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          Prologue

        

        SASHA

      

    
    
      “Mom! I’m home.”

      Summer break had arrived, and all I could think about was lying out with Missy, shopping trips into the city with Mom, and spending Sundays dancing and causing underage havoc at my family’s bar, Hamilton’s.

      I shrugged off my bag, dropped it on the couch, and then strolled through the house, listening for any signs of where my mom was.

      As soon as I walked into the kitchen, I stopped. The familiar aroma of chocolate didn’t greet me, and my mom’s perfume didn’t linger in the air. I turned around quickly and looked to the counter where a fresh plate of brownies always sat on Friday afternoons. But today, for the first time, there was nothing.

      I left the kitchen and searched the house.

      Living room. Empty.

      Dining room. Empty.

      Bathroom. Empty.

      Everywhere. Empty.

      I began to panic. After school, I never arrived home to an empty house. Mom made it very clear that she’d always be here when Drew and I got home. For as long as I could remember, she’d told us that her favorite thing about being a mom was being able to be home for us.

      Now she wasn’t here.

      “Sasha.”

      I jumped at Dad’s voice calling my name behind me. I turned quickly, smiling, expecting to find Dad and Mom together. As soon as I saw him on his own, my smile fell. He stood in the foyer with his arms folded across his chest, and he didn’t look like my Dad. He looked like a shadow of himself. His eyes would always twinkle when he looked at me, but now they showed nothing but sadness.

      “Where’s mom?” I asked as my heart raced.

      “Come here, Sash,” Dad said low, his voice cracking.

      Hesitantly, I moved toward him. When I was within reach, his hand shot out and grabbed mine and I was pulled toward him.

      “Dad, what’s going on?”

      We moved through the house in silence. Every step I took, my anxiety soared and my confusion grew. What was going on? Dad held open the back door, and I stepped out onto the porch. Drew leaned against the railing, looking out over the yard, but turned when he heard us arrive. His face was as blank as Dad’s.

      I took a seat on the porch swing and held one of the yellow cushions Mom and I had purchased during one of our epic shopping trips close to my chest. “Where’s mom?” I asked softly. “What’s going on?”

      If it were anyone else, including Dad, I would have thought he was at the store or at work, but not Mom. She was always here. Our family had traditions. Friday’s were our time.

      Dad, Mom, Drew, and me.

      “I love you more than anything, Sasha,” Dad said, his voice strangled with emotion and his eyes shimmering with tears. He sucked in a deep breath before saying the words that would forever change my life. “She’s gone, baby girl. She left.”

      Gone.

      Left.

      His words hit me hard.

      My throat closed as his words sunk in. The tormented look shadowing his face didn’t lie, but I didn’t want to believe it. I wanted to believe there was some kind of mistake, but why would my Dad lie to me about something like this? Gone and left were final. There was no mistaking what they meant.

      “Baby girl, did you hear me?”

      “What do you mean she’s gone?” I stammered, as the first tear fell over my cheek.

      Dad wrapped his arms around me and hauled me against his chest. The usual comfort his arms provided had no chance of healing the hurt spiraling through me.

      There was no way she’d leave. Why would she have told me this morning that she breathed for us? That her heart beat for us. My mother was everything I dreamt of becoming, and now I was being told she was gone?

      “This can’t be real.” I shook my head. “There has to be a mistake.” My voice became more frantic and louder with every word. “How do you even know she’s gone? Maybe she’s just at the store. Or popped into work.”

      I was clutching onto anything that would lessen the pain tearing through me.

      “She isn’t at the store.” Dad spoke softly. “She isn’t at Hamilton’s either.”

      I tore myself away from Dad and ran back inside. I had to see for myself. I went into every room and found nothing. I hesitated outside my parent’s room and then slowly entered. The dresser was bare. Mom's jewelry was gone, her favorite perfume gone, her lipstick gone. I stumbled into the closest and was smacked in the face with a brutal reality. Mom’s clothes, shoes, and her suitcase were gone.

      Nothing was left.

      Everything was gone.

