzzed. His favorite personal assistant mobile app informed him that it was Daniel - his business associate. He had canceled this afternoon's meeting with Dan as well. Thomas considered not answering the call but knew better than that. If Daniel wanted to talk to him, he would not stop calling until he answered. He was surprised Dan had been okay when he canceled this meeting earlier today. Though apparently not as okay as he might’ve thought, being that he was calling again. Thomas answered the phone and turned on the loudspeakers.


     


    “Daniel,” he greeted him formally as was expected from him.


     


    “I hope I am not interrupting anything important,” Dan spoke in his flattering voice. This was going to be a long conversation; Thomas knew it from Dan's tone immediately.


     


    “Driving. Has Meredith rescheduled our meeting to tomorrow morning? Can it wait until then?”


     


    Thomas was trying to get rid of Dan and if he didn’t terminate the conversation quickly, that was never going happen.


     


    “It can if you want to,” Dan did not sound very happy with that. Still, he knew disagreeing with the head of Silversson Industries was not a thing to do hot-headedly. “Let me just remind you that we are already one week behind our schedule. The deconstruction of the area for the shopping and entertainment center was to start last Monday. As of today, we still have one small shop declining every offer that we've made.”


     


    “I’ve told you I will deal with that shop.”


     


    “And I respect that decision, Thomas, you know that.”


     


    “Then, I do not see the emergency of this conversation.”


     


    Dan might’ve had a reason if the money was what mattered to Thomas. Supervising the finances was Dan's responsibility and Thomas could not be angry at him for wanting to do his job properly.


     


    As the head of Silversson Industries, Thomas had things to consider other than just money. Sometimes, a week's loss was the least he could pay to have his future customer's loyalty and satisfaction. However, a week's worth of profit or costs was also not a joke. Luckily, Thomas L. Silversson could afford to pay that cost if that meant solid foundation for his new project. He could pay good money for not compromising his principles. That was how he had made it big before he was even thirty. That was how he kept his corporation flourishing for the next seven years. He was not changing any of it or having it any other way.


     


    The fact that the one resisting stubborn business lady was also the woman who had stolen his breath from the very first moment he laid eyes on her was an additional challenge. He might’ve not wanted it that way but the challenge was worth the game.


     


    He was early. Driving another circle around the neighborhood would be a good way to kill some time while enjoying the rain softly drumming against the windows of his car. A part of him, the introvert hidden deep behind the mask of the billionaire bad boy, wished he could spend this night alone. He would take a long walk wondering in the streets, laughing at those idiots who ran through the rain as if they had something more important to do. As if they could save themselves from getting wet. Not when the rain had targeted them and doomed to its wet embrace.


     


    He could also have spent the night in his penthouse. He could have opened a bottle of fine red wine, turned off the lights and sat by the window as he watched the city be washed in thousands of shiny lights from every window around him. This was a fine night to be alone. Yet, he also couldn’t wait for the minutes pass by so that he could park in front of Enya’s shop and pick her up. This rainy night was an intimate thing to share with a woman. As powerful as Thomas was, he wouldn’t interfere with the decision the rain had made for them.


     


    He drove past Enya’s shop for the third time. My fault for arriving so early. He could see several customers enjoying their after-work sweets. None of them hurried into the rain. Not when they could ask the cute shop assistant for a refill of their coffee or chocolate and enjoy another piece of those magnificent desserts. Enya was nowhere to be seen. He imagined she was inside,  probably getting ready for him to pick her up, maybe looking at herself in the mirror and trying to choose shoes to go with her dress.


     


    It took all the willpower Thomas had to make another circle around her building until it was the time to pick Enya up. He was glad for the rain. She would not feel his palms were slightly damp with nervousness.


     


    “Beautiful!” Thomas greeted her; though he hated the scarf that she had wrapped around her shoulders. He knew he would have to get it off of her.


     


    “Beautiful yourself, Mr. Silversson,” her smile gave away the confusion and unease she still felt around him. Feeling that was not there when they first met. A meeting that she did not relate to their relationship and that hurt him more than anything else.


     


    “Thomas,” he corrected. “We are not in a business meeting. No need to address each other so formally.”


     


    He opened the door and she rolled her eyes at him before getting into the car. If she only knew how happy that little gesture made him feel. The ride to his grandma's place was surprisingly friendly. She did not blame him for ruining her dreams, he did not try to buy her business. It was as if the conflict between the pair did not exist. She was just a woman worried about meeting a man's grandmother on their very first date.


     


    The second, he reminded himself bitterly.


     


    Thomas surprised himself every time realizing how that little disappointment got into him. She could not see him, did not see through the mask he was wearing. Not the one he wore that night, but the one he had right now.


     


    “Any hints on dos and don’ts when meeting your grandma?” Enya finally asked.


     


    “Nothing to worry, my darling,” he enjoyed her misery.


     


    And he could always add more to that by looking at her from the corner of his eyes, knowing how she flinched under the piercing gaze of his. He enjoyed how she shifted in her seat and started playing with the hem of her dress.


     


    Beautiful.


     


    Thomas found himself hating the steering wheel that he held in his hands. Despite it luxurious finish, it was not the touch he wanted in his palms. He hoped his hands would be elsewhere soon.


     


    As soon as they arrived, Thomas rushed out of the car. He was so impatient, and uncharacteristically nervous, that he didn't open the door for her as he typically did. Once he realized his error he found Enya already standing next to him on the sidewalk approaching his Grandmother’s house. Thomas chided himself for the misstep, though he was sure she'd forgive her that small misdeed.


     


    The pair approached the modest house and Thomas leaned in, opening the door. Enya paused, her eyes wide with surprise.


     


    “Will it not be better to ring the bell?” she whispered.


     


    “I have the key to this house too,” he simply said.


     


    “But you are bringing someone to your grandma’s. Someone she does not know,” Enya still insisted.


     


    Thomas seemed to ignore Enya’s comment and entered the home. He found the switch to turn on the lights in the corridor and invited Enya in. She hesitated but took his hand as she walked into the house. Something in this moment reminded Thomas of the very first time he had walked into this place and met the unfamiliar woman who was introduced as his grandmother. For a five-year-old boy, it was such a shock to discover he had a grandmother.


     


    Shaking his head, Thomas worked to clear his mind; childhood memories were not the part of his plans for tonight. As soon as he closed the door, he knew he was probably pushing his luck too far, but couldn't resist hugging her waist from behind. It felt too good to finally have her soft body pressed against his chest again.


     


    “What are you doing?” Enya asked in a terrified voice. She was whispering and that made him laugh in response. “Your grandma will come to greet us any moment now. What will she think if she finds us like this?”


     


    “Don’t worry, beautiful, Grandma does not live in this house anymore.”


     


    Enya turned to face him. His arms were still wrapped around his waist and she did not push him away. That is a good sign, he told himself. Her eyes, though, were narrowed at him, brows furrowed and those adorable freckles on her cheeks were two shades darker.


     


    “You,” she poked at his chest, “You - Mr. Thomas Silversson promised me a date in your grandma’s house!” Her voice was threateningly low and again, he hated himself for using his willpower to resist silencing her with a kiss.


     


    “True. Every word in that promise is absolute truth. This house belongs to by grandmother and I have spent my childhood here with her. The only little detail that I forgot to mention was that Olivia does not live here right now.”


     


    Enya looked so furious, Thomas was afraid she would change her mind. When she leaned closer, he feared she was going to carve his eyes out of their sockets. What he did not expect was for her mouth to crash into his in a maddeningly possessive kiss.


     


    “Let us go to my bedroom,” he whispered into her ear when she finally released his lips.


     


    She was breathless. So was he as his voice was low and husky, with all the need that flowed through his body. There was a slight disappointment in her eyes, anger in her voice but enough thrill in her body that he knew every touch of him set her on fire.


     


    She nodded.


     


    There was one more thing Thomas needed to do. He pulled her scarf off her shoulders and leaned in.


     


    “Will you allow me to blindfold you, Enya? Will you trust me enough to do that?”


     


    His voice was so low; she could hardly hear his request. It was not even a question but a plea. Thomas knew how much he asked of her. He also knew this was not just a wicked game for him. He was not ready to bare his soul to her like he had done on that very first night they had spent together. Now, he knew he did not want her to recognize him and he was afraid that tattoos hidden underneath his suit, which were in the same style as his street art, would give him away. Thomas expected a no from her lips. Any woman in her reasonable mind would have said no. 


     


    “Yes,” Enya submitted to his crazy request yet again.


     


    She was allowing him to play his little game and agreed to fulfill all his wishes. Thomas suddenly found himself wondering who was playing whom? This woman had his little dark heart wrapped around her finger and that made him happier that he had ever felt before.
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    Enya felt her whole body tremble. She leaned closer, climbed on her toes and captured his lips in a long, passionate kiss. She brushed his lips with her tongue, touched that tiny crack on the left corner of his lower lip that was not giving her peace for so many nights. She struggled to keep her eyes open when she kissed him. Enya had just agreed to let him deprive her from not only any bit of control but also the chance to watch his magnificent body naked. This was not fair to any woman, especially not to her who was mesmerized by those green eyes. A part of Enya was still glad. She wasn’t sure how she could survive his intense gaze as he made love to her.


     


    Thinking while kissing is not helping, Enya realized as she found that she had lost the control over the kiss. Thomas pulled her wrists together and held  her hands securely behind her back. With his free hand, he grabbed a handful of her hair and pulled her head to a side, deepened the kiss. Now it was his tongue dictating the rhythm of their dance and he sucked up her lips until they hurt. When he let go of her, her lips were swollen and carried the sweet taste of his mouth.


     


    “Thomas?” she murmured his name. It was unusual to call him by his first name and it tasted good on her tongue.


     


    “Yes, darling?” his voice was low, husky, hungry.


     


    “I am ready,” she said.


     


    Am I? She found herself second guessing herself despite her body’s ache to continue. Am I indeed ready to trust him completely?


     


    His sudden decision to blindfold her on their very first date could mean only one thing - he was not ready to trust her. Yet, that was what he demanded of her. What troubled Enya was how she let this get so out of control so quickly. In less than a month Enya was having sex on a first date for the first time. Before, to let a man touch her she needed to know everything about him. Sex was something that came later, much later, in a relationship. Now, within one month she was jumping into the bed with the second men she didn’t really know. Both of them were dangerously charming, but capable of hurting her more than any of the boring guys she had dated before.


     


    Thomas kissed her temple as he slowly wrapped her scarf around her eyes. That very first moment of being deprived of her eyesight, Enya felt shivers run through her whole body. She panicked and her first thought was to ask him to release her.


     


    “Breath, darling” Thomas whispered the calming words into her ear.


     


    Placing his hands on her hips, he slowly turned her body and pulled her closer to that she was leaning against his hard chest. He was the anchor she needed to trust if she hoped to survive this night, and enjoying it.


     


    Both of Thomas’ hands ran up her body, touching her stomach. With the tip of his finger, he circled her navel and thrust lightly into that little hole she never thought would be so sensitive. His hands continued their journey upward until he was cupping both her breasts in his hands. Her heartbeat was so fast and so loud that Enya was sure Thomas could hear it clearly. He squeezed the soft globe in his hand and jolts of pleasure burst inside her body.


     


    Every little touch felt so much more intense; every puff of his breath on her skin made her jump, making her aware of the hundreds of tiny bumps that rose on her skin; every word he said echoed through her soul and found its reflections in her throbbing clit.


     


    He unzipped her dress and pushed it down her shoulders. The light fabric caressed her body as it revealed her to him. With it gone, she was standing in front of him in her underwear and the scarf around her eyes. She wondered what he thought, whether he liked her or not. Enya could only guess he did from his heavy, uneven inhales of air.


     


    The dress pooled at her ankles and Enya moaned imagining how they looked together - he fully clothed and in control of their bodies; she in his arms, naked.  He pushed her breasts out of the lacy cups of her bra. Her nipples immediately hardened at the touch of the cool air. He squeezed those excited beads between his two fingers and rubbed them until she was screaming and begging him for release.


     


    “Easy, darling,” Thomas spoke to her again. “You’ll get everything you need; in time. When I think you are ready.”


     


    He tugged at her nipples and Enya screamed. He had worked them out to their limits. Enya could only imagine how red her poor buds looked. They felt on fire. The hot, wet mouth that covered the left one did not make it any better. She winced as she pushed her chest deeper into his mouth. She wasn’t sure what she was doing. She had never been so daring, but not seeing any of what was happening in this bedroom, left her with only one thing, trusting in their contact.


     


    He took her deeper into her mouth, sucking and threatening her with his teeth. His hand did not give any rest to her other nipple so long until he planted tiny kissed all over her chest moving his attention to it. With so much attention to her upper body, Enya wished Thomas had more hands and more mouths to give some of that attention to the southern parts of her body. Her clit was screaming to be touched, her pussy throbbing with need and her juices running down her inner thighs. Her panties were already  too soaked to prevent the mess developing between her legs.


     


    “Please,” she breathed.


     


    Enya never thought touching her nipples could be enough to get her off. She imagined that the scarf had probably done the trick. She could not see his next move, never knew which nipple was going to be tortured by his mouth and which would be tugged and rubbed between his fingers. His tongue was making those maddeningly slow circles around her left nipple now and Enya was sure that after another moment, her heart was going to burst out of her chest right into his hungry mouth.


     


    More... was the only thing on her mind. More touches, more sensations, more of him, more of his mouth and his hands on her. Enya’s own hand slid down between her legs to touch her aching clit. His hand caught it a moment before the tip of her finger landed on that wet spot on her panties.


     


    “Only I get to touch you,” he hissed in his husky voice sending shivers through her body again. “All you need to do is ask, darling.” He placed a kiss on the tip of her nipple. “Too much lace,” he complained as he ripped her bra off. He traced his tongue circling both of her breasts leaving hot wet traces.


     


    Then, taking her hand into his he showed how good it could feel if he completely trusted him. He drew her finger down her chest, her soft stomach. He kissed her everywhere her finger touched her. After he circled her navel with her own finger, he pushed his tongue and thrust into it, wettening it with his saliva, then blew cool air and Enya almost burst in pleasure. Almost. He paused before allowing that explosion to occur.


     


    It was becoming too unbearable. Yet, urging him to give her what she wanted, she knew dang well he would not give it to her as long as he could. Enya knew this realization was what he needed of her; submitting completely, letting him pleasure her as he willed.


     


    Their joined fingers slid further down, touching her inner thighs, getting dangerously close to her mound, yet never touching, never getting her finger on her clit. Enya concluded that she was never going to get a release and she felt tears ready to run down her cheeks. A moment later, he took her hand away from her heat-radiating body. Placing both his hands on her waist, he led her to the bed.


     


    “Kneel on it,” he whispered into her ear.


     


    Enya did as he demanded. She felt the mattress shift under his weight when he climbed behind her.


     


    “Trust me,” he urged her.


     


    He dug his nose into her hair, inhaling her scent, whispering to her words that touched her soul as sensually as his hands did her body. Enya threw her head back and leaned on his shoulder. His mouth found her earlobe. He bit into it and her body jerked. His strong hands cupped her breasts again; holding her still. He sucked on her lobe, soothing her. Then, again, bit into her flesh when she did not expect it. He continued rubbing her nipples and nibbling on her earlobe. He put more and more pressure until her body was jerking with every touch, her back arching with pain and pleasure. His nails dug into the soft skin on her breasts, marking her skin and Enya screamed. That scream and the pleasure that followed the sharp pain echoed inside her, setting every nerve ending in her body at the edge.


     


    His mouth moved to her neck, licking and biting her skin. His fingers never let go of her nipples. It felt like her life depended on those two little hard beads. They throbbed violently. It was becoming impossibly hard to breathe. All the storming sensations were so overwhelming, that Enya had not realized when he had let go of one nipple. She knew about it only when a hard slap landed on her clit. She jerked as her clit screamed and an unexpected wave of pleasure pierced through it. The wave grew impossibly big inside her, consuming all of her. Her breath caught and for a moment she could not even scream to let go of the pleasure.


     


    “Breath,” he spoke to her again and as Enya tried to force air out of her body, the wild waves of orgasm that were frozen inside her for that long moment were set free. Her body shook uncontrollably. He held her still in her place. “No time to rest,” she heard him say at he easily turned her and pushed down on the bed.