      Feeling numb, I walked into my room and lay on my bed. I buried my face in my pillow as the first sob left my chest. Tears saturated my pillow, and my chest ached from trying to catch my breath.

      As I pulled the pillow closer, the crinkle of paper sounded. With shaking hands, I pulled out a folded piece of paper from beneath my pillow and held my breath as I saw my mom’s familiar handwriting. I inhaled sharply and unfolded it.

      Baby girl,

      Please never forget how much I love you. You will always be in my heart, and every breath I take is for you.

      Forgive me,

      Mom x

      The words became blurry as fresh tears hit my eyes. Why would she do this? My mother chose to leave me? Why wasn’t I enough? My chest screamed at me. The pain was excruciating, and I felt like my heart was going to stop.

      I didn’t hear my bedroom door open and didn’t know anyone was in my room until I felt my bed dip beside me.

      “Squirt, come here,” Drew whispered as he grabbed my hand and pulled me against his body.

      I went willingly to him and crashed against his chest. His arms circled me, and I cried against his shirt, soaking the cotton with hot, heartbreaking tears.

      “How could she do this?” I choked out through another wave of tears. “What did we do wrong?”

      “We did nothing. You did nothing wrong.” The strength in his voice made me look up at him. “We are the Hamilton kids. We will get through this. I promise you, Sasha.”

      My brother. My protector.

      “I’ll never let anything or anyone hurt you again. You have my word and my protection for life.”

      I believed him.

      I had to believe him.
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        SASHA

      

    
    
      “Why are there no single men in this town?” I complained, raising a brow at my best friend, Missy. I took the shot of god-only-knows-what then slammed the empty shot glass back on the polished oak bar in front of me. “Seriously, are we in a toe drought?”

      I should have known that third Appletini was a mistake.

      I definitely should have known not to accept that second shot Andy slid in front of me with a wink.

      It was somewhere between that Appletini and the shot that my filter decided to strut out of Hamilton’s and the need to discuss my lack of a sex life strutted right on in.

      After a crazy day at my home decor store, Sass, I’d called Missy, and girls night had been relocated from my house to Hamilton’s, my family’s bar, and now I was enjoying a vodka-infused buzz, a belly full of pizza, and girl talk.

      Tonight it was also the place to discuss our sex lives.

      And in my case, the lack thereof.

      Missy’s whole body shook as she burst out laughing beside me. Her loud, throaty chuckle echoed around the bar, and I started to giggle along with her. Missy and I were known around Monroe as the sassy blonde and crazy red head. Missy owned the local diner, and we were located on either side of Main Street. Feisty, loud, and energetic—that's how you'd describe Missy Jenkins. We'd been best friends since we were six, and there was no Sasha without Missy, or vice-versa. We'd spent our childhood playing with dolls, pretending we were princesses, and dreaming of fairies. When we hit our teens, it was all about boys, makeup, and wishing we could grow up. Then we became adults, and girl’s nights out, cocktails, men, and living life to the fullest became our priority.

      “There is plenty of single toe in Monroe. It’s just not the kind of toe that is up to your standard.” Missy snickered as she clinked her glass with mine, before tipping her head back and finishing the rest of her Gin and Tonic. “Plus, aren’t you getting it on the regular from Danny?”

      I, Sasha Hamilton, was a hot-blooded woman who loved every sweaty, delightful, heart-thumping moment of sex. The problem was I wasn't getting that. What I got was the occasional night of missionary with Danny, my college ex-boyfriend, when he came through town on business. But there was only so much missionary a girl could take when all she wanted was earth-shattering sex with no commitment.

      “What are we talking about?”

      My gaze darted from Missy to Shelley Johnson, one of the newest members of Hamilton’s, and also a recent inductee into girl’s night. A week after starting as day manager, we initiated her, after bonding over our mutual love of shoes, cocktails, and spontaneous girl’s trips.

      “Sasha is discussing the lack of toe in Monroe," Missy answered and nodded at Shelley when she lifted the bottle of gin. “Make it a double, Shells. I’m feeling feisty tonight.”

      “Have you thought of online dating?” Shelley asked, her voice serious as she began pouring Missy’s drink.

      I smirked, then shook my head.

      Then I waited.

      One.

      Two.

      Thr—

      Missy lost it, and her boisterous laugh surrounded us. “Oh . . . My . . . Idiot.”

      Her reaction to the thought of me online dating wasn't surprising. Some days I swear she knew me better than I knew myself. The facts were there. I didn’t date. I didn’t do relationships of any kind, and I certainly didn’t do online dating. It had been three years since my last, and let’s be honest, disastrous attempt at a relationship. It lasted two months. The man in question couldn’t handle the fact that I owned a successful business, had a healthy savings account, and was self-sufficient. He had called Sass a hobby, and he wanted dinner, which I was to cook, on the table at six p.m. every night. I politely told him it was no longer the 1950s, aprons didn’t look good on me, and six p.m. didn’t work for my schedule. He thought I was joking. The next day he brought me a freaking apron. Yes, an apron, with frills and my name embroidered on it. Oh, and he informed me he was okay with dinner being at six-thirty. Let’s just say my politeness died. I threw the apron at him, told him he could jam his dinners up his rear, and that I was going to enjoy earning the big bucks at my not-a-hobby store.

      From then on, I began a long-term commitment with Vinnie the vibrator, participated in the occasional one-night-stand when I needed a break from Vinnie, and it cemented my decision that relationships just weren’t for me.

      “Oh my goodness. I cannot handle this,” Missy said, gasping for air and wiping dramatically under her eyes. “Imagine the toe you’d find on there.”

      “Goodness, are you girls talking about toe again?"

      I swung around on my stool, a little too eagerly, at the sound of the highly amused yet sexy voice electrifying the space behind me.

      The voice belonged to Andy Smith.

      Okay, maybe there was some single toe in Monroe; however, this was single toe I couldn’t touch.

      Being co-owner of Hamilton’s meant I was his boss.

      Six months ago Andy joined the staff at Hamilton's, and from the first time I met him, I knew he was a danger to all women, whether they were single, married, straight, or lesbian. He was rugged, tattooed, and utterly delightful on the eyes, and he had the confidence to match. One minute in his presence and he had you questioning your beliefs, morals, and sexuality within seconds.

      I’d nicknamed him Randy Andy, after Missy and I came in for drinks and he spent the majority of the night unashamedly flirting with us, then in the next breath he was smooth talking the head cheerleader of the Monroe University Football Team. An hour later, he winked at me as he walked her out to her car, and half an hour later, he returned with lipstick on his collar, disheveled hair, and the just-got-laid look plastered all over his face. He gave me a high-five, and from that moment I never called him Andrew again.

      “And who the heck is Danny?” he asked, his eyes locked onto me as he opened the latch and moved in behind the bar.

      “He’s Sasha’s bit on the side,” Missy piped up, and Andy’s gaze jumped to her. “You would have seen him in here. Preppy-looking guy, blonde hair, orders the beer no one can pronounce, and eye-idiots Sasha whenever she's around.”

      Andy chuckled. “News flash, Miss, most guys eye-idiot Sash when she’s around.”

      Choosing to ignore that bit of knowledge he gifted me, I faux glared at Missy, before turning back to him.

      “He is not my bit on the side. He’s just . . . available at times.” Goodness, could I sound any more like a hussy? “But let me tell you, I’m getting sick of PPGD.”

      Perplexed, Andy stared at me and waited for an explanation.

      “Pump, pump, grunt, done—a.k.a. the PPGD. The kind of sex that leaves me a quarter of the way to an orgasm with a man lying on top of me and breathing heavily, like he just ran the Boston Marathon in record time.”

      I really needed to stop drinking Appletinis.

      “That’s trash. Why do you put up with it? Babe, you could get any man you wanted, and if he were any kind of man, he wouldn’t leave you unsatisfied. You sure this Danny guy doesn’t bat for the other team, because Sash, a man should be making you scream before he even thinks of getting off.”