     


    Enya’s head was spinning, her breathing still too heavy for her to make any sounds. He took her shaking hands into his and straddling her body directed her hands to undress him. Enya struggled with the buttons of his shirt in her blind shaky hands. Thomas grew too impatient and he ripped it off without bothering with the buttons. Enya heard the tiny plastic discs clatter to the floor making loud clicking sounds. With her wrists again firmly in his grip, he ran her palms along the hills and valleys of his hard chest. His skin was warm and she loved the feel of his stomach rise and fall beneath her touch.


     


    “You’ve done enough touching,” she could hear his wicked grin in his voice.


     


    She needed that mouth on her badly. Enya licked her lips and found that they felt so dry. She did not get to ask him for a kiss, though. His lips crushed hers and stole the most possessive kiss she ever knew. When his mouth let go of her, she was not only out of her breath, but also found that he had her hands tied above her head.


     


    How did that happen? Enya’s question to herself did not get any explanation from Thomas. She assumed that he had used the shirt that he had ripped from his body only a moment ago. Her panties were the next to be torn off and Enya winced as his mouth kissed her very swollen and very needy lower lips. It was a passionate kiss, not less than the one on her mouth. His tongue slid up and down brushing her clit and putting more pressure with every touch.


     


    “You taste good,” he said. “Wanna try?”


     


    He was back to kissing her mouth again and this time his lips had her own flavor on them. Rising back to his knees, Thomas brought one of her legs to his shoulder. He kissed her ankle, rubbed her toes until she was arching her back.


     


    “Beautiful view,” he whispered and Enya realized though she did not see it, she was so exposed to him.


     


    He was kneeling between her wide open legs, still in his pants, and watching her very wet mound that had been licked thoroughly by him. With her hands trapped above her head, Enya moaned when she heard him unzip his pants. The mattress shifted again and she knew he was getting rid of them while she could neither see nor touch him. Soon, a very hard cockhead poked into her inner thigh. Enya’s toes curled when he coated himself in her juices. Straddling her outstretched leg, he grabbed her hips and slowly pushed his granite-hard cock into her pussy.


     


    Thomas pulled her rear slightly up, getting the perfect angle as he claimed her fully. He was big and hard, and so hot, her insides trembled. He pulled all the way back until he was completely out of her. Enya whimpered. He rubbed her clit hard with his cockhead and she rocked her rear, trying to get more of him. He held her still, pressing her down only the mattress. His cock slid back, thrusting into her until his balls touched her rear again. He slowly pulled out again and pushed back in. Slow, very slow.


     


    He caressed her hip and ran his fingers down her leg until he reached for her toes. He massaged them, continuing to push into her. His other hand still held her leg immovable against his side. Every time Enya tried to push into him, he held her still, punishing her withdrawing back and slapping her clit with his cock. As much as she enjoyed the punishment, she loved his rhythmic thrusts, the way he claimed her slowly, finding the right angle to hit the very sensitive spot she needed.


     


    Is he looking at me? Is he liking what he sees? There was so much Enya wanted to know. She was too overwhelmed with various sensations he gave her body, but her mind needed some answers as well.


     


    “Please, tell me what you see,” she asked him between ragged beaths.


     


    He paused. Maybe considering her request, or maybe displeased that she was interfering with his plan. Enya's heart beat fast and wild as moments slid by and he did not say anything. He did not move either. She could feel the hard, throbbing cock buried deep inside her, her pussy squeezing him and quivering around him.


     


    “I see the most beautiful woman spread on my bed,” he started talking to her in his very low voice. It was almost more of a growling than talking. “I’ve never dared to bring a girl here when I was a kid. I would only lie down and fantasize.”


     


    He resumed his thrusts. They were slow and sensual as if only to serve as the background of his story.


     


    “Never,” he puffed. “Even in my wildest fantasies, did I see someone who made me so mad with desire.”


     


    He pushed into her hard; so hard and so deep that her back arched and she let out a startled scream. He continued massaging the toes of her foot that was resting on his shoulder. The pleasure was flowing from those toes into her, storming through her body and reaching all the way to her brain. His words made her feel beautiful, and his touched made her feel desirable.


     


    He leaned forward, crushing her body under his weight and kissed her lips. He was so deep inside her, stretching her to open up more to him, to take more of him. Thomas did not pull back, he continued thrusting into her. Her breasts crushed underneath his chest got maddeningly pleasant stimulation, so did her clit. Her toes were numb, as were her hands and were she realized that they were starting to hurt. Desperately needy and completely under his control, Enya let him harass her to his heart's content. He slowed every time her breathing was getting too harsh, warning him that she was close to her orgasm. Then, he gradually would build up the speed again, and then again shift to slower and deeper thrusts.


     


    Thomas leaned back again and pulled her other leg up to his shoulder. He rose to his knees, pulling her rear up with him. He started rocking in and out of her with fast and jerky movies. Her rear was drenched with sweat, her toes curled with pleasure. How much more could she take from him before exploding around him again?


     


    “Now,” she heard Thomas groan.


     


    Enya heard a thud along with Thomas’ command and realized it was a hard slap on her rear. The sound came one blink before she felt the pain. Another one soon followed and one more. That last one pushed her over the edge.


     


    “Thomas,” she screamed his name when she felt his hot cum shoot inside her.


     


    That was all she needed. Enya’s body gave in to the pleasure that burst inside her. This time, he fell on top of her and they trembled together, enjoying the aftershocks of their release.


     


    “Stay with me,” he asked when he untied her wrists and kissed the reddened skin. Enya nodded.


     


    They both knew that tomorrow morning, they would leave the house and return to their original roles. He being the arrogant billionaire Thomas Silversson and she the stubborn Enya Williams who refused to sell her shop to him. Until then, she was in the arms of a caring man and wouldn’t bear to miss a moment of it. Sleep took over Enya’s tired mind. The last thing she realized was that he never uncovered her eyes. She wanted to look into his eyes so badly.


     


    Not until morning, she guessed.
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    Thomas felt something soft stir under his arm. His mind was not awake yet to recall what was going on. He rarely woke up to find a woman sharing his bed. Slowly he opened his eyes and realized that he was still in his grandma’s old house, in his own childhood bedroom. He was also holding a still peacefully sleeping Enya Williams in his arms. At least he assumed she slept as the scarf he had removed from her shoulders was still tied around his eyes.


     


    He groaned, remembering how out of place that scarf looked on her dress and how sexy it turned when Enya allowed him to wrap it around her eyes. When he tied the knot securing it, Thomas thought that his heart was going to explode. Enya was this strange mix for him; the strong and brave woman who was the fiercest fighter protesting against him and yet also a woman who willingly submitted to his every whim in bed.


     


    It was selfish of him to keep her blindfolded for the whole night. Yet, he couldn’t help doing it. It felt too good to hold her soft body against his. But he was not yet ready to let her see him. He couldn’t risk her recognizing her artwork, realizing who he was and what they had done together. Not when things were about to get really messy between them.


     


    Thomas quietly slid out from underneath the sleeping, blindfolded and still naked Enya; regretting losing her touch as soon as he was free. He found his shirt hanging on the side of the headboard. He pulled it over his shoulders and went to button it when his fingers grasped nothing but fabric. Glancing down he located several of the buttons that were formerly part of his garment. He pulled the shirt closed as best he could without any buttons, trying to hide the artwork emblazoned on his skin. Thomas knew he should continue dressing, but the image of Enya curled up in his bed beckoned him. He found himself climbing back into the bed and he wrapped his arms around her waist. She stirred at his renewed touch but did not wake up. Even untying the scarf did not wake her up. His cock twitched as he felt her soft buttocks against his already half-erect member. Thomas licked his lips, tasting her lingering on his tongue.


     


    Hmm, I think some breakfast is in order.


     


    He slid between the blankets, inching up to the meal he craved. The heat of her inviting body and the delicious scent of her sex guided his mouth to his sweet destination. He slowly pushed her thighs a little bit apart, not too much to wake her up, but just enough for his mouth to have full access to her sex lips.


     


    He ran his tongue down her mound, circling it around her clit and felt her harden up under the strokes of his tongue. He groaned and his cock twitched responding to her slowly awakening clit. Enya moaned as she awoke to the luscious feelings between her legs. He paused just for a moment for her to stir, to make sure she didn’t object. Her legs fell open, confirming Thomas’ assumptions. He dug his nose into her opening. She was warm and soft and smelled like heaven. His stomach growled again and mouth watered. He needed her taste to remember it on his lips even after she was gone.


     


    As her taste burst on his tongue, he grew greedier and greedier, wanting more of her, to swallow every drop of the juices her body released as an appreciation of his caresses. Her moans were also getting louder.


     


    “Aww,” Enya’s muffled moan came from outside the blanket. “This feels good.”


     


    She moaned again and she sounded very breathless. Exactly the way he liked her the most.


     


    “This is about to get much better,” he assured her as he released her clit only long enough to speak out that threat.


     


    Her moans became louder and more appreciative of everything he was doing to her. Thomas loved kissing her swollen lips. He buried one finger inside her pussy. She was soft and silky, and so wet. The fingers of his other hand dug into the skin on her thighs and Enya released a loud sound which was a cross between a moan and a scream. She did not last long. Once her orgasm caught both of them unexpectedly, he stuck his tongue inside her pussy and enjoyed the vibrations her satisfied hole rewarded him with. He pulled it out only after her body was fully relaxed. He planted kisses on her spent clit and up her stomach and chest, then her neck and jaw until he reaching her lips. She thanked him with a soft, lazy kiss, one that a woman still recovering from her orgasm could give her man.


     


    “Did you enjoy your breakfast,” she looked into his eyes and he knew she was ready for another serving of that delicious breakfast again.


     


    All she needs to do is ask.


     


    She asked for real food instead.


     


    Thomas growled like a wounded beast but climbed out of the bed. What he loved the most was the very naked body that climbed out from under the blankets right after him and quickly covered her breasts in a hopeless attempt of hiding the view that she had gladly offered to him last night. It make him chuckle, the same way her defiant attitude had in the elevator those weeks ago.


     


    “So, are you going to feed me, or just tease me until I starve to death?” She purred to him as she finally located her panties and quickly slid into them. He moaned in protest when she covered her womanly curves with her now wrinkled dress.


     


    “I could offer some other food here,” he shifted his hips to make his point very clear in case her still sleepy mind did not get it. The blush on her cheeks proved that she knew exactly what was on the menu.


     


    “I’ll still prefer real food,” she nibbled on her finger. “No offense.”


     


    “None taken, for now. But I will make sure to remind you of this rejection next time you refuse to sign the deal my lawyers offer you.” Thomas quickly realized that joking about work after the night they shared was not a good idea. He changed the subject immediately before it ruined the great morning mood he had set up with his little private breakfast party. “Now let’s go and see if there is any food in this house.”


     


    He was quite sure the fridge, as well as the cupboards, were going to be empty. Grandma used this as a guesthouse when relatives came to visit and needed a place to stay. He doubted anything but expired leftovers could be found in the kitchen. To Thomas’ surprise, there was some fresh food in the cabinet. As if that was not suspicious enough, there wasn’t any dust on any surface in the house. Everything was clean and tidy as if his grandmother had spent the pervious afternoon meticulously cleaning.


     


    Thomas knew his discoveries did not bode well. Either some relatives were in the city of whom he was not aware of, or something else was afoot. As a person who had created his own successful corporation, Thomas L. Silversson knew he needed to trust his instincts. And now they were screaming at him to get out of here as quickly as he could.


     


    “Let’s go get some breakfast in a cafe,” Thomas hugged Enya from behind and wrapped his arms around her waist. Her hands landed on his, making sure he did not run away from this embrace anytime soon.


     


    “Nooo,” was more of a moan than protest. “As someone who works in a cafe - a very healthy and good one which you should know from first-hand experience - I still prefer homemade food for breakfast. And why spend money if we have perfectly fine oats, nuts, dry fruits and nut butter here. I can show you some magic with those ingredients.”


     


    “I’ve seen enough magic of yours last night,” he tried to slide one hand down her belly and toward her thigh, but she quickly caught it and brought back to the safe zone of her belly where it had been before. “And why be a billionaire if I can’t waste money on crappy breakfast in some lousy cafe in the neighborhood?”


     


    Thomas was working on subtly directing Enya towards the door when he heard the sound of keys turning inside the lock and that same door open.


     


    Please, just let it be anyone but grandma, he prayed in his mind.


     


    It was strange that he was terrified of the thought it could be Olivia stepping into the house. A couple of days ago he was considering taking his grandma to Enya’s shop, knowing his grandmother would love the desserts and would also love to meet a woman like Enya. He even gave serious thought to actually taking Enya to his grandmother’s for dinner. It was that wicked dress showing all her beautiful curves that had made him change his mind at the very last moment.


     


    A minute later, Thomas’ grandma. Olivia, walked into the kitchen and dropped the bags she had brought with her at the sight of her one and only grandson in his boxers and white torn shirt with a woman who was in a similar state. Olivia didn’t even need to ask to know what had happened the night before.


     


    “Thomas!” Olivia directed her startled eyes to her grandson. “You could’ve scared me to death! What on earth are you doing here?”


     


    Enya scooted to her side, trying to use Thomas to shield herself from the seemingly irate older woman. However, Thomas knew his grandmother wasn’t angry. Her startled eyes and voice several pitches higher than usual were the result of not seeing him nearly as often as they used to. His business had been demanding more and more of his time and Thomas had canceled several get-togethers with her recently, cancelations he felt quite guilty about. She was his only family and he owed everything in his life to her.


     


    “Hey, and I missed you too, Grandma,” he quickly kissed her both cheeks and gave her a tight hug, knowing she would melt down in his arms immediately and forget that she was mad at him.


     


    “I am not sure about that, young man. You have not visited your old granny for two weeks and rescheduled our lunch meeting twice,” she poked into his chest two times. “And now I find you half naked in a house where you have not been for almost a decade? Or has it always been your secret love-nest? Is your penthouse not large enough to bring your dates there?”


     


    Olivia faked a grimace, trying to make him feel guilty for his recent cancelations. What she did not consider, was that she was putting him in a very bad situation in front of Enya, who had turned into a color of very ripe raddish and was trying to keep herself hidden behind Thomas as best she could.


     


    “Of course, not!” Thomas defended. “This is the first time I’ve been here. And I had no idea you were coming here.”


     


    Thomas knew that needed to introduce Enya now, but he needed to smooth everything over with his granny first. Enya was already terrified to meet Olivia the day before. Now, all messy and properly messed, she looked like a cornered beast who desperately wanted to escape.


     


    “Your aunt Maggie is visiting for a couple weeks with her daughters. I figured I would not survive three people in my place for several weeks. But I am more curious about you and the lady whom I believe you are going to introduce to me sometime soon.”


     


    “Oh, right,” Thomas swallowed hard.


     


    Thomas turned and gathered Enya into his arm. She was almost trembling which brought a slight grin to Thomas’ lips. She looked cute; very cute. He loved her fierce business woman appearance, but the terrified cute puppy eyes were unforgettable.


     


    “Enya… Enya is a business contact.”


     


    A business contact? Thomas asked himself. He wasn’t sure if he was more intimidated by what his grandmother would think if he admitted the truth, or what Enya would do if she knew how much he cared for her.


     


    Right now, Enya hated him. There was no mistake there. One look into her eyes was more than enough for him to know he had ruined everything that had developed between them.


     


    “We were supposed to...” Thomas tried to continue.


     


    “Meet for breakfast,” Enya supplied, “but the nearby cafes were closed, so Mr. Silversson offered to check here.”


     


    Lies came to her as badly as to him. Grandma gave both of them the look - the one he had not seen since he had been seventeen.


     


    “I see,” was all Olivia said.


     


    “It is nice to meet you, Mrs. Silversson. I guess I should leave,” Enya quickly collected her scarf and scooted towards the door.


     


    Ah, that scarf, Thomas groaned as he watched her wrap it around her neck.


     


    “I will be looking forward to the new agreement from you, Mr. Silversson,” Enya called over her shoulder as she exited. “I’ll sign it as soon as I can and be done with it.”