      Woah.

      “Andy, we should hook up,” Missy suggested in a breathy tone that came out more like a pant. “Sasha won’t jump in your bed, but I’m sure I could be persuaded.”

      The side of his mouth lifted into a smirk as his eyes roamed over her face and down to her chest. “Missy, do you really think you could handle me?”

      “Believe me, I would give it a red hot go.”

      Andy shook his head, amusement flashing in his eyes. “Ladies, someone has to work around here, so I’m getting back to it. Please try and refrain from the toe talk when I’m around next time, otherwise I’ll start talking about pussy.”

      He stepped out from behind the bar, grabbed a dishtowel, and disappeared into the crowd. Missy, Shelley, and I watched his every move like a bunch of schoolgirls perving on the star quarterback.

      “I am willing to take one for the team, ladies. I would ride him so hard that I’d be walking funny for days,” Missy declared, her voice breathy and low.

      My best friend clearly meant serious business.

      [image: ]
* * *

      This was my life.

      The perfect life I’d spent the past thirteen years working hard to call my own. I was forced to grow up quickly. I had no choice. It was never a decision I had the privilege of making. Since I was fifteen, I’d been clawing my way to create the life I now lived.

      I kept the people I loved close to me, and I very rarely opened myself to anyone new.

      It was protection at its finest.

      My need to protect my already fragile heart was astronomical.

      I knew that opening my heart to anything that wasn’t innocent could destroy me, and to be honest, I feared one more crack would shatter it forever.

      It was a risk I wasn’t willing to take.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Crossing the dance floor, I smiled at a few locals and made small talk to those who stopped me. Being third generation Hamilton, owner of the only home decor store in town and part owner of the local watering hole, meant people knew me. It was both a blessing and a curse. When you were going through the worst time of your life, everyone wanted to know the ins and outs of your business. But then when you were experiencing the joys of life-changing moments, those same people cheered and celebrated right alongside you.

      That was Monroe—the place that had small town vibes but big city dreams.

      And that is why it would be my forever home.

      Suddenly, out of nowhere, the feeling of being watched slammed into me with a force I’d never experienced before. My steps halted and I froze in the middle of the dance floor while the few people that were dancing continued to sway to the music around me, completely oblivious to the intense, overwhelming feeling swarming me.

      I eagerly scanned the crowd, searching the dark corners, the perimeter of the dance floor, and the occupied tables and chairs for any sign of who was giving off the intense vibes crashing into me. The feeling intensified and excitement bubbled inside me. I felt no fear. I felt exhilaration. I felt like I was being stripped naked, and my body was put on display for whoever wanted to see.

      “You good?” Andy asked, touching my arm softly and bringing me back to reality.

      “Yeah,” I replied with a smile, trying desperately to hold his gaze instead of continuing my search.

      “Well then why are you standing like a statue in the middle of the dance floor with a weird as idiot look on your face?”

      Rubbish balls.

      Busted.

      “It’s nothing.” How was I meant to tell him that I sensed some unknown person was watching me, and was making me squirm in the best possible way? “Honestly, I’m good.”

      “Why don’t I believe you?”

      I smiled, wrapped my arm around his waist, and gave him my best puppy-dog eyes. “Of course you can believe me.”

      His chuckle told me that I’d gotten away with it. “Come and find me when you and Missy want to leave. I’ll drop you home.”

      “Watch out, Andy, people might think you are getting soft.”

      “Or they might think that I’m a lucky jerk and taking home two hot women.”

      “You are such a ladies man.” I laughed.

      Through all of this, the feeling of eyes burning into my body didn’t falter. My skin tingled in delight. My confidence soared. My cheeks warmed. I didn’t want the owner of the mystery eyes to leave, and more than anything, I didn’t want whoever it was to become distracted. Selfishly, I wanted their eyes only for me.

      For some unknown reason, I had a feeling it was a man.

      And I wanted to see him.

      Seriously, how strong were those Appletinis?

      My phone vibrated from inside my bra, the classic place for women to store their phone, and I pulled it out and looked at the screen.