     


    Maybe that agreement could be a reason to see her later tonight, he thought. If she ever would want to see me again after this disaster.


     


    “Thomas Luis Silversson, you have some serious explaining to do,” Olivia shook her head and took a seat at the table.


     


    Thomas knew that when she used his full name that could mean only one thing; he had messed up. Seriously. He collapsed on the chair across the table and squeezed his eyes in despair. He knew he had screwed up the fragile relationship that had begun to form. He did not need Olivia to tell him what was annoyingly obvious.


     


    “Please, Grams, how about we talk about Aunt Maggie and her daughters’ visit? Could I do anything to make it more enjoyable for them?”


     


    “I believe you can. But you did not make this morning very enjoyable for Enya,” Grandma pointed at the door. “Who I am sure she has no intention of seeing you again.”


     


    Olivia studied him for long moments and he knew he was ready to bare his soul and tell her everything.


     


    “I... she...” Thomas stuttered.


     


    It had been a while since he shared a woman-related trouble with her. He could talk about nearly everything with his grandmother, and he was sure Olivia was extremely happy to see a woman with him even if she did not show it. And at the same time extremely unhappy of how their first encounter had developed.


     


    “I met her on the roof when I was working on some art. And we... well, you know...” Thomas’ grew red at the mention or even alluding of sex with his grandmother present. “Then she met me again as myself and found out that I am going to deconstruct the whole neighborhood where her pastry shop is situated. And then... you can guess again what happened...”


     


    “Let me continue the story - you are afraid she will be disappointed in both your alter-egos if you tell her the truth?”


     


    “Not really.”


     


    “Oh...” Olivia sighed as she turned to collect the bags she had dropped earlier. “You are mad she didn’t recognized you. Well, well, let me tell you something in your language. Thomas Luis Silversson you are literally screwed. You might not want to admit it, but you are in love with that girl.”


     


    Seeing his grandmother collect the bags she had brought, Thomas felt the need to help her and stood to fetch them from her.


     


    “Thomas, how about you put on some pants first?” Grandma glanced at him from the corner of her eye and shook her head.


     


    He nodded and rushed out of the kitchen towards his room and his only pair of pants in the old house.  Enya’s scorned face and his grandmother’s words rushed through Thomas’ head. He frowned and rubbed his forehead. He knew he needed to do something to make this right again. He needed it more than anything.


     


    “And Thomas,” Grandma stopped him from fleeing the kitchen.


     


    He paused and leaned against the doorframe. His stomach began to turn, the longer he waited the worse the feeling that he had hurt someone too dear to him got.


     


    “I know you are thinking how to make things right, and you definitely must do that. I can see that she does mean a lot to you. But, Thomas,” Olivia paused and set the food she had gathered from a bag aside and sat down again. “You are not mad at her for not recognizing you, son. Nobody knows about it and that is what you always wanted. That’s the point of keeping it a secret. What really troubles you and what you need to do first is to find peace within yourself – with your other self.”


     


    Thomas frowned, the truth adding to the pain he was already experiencing. Olivia frowned with him, hating to see her grandson in pain.


     


    “Figure it out, and go get that girl. Before it is too late.”
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    Enya wandered the streets for an hour or so. She knew she was heading in the general direction of her shop, but getting to her destination was only a peripheral goal. Her mind was a buzz, trying to make sense of whatever had just happened. However it all seemed to be in vain. Every angle she could come up with, any explanation she could concoct unraveled at the slightest tug.


     


    As she finally approached her shop, there was just one explanation left, which was exactly the words he spoke. She was just a business contact. Enya wasn’t sure if she was to be glad he didn’t call her his business problem; which was much closer to reality. A problem he was trying to solve with his charm, wit and his cock.


     


    Enya’s own thoughts hurt much worse than any words Thomas L Silversson had spoken. As she walked Enya was over thinking every single moment of her encounter with his grandma. She realized she was intentionally adding darker colors to the scene. She needed it to hurt, to taste bitter, to rip her soul apart. That was the only way she could get Thomas Lousy Liar Silversson out of her system once and forever. Today, more than ever Enya was ready to give up.


     


    The shop was still closed, Karo not scheduled to arrive for another couple of hours. The dark windows and lack of activity morbidly blended in with the surroundings. Enya’s oasis of sweets was surrounded by dozens of empty and half-deconstructed venues. While it did look quite out of place when the lights were on and there were customers inside, right now it fit right in; Just like Thomas wanted.


     


    Enya entered the empty shop, grimacing at the cheery bell as it rang to signal her entrance. She was met with the familiar smell of spices and sweet the pervaded the shop, even after the last decadent dessert had been consumed. Enya sighed a conflicted sigh, enjoying the sweet scent yet hating that it was doomed to die. She proceeded to the kitchen and found a small bag she had in the back. It was a sort of emergency bag with various toiletries and spare clothing. Digging through the bad she found a lacy crimson bra. She shook her head, unsure what she was thinking when she packed it an unknown number of months or maybe years ago.


     


    Whatever, she told herself. Nobody is going to see it underneath this dress anyway.


     


    The bra was not only too lacy and too sexy, but also a bit too small. She pulled her dress down and checked her reflection in the mirror. The too-tight cups of her newly claimed crimson bra served as pushups for her boobs. As if the dress did not show enough cleavage already, the pushup bra added some extra flame to it. Enya sighed and pulled up the dress, trying to hide her now overexposed breasts when her phone buzzed in her purse. Enya hoped it was Karo but suddenly feared it was Thomas. It was a relief to see her mother’s picture on her screen, though only a brief one.


     


    “You have completely forgotten your mother,” Enya’s mother’s greeting was an accusation, as always.


     


    “Hi, mom, sorry. I’ve had a lot on my plate these days.”


     


    Enya found a hairbrush and tried to bring her messy hair in order. She looked pale like a ghost with only her freckles proving she was still a living human being. For just one second, Enya wanted to be a little girl and for her mom to ensure her that everything was going to be alright. That was not the case with Enya. She felt more like the adult who was taking care of her mom who sounded like a little girl in distress now.


     


    “You always have a lot,” her mother complained. “But let me remind you that you also have a family and a mother who is very unhappy right now.”


     


    “Okay, mom,” Enya watched as her reflection in the mirror rolled her eyes. “Tell me what’s wrong.”


     


    “Your father has lost interest in me. He has been busy with his new ridiculous habit. Did you know your father is a fisherman now?”


     


    Enya was not sure if it was anger, irritation or sarcasm in her mom’s voice. Whichever it was, it did not sound good at all. Her parents’ marriage was the one thing that gave her some little hope that happy ever after could exist.


     


    “Mom, fishing is what some men do. He’ll get tired of it, don’t worry.”


     


    “Flyfishing,” her mother clarified. “He explained in every little detail how that was different from any other fishing technique and I was supposed to be interested in it. In bed. Am I that old to talk about flyfishing when I am in my bed with my man?!!”


     


    Enya just shook her head, as if her mother could hear her doing so. With so many other thoughts invading her head she couldn’t manage to process everything her mother was saying.


     


    “Let’s go for shopping after your work today,” Enya’s mom suggested. “I’ll tell you all about your father’s weird hobby and you will tell me if there is any interesting, good looking man on the horizon for you...”


     


    Enya’s mother’s words brought a sting to her heart. Thomas Silversson’s debonair smile and intimidating green eyes flashed before her. Enya could listen to her mom nagging all day long, but grilling her on ‘where’s your new man’ topic was much more than she could take today. She could not bring herself to tell her mother about her disastrous experience with Mr. Thomas “Just a Business Associate” Silversson.


     


    “Mom, I can’t do that tonight,” Enya responded as she surveyed her hair. It did not look any better than before she started and she just picked it up in a ponytail again. “Look, I am going to be hopeless and jobless soon, you’ll have all the time in the world to take me for shopping trips. But for now, let me enjoy my last working days in dignity.”


     


    The misery-mixed-power speech always worked with her mom; the woman loved drama in any form. So, being done with the most difficult talk of her day, Enya decided her that look was complete and she was good to go back to work in her absolutely empty shop. Karo showed up half an hour later and the look in her eyes told Enya something was going on with her friend.


     


    “Sorry, boss,” Karo apologized as she entered.


     


    She did not look her usual cheerful self. Something was very amiss. Enya could read it on her assistant’s face.


     


    “What’s going on?” Enya sat down at one of the tables. “What’s wrong?”


     


    “First, let me first get some hot chocolate for us,” Karo tried to delay by heading to the back.


     


    “No,” Enya stopped her. “We’ll have the chocolate later, just tell me and spare me the sweet part of how much you love me.”


     


    “But I really love you, boss,” her assistant reassured her.


     


    “Tell me. Now!”


     


    Karo squirmed before slowly looking up to her boss.


     


    “Andy got a promotion,” she admitted, but left out further details. Enya just continued to look into Karo’s eyes, awaiting the bad news she knew was coming. “In the headquarters. He… we will need to move across the country.” Karo’s face went sour and she broke eye contact, her gaze falling to the floor. “He’s starting in a week.”


     


    Enya sighed, not in anger or disappointment at her assistant but at the hand fate was dealing her. She almost blamed Thomas for it, he seemed to be responsible for everything else bad happening.


     


    “Enya, I am sorry,” Karo continued. “I would’ve stayed here with you and supported you… but we are still not sure what will happen to the shop… and this opportunity is amazing for Andy... and….”


     


    Enya tried to think of what she had to offer to her assistant. The idea of relocating and opening a shop somewhere else was still a possibility. But how would the business go there? Would their customers find them? Would they go broke in a month after opening? None of that risk was worth losing a boyfriend if one had him. She couldn’t ask Karo to stay.


     


    “I’ll go get that hot chocolate anyway,” Karo quickly disappeared through the kitchen doors leaving Enya with all her worries and concerns. Even Karo was deserting her. The one and only most devoted assistant. Karo, who stood by her side from Day One of opening ‘Yum & Fun’ to day Almost-the-last.


     


    Being alone terrified Enya most of all. She could call her friends, meet them for a drink, complain about her misery all night long and maybe feel slightly better after emptying two-three bottles of whiskey but none of that was actually going to solve any of her problems. The truth was, right now Enya was all alone with her world collapsing around her.


     


    ***


     


    Enya closed the shop early that evening. Only one couple had shown up and bought a box of sweets for some party. Karo had left earlier to start packing for her departure. Home sounded like the last place Enya wanted to be. She tried calling her three friends but all three of them were busy. Pouring out her heart to Chris the bartender also seemed too miserable to do.


     


    All those thoughts directed her steps to one place, the building with graffiti that had made her feel happy and strong in so many ways the night of her birthday. That, and the words that her mysterious man had spoke. A man, whose name she did not know, whose face she had never seen and who had promised to never look for her. He seemed like the only person who could understand her now.


     


    Enya climbed the fire escape, just as she had done weeks ago. The familiar setting set her heart racing and insides ablaze. Even though sex was the last thing on her mind, she found herself needing the street artist to be there. When she reached the roof, Enya surveyed her surroundings. The view was just as beautiful as she imagined, the artwork still vibrant against the bricks. Yet, her mysterious street artist was nowhere to be found. Enya couldn’t remember if he had said he was there every Friday or Saturday night. Though regardless, she wasn’t even quite sure what day it was it today.


     


    Somehow, none of that mattered. Enya decided there were nights to be spent alone, on a rooftop, wearing a dress and a scarf borrowed from a friend and a bottle of wine she had stolen from her own pastry shop which was not going to be hers soon. Enya had never slept outdoors alone. There was always a perfectly lonely night and a graffiti covered rooftop to start.  
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    “You did what?” Jennifer asked again. This time her voice was much louder and she even fanned her face with her hand to underline her surprise. As if it was not written all over her face.


     


    Enya rolled her eyes - mentally. She was doing it way too often these days and knew it could be annoying for some of her friends. She also did not want to turn into one of those pre-middle-aged single women who had sarcasm as their only answer to every trouble.


     


    Enya had asked for this gathering of her friends yesterday and was heartbroken, one again, when it did not happen. Now, when all three of her best friends changed their plans to see her and to listen to anything she wanted to tell them, she was mad with them for reacting to her stories.


     


    “Girlie, you are finally rocking,” Emily encouraged her.


     


    Emily and Jenn were like her two angels. It was cliché, but there was some truth in it. Whenever Jenn was taking the role of the good angel and chastising Enya, Emily would take her side no matter what stupid deed she had had confessed to them this time.


     


    “I tell you, the thirties are the new teens,” Chris raised his oversized mug. “This girl is finally starting to live her life. And not just live it, but do everything she had missed because of... well, whatever other useless trash she had been doing in her teenage years instead of letting loose and getting crazy.”


     


    That was Chris’ way of praising her and completely approving of her one-night lonely sleepover on the rooftop. Enya did not tell the whole story. She could not summon the courage to say that she was actually there in search of a certain mysterious street artist and that she eventually slept there because she did hope that the guy would show up at some point in the night if she waited long enough for him.


     


    “I still can’t believe you said this was the very first time you slept outdoors,” Lilly shook her head.


     


    Even though they had been friends since forever, Lilly still refused to admit how normal and boring some of her friends lived. Of course, she had to know Enya had never slept on a roof. Why would she have done that in the first place? And even if she had, she would for sure share that little insignificant detail about her life with her best friends.


     


    “Why are you making such a big deal out of that?” Enya finally spoke in her own defense.


     


    “Because everyone does that,” Lilly exclaimed throwing her hands into the air as if some unknown drunk god was going to listen to her prayer and throw some wisdom into Enya’s glass of JD on the rocks.


     


    “Every normal one,” Chris corrected.


     


    “Thanks, now that makes me feel so much better,” Enya actually rolled her eyes this time.


     


    She never competed for the title of ‘the normal one’ among her friends. But somehow she had always been sure she was the one and only normal person. Lilly was the one who jumped from one man to another and had the wildest adventures. Emma worked with some business sharks and though that those were the nicest and kindest people in the world in addition to dating one guy for almost two thirds of her life. Jennifer not only refused to take off her engagement ring even in spa, but also worked with her fiancé in the same office, went to the same gym and book club with him. Enya wasn’t quite sure how all of that qualified as normal while Enya’s simple, tamed life fell into the abnormal category.


     


    “Ladies, I’m not here for another pity party,” Chris emptied his beer and put the mug on the wooden table with a very loud thud to mark the end of the ‘pity party’. “You – four gorgeous chicks, can be so much fun with enough alcohol inside you. Shall I bring another round for everyone? No pity parties in my bar from this day on. Ever!”


     


    “Your bar?” Emma studied him from the corner of her eye. As the most business-literate one among them, she always made sure every word was used in its proper meaning.


     


    “Yup, ma’am!” Chris made an effort to climb from his seat. The alcohol inside him made it slightly difficult, though he managed to overcome the challenge. “You are sitting with the happy co-owner of this bar. My bar, my rules! I say, we should celebrate it!”


     


    While happy for Chris and his announcement, his success only made Enya think of her own mistakes and failures. She had had several offers to involve a new partner in her business, but never gave them much consideration.


     


    Would things have been different now if there was another person to share the responsibilities of the store? Would I feel stronger in my attempts to stand against Silversson Industries?


     


    They were questions, she would never know the answers to but which would haunt her for many nights.


     


    “You look too sad, girlie,” Emma gave Enya another pity-hug. “No tears! No crying!”


     


    All the alcohol Enya had consumed during the night was threatening to run down her cheeks. She did not want to pour alcohol inspired tears.


     


    “Wanna talk about it? You know we are here for you,” Lilly asked quietly.


     


    Enya shook her head. She didn’t want to spoil this party. This was one of the rare evenings when all of them were actually having fun.


     


    “I could always seduce your Silversson guy,” Chris offered.


     


    Enya almost choked on her drink. The image of Chris taking Thomas from behind brining an evil smile to Enya’s lips, that quickly fell into a sad jealousy.


     


    “Don’t give me that look!” Chris protested. “I am absolutely not falling for his green eyes and that super-sexy scar on his lip. Imagine a gay scandal looming over his head, and then you show up and start blackmailing him and he has no other choice but to cancel whatever glamorous thing he is building on your street?!”


     


    Chris had this absolutely dilated gaze. His tongue lightly touched a drop of his whiskey in such an erotic manner, that all four women sucked sharp breaths and swallowed their moans.


     


    “You can’t be serious,” Enya suddenly recovered from her little illusion.


     


    “Kidding? I’m always serious! Everything for you, babe,” Chris kissed her cheek - too close to the corner of her mouth. So close, that she was glad she knew how much Chris loved his boyfriend.


     


    “On a more serious note, we can start a social media campaign,” Lilly started.


     


    “Good luck with that,” Emma shook her head. “You have no idea who the guy is, do you?”


     


    Emma knew everything about any business shark in the country. Silversson was not an exception. Enya felt a little bit jealous. There was so much she still wanted to know about him. Yet, the clock was ticking and this whole situation was coming to an end, one way or another. No matter how it ended, she knew who was already left heartbroken.


     


    “Thomas L. Silversson wouldn’t even bother to stop your little rebellion on social media. He would make a phone call and buy all of those platforms. And trust me - he wouldn’t even give it a second thought.”


     


    “Marry him!” Jennifer’s words were like a bomb that not just interrupted Enya’s useless chain of thoughts, but caused an explosion of uncontrollable emotions inside her that she did not want to admit.


     


    “That would be the only way,” Emma agreed. “And you haven’t told us any juicy details about your date with him last night,” she emptied her glass, thirsty for not just alcohol, but some indecent passion stories.


     


    Enya was not giving them the pleasure of those stories. Her thirties might’ve proven to be her new teens, but they also seemed to have turned her into quite an egoistic person who was too greedy to share any personal stories with her friends. The displeased looks, headshakes and frowns only proved that none of her friends were very happy with Enya’s newly discovered love for secrecy in her private life.


     


    “I do deserve to know in what kind of notorious activities my dress and scarf have participated last night!” Emma was using the last weapon in her arsenal; her bossy tone that could intimidate anyone.


     


    Not Enya, though. Not tonight. At least not ALL of the details.


     


    “I can only assure you that the scarf played a major role and I was very happy with it,” she stared into her JD glass. If she refused to give more details, she was sure her blushed face did it for her. Her freckles felt on fire. For a shy person, those little ginger dots were a true curse. They gave away her every emotion she experienced.


     


    “Too much secrecy these days, girl,” Jennifer complained. “First, you refuse to share details of your date with the most delicious billionaire in the city,” Jenn poked one finger at her. “Second, we are not allowed to ask any questions about that ghost hickey from your birthday night...”


     


    Now there was a second finger poking at Enya. It was suddenly too dangerous to hide things from drunk friends, they were getting quite demanding in their hunger for stories. Enya shook her head.


     


    “There was no hickey! For goodness sake stop that. It was just a joke that Karo made and now all of you keep bugging me about it for weeks!”


     


    Her irritation was a proof enough that the hickey had ghost hickey had not been such a ghost after all. Nobody commented on that obvious fact, though. She was the one in trouble and was allowed to get slightly hysterical when too drunk. As good friends, they were all here to support her and pretend that such breakdowns were absolutely normal in her emotional state.


     


    “Another round?” Chris knew only one true way to change any unpleasant subject.


     


    “I’m good, thanks,” Enya stopped him. “I’ve just got this new offer from Silversson Industries. One that is going to be really hard to say no to.”


     


    “He is finally showing his claws?” Emma asked in a calm voice. She understood that this was a dead-end.


     


    “Let’s drink to that,” Enya suggested. “Tonight, I am not making any decisions. We just get wasted and forget it all. This round is on me.”


     


    Lilly and Jenn tried to protest, but Enya was taking none of it.


     


    “Well, let me enjoy buying you drinks while I still have a job to afford it. Next month I might be too broke for that.”


     


    Enya knew she was exaggerating. While her heart and spirit would definitely be broken, he bank account would be quite the opposite. With Silversson’s latest offer she would be richer, by more than a couple zeros. Her business might not cost as much as buying all the existing social networks, but she was still sure Silversson did not think twice when writing down the sum on her new offer that had left her speechless this morning.


     


    Several hours and several rounds of drinks later, Enya did make one crucial decision for that night. As her friends got into their cabs to drive home to their loved ones, she knew she would hate her lonely bed again. Her shop was the only place she wanted to be tonight. It was good to have a place to hide from the whole world.


     


    As the very patient driver drove her to the shop, Enya found her phone and dialed the number she was glad she did not erase this morning. Thomas Silversson’s sleepy voice answered on the second ring.


     


    “I am glad you called, even if I am sure you have not checked the time on your phone,” his voice was sleepy, but she could hear the smile that filled her heart no matter how drunk and angry she was.


     


    The smart thing would’ve been to check the time and apologize. Enya was never smart when drunk.


     


    “I got your offer,” Enya started but was unsure where to go next.


     


    “You called at 3:30 to discuss business?” Thomas asked, his voice slowly perking up as he cleared the sleep from his mind.


     


    “No,” Enya quickly answered. “I mean yes… I mean… I don’t know.”


     


    “Where are you?”


     


    “Somewhere that still belongs to me,” Enya huffed.


     


    “Then I should rush there and make sure everything - including yourself - belongs only to me.”
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    Enya was sitting on one of the tables, cross-legged, when she heard a car park in front of her pastry shop. He had arrived in less than thirty minutes. She didn’t know exactly where he lived, but had assumed it was somewhere uptown, at least forty-five minutes away. Thirty minutes was a very short time for a woman to emotionally prepare herself to meeting the man who had let her go without even a hug after their first hot night of blindfolded sex. Yet thirty minutes was long enough for a drunk girl to sober up and change her mind regarding her very bold decision of calling that very man who was not giving her rest at nights. Thirty minutes of over-thinking while sitting on top of a table in an empty pastry shop at four in the morning were the worst thing a woman could do.


     


    It was too late to change her mind now. He was already here. Enya had tried to call him and ask him not to come but she she had not summoned enough courage for that. Enya turned her phone camera on selfie mode and checked herself out on her screen. She looked tired, maybe even scared. Thomas was not going to like her. She was sure he was only here to accept her offer, claim her business and be rid of her, his “business associate.” He was not here to like her.  


    When the man who had not only stolen her breath but her business entered the shop, Enya’s heart skipped. He was too hot, too good, too bad… too much of everything. The man, with his tousled hair, lazy expression, and stubble on his chin was a personification of a dream. Everything about Thomas Silversson was about sex. Enya’s only regret was the black turtleneck with long sleeves he was wearing. It hid his beautiful masculine body and made Enya feel quite underdressed in her worn jeans, tiny tank top, and messy tussled hair.


     


    “Hey beautiful,” he walked closer to the table she was sitting on. “Or shall I say good morning? I could get used to these morning feasts you offer me.”


     


    He made a throaty groan and Enya was so ready to serve him the breakfast he craved for. Not that he had thanked her for her generosity before. He had not even asked for her permission before inviting himself to taste her.


     


    “I... I am sorry for that silly phone call,” she shrugged.


     


    He was standing there, very close to her, and her whole world shuddered with pleasure. Placing his strong hands very gently on her hips he pulled her body to the very edge of the table. Enya quickly wrapped her arms around his shoulders to keep her balance. One wrong move or once step backward he took, she was going to fall down landing on the floor. His body was the safe anchor holding her in place. Enya took a deep breath. That very anchor was the one with the intention to destroy everything that was dear to her. Still, that anchor smelled too good and filled her mind with very naughty thoughts.


     


    “I believe I owe you an apology,” he said. His mouth only an inch away from hers, his apology touching her lips before reaching for her mind. So close, they shared the scent of that apology. “I behaved like an idiot. My grandma wondered why an amazing woman like you ended up with a idiot like me. An idiot who could not even properly introduce you two to each other.”


     


    “Shhh, let’s not talk now,” Enya covered his lips with two fingers. “I don’t even know what I want to say to you. I don’t know what you should say. What all of this is about... this is so messed up and so wrong!!!”  


     


    Words rushed out and the heat radiating from him was not making it any easier. Enya was lost in the pure bright green of those eyes as if the substance of those was some magical elixir which forced all the truth out of her.


     


    “I hate you so much that there was nobody else I wanted to see right now. Does that even make any sense?”


     


    He cupped her face in his hands and held her eyes long enough for her to shut up. A captive of his gaze, she lost the track of her accusations and angry words which stormed inside her like a hurricane.


     


    “I know exactly what you mean, Enya,” his words were a whisper. Still, those were the most reasonable, powerful words capable of calming her ragged thoughts, to bring peace to the fire inside her. “I promise you, we’ll talk in the morning and sort this mess out. There is something I will need to tell you as well. An important part of me you don’t know,” he leaned and pressed his forehead to hers. “Right now, there is only one thing I can make right,” he spoke with his eyes closed and it pained Enya that she could not see the reflection of his own words in his eyes.


     


    His body trembled and she knew it was the pure desire that had taken over him. The same desire that was flowing through her, destroying every last bit of her self-control, turning her into a girl trapped in the web of her own messy emotions.


     


    Without another word, Thomas’ expert hands slid down her tank top. He did not undress her, but undid her bra and carefully pulled it out from under the top. Enya’s nipples throbbed with desire.


     


    “I should apologize to them as well,” he whispered and his tongue circled around the nipple that was poking out, seeking any type of stimulation.


     


    He closed his lips around the very visible tip and licked it until Enya was squirming and gasping in delight. Pleased with his work, he moved his attention to the other nipple. As he created another wet puddle around her right nipple, his hand found its way to her left breast. He tugged at it and pleasure jolted inside her. Enya’s back arched. She tightened her grip around his shoulders and slid closer toward his body. One move from him and she would fall down. She felt his cock jerk to life inside his jeans feeling the heat of her body that was now nesting him between her legs. Enya loved the feeling of relying on him for her safety. She did want him to decide whether she was to fall or to remain in his arms.


     


    “They have forgiven me,” he said when Enya was on the edge of exploding. “Though, they just whispered to me that they are now ready for more.”


     


    “They did? Those traitors!” Enya laughed.


     


    Her whole body was a traitor that couldn’t wait for him to kiss and lick every inch of her skin. Today, covered in that stubble, the touch of his mouth felt rougher and left that tickly sensation which she knew she'd be remembering long after he was gone.


     


    “Do not blame them, they have missed me,” his voice was deep and flowed like dark hot lava. Her skin reacted to those low vibrations coming out of his throat. “I hate to admit that some parts of me have also missed them.”


     


    She knew exactly which part was guilty of that. Caught on the crime scene, that glorious member throbbed against her mound and begged for her to welcome him inside her.


     


    “Tell me what you want!” he urged her.


     


    “I don’t know,” she shook her head.


     


    “You do, tell me,” he insisted.


     


    One look into those eyes and she knew there was nothing she wanted more than him. Being ready to confess that was a different matter. She lowered her eyes.


     


    “Don’t force me to speak,” she hated turning so shy around him.


     


    “Look into my eyes and say what you want. You will get all of it,” he grinned.


     


    Enya licked her lips. She came closer to lick her favorite spot, that little crack that felt rough under her tongue. Tasting him made her feel brave. She bit his lip and spoke into his mouth.


     


    “I want you to take me on this table,” her voice trembled just a little. Voicing her desire, though, made her want it even more. She couldn’t wait for her body to be sprawled over the table for him to feast on her.


     


    “That sounds much better,” he smiled. “I was planning to take you against the door, but if you prefer the table, so be it.”


     


    Enya closed her eyes and imagined herself leaning against the door with her legs open and him taking her hard from behind, pressing her against its cold surface, crushing her body against it and hitting into her again and again until he took his pleasure.


     


    “Will you let me use the scarf again?”


     


    Enya followed his eyes noticing Emma’s infamous scarf on the cash counter. She trembled, remembering all the pleasure that scarf had given her two nights before. She nodded. And he kissed her for being a good girl again. Imagining everything he could do with that scarf, she felt heat run through her body. Her palms and toes were sweaty, her lips trembled with delight and eyes fluttered shut.


     


    “Don’t tie my eyes, please,” she asked him. “I want to see.”


     


    He chuckled. “What view will please your eyes?” Mischief sparkled in his green eyes.


     


    So many imagines flashed in Enya’s head. Her voice did not cooperate in sharing any of those. She opened her mouth several times and closed it again no releasing a single sound. That did amuse him. Thomas leaned closer and digging his nose in her hair inhaled deeply.


     


    “Tell me what you want to see, Enya,” he repeated and it was not a request, nor a question. It was a command that every cell of her body wanted to fulfill.


     


    “Your eyes,” Enya licked her lips and felt her face blush. “I want to look into your eyes when you take me.”


     


    He peppered soft kissed on her face and Enya was sure he was trying to kiss every single freckle on her cheeks.


     


    “That you can see,” he agreed.


     


    No more questions, no more words. He yanked at the hem of her tank top off her body in a blink. She did not get enough time to realize her jeans deserted her as well. Next, his hands slid underneath the waistband of her panties and ripped them off. Now, sitting cross-legged, she revealed a very exposed image of her sex. Thomas gave her a wicked grin as he leaned and kissed her clit. Her lips trembled and, as if smiling, opened up for his mouth. He cupped her breasts in his palms and gave a rough squeeze to each of them, releasing her breasts only when she arched her back and screamed his name.


     


    “You can fight me all you want when we do business,” as he looked into her eyes, his green eyes had grown so dark with a need they reminded her of a forest in twilight buried in the shadow of the night after the sun had deserted it. “But when I make love to you, I need you to trust me, Enya.”


     


    “I do,” she promised. “I trust you, Thomas.”


     


    She did it again. This was pure madness, but she trusted him with all her heart and soul. She trusted him almost as much as she despised him. Thomas lifted her body from the table and turning her body easily in his arms, lowered her again. Face down, her stomach against the cool, hard surface of the table, Enya laid still, waiting for him to take her. He kissed the crack of her rear and caressed the globes. His touch was gentle, caring, yet, his mouth and fingers reached for the parts of her body she never allowed any man to touch.


     


    “Let us get you ready, darling, shall we?”


     


    He parted her buttocks and blew cool air targeting the untouched hole of her rear. Enya moaned as her insides throbbed with the insatiable desire to be touched, fingered, caressed, anything and everything he was going to give her. He brought her wrists together, laying them at the small of her back. Enya felt soft fabric touch her skin. The scarf! She knew that silky touch. Slowly, he tied it around her wrists securing them at her back. Next, bending her knees toward her back, he brought her ankles to her ties wrists and wrapped the scarf around them. Enya tried to free her hands, but the more she pulled at it, the tighter got the knot holding her arms and legs tied securely behind her.


     


    “Thomas,” her voice trembled.


     


    She had never been so helpless. Her body had never felt so sensitive. Every emotion was heightened and she feared she was going to explode the moment he touched her.


     


    “I am right here, darling,” he claimed on the table behind her.


     


    Pushing her legs wide apart he ran his fingers along up and down her parted pussy lips. He circled her clit, rubbed the nub until his fingers were coated in his juices, then sliding his fingers up, traces the line from her clit all the way up to the crack of her rear. He kissed the spot where his fingers touched her. His kisses continued upward to the small of her back and up her back to her shoulder blades and her neck. Enya realized he had passed through the tunnel of her tied arms and legs and was towering her body. She felt his chest against her arched back pushing her down against the surface of the table. With his one hand, he covered her throat and pulled her head back to him. He kissed her cheek and winked as Enya stared at him from the corner of her eyes.


     


    “You can see my eyes as I take you – I’ve promised you that,” he spoke and his breath puffed on her blushed cheek.


     


    He was fully clothed against her naked body. Unzipping his pants, he pulled his fully erect cock out and squeezed it between her buttocks. He was warm and hard, throbbing against her. She could feel the rush of his blood along his shaft. Her own heart beat as fast as his, matching their rhythm, beating as one. He probed her opening with his two fingers, thrusting them deep inside her and opening them as she pulled back - stretching her pussy, preparing her to welcome him.


     


    “How do you want me to take you, Enya?” He asked.


     


    Enya met his eyes. They were not even darker with only a thin line of emerald green around his dilated pupils.


     


    “Take me hard,” she did not hesitate as she voices her desire.