      UNKNOWN NUMBER.

      “Go and use Drew’s office,” Andy suggested, and shot me a wink. “I better do some work before you fire me.”

      I laughed as I rushed toward the office, answering the call just after closing the door behind me.  “Hello,” I greeted, crossing the office and pulling out the leather chair behind the desk. “Hello, anyone there?” I repeated, louder, as I sat down.

      Still no answer.

      I pulled the phone away from my ear and looked down at the screen. The call was still connected, so whoever was on the other end clearly had no intention of speaking.

      I ended the call and placed it on the desk. I had no time for prank calls at any time of the day, so I sure didn’t have time for them at midnight. I rested my head against the leather of the chair and closed my eyes. Silence hadn’t been my friend for the past thirteen years, and now in the silence of the office, my turbulent mind screamed louder than ever.

      My aim for tonight had been simple: erase the day and forget the night. After working from sunup to sundown and not taking a break, there was no other choice but to move girl’s night to Hamilton’s. Free booze, the distraction of Andy, and a night with my girls were promised. But as usual, every time I came here, she crept into my thoughts. My mother. My anger had never faded. Over the years, it had grown into a cruel reminder that never disappeared. It sat just below the surface, simmering until something triggered it and it boiled over. The moment she appeared in my thoughts, the knife imbedded in my heart twisted a little further, reminding me of the choices she made. My memories were the light switch that illuminated the truth if I ever thought of letting someone close to me.

      That’s what she had left me.

      The worst kind of gift that continued to give.

      I shook away the memories and browsed around Drew’s office and desk. Papers were strewn everywhere—monthly liquor forms, staff rosters, and entertainment booking sheets. But it was a piece of paper with my full name, Sasha Abigail Hamilton, in bold capital letters that caught my attention.

      My gaze frantically ran over the paper, taking in every word and sentence. The legal jargon jumped out at me, slapping me in the face as I tried to understand what I was reading. I read it three times, every word, every sentence, before I placed it back on the desk and sat back in the chair. My hands shook, and it felt like my stomach had sunk to my toes.

      How could he do this?

      The fact that it was after midnight didn’t cross my mind. I scrolled through my phone and pressed the call button when I got to Drew’s number. I’d continue calling until he answered. As I waited for him to answer, or for the call to go to voicemail, I pushed back from the desk and started to pace the office. My head throbbed as I tried to process what was going on, and I could barely catch my breath.

      I froze when the call connected, then I unleashed my hurt onto my unsuspecting brother. “Why am I looking at a change of ownership contract for Hamilton’s?” I asked, my level of annoyance and hurt evident in my tone. “Seriously, Drew, what the heck?”

      “Sash, listen to me,” he murmured, the calmness in his voice shocking me. How could he possibly be calm? “What are you doing there? Its Wednesday night, for idiot sake.”

      “I’m twenty-nine, I really don’t need to explain why I am at the bar we both own on a Wednesday night,” I said, emphasizing the fact that the bar was mine as much as his. Our father had given Drew the reigns of Hamilton’s when he turned twenty-five. Even though he got control of the day-to-day running, we shared ownership. “Now, you need to start explaining. Why is my name on a change of ownership form?”

      He sighed, and I imagined him running his hand through his hair like he always did when he was frustrated. “We are not talking about this over the phone.”

      I blew out a deep breath in defeat, and my gaze shot to the ceiling. Our relationship had changed a year ago, and I was still trying to figure out the turning point. Yes, I still saw him when I came to Hamilton’s, but it wasn’t the same. He had become distant, and I hated it. I’d lost my brother somewhere along the way, and I had no clue where to find him.

      “I’m not signing it,” I said firmly. “Absolutely, no way.”

      “Meet me at Missy’s tomorrow. I’ll be there at noon.”

      He didn’t give me a chance to respond.

      Silence hit my ears.

      What the heck?
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      “Sasha Hamilton, you’ve still got the sweetest rear I’ve ever seen.”

      I froze.

      Please, Goodness, tell me I imagined that voice.

      After jamming the final pillow into its spot, I shifted around on the ladder, held onto the top rail, and looked down. Sure enough, there was Edward O’Leary, with his eyes locked onto my rear, which was wrapped in a super tight skirt.

      The O’Leary’s had moved in next door when I was nine-years-old. Their family mirrored mine: husband, wife, and two kids. I instantly became friends with their daughter, Holly, but that friendship only lasted a year before she was sent to boarding school in New York and I never saw her again. Edward, however, stuck around, and he and Drew became friends, which meant he was at our house a lot. When I turned sixteen, Edward noticed me. He was ten years older, but that didn’t deter him from asking me out, or making his intentions clear. I said no, but that didn’t stop him from trying. Not only were Edward and Drew friends, but so were our fathers. It was assumed, and often implied, that Edward and I could bring our families together. I found him sleazy then, and I found him sleazier now.

      “Hi, Edward,” I muttered, as I started my descent down the ladder. “What are you doing here?”

      “Dad’s not well, and I couldn’t visit Monroe and not see my favorite girl.”

      I swallowed hard and ignored his favorite girl comment. “What’s wrong with your dad?”

      When I reached the bottom of the ladder, I stood before him and cringed as his eyes traveled eagerly over my body, lingering on my breasts.

      See, total creep.

      Creepiest of the creepy.

      Creep factor one billion.

      “All those years of drinking at Hamilton’s have caught up with him. Liver disease has got him,” he revealed when his eyes finally met mine.

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “He won’t be around for much longer, so I’m in town to finish some business for him." he said, his voice changing drastically and almost sounding scary. “Also, thinking it’s time I got to take you out.”

      I should have known it was coming. Every time he came to town, he asked me out, and every time I said no. If it would have been a friendly catch up, I’d consider it, but there was nothing friendly or innocent about Edward’s intentions.

      “I’ve been asking for twelve years. There’s only so much patience a man has," he said low, stepping toward me. “What’s it going to take to get you to come out with me?”

      I don’t know what possessed me. Maybe I experienced a brief moment of insanity. Maybe I felt sorry for him because of his Dad’s illness. All I knew was that I wanted him to finally get the point that nothing was ever going to happen between us. Right now, desperation was making me do a ridiculous thing.

      “Next week, and it’s not a date. It’s one dinner. One hour. That’s it.”

      A smug smile spread across his lips. “I’ll pick you up at eight. We’ll go to Da Maria’s.”

      “I’ll meet you there,” I replied quickly.

      He gave me another once over, licked his lips, and left.

      A chill ran down my spine.

      What had I just agreed to?

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Sasha Abigail Hamilton, get your sweet rear over here and start explaining,” Missy demanded the second I stepped inside her 1950s inspired diner.

      “What’s up?” I asked casually as I pulled out a stool at the counter and hauled myself up.

      "Please, for the love of god, tell me I did not see O'Leary slither out of Sass," she said, leaning over the counter and staring at me with wide eyes.

      Best friend code meant Missy knew, in great detail, all the levels of creepy Edward O’Leary possessed. She’d been there numerous times when he asked me out, she was the first person I called when he slapped my bikini-clad rear, and she was the one who put her finger down her throat and pretend to vomit when he started hanging around us like a lost puppy.

      I already knew her reaction was going to be explosive, so I took a deep breath and told her the truth. "I'm having dinner with him next week."

      "What!" she shrieked loudly, causing everyone around us to look our way. "Are you drunk? Babe, you cannot be serious?”

      "I'm going to lay it out to him one last time. If that doesn’t work, I’m making up a boyfriend, or grabbing the closest man and laying a hot kiss on him, and diverting him that way.” I sighed in frustration. “I don't know what else to do.”

      She started looking around the diner, swinging her head from the door to each corner, before moving back to me. “Where is the camera crew? Am I getting filmed right now? This has got to be a joke.”

      I laughed. “I’m not joking.”

      Her eyes narrowed. "You do realize he is obsessed with you."

      "I wouldn't call it obsessed.”