     


    A moment later, a thick cockhead poked at her hole. He pushed in and did not pause until he claimed her pussy balls-deep.


     


    “Mine,” he whispered and waited for her insides to adjust to his girth.


     


    The velvety walls of her pussy quivered violently before submitting to the intruding shaft. When her body relaxed underneath him, Thomas started her; hard and slow as she had asked him to.


     


    Enya saw their reflection through the window glass, with her arms and legs tied behind her back, her body arched she looked like a boat; a boat that he was sailing through the sea of pleasures. With his strong arms to her sides, holding his body weight, Thomas thrust into her deep and rocked her body as if floating on the cool waves. Her clit was grinded against the hard surface of the table every time he pushed into her and pressed her lower body down.


     


    Looking into the dark green of his eyes, Enya let go of the last bit of control, trusting herself to his will, enjoying the maddening pleasure he gave her. She did not blink, did not close her eyes cherishing every moment, knowing right now she was allowed to look right into the dark depths of Thomas Silversson’s soul.
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    This was the most beautiful madness Thomas had let get himself involved in. Everything about this woman was rocking his world. Watching her back arch under his weight, watching her struggle with those restraints but yet maintain her brave and fierce composure, and with all of that still be so adorably cute. This was madness, Thomas Silversson did not do cute. He either unleashed his rage on the whole world or launched one successful business after another. He knew no other ways of dealing with himself. And now there was Enya and he was ready to lose his mind the moment he buried himself inside her.


     


    It took all his willpower to hold back and not to cum right at that moment. If this kept on happening, he was going to make a complete fool of himself, a failure who was so obsessed with this woman that he almost came the moment he entered her body.


     


    His woman, he thought about how those words sounded as he thrust into her.


     


    Slow, carefully slow, to keep the control over the situation. He needed to be in control, and not of just their joint bodies but everything that was happening between them. This… relationship was reaching uncharted territory terrifyingly fast. Thomas never dated women. He took them hard and fast and then moved on. Now, he was smiling like a complete idiot, calling Enya Williams his woman in his mind.


     


    Would she consider herself the same? She did enjoy his rough lovemaking. Thomas knew that much for sure. She never complained about anything he did. That just made this woman even hotter and more desirable for him.


     


    Enya’s moans filled his mind and Thomas lost the track of his thoughts. Every time he thrust into her hot pussy, he tried to go deeper, to claim more of her. He wanted to prolong the pleasure of being squeezed inside her tight little hole.


     


    Though fully dressed and his body art covered from her eyes, Thomas felt completely naked and exposed every time he made love to Enya.


     


    Why did she want to stare into my eyes when I took her? Was it not enough that she had compluicated everything in my life already? Now she wants me to bear my soul to her?


     


    Despite his questions to himself, Thomas knew that he did want that. It was difficult to admit, yet he knew it was true. But was he ready?


     


    He kissed the side of her throat as he felt pleasure bloom inside her. She was so close. She was not a screamer, but her silent moans did wicked things to him. Her body responded to his every caress, every thrust, be that gentle or rough, she accepted all of him. When she found release, he kissed her mouth, drinking in her silent screams.


     


    ***


     


    It was around six in the morning when he untied her. Enya’s tired body collapsed on the table. He hoped that none of her customers were going to sit at that table today. All the fragrant dessert he needed was right here and was served to him. He was still greedy for more, but he knew she would not be up for round three. She did look sleepy.


     


    “You wanted to talk,” Enya murmured as she climbed off the table and pulled her ragged jeans on.


     


    Compared to the dress she wore last time, this pair of worn, faded jeans hid all the delicious curves of her body. He groaned, displeased when she put on her tank top and a jacket on top of it.


     


    She wanted to talk. There was so much he needed to tell her. He was ready to spill it out the moment he saw her sitting cross-legged on that table. Now, as the first lights of the morning filled the shop, he knew he needed his protective box back around him. He looked into her eyes, so honest, so stubborn. She wanted him to grant her with the same honesty, talk to her and let her get close.


     


    “Not much to tell,” he looked away.


     


    Whenever he was not sure about things or felt insecure, he always chose to be the arrogant billionaire. It was always easier to hate him than love him.


     


    “Why are you doing that?” Enya shook her head.


     


    She folded the scarf and shoved it into a drawer behind the cash counter. That scarf was the symbol of his feelings and her submission to him. Now, annoyed with him, she was hiding it away from him. Somehow, he thought he had connection with that scarf. It pained him, as it would’ve hurt if she was gone.


     


    “Doing what?” He knew what she was going to say. Still, he needed to hear those words again, coming out of her mouth they hurt him more than just the thoughts in his mind.


     


    “One moment you pull me close to you and next you slap me with your coldness and push away,” she threw her hands to her sides.


     


    “You are giving too much thought to all this,” he looked out of the window to hide his eyes from her. He knew she would read the bluff in his gaze if he let her see his soul. Around this woman, he felt like an open book and seemed she had figured out how to read every word of it and even between the lines.


     


    “Am I?” She insisted, stubborn as ever. That was what made Enya Williams so irresistibly adorable. “Or maybe it’s you who still wants to be the lonely hurting kid who was left behind? Maybe it’s you who is giving too much thought and hides behind his huge empire?”


     


    Thomas pulled a chair and sat down. He felt his knees were going to fail him. The ground shook beneath him. Suddenly, the solid foundation under his feet was slipping away. This was madness. She was neither his girlfriend nor his shrink. Why would she even think she had the right to poke into his soul and ask those questions? Nobody, nobody ever had the stamina to ask him such questions. He always had those walls around him high and erect, like a fortress protecting what was only his.


     


    One look at her was a blow powerful enough to crash all those defenses to the ground. All of his anger was gone when he looked into those stubborn dark eyes. All he could think about, was those freckles that made her shine with the innocence of a child. She was making him too soft-hearted. That could not be allowed. Not with the way he lived his life.  


     


    Thomas felt like the words were going to burst out of him. All those stories of his past he had pushed back to the depth of his mind; another moment and those words were going to choke him. He wanted to tell her everything. His memories of his parents, how they preferred their stupid childish love for music and touring, and thought a child was just extra baggage for their youthful lives.


     


    If he started telling anything about his past to her, he was pretty sure nothing was going to stop him. He would tell it all, from the very first memory of his parents, to the day he stepped into Olivia’s house, and last but not least, the only way he found to deal with his anger and hate toward the world.


     


    Suddenly, he knew his secrets were too heavy a burden to share so easily. The secret of his double-life needed to be only his. That was the one thing he held against the whole world. Thomas was not ready to share it with her, not with anyone. Not yet. Telling any of it to Enya would’ve meant bringing this whole madness to a completely new level. This was not the day to define what they were. Not when there was so much at the stake. Not when she could end up hating him tomorrow and crashing the heart he had never trusted to anyone. He leaned back in his chair and smiled his arrogant billionaire grin.


     


    “And this is the part when we sit down and tell each other all the heart-wrecking stories of our past?” He cocked his brow and narrowed his eyes on her.


     


    He knew exactly how he was playing with her emotions. He was pushing her away, proving how right she and the whole world had been not to trust him, ever.


     


    “I... I am sorry,” her voice was little. She held his gaze for one moment, and then looked away. He could see her fight tears.


     


    “Let me remind you one thing, darling,” he forced himself to continue. He made that ‘darling’ sound more like a tease than the sensual word he always meant when he talked to her. If there was one thing Thomas L. Silversson was good at, that was his skill of making a complete jerk out of himself. “You met my grandmother by accident. ‘Meeting the family trash’ was never my intention. Offering a free read of the book of my life is not my intention either.”


     


    His words were cold. If they hurt her half as much as they did him, he knew she would never forgive him. 


     


    “How about we continue this fruitful discussion in my office?” He rose from the chair and stepped closer to her. Her head turned to him, her expression puzzled. He was not making sense to her. Her mouth suddenly opened in an ‘O’. Finally, the realization hit him. He did not give her time to reflect on it. Not yet. “I will have my lawyers bring the new agreement for you. Again.”


     


    “There is no need for that,” Enya pursed her lips. Her body was trembling, but she did her best to keep her cool. Her voice was low, yet balanced and menacing. Like that of a little beast fighting for dear life. There were very few people who earned so much admiration and respect for their courage from him. This woman beat them all. “I’ve got it.”


     


    “Good,” he shrugged, “Then bring it with you. Signed. Oh, and don’t forget that pretty scarf of yours. I might want to try some new things with it.”


     


    Her freckles grew so much darker, he could almost taste her rage in his mouth. He had ruined their moment he knew it. Thomas L. Silversson never let himself regret anything he did. Even for those things that hurt him more than anyone else. If he was going to perdition, better to that in style, like a true villain.


     


    He did not deserve her love anyway. Why cherish illusions that some day he could be worth her? Better give her the time and space to concentrate on her work and figure out how to proceed with it. He had not created a very good situation for her and ss much as he wanted to help, there was only so much he could do for her. He had offered to buy dozens of such shops for her or to pay twenty times more. But none of that was what Enya wanted. She was not there to fish for the best deal.


     


    Enya paced around the counter. He was ready to hear her yell at him, call him names, pour out all her anger and hate at him. She did none of that. Retrieving the scarf from the drawer behind the counter, she simply handed it to him.


     


    “You will get the agreement soon. Signed. Now, you need to go Mr. Silversson.”


     


    Then, the woman who had stolen his heart turned away from him and disappeared through the kitchen door. Thomas waited and waited and waited. She was too stubborn. He loved that special Enya-blend of stubborn. Accepting his defeat, Thomas L. Silversson left the pastry shop. He had left his crushed feelings there but had received a small token, a piece of memory, a scarf that carried the fragrance of the woman he loved.
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    Enya returned home. The storm inside her had not calmed, the rage keeping her away from her apartment had not faded. There was a very simple motivation that brought her back here, she desperately needed to change her clothes. Every piece of clothing she had on reminded her of Thomas Silversson in one or another way. And as if all of that was not enough, now the scarf was also gone.


     


    It helped to concentrate her thoughts on a fact as simple as a missing scarf, to pretend that her biggest worry was figuring out how she was going to tell Emma that her favorite scarf was gone.

    How dare he take it with him?! When she shoved it into his face, she aimed to only demonstrate her anger. She did think he was going to leave it there on the table or throw it on the floor when he left.


     


    Now, Thomas Silversson was out of her life for good, as was the scarf that had shared some of the most amazing memories with them. There was no time for grieving the loss of the scarf or her job. Enya Williams knew one thing for sure, she needed to turn every last drop of her rage into motivation to fuel her mind, to keep her going. That was exactly what needed to be done. She would not break now, she would not allow herself to.


     


    Enya took a long shower, knowing that the water was going to clean away the last reminders of his touches on her skin. She wanted every kiss, every caress of his to be gone. Those were permanently branded in her memory, no need to want to savor the ghosts of his physical touches on her skin as well. The long shower was one of the most empowering things Enya knew. So many ideas were born there, so many things she needed to do. Today. Now.


     


    When she stepped out of the shower and the cool air enfolded her, for one moment Enya wanted to give up again. Her first thought was to lie down on bed and not move. She could waste a whole day or two away from her life. Not much was going to change anyway. The damage was done already and she simply needed to find ways to cope with it. That could be done any time.


     


    She almost submitted to the weakness of her body. As she fell on the bed, she felt something under her rear. The piece of paper she had thrown on top of her bed two days ago saved her from her own destructive self. The moment she took it in her hands, Enya knew exactly what she needed to do first.


     


    This was the most recent offer she had received from Silversson Industries. A deal that would get her fifteen times more money than her pastry shop was worth and the permission to open two shops of ‘Yum & Fun’ in the new shopping and entertainment center Silversson Industries built on their street. He had offered her everything one could dream about. Yet, this was not what she could accept as a gift from him.


     


    “You are not going to win this time, Thomas,” she whispered to him.


     


    There was no wind to carry her words out of her bedroom and deliver them to him. Those words, spoken in a low voice, were lost and doomed to fade away into the thin air. They filled her determination, though, and that was all she needed.


     


    Enya searched through her folders and found the very first version of the deal she had received. That was what most of the other shop owners had signed. Enya chuckled. There was no humor in her laughter, though. Most of those people had hurried to sign their crappy deals only because they were intimidated by the name of Silversson Industries. Some had thought that getting a double price for their possession was as generous as the corporate sharks could get. Others thought that they could use other means to push them out. Every single one of them had some dark fear nested in their hearts.  


     


    Enya shook her head. It was ironic that she of all people stood so long against him and she ended up losing everything her heart, her trust and her shop. Signing the paper, she did not feel anything: no pain, no sharp sting of disappointment, no bitterness of the loss. Her senses were dulled the moment her heart had been ripped out of her chest with those cold words of his. Now, she did not need a dime more from Thomas Silversson. She had started this business once from the scratch, she could do it again.


     


    Putting on some clothes, Enya hurried back to the empty street with one last surviving shop on it. She called her friends while she was on her way. Emma and Jenn were going to come after work to give her a hand. Lilly promised to be there for her the next day if she needed but tonight she had some plans with her most recent boyfriend.


     


    As she opened the door, she turned the ‘Open’ sign to ‘Closed’. Today they were not serving any bit of sweet happiness to anyone. Not today, not any other day anytime soon. Enya gathered all the desserts, placed them on the table in a large plate. She could feed her friends when they came to help her. Tearing this shop down was going to be bittersweet.


     


    Jenn showed up first. She was glowing. At least, someone was happy. She looked blinded by her sweet happiness, though. Enya liked sweets only in her desserts - not in real life stories of her friends. She could be happy for her friends sometimes. Jennifer had always stood next to her, had her back, listened to every silly story of her. Now, she was ready to shut her out only because Jennifer was happy with Simon and instead of needing her shoulder to cry was asking her to help plan her beautiful life.


     


    “En, I know you are not in the mood for this,” Jennifer started after she folded her sleeves and dived into the glorious work of cleaning the shelves of spices and arranging them into boxes Enya had found inside one of the empty stores.


     


    “I’m always in the mood,” Enya lied and did her best to fake a smile. “Tell me.”


     


    “It’s actually a request, from me and Simon,” Jenn hesitated again. “Will you agree to make our wedding cake and all the other desserts for our big day?”


     


    Oh, so there is a big day coming? Enya shouldn’t have been surprised. That was usually what happened after a couple dated for years and finally got a huge piece of diamond on the woman’s finger. Like the one that was on Jenn’s finger now, when she was helping Enya to pack. She had taken off every other piece of jewelry, but left the ring on; as if Simon was going to mysteriously vanish if she ever took it off.


     


    “Of course, I will,” Enya wrapped her arms around Jennifer’s shoulders. She was the one who needed this hug more. She wanted her friend to reassure her that everything was going to be fine. Maybe her own big day was not as impossible and far away as it felt right now. “Have you decided on a date yet?”


     


    “Almost,” Jenn was glowing brighter than the huge piece of the shiny rock on her finger when it caught the light of the sun. “It’s not that soon, in March, but you know, I want it all to be perfect. So the sooner we start to plan things, the better. I want to enjoy every moment of these five months of planning.”


     


    “It’s enough time for making a cake of the size of this whole state if you want,” she winked. “Or, since I’m jobless now, I could make one sample cake every day for you and Simon to try it and pick the one you want.”


     


    “That sounds heavenly, though I might then need extra five months to get rid of all the calories I would’ve gained eating all those cakes.” Jenn turned her eyes to the big platter of sweets Enya had placed on the table. “I’m ready to start right away.”


     


    “Dig in,” Enya encouraged. “These are all for the hard working folks who’ve volunteered to help me tonight.”


     


    Jenn told everything she had in her mind for that perfect wedding day, which was still months away. Enya was not a big fan of glamorous events, but it did sound perfect. Maybe that was what she lacked? A simple, human dream of a snow white wedding dress and a walk down an aisle decorated with water lilies?


     


    “How are you really doing, Enya,” Jenn suddenly stopped talking about her perfect life and looked at Enya. She hoped there was nothing on her face to give away that Jenn’s happy ever after did not interest her that much right now when her whole world had fallen apart around her. “I can see that you’re not fine, talk to me, please. I know what you are doing, shutting everyone out and closing up inside your head. That’s never helping, Enya. That has never helped you.”


     


    Enya shrugged. There was so much to say, so many things she did not tell her friends during these days. She was not sure she needed them to know every little detail of her short-lived Silversson romance, if she could call it a romance. Maybe he looked at it as a random hookup. He asked himself to continue it in his office with that scarf. How else was she to understand it?


     


    “I’ve signed the papers,” she simply answered. She could talk about how bad it felt to give away her business. Not so sure she would explain the emptiness that giving away her heart left.


     


    “Ah, so now you are ten times richer?” Jenn smiled. It was a sad smile, she knew money was not what mattered when Enya lost the store she had put so much effort to build.


     


    “Not exactly,” Enya sighed. “I’ve signed the first version of the agreement. With less money. I do not want to swallow the bait he has thrown my way. I’m not going to be his puppet.”


     


    Not when he had rocked her heart and soul for several nights. Not after what they had shared. It might not mean so much for him, but Enya knew Thomas Silversson had left a big scar on her heart.


     


    “I cannot believe it!” Enya flinched as she heard Emma’s voice.


     


    She and Brandon were standing at the door, stupefied. Emma’s eyes were huge with surprise, her mouth open, her arms thrown to her sides. She had tried to talk some sense into Enya all these weeks. At times, it felt like Emma was more concerned about getting the better deal than Enya was.


     


    “I swear to heaven, you are your own worst enemy, girlie!” Emma shook her head and collapsed on the chair next to Jennifer. “I need some sweets to digest this piece of information I’ve just heard.”


     


    She quickly filled her mouth with some chocolate desserts. Those were her favorites. Brandon was still standing at the door.


     


    “Hey, sorry I’m crashing your girl’s party,” he spoke shyly. Too shy for a high school best friend who had heard every piece of the crazy story these women had been through. “Em and I just thought you might need some man power to carry some boxes and the stuff like that. And there’s not much that I don’t know about you anyway, so don’t mind me, just keep on talking.”


     


    “And you might need some guy’s advice as well, girlie,” Emma spoke with her mouth full of chocolate.


     


    She was still trying to sound serious and even look menacing. Enya smiled. She doubted any advice was going to save the day, but listening did not hurt. Much.


     


    “Yeh, well, I’m not here to lecture you, En, you know that,” Bran sat next to her. “But when, if not now, you might need some friendly advice? Listen, I get it that you don’t want his money. I respect that decision, even if Emma’s gonna kick my rear later at home for saying it. But I know what you’ve done to that guy.”


     


    “What she always does,” Emma crossed her arms over her chest. “Look, none of us was ever on Jake’s side. He was a lousy, stupid idiot. But the man did love you. And what you did? Pushed him away again and again.”


     


    “Wait, wait, wait,” Jennifer tried to calm them down. “Maybe it’s enough. She is having a difficult day.”


     


    “It’s not enough, Jenn. She has to hear this and who else if not her best friends will tell her that?” Emma nodded at Brandon, who took her hand into his and continued.


     


    “She’s right,” Bran said.


     


    Did they rehearse this little speech? Enya wondered. This sounded like some perfectly written and rehearsed lines, not something that spontaneously came to their minds.


     


    “Think about it - how many times you’ve pushed Jake over the edge, made him feel he was not good enough for you? You were always this hard working, smart and successful woman and you made him feel like he was never trying hard enough, never loving you enough, caring enough…  or whatever else you wanted. Now with all that in mind, let me ask you one question – what happened with this Thomas guy?”


     


    Enya looked away. He was probably right. All of them were.


     


    “I can answer that question,” Emma pushed. “She had been just her usual self. Silversson was just the next Jake, or those that came before him!”


     


    “Enough,” Enya was not ready to listen to all of that now. They might be right, but this was her life and her relationships. If she wanted to ruin every single one of them, it was her call and only hers. “I need to go and take care of something. You get some coffee and sweets and I’ll be back soon.”


     


    She rushed out of the shop walking as fast as she could. She needed some air. But first of all, she needed to deliver something to Silversson Industries; in person. Not that she enjoyed it, but if Thomas Silversson could deliver her invitations to her in the shop, she could do the same. And no hard feelings involved.


     


    As she walked to the headquarters of Silversson Industries, she made herself a promise. Once she left this envelope at the reception, she was going to return to her shop, apologize to her friends and start her life anew. This was a plan and Enya Willson loved following her plans.
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    Enya’s plan fell apart the moment the signed offer left her fingertips. It was as if she was ripping a part of herself out and handing it over to the corporate overlord. Her dreams, ambitions and want of anything going with it. Enya didn’t return to the shop after she delivered the papers that handed over her shop to Silversson Industries. She no longer cared about cleaning or emptying her shop or trying to explain how she felt to her friends. She didn’t want to cry, to argue, to possibly lose friends who just couldn’t understand how she felt at that very moment. She would need friends later and there was no guarantee they would stick around if she let her crazy self loose on them.  


     


    Instead, Enya went to the rooftop in the search of her mysterious lover. The man who seemingly started this whole process, though she was sure he couldn’t have possibly done so. She wanted to find the comfort and strength she first felt in his arms during their rendezvous up on the very same rooftop.


     


    He did not show up that night, just as he hadn’t the night she had slept upon the roof after the Silversson Grandma disaster. She repeated her journey also on the next night, as well as on the third. She was determined, but her mystery man was elusive.


     


    During the day, when she wasn’t staring into the skyline from the rooftop, Enya turned off her phone and slept as much as she could. There was not much to do anyway. She was not in the mood for packing the stuff in the shop. Hiding away from everyone and everything felt good. She needed some time to calm down, heal, and not think. Sooner or later she was going to make everything alright again, that was what she always did. She didn’t quite know how, or when just that it would happen when she was ready.


     


    On the fourth night, he showed up. Enya was lost in thought, her eyes slowly scanning the lights flickering in the distance when a light shuffling stirred her attention. Enya could not explain the relief she felt when her eyes fell onto the yellow glass of his goggles. A sense of being safe and protected filled her being.


     


    “So you came back,” he said as he sat down next to her as if it was a completely normal thing that she’d come searching for him night after night. There was no surprise, no happiness or anger in his voice. Just plain words as if read from a page of a boring book. “Good to see you.”


     


    He was wearing his mask along with the yellow lensed goggles that Enya remembered so well. She felt no need to see his face, look into his eyes. The mystery around him, the anonymity oddly made her trust him even more. The was no danger of either knowing the other. He was her safe escape from everything and everyone, and one person in particular.


     


    “I had almost lost the hope that I’d see you again,” she said.


     


    “Did you search for me?” she could hear the amusement in his voice.


     


    “I did.” Enya was not playing any games. She knew why she was here and she was going for it. “I needed you.”


     


    “Is that so?” He did not sound very excited. “I believe you should leave. It is not safe for you here.”


     


    He jumped up from his seat as if it was hit by lightning. Enya was not sure whether it was her words that unsettled him or some inner drama of his own she was unaware of. It was not often that she confessed about her needing anyone, let alone told a man she had met only once  in her life and spent only one spontaneous night with him.


     


    “Please, don’t push me away,” she walked close to him. “This was the only place I wanted to be.”


     


    “Why is that? You seemed in a hurry when you disappeared last time,” his voice was cold, full of accusation.


     


    “Can we...” she licked her lips. Enya was not used to speaking or asking for sex. In her universe that usually happened without words. Thomas Silversson had made her beg him for pleasure a few times. But that is what brought her back to the rooftop; an attempt to erase Thomas Silversson from her life.


     


    “We can,” he said.


     


    “You didn’t even hear what I was going to say.”


     


    “Does it matter? I tell you there is nothing we can’t. There is nothing you can’t. Now, tell me what you want.”


     


    He was different today, cold and also arrogant. He reminded her of him when there was supposed to be nothing similar about those two people. Or maybe it was her mind playing tricks on her and she was seeing Thomas Silversson everywhere, including in her mysterious street artist. Still, the feeling that he reminded her of him, did not give her any rest. And even worse, it made her want him even more.


     


    “I...” Enya swallowed the lump of guilt and anxiety in her throat.


     


    She didn’t want to say it, to be forced to beg for what she wanted like Thomas had made her do. Yet, she knew she would because she needed it.


     


    “I want you to take me on this rooftop again,” She finally blurted out.


     


    “Darling, that is one sweet request I cannot reject. But tell me one thing. Why, all of a sudden, do you crave anonymous sex again, Enya?”


     


    Enya shuddered. He was reading right through her soul. He had done it before, was doing it now again. Everything about this man should have terrified her, pushed her to run away from him. Yet, like a butterfly seeking her own destruction, Enya was flying right into the arms of men who were to burn her to ashes with her flames.


     


    “I want to push someone out of my heart,” she bowed her head.


     


    One thing made her feel stronger, honestly. She was not good in pretending things were any different from what they truly were. She was here only and only because she did want to let another man take what she had given to Thomas Silversson. In some way, in her twisted mind, she was hurting him. He took several long breaths. Enya could not see his eyes, but she could read pain in his body language. He made a step back, then forward, then back again, not knowing whether he wanted to reach for her and stay away from whatever madness had taken over her.


     


    “He has hurt you,” he finally spoke.


     


    Though hushed by the thick material of his mask, she could hear the raw emotion in his voice. It touched her and pained her. Maybe she was being unfair to him in her desire to avenge someone else.


     


    “He did nothing,” she said curtly.


     


    “Huh, is that why it hurts even more?”


     


    He was speaking the words that Enya was not ready to admit to herself. Maybe that was why she needed his company again. Maybe that was why she was ready to trust him even without seeing his face. There was something very sweet about him, and something too familiar.


     


    “Tell me what you really want, Enya.”


     


    “Make me forget him,” she said without thinking. Sometimes words betrayed her. Usually, those were the most sincere words that came out of her mouth. “Please.”


     


    He pulled her close and wrapping his strong arms around her, held her in his firm embrace so long that tears started pouring out of her eyes without her consent. Enya rarely cried in anyone’s company. She always tried to keep looking strong.


     


    “Watch the night with me, Enya,” he whispered into her ear. “Naked,” he then added, and her whole body shivered.


     


    She knew exactly what she wanted as she came here but watching the night while being naked was not exactly her idea of passionate sex meant to push the other man out of her mind. Watching the night sounded too intimate, too sincere. She wanted him to erase every memory of Thomas from her heart. Yet, whatever he said or did, reminded her of him even more.


     


    If she hesitated for another minute, she knew she was going to change her mind. Enya quickly unbuttoned her shirt and let it slide down her shoulders and pool around her feet. It was a warm autumn night and the wind was kind to her. She felt the caress of the cool air. The kisses placed by his hot mouth contrasted it and gave her a mind-blowing blend of sensations.


     


    “Your turn,” she said, licking her lips, impatient to get a better look of his body. She had not had a chance to see much during their first night.


     


    He was wearing an over-sized black hoodie and Enya’s fingers reached for the zipper and pulled it down. Enya was expecting to see a strong, muscled chest. The colorful skin that was revealed to her took her breath away. She let out a gasp as he took off the hoodie and stood in front of her baring what she thought was a very symbolic body art for him.


     


    There was a fiery black dragon rising from the ashes on his chest, with its wings spread to the sides and flames and ashes covering his belly and waist. The design covered almost every inch of his chest. It was a very detailed work, very sensual, powerful yet carrying the pain that the dragon had felt. Its eyes were bright green and there was a scar that ran down the dragon’s long neck to where she supposed was its heart.


     


    “Where did you get the scar?” she asked him, her finger tracing its outline.


     


    He took her hand into his as he helped her trace the scar.


     


    “Tough childhood,” he shrugged. “My dad loved music and booze more than anything.”


     


    He looked away and she knew he did not want to talk more about it. Enya’s whole body trembled. That scar carried so much more than painful memories of his childhood. He was a survivor. Someone who not only rose up again but turned his pain into beautiful art.


     


    “Did you make the design yourself?” it was not really a question. She could see the familiar style. His street art was much bigger in size but the beautiful details and the raw anger that she saw in all those works came from the same source.


     


    “I made the sketch, a friend did the ink,” he explained. “What’s next?”


     


    She could not see his lips but she knew he was smiling mischievously. Her jeans were discarded next and then her underwear. Enya stood nearly naked in front of him wearing only her bra.


     


    “Can this stay?” she asked, not sure if she could hide behind that small piece of lace or if she wanted him to rip it off and kiss her nipples.


     


    “No way,” he growled and did exactly as she imagined. The bra flew across the roof and his palms cupped her breasts. “Your heart is beating fast,” he whispered. “Breathe!”


     


    She took long and deep breaths. Her chest rose filled with air and fell as she let it out. When her breathing calmed a little bit, he bowed his head and placed tender kisses on her breasts. So many that in no time Enya was left breathless again. Too soon he pulled away, his mask falling to hide his face before Enya could see what was behind it. With her now completely naked, he followed suit, leaving only his mask and goggles to cover his face.


     


    They sat down. She felt small and protected as she leaned against his chest and placed her hands on his knees. He hugged her bare shoulders protecting her from the wind. As they sat there in silence, Enya studied the ink on his arms. They carried the same dragon theme, but there were also some numbers hidden in the design, which Enya thought were dates that mattered to him. There were also some scars which were covered with the artwork.


     


    “They are beautiful,” she said. Touching them, made her feel stronger, and believe that there was no hardship or disappointment that could crash her.


     


    “I’ll make sure you have a nice view of them when I take you,” he promised.


     


    His hand slid down her thigh. He massaged the soft, sensitive flesh of her inner thigh, getting very close to her exposed pussy but never touching it. He then directed her hand toward his crotch and placed her palm on his cock that jerked to life as her fingers touched it.


     


    Enya hesitated for a moment, before she cured her fingers around his member. With every touch he grew larger and harder. So much power flew through her body as she held that sensitive shaft in her hand and knew he reacted to her; she had the ability to make him want more, love him or hurt him.


     


    Distracted with now very erect cock in her hand, Enya had completely forgotten the fingers that were getting closer and closer to her slit. It first felt that his mind was far away and his fingers were mirroring his thoughts by caressing her thighs in those lazy, circular movements. The more he ignored her needy parts, the more awake and excited they got. There was the heat of her body radiating through them, burning her from the inside, and the cool night air that brushed her love lips, made them tremble and crave for more touch.


     


    When his fingers finally found her clit, she winced and squeezed the hard member in her hand. He responded to her with a throaty groan and more forceful caress on her pink little button setting it on fire. He collected her juices in his fingers and brought them to his mouth. He licked them clean, moaning as he swallowed her flavor and made her feel like the most delicious treat that had touched his tongue.


     


    Enya leaned closer to him. She liked how his shaft was squeezed between their bodies, enjoyed the hardness of his chest, and now, as she knew that there was a fiery dragon inked on it, she almost felt the heat of that fire as his skin touched her back. His breath was heavy and when his chest rose and fell, it seemed that the dragon was coming to life and it was its fiery breath warming her back.


     


    His fingers reached back to her clit. He had left them lonely for several long moments and she knew she did not disappoint him when he discovered all the sweet juices her lonely pussy had released in the absence of his fingers, waiting for him. Her excitement was dripping down her thighs and onto the rooftop. His strong fingers explored her folds, massaging her swollen lips, teasing her opening, probing it, pushing in and withdrawing quickly, leaving her hungry for more.


     


    Their hands moved in perfect unison, every time he rubbed hard on her clit, she put more pressure in her caresses on his cockhead; when he circled her opening, she did the same to his shaft; when she touched his balls, he pinched her clit and made her body jump with pleasure. With his other arm, he held her in his embrace.


     


    “Tell me what you want,” he repeated.


     


    Those simple words gave no rest to her. They also empowered her. Enya realized she liked telling her lovers what she wanted and getting it from them.


     


    “I want to see the dragon and the stars as you idiot me,” she said.


     


    He shifted behind her, rising to his knees. Enya winced as his manhood slid free from her grip. Her pussy was also abandoned and left alone against the cool touch of the wind.


     


    “Lie down,” he commanded.


     


    He helped her to lower her back until she felt the cold touch of the roof against her. It was so much nicer when she was leaning against his chest. Now, as he spread her legs and knelt between them, so close to her aching pussy, a perfect view of his upper body opened in front of her eyes.