      "Do I need to remind you of the hundred roses he had delivered to your place on your eighteenth birthday? We both know it was because you were legal and he wanted to get in there, and by there I mean your vagina. How about when he turned up on your first date with Danny and then joined you two for dinner? Or, oh, what about when . . . "

      I cut her off. "I get your point."

      A customer moved in beside me and thankfully took Missy’s attention. The last thing I wanted to do was talk about Edward O’Leary, so I needed to move to my usual booth by the window and hope Missy forgot about what she saw. Swinging around to flee, I took one step before slamming into a solid wall. A solid wall that moved, grunted, and engulfed my senses with a unique scent of sandalwood and leather. My hands shot up, grasping anything to prevent my fall, and a strong arm slid around my waist. I found myself getting drunk off the scent swirling around me, and I dared to shift my gaze from my hands to travel up the wall of chest in front of me. I sucked in a breath as a sharp jaw peppered with flawless stubble greeted me, followed by plump, inviting lips, and finally eyes that were the most stunning shade of dark blue I’d ever witnessed. Those stunning blues were staring back at me and showing a hint of humor, but also a load of interest.

      Then it hit me.

      The same euphoric feeling I’d felt at Hamilton’s last night.

      It was him.

      It was his eyes that had washing over me and made my skin come alive.

      “Sorry, sweetheart, I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      My body shuddered with delight as his voice, which held the rough edges of an uncut diamond, wrapped around me and squeezed the breath out of me.

      “You were at Hamilton’s,” I gasped, looking up at this man who suddenly felt nothing like a stranger.

      His eyes flashed. “You saw me?”

      I shook my head and let pure honesty fall from my lips. “No, I felt you.”

      Something shifted between us. I’d read about it so many times in my favorite books and heard people say they’ve experienced it, but I never truly believed it. But right there, in the middle of Missy’s Diner, I became a believer. Because right then, with my hands still on his chest and our eyes locked tight, nothing else existed but the two of us. The world could be spinning out of control, yet all I saw was him. All I felt was him.

      I stood speechless, staring at this fine specimen of a man. Since when had Monroe men looked like him? More importantly, since when had I become a starstruck woman who allowed herself to get or swoony over a man?

      “I’m enjoying the feeling of your hands on me.” His voice rumbled so low that it vibrated through my core. “But I’ve got a call to make, so I’ve got to break the connection we’ve got going on.”

      My cheeks flamed, and my hands shot off him so quickly it was as if I was touching a hot plate. “Garbage, I’m sorry.”

      “Never apologize for that,” he mused, the side of his mouth lifting into a smirk. “Having the hands of a beautiful woman on you is what every man wants, and I sure as idiot have no complaints about yours being on me.”

      His intense gaze dropped to my body, travelling enticingly over every curve and inch of me. He did this not once, but twice. I don’t think I took a breath. Who was this man? Even though I’d cursed my outfit when Edward O’Leary ogled me, now I was silently high-fiving myself.

      “Your phone call?” I breathed when his eyes came back to mine.

      “Phone call is the last thing on my mind, sweetheart.” He shook his head subtly. “Idiot, you are something else.”

      The suggestive tone in his voice shot fire through my veins. I had no doubts, he claimed the title of the sexiest man I’d ever laid eyes on.

      I tore my gaze from his and allowed myself the pleasure of taking in all that he was. Well-worn jeans caressed his muscular thighs and encased his slim hips. His black t-shirt fit snug against the chest—a chest I knew by touch was defined, firm, and gloriously all man—and a black leather jacket completed his look. His hair was a mass of chocolate brown crazy, and it gave the impression that he’d either just crawled out of bed or ran his hands through it wildly. Not only was he sexy, he was also beautiful.

      “Believe me, so are you,” I admitted, my brow rising suggestively while my voice sounded like a purr. “And completely unexpected.”