     


    “Place your hands under your head and don’t move them,” he told her.


     


    Enya did as he asked. Grabbing her hips, he helped her lift her legs and spread them wide apart.


    Enya felt her face blush with embarrassment. With her legs in the air so widely open, they had formed a V frame through which she would watch him. Her folds were open and exposed to him. Her breasts stood proud and erect, with nipples pink because of all the excitement they got, blushing under his gaze hidden behind those glasses.


     


    He did not hurry. Every time he eased himself a little bit into her heat, he pulled back and Enya whimpered as the emptiness inside her was becoming unbearable. Every time his cockhead laid at her opening, her insides quivered ready to swallow him in. He pushed inside her, halfway, and pulled back. Enya thought that not only his eyes but also the bright green eyes of the dragon were staring at her. She was getting so impatient, she tried lifting her rear and thrusting into him but the strong hands at her hips held her in place.


     


    “Relax, beautiful,” he spoke to her. “Lie back and enjoy.”


     


    And then he was inside her again and pushed all the way in. Enya’s back arched. He grew even larger when buried inside her. She felt so full that even breathing was an effort. He did not move until the tension left her body and she relaxed under the double-gazes piercing her to the rooftop. Varying the speed and depth of his thrusts he took his pleasure driving Enya mad with desire to explode around him. He was skilled enough to not let her rush with it.


     


    Washed in the lights of the city, he made love to her unhurriedly. His grip on her hips was hard and Enya knew he was going to leave a new set of marks on her. His breathing grew ragged and it seemed like the dragon was flapping its wings as it flew out of the fire. The flames and ashes also came to life as his chest rose and fell with his heavy breathing.


     


    He placed one of her legs on his shoulder and used his free hand to rub her clit driving her wild.


    Thrusting into her deep and fast now, and teasing her clit mercilessly, he pushed Enya further and further into the land of blissful pleasure. She exploded first and as her pussy shook and quivered around him, he thrust harder and harder and harder until she felt his hot essence fill her body.


     


    “Thomas,” Enya screamed in bliss as her body shook in the aftershocks of her orgasm and as he shot strings of his cum inside her.  She was not sure why she called that name but she knew that was the only name that came to her mind, the only person she needed right now.


     


    “I am right here, darling,” he said and collapsed on top of her.


     


    It took several long moments for Enya’s mind to recover from the maddening orgasm and for the words to sink into her conscience. She did not ask who he was, he did not deny being someone else. He hugged and kissed her and called her ‘darling’ as only Thomas Silversson did.


    Enya’s hand, still trapped under her head, moved before she knew what she was doing. She pulled off the mask and the glasses to find a pair of vibrant green eyes staring at her, those eyes that she loved and hated so much. Those lips, the very same ones that she had been dreaming about for so many days, crushed against her mouth and stole a kiss from her before she could speak a word.


     


    Confused and filled with anger, Enya wrapped her arms around Thomas’ neck. She did not feel relief from the realization that she was in his arms again. The world just grew darker and the pain of being deceived filled her.


     


    She let herself enjoy another moment in his embrace. He buried his nose into her hair and inhaled deeply. His body shook feverishly, his grip tightened. They lay on the roof in silence. There were no words that could fill the void between them, no words to make things right.


     


    Enya did not find the words even after she got up, put her clothes on and left. He did not say anything either. The sound of their silence was all that filled this night. The night of their farewell.
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    How many times could one idiot lose the woman he loved? Enya had given him one chance after another to at least try and make things right. As if that was not enough, she had given those chances to him as Thomas and as L.


     


    L. was tired of counting how many times he had screwed up his sole chance for happiness. Yes, it was not going to be easy but that was not her fault. He was the one with messy past, double-identity that even he was starting to get confused about and the insatiable hunger for destroying what other people held dear. He was a mess who had not appreciated the love of the one woman that mattered to him.


     


    One night after the other L. had been spending in the streets. Twelve nights and nine pieces of rage-filled street art were made from the moment Enya turned away from him and left him alone on the rooftop. He tried to spill out everything that made him angry, tried to turn his rage into colors and shapes. None of that was enough to calm him.


     


    More than ever in his life, L. was mad at himself and who he had become during these years. When she had come to him, to L., searching for comfort and understanding, he thought she had chosen him. She had seen through his shield and reached for his true self. He was flattered that she had chosen the artist, the rebel, the lone wolf that was his true self. Yet, she had screamed his given name which caught him off guard in the moment of bliss. At that moment, she had still desired the other him, the arrogant jerk Silversson who had stripped her of what was the dearest to her.


     


    He was not mad at her. However hard he tried to separate his one persona from the other, he was getting more and more tangled in the mess of his thoughts and emotions. He was one body, one soul and nothing was going to be right until he found that peace inside himself.


     


    For years that struggle had been internal. Olivia had tried to help him, but could never reconcile the two identities. When it had not worked, she had turned to professional help. That had made him even angrier. Separating his one part from the other had been the one solution that had worked until now. Until the day when the woman who stole his heart fell for both men what lived inside him.


     


    Now, Thomas told himself. Go and sort that mess out.


     


    Tonight, L. saw what needed to be done clearly. He knew he could paint every single wall in this city but the city was not the target of his rage. He was. He directed his steps to the one location which could satisfy the anger blooming in his dark heart. He had created his own monster that was Thomas L. Silversson. He was the only person who could destroy him.


     


    While on his way, he made necessary arrangements. It was not the easiest thing to attack the empire he had raised himself. First, L. called the head of security. He told him he needed all the lights of the headquarter to be turned off and everyone evacuated from the building, every single security guard who was there had to be moved to the other offices in the city.


     


    That was a bizarre request, he knew it. Lucky for himself, Thomas L. Silversson’s voice could intimidate anyone, and even the former marine veteran who was now the head of his security did not question his command.


     


    Second, L. stopped at the first hardware store he could find and bought out their inventory of spray paint. The image that he had in his mind was huge. He wanted to cover the windows of the sixty-ninth floor entirely. The very same floor where Enya and Thomas had met, face to face, as business rivals. If he had not been so full of himself and told her who he was in the elevator, things could’ve been different now.


     


    Not that different, he discarded his own vain hope.


     


    By the time he came to the building, the Silversson Industries tower was completely sunk in the darkness. Not a single bulb was lit, not a breathing soul inside its walls. L. punched in his executive control code at the door, allowing him entry and shutting down the alarms and security cameras.


     


    L. entered the building and took the stairs to the sixty-ninth floor. He was going to use the large balcony to climb out onto the narrow platform. Several days ago they had been cleaning the mirror-like walls of that floor. His timing was perfect. The platform was still hanging there and was safely attached to the walls.


     


    His message to himself was also clear. The words had been in his head for days now. He simply could not figure out the place where he needed to paint them. Now, every detail fell into the right place. When lit again, the building was going to feature the words ‘I SURVIVE YOU’ in his signature dragon-style letters.


     


    He was going to survive himself, the wreck of a person he had made himself into. This graffiti was only the first step, but an important one. He had enough paint and time to finish the main painting today. He could add the details to the design later if everything went smoothly.


     


    L. checked the time on this watch. He had five hours till the sunrise. There was no more time to waste. Taking a deep breath, he stepped out to the balcony and climbed onto the platform. One look downstairs at the sleeping city beneath his feet, and he knew how right this decision was. The feeling of endless flight and freedom filled him. For the first time in so many weeks, L. breathed and the fresh night air filled his lungs with the arousing smell of freedom.


     


    It was three hours later and almost two-third of work completed when L. heard the police sirens. He was never afraid of getting caught, as he never used much light which could give him away. Now, on the platform on the sixty-ninth floor in the middle of the night, there was almost no chance that anyone could’ve noticed him and called the police. He decided to wait for one minute until they passed.


     


    However the police sirens only grew louder until the cars stopped right in front of the building. This was not a false alarm, they were coming after him. L. shook his head. He had been a street artist for two decades of his life and had never been arrested, had never even been close to caught. But now, as he was painting the building he owned the police were on his doorstep.


     


    Still, there was no way to prove it. He was not going to admit who he was. He was careful enough not to carry any documents with him. That could destroy Silversson Industries and get him into serious trouble. As much as he intended was to bring his own empire down, a scandalous revelation that the billionaire owning half of the city also owned half of the street art in it was not his plan. This was a secret that was never going to reach the public. He had made sure nobody but his grandmother and his most trusted lawyer knew about it.


     


    L. did not resist when the police stormed into the offices on the 69th floor. He silently let the officers cuff his wrists and lead him to the car. Sebastian, the only person among his lawyers’ team who knew about his secret lifestyle was currently overseas supervising some deal of Silversson Industries. That left only Olivia to come and bail him out when he was allowed to make a call.


     


    L. refused to tell them his name or to give any information until then. He knew he was making it worse for himself refusing to tell his name, but that was his only chance of getting out of this situation and clearing out the mess without much noise and public attention.


     


    Not finding any personal belongings on him, the police threw the street artist into a cell while they figured out what to do with him. The four hours that L. spent detained until he was allowed to make a call, turned out to be quite productive for his self-destructive plans. He had enough time to reflect on the whole situation and figure out his next steps. Silversson Industries was going down but, as always, he needed to do it with style. L. sat silently in his cell, devising his plan with a slight smirk upon his lips.


     


    The middle-aged police officer gave him a suspicious look. L could guess it was not so often he saw people silently smirking while arrested for destroying the property belonging to one of the most influential businessmen in the city.


     


    “Are you on drugs, son?” the officer asked. They had tested him earlier, so the question carried more of a rhetorical nature.


     


    “Never been more sober, sir,” L. answered happily.


     


    Finally, the police allowed L. to make his call. He called Olivia and made sure she spoke very carefully, to avoid giving away unnecessary information. Without names or context he asked her to come and see what she could do with this situation.


     


    His grandmother arrived an hour later. He knew she was mad at him the moment he met her eyes. She did not speak until she was sure they were alone in the room.


     


    “Thomas Luis Silversson,” his grandmother crossed her arms over her chest. “You have outdone yourself this time.”


     


    “I’m glad I can still surprise you, Grams. Just call me L. while here. Just in case.”


     


    “I’ve tried to reach Sebastian, but his phone was off. I left several messages to him. How are you going to get out this without exposure?”


     


    That was Sebastian’s problem. That was why he paid him a six-digit salary every month. So that Thomas didn’t have to give a hoot how the guy solved the most unsolvable problems for him.


     


    “Can you get me out of here before he’s back?” he asked Olivia.


     


    “Darling, you refuse to tell them your name and show any identification, how do you expect an elderly woman who also refuses to tell her last name to get you out of here?”


     


    L. sighed, she was right. He was going to need Sebastian before he would be set free.


     


    “On the positive side, though, there is still no official complaint from Silversson Industries,” she laughed.


     


    L. was sure the complaint was going to come sooner or later. His PA and the head of security had the full authority to do it in his absence. Such problems were too small for Thomas Silversson to care about.


     


    “And, even if I did want to bail you out and even if I did have the five digit amount that is required for a vandalistic attack on a private property...” Olivia started.


     


    “If you did want? Grams, I know you’re pissed off and all, but leaving your favorite grandson in jail is not very kind of you,” L. protested.


     


    Olivia narrowed her eyes on him.


     


    “That is the least you can get for everything you’ve done to yourself recently, son.”


     


    And here they got to his grandma’s favorite theme to grill him. She had refused to give him any rest on the matter from that first day she accidentally saw him and Enya together. The woman had some supernatural senses to know what exactly was going on in his heart. Although L. had always refused to discuss the matter any further, his grandma did not take that as an answer.


     


    “Grams, how about you got me out from here - use your charm, offer to double that five-digit amount they ask, whatever, I don’t care.” The money, of course, was the least of his concerns.. “Then I promise I’ll come to your place and you can lecture me day and night until you’ve had enough and you’d want to kick me out.”


     


    Olivia looked at him with the eyes of a woman who was buying no kidding. She was the one that brought him up; she knew every trick he could use to convince people to do what he needed. None of those worked on Olivia. She stood untouched.


     


    “Why, my darling,” she spoke with the innocent surprise of an elderly lady. “Even if I did want to do that, how on earth could I get that sum? And, how can I go against the law? That is what got you here in the first place.”


     


    L. rolled his eyes and collapsed on his narrow bunk bed. He knew the woman had at least two different cards with unlimited credit lines linked to his own accounts. She was simply playing difficult. No law could be more severe than a pissed off grandmother. If those policemen knew it, they would’ve released him in no time and sent him to serve some home arrest time at his grandma’s.


     


    “Darling, you need to think over everything that has been wrong in your life recently,” Olivia insisted. “When you are ready and when Sebastian is back, I am sure we will find some way to get you out of here.”  


     


    Fate was finally punishing L. for everything and everyone he had ever wronged in his life. His own adorable grandmother was going to leave him to rot in this police department for another night until Sebastian was back.


     


    “And while you are here,” Grandma leaned closer and fished his phone out of her purse, “I picked up a phone on my way here. I spoke to the guards, generously, and they allowed me to bring it to you.”


     


    L. sighed, now he knew where his “bail” money was going.


     


    “I am sure you know who to call,” she winked. “I don’t believe you have anything better to do for the next hour, so please, darling, stop being a fool and do something good for yourself for a change. Meanwhile, I will chat with the policemen.”


     


    After wasting five minutes of his precious one hour, L. knew he could not hide from himself and his desires any longer. He unlocked the phone and dialed the number he knew he had to.


     


    Enya answered on the second ring.  


     


    “Thomas,” she spoke in such a low voice that he thought she was trying to avoid doing so all together.


     


    “Hey,” he answered her with a quiver in his voice.


     


    “Hi,” the surprise was still in her voice, but now she actually seemed to believe it was him and that he was his very real self. He was glad she called him Thomas and not L. “How have you been?”


     


    Thomas laughed and it was the full-hearted happy laughter that he had not felt in such a long time.


     


    “Now, as you asked, I started feeling much better,” he was beaming like a complete idiot and was so confused about what he wanted to say.


     


    Despite the lack of words, there was no coldness and anger between them. It felt so natural, so normal to talk to her or even to stay silent together with her.


     


    “Is everything okay?” She asked.


     


    His heart was filled with so many emotions. He would never deserve this woman. Still, she did care and wanted to know how he was doing. He’d never understand how mad she could be to like him. But, heck, that made him the happiest man in the world.


     


    “Well, if you must know I am in jail,” he started and she let out a gasp. “Don’t worry, darling, not a big deal. I was working on some new art on Silversson Industries headquarters. The jerk has some security team working for him, I bet.”


     


    Although he had not been able to confirm his guess, he was quite sure it had been the head of his own security team that had come back to check on the building after he told him to turn off the lights and send the security home.


     


    “And my grandmother is refusing to bail me out,” he continued finally realizing how amusing and perfect all of this was. If he was not mad enough to attack his own corporation and his grandma was not so desperately in need for great grandchildren, this call would’ve never been possible. “Well, not until I make things right with you, anyway.”


     


    “You’ve pissed her off, I don’t envy you,” Enya chuckled.


     


    “You should. Despite my current accommodations, I believe I’m the happiest person alive right now. Just because I’m talking to the woman I’m in love with.”


     


    He blurted it out before he realized what he had said. Was it late to take those words back?


     


    “Oh,” Enya was silent for one moment. “Do you think it would help if that woman came to the police department and asked Olivia to get you out for a date with me?”


     


    “Maybe, but you’ll have to convince both Olivia and the police to let me free. Though if you manage Grams I imagine she can convince the police.”


     


    “I think I can be persuaded to do that,” Enya said, her voice growing chipper as the pair soaked each-other in.


     


    “Great. Only one problem, she’s not coming back for another hour. Why don’t you use this chance while I’m behind the bars and ask me as many questions as you want?”


     


    “Any question?”


     


    “Anything you want to know about me, darling. Just ask.”


     


    Thomas L. Silversson let out a deep sigh. He had just agreed to release his long held defenses and let the woman he loved into his world. Would that scare her away? He’d never know until he tried. At the very least he knew he needed to heal the scar between them and turn it into another story in the artwork that would become their relationship.
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    Enya arrived at the police department thirty minutes after their hour long call had concluded. She felt like it had simultaneously been much longer and much shorter at the same time. Their conversation flowed naturally, for the first time since they met in that elevator, and Enya had learned all about Thomas’ past and he hers. She inquired about his alter ego, now currently in jail, as well as his artwork. For his part, Thomas asked about her business, expressed his regret in taking it from her, and discussed with her future plans. When they hung up each knew infinitely more about the other than they had before.


     


    When Enya opened the door she found Olivia seated in the lobby with two officers hovering nearby. She expected a sour mood but instead found smiles on all their faces. It seemed Thomas’ grandmother knew how to keep people happy.


     


    “Enya, is it?” Olivia greeted her with a smile and warm hug. “I’m terribly sorry we weren’t properly introduced last time darling.”


     


    “It’s ok,” Enya squeaked from under the hug. “Olivia, correct?”


     


    Olivia tsk-ed at hearing her name. “Yes, but no darling. Call me grams or grandma.”


     


    “Ok Olivia… or… grandma,” Enya stumbled. “Is Th…”


     


    “Yes,” Olivia interrupted Enya. “Big Bad Mr. L. is here. I was just talking to these fine gentlemen about the terms of his release. I believe the lawyers have now been in contact and everything is settled, yes?”


     


    Olivia smiled politely to the police who returned her warm gesture.


     


    “Yes ma’am, all taken care of. The DA has spoken to his lawyers and bail has been posted.”


     


    As if on cue, a buzzer sounded and a heavy door unlocked with an electronic click. An officer appeared with “L.” following closely behind. He was in his familiar black hoodie but his face was un-obscured as his yellow goggles and black mask were still in the police’s possession.


     


    “Hey,” he greeted Enya, just as he had done on the phone.


     


    “Hi,” she answered back with a shy smile.


     


    “Hi to you too,” Olivia interrupted the two lovers who were staring silently into each others eyes.


     


    Thomas shook his head and turned his attention to his grandmother.


     


    “Thanks grams,” he started. “For everything.”


     


    Olivia pulled her grandson into a tight hug, just as she had done with Enya when she arrived.


     


    “Of course,” she whispered to him. “Just make sure you make it right, treat her right. Make me proud, son.”


     


    Thomas pulled away and smiled to his grandmother before turning to Enya. “I will,” he spoke to them both.


     


    “Oh!” Olivia chimed in, “And grandbabies, I want some grandbabies.”


     


    The comment brought an immediate flush to Enya’s cheeks, turning them a bright pink and accenting her dark freckles in a way that Thomas loved.


     


    “One step at a time,” Thomas spoke for them both. “Now, Enya, I believe you promised me a date once you convinced grams to set me free?”


     


    “I didn’t do much convincing, just kinda showed up…” Enya admitted. “But yeah. I suppose I did promise that.”


     


    Thomas smiled, his green eyes shining in the lights. Enya started back into the emerald gaze. It was still intimidating, still filled with passion and drive, but she also saw something else. The intimidation was softened when he looked at her, a deep caring and love for her was fighting its way through, pushing back the uncaring billionaire persona.


     


    Enya took his hand and pulled him towards the door. “Follow me, I know just the place.”


     


    The cool morning air envelope the pair as they emerged out onto the city street. Thomas pulled his hood up and shielded his eyes. He was visibly uncomfortable being out in the day in his L. persona. However Enya was insistent and her pace quickened down the street. Thomas followed, trying to stay with her as she purposefully walked up town towards the nicer part of the city.


     


    “Where are we going?” Thomas inquired once he caught up to Enya.


     


    “You’ll see,” was her only response.


     


    They walked side by side through the forming crowds that bustled to get to work. They were silent, but content to enjoy each others company as they made their way to Enya’s intended destination. Near the end of their journey they passed a tall brick wall emblazoned with dragon letters and expertly stenciled graffiti. Thomas looked away, but caught Enya’s gaze. She smiled to him.


     


    “It’s good, even in the day time.”


     


    Thomas just shook his head. “Where are we going?” He changed the subject.


     


    Enya pulled Thomas onto the next street and into a shop. The aroma of freshly brewed coffee filled the air and served to lift the patron’s spirits. Thomas pulled up a chair to a corner table while Enya fled to the counter, ordering and retrieving a pair of coffee’s for them to sip as they chatted.


     


    “So this is your idea of a date?” Thomas smirked when he took his coffee from her.


     


    “This is what us regular non-billionaires do on dates,” she replied. “Besides, I’m not here for the coffee, I’m here for you, for us. Maybe… for our future.”


     


    Thomas cocked an eyebrow, intrigued. “Our future, huh? What exactly do you have in mind.”


     


    “Well,” Enya started. “With the inevitable closure of “Yum & Fun’s” current location, I figured I would need an alternate plan of attack.”


     


    A nod was all Thomas could manage to respond. The mention of Enya’s business closing, which he knew was his fault, caused Thomas a pain he tried not to express.


     


    “So I’ve been researching, thinking and making those plans. I wasn’t even sure if I’d want to start again, build a new business from nothing…” Enya trailed off as she stared into her coffee. The steam wafted up, leaving tiny droplets collecting on her forehead that Thomas whished he could lick off.


     


    She looked up and met Thomas’ gaze. His brilliant green eyes met hers and neither could help the smile that formed upon their lips. Enya giggled, eliciting an even bigger smile from under his dark hoodie.


     


    “So… what’s this plan of attack?” Thomas inquired.


     


    “Oh, right. So I was walking through town, trying to clear my head of you and I stumbled on this place. It’s nice, but not ‘Yum & Fun’. However, I also found that there is a vacant building two doors down. A perfect spot for a new ‘Yum & Fun’ location.”


     


    Enya was beaming as she explained her plans. It was a look Thomas knew well, one he saw on may faces of small business owners coming to him and his company for investment. One that he wore himself, many years ago when Silversson Industries was but a fraction of it’s current worth.


     


    “How much do you need?” Thomas asked, prepared to run his love’s venture.


     


    “What?” Enya replied, visibly taken back.


     


    “How much do you need to acquire the property? I could have it taken care of by next week.”


     


    “No.”


     


    Thomas was silent. “No” was not a word he was use to hearing, especially when it came to writing checks. Enya seemed to have a particular ability to rebuff him.


     


    “I…” he finally started. “Why?”


     


    Enya shook her head and smiled to him. “I don’t need... Don’t want your help. Building ‘Yum & Fun’ is something I need to do myself. I need to build it, put my money and my work into it. I don’t want you to hand it to me.”


     


    “Oh,” Thomas stared down into his coffee now, allowing the steam to wash over his brow. “I get it. I do. It’s been so long since I’ve felt that feeling… of building something from nothing. But I did… once.”


     


    “Thanks for understanding,” Enya sighed.


     


    “But,” Thomas said with a mischievous smile. “I still want to help. Do you need a waiter or… what’s the name… barista?”


     


    The image of the impossibly rich and handsome Thomas L. Silversson dawning a barista apron and making coffee sent Enya into a fit of laughter. Tears formed in the creases of her eyes and Thomas pulled his hoodie tighter, trying to avoid the stares of everyone in the coffee shop at their little table.


     


    Thomas reached over and put his hand on Enya’s. “I’ll take that as a no?”


     


    “Yes, I mean no… You’re not going to be a barista. If you want to help then support me. Listen to me complain about the hard days and revel in my triumphs. Stop by and buy a sweet or two. Just don’t try and take it from me, or buy me out.”


     


    Enya’s pointed gaze made Thomas shrink a bit in his chair, which then turned to a smile when she realized she was able to pull at her new lover’s strings.


     


    “So,” Enya said squeezing Thomas’s hand which still rested on hers. “I’ve told you my plans. What are yours?”


     


    A wicked grin formed across Thomas’ lips. A grin Enya had seen before. “Plans for when? Tonight? Tomorrow? The future?”


     


    “All the above?” Enya quickly prodded.


     


    “Well… for tonight, I still have a certain scarf which I’m sure you’d like back.”


     


    “I would,” Enya declared. “I need to return it to a friend.”


     


    “I think you should keep it. Maybe claim you lost it. Once I’m done with you, and it, she isn’t going to want it back.”


     


    Enya’s cheeks flushed, bringing out her freckles and causing a bulge to grow in Thomas’ pants.


     


    “Tomorrow,” he continued. “I’d like to start with some breakfast. I think I’ll have the same thing I did when we last spent the night together.”


     


    “Thomas! Shhh…. Not in public.”


     


    He continued, ignoring Enya’s pleas. “Then I, unfortunately, have some business to attend to. I need to take care of this whole jail incident and then work on something very important to me.”


     


    “Oh, and what’s so important to you that you need to work on it tomorrow?” Enya asked, her cheeks still flush.


     


    “I need to separate myself from the business, I can’t be both Thomas L. Silversson and ‘Dark L’.”


     


    “So you’re choosing ‘Dark L.’?”


     


    “No,” Thomas declared as he brought his intimidating emerald eyes back to Enya’s gaze. “I’m choosing neither. I’m choosing me. I don’t quite know exactly what that is yet. But that’s what I want to do.”


     


    “I like that,” Enya whispered with a smile. Their gaze lingered with silence for a few moments before Enya continued. “That leaves the future.”


     


    “Surprisingly I don’t have quite the fleshed out plan that you do. Don’t tell the board though, they might die from heart attacks,” Thomas paused for a laugh that didn’t come. “Umm.. so, I don’t exactly know how the future will turn out yet. All I know is I want you to be part of it.”


     


    “I’d like that.”


     


    “Me too.”


     


    The couple sat in the coffee shop, their gazes nearly transfixed on the other as they sipped their coffee. There wasn’t a need for words, only each other’s company. The world around them seemed to be a blur, the noise and bustle of the coffee shop non-existent as they drank in each other. They both knew the road ahead was going to be long, bumpy and arduous. Enya was preparing to start a new business, a new life while Thomas had to find himself and take care of the messy politics and red tape of his own company. Soon Thomas took the last sip of his coffee and eyed the empty drink.


     


    “So,” he started. “That empty shop is two doors up?”


     


    “Yep! And it’s even bigger than my old place. I can offer nearly twice the selection.”


     


    “That sounds great. Can we go and see it?”


     


    “Only if you promise not to try and buy it when we get there,” she warned with a fake glare.


     


    Thomas chuckled. “I’ll try to restrain myself.”


     


    Thomas L. Silversson, billionaire and most eligible bachelor in New York held the door open for Enya as they exited the coffee shop and stepped back into the busy streets. The pair walked slowly up the street, chatting stealing glances at one another as they approached the future site of Enya’s “Yum & Fun.” 
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    “I want more,” she breathed and she was arching up onto her tiptoes to kiss me again.


     


    The Kisses were becoming more heated and she seemed to have this desire to touch and explore me, her hands tracing up my chest and toying with my beard. Throbbing of an unpleasant variety began, I think it was because of the angle I was standing at. I needed relief. I needed to sit down. I pulled away and she made a soft noise of protest, I didn’t give her time to over think it. I tugged her into the living room and found the couch. I sat on it heavily and pulled her down to me. I pulled her against my side and caught her mouth, pain hadn’t taken away that growing hunger I had for her. She kissed me with equal fever, her hands going back to my chest and mapping it out through my shirt. I could only imagine what would happen when she really got going.


     


    I decided to chance it, pulling away from her mouth and tracing the path along her jaw to her throat with my teeth and tongue. Her breaths came out in gasps in my ear, she didn’t try to stop me or pull away. If anything she encouraged me, her hands went up my shoulders and into my hair. As soon as her nails scraped along my scalp it was like a button was pushed. I tugged her into my lap, pulling her flush against me so she felt the hardness of my toe between her thighs. I might’ve growled, I dunno heat of the moment. I cupped a breast, feeling her fill my palm and wanting nothing more than to paw it out of her shirt and bra to feel skin on skin. I got no protests, only gasps and low moans of encouragement as I pulled my mouth along the length of her neck.


     


    I made the mistake of letting go of her hips, because it wasn’t long after I started exploring her that her hips started shifting and rolling against me. She was riding me through our clothes, pressing down and making it clear that it felt good to do it. We were dry humping like teenagers. I didn’t even bother to stop her, if anything I was just as caught up in it as she was.
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    “I don’t need a doctor’s note for this, do I?”


     


    She blushed as I worked her bra down her arms, “I think if you take it easy you should be alright. I don’t think it’ll be necessary to get a doctor’s note.”


     


    “Really?” I tipped her chin up so she would have to look at me. “What if I don’t ‘take it easy?”


     


    I had this girl right here. The girl that I’ve not been able to get out of my head. I can’t think of anything I’d rather do than throw her onto my bed and harass her to the point that neither of us can move.


     


    Her blue eyes widened, but she shook her head. I pushed her back on the bed, she let out a short squeak but didn't protest. I unbuttoned her jeans and tugged them down her legs, I didn’t even check to see what her panties looked like. I was so ready to dive between her legs that I had to wrestle her shoes off to get her jeans out of my way. The last time we were together I didn’t get to see her fully. She had a neat little line of hair trimmed over her lower lips, and I couldn’t help, but stroke my fingers through it. I brushed my fingers down to part her flushed lips and look at her pink center, I didn’t wait for any queues.


     


    I leaned down to drag my tongue over her, from the bottom up so I could swirl my tongue against the little bead of nerves at the top of her sex. I heard a sharp intake of breath, and I started lashing my tongue against it, her hips bucked up against my mouth. Clue enough that she liked it. I sucked the little bit of skin in, and I heard the first moan, it came out breathless, and I looked up to see her watching me pensively. I slid a finger into her damp opening, and her muscles immediately clenched around me. I curled my finger upward, and her head fell back onto the bed. I worked her until her moans rose in volume, I inserted another finger and curled them both up until her hips started rolling against my face. I knew she was close when her fingers dived into my hair and she pressed my face into her pussy.


     


    “Don’t stop,” it came out like a plea, and it quickly turned into a chant.


     


     


    Excerpt from


    The Rockstar’s Obsession
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    “Ryker,” her breathy moan driving me crazy.


     


    She tilts her chest towards my seeking mouth, arching for the closer nipple to settle between my lips. I suck happily, releasing with a pop. Her other belly is a bit of stretching on my part and hers.


     


    Under her butt I feel my cock lengthening, engorging with blood.


     


    “Again, please,” Astra frees her nipple from my mouth. Her cheeks are flushed, and I’d worry that her cold resurfaced if we weren’t about to go horizontal for the third time. “Please, Ryker, again.”


     


    Her begging is helping revive me.


     


    She takes charge of her own destiny. Her wetness brushing my toe as she shifts, wrapping her legs around me, her beautiful large breasts swaying in my face in the seconds it takes for her to settle in her new position.


     


    “Baby, yes,” I massage her legs, keeping still over her fleshy hips at her teasing rubbing. Not to be outdone I thrust back against her.


     


    Astra aids me by bending back. Her hips are gyrating, saying much more than she’s able to. I dig into her hip bones and settle her core over my renewed erection. I’m holding on tighter, gritting my tight at the beautiful friction.


     


    She feels so good. Her groin hugs me, her body welcoming me home as I lift her up, take her to my tip and expose myself to the contrast of the cool air in the room and her hot, hot body before plunging back in.
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    Allie stared up at me, her eyes showing excitement and fear with a touch of desire mixed in. I bit my lip, moving down to kiss her deeply. The hand that wasn’t resting on my stomach went to my hair, pulling at it and playing with the strands. I kissed the beautiful woman below me as if the only oxygen left in the universe was in her lungs.


    After several minutes of gentle moaning and lack of oxygen, I forced myself to pull away. Allie panted for breath staring up at me with wide eyes. Her fingers reached down towards my belt, obviously unsure of herself. I frowned shaking my head.


     


    “If you’re not ready, you’re not ready. All I want is for you to feel good.”


     


    Allie seemed to be considering it so I made the decision for her. I moved down her body, kissing every inch of skin I could reach. At her panties, I diverged, kissing her left thigh gently. I then moved to the right, anything but what I could see she wanted.


     


    “Chase, please, please. I-I want it so bad,” my lover whimpered, “Please don’t make me beg.”


     


    I grinned and moved inwards, moving her panties aside and sl