      The edge of his lips twitched, and impatiently I waited for what he’d say next. We’d stepped into some weird yet enjoyable flirt fest, and I didn’t want it stopping any time soon. But wanting something didn’t guarantee you’d get it. Abruptly, it all came crashing to a halt when his face twisted hard, and his attention left me and narrowed in on something or someone behind me.

      “Idiot,” he hissed, his blue eyes turning dark and his strong jaw ticking with aggravation.

      It was then that I was slapped in the face by a high-pitched voice behind me.  “Baby, I’ve got us a table.”

      You have got to be kidding me!

      I scoffed and swung around as my blood turned ice cold. The owner of the voice stepped into view with daggers shooting from her eyes as she glared at me. Moving toward Mr. Blue Eyes, her super white blonde bob bouncing with every step she took, she slid her arm around his waist and stepped in close when she reached him.

      “Want to tell me why you had your hands on my man?” she hissed. Her pencil thin brow rose accusingly.

      “Kat.” Blue eyes warned in a scarily intense voice. His eyes flashed quickly to mine, before narrowing on hers. “Pull the claws back in.”

      I couldn’t hold back the knowing grin from hitting my lips. Of course, he was spoken for. He had a vibe about him, an allure and intrigue that got your attention at first sight. But he’d got my attention before I even saw him. What was with that? A feeling? I felt him? What the heck? The fact he had a woman shouldn’t have surprised me. He was a walking threat to women’s libidos, so of course someone had snapped him up. It was just a shame that I wouldn’t get to see if he had the equipment to give one-night-stands a whole new meaning.

      “Jerk, are you ready to stop looking at my man like you want to mess him right here?” she spat, giving me the once over. “Yeah, he is my man.”

      I did not appreciate being called a jerk. I didn’t usually cuss, but she deserved to receive the wrath of Sasha.

      “Unlike you, I don’t idiot men when I just meet them.” I went for the low blow first. She gasped, and I swear I heard Mr. Blue Eyes laugh. “It’s not often you see men like him in Monroe, so when they give you attention, which I did not ask for, you sure take it.” I shot him a look that screamed pissed off before turning back to her. “So, you might want to keep your eye on your man. Good looks and the potential of what’s underneath aren’t everything, and probably not enough to justify you acting like a raging jerk in the middle of a family friendly diner.”

      After hurling him into the fire, and putting her in her place, I spun on my heel and strutted through the diner toward my usual booth. My heart pounded and adrenaline pumped through my veins. I hadn’t felt that frantic rush of attraction to a man in a long time. To be honest, I don’t think I ever had. It was safer to ignore it and push it aside. Thankfully, he’d given me reason to ignore and forget all about his devastatingly confusing presence. I shook all thoughts of him out of my head and dropped my gaze to the menu. I didn’t need to look at it because I always ordered the same thing, but focusing on the words stopped me from looking anywhere else.

      A glass of diet coke appeared in front of me, and I smiled up at the waitress before she dashed back to the counter. I lifted the glass to my mouth, placed the straw between my lips, and sucked back. I distracted myself in the current scandal hitting Hollywood and swiped through a gossip site on my phone. Although I was doing everything to distract myself, the feeling of his eyes burning into my back became too strong, and I broke. I lost the battle. Shifting my head to the side, I looked over my shoulder and my eyes locked with his. The blonde furiously tapped away on her phone and seemed to be talking to him, but his attention was all mine. His brows pulled tight, his jaw ticked, and his seductive blue eyes became intoxicating. For a moment, I became drunk on all that he was, but then reality sobered me up.

      “Hey.”

      I jumped at the roughness of Drew’s voice beside me and broke my trance on Mr. Blue Eyes. My heart broke seeing my brother, and betrayal swarmed me. Our conversation the previous night played on a continuous loop in my head. I watched him closely as he slid in opposite me and unloaded his phone and keys from his pocket. He looked tired and on edge, and the usual stubble that covered his jaw had grown into a thick, light brown beard that now covered his entire jaw and edged down his throat.  I could count on one hand the amount of times I’d see him over the past six months. Our relationship changed a year ago, and I had no idea why. Gone were the days of daily conversations, Sunday night dinners, and random text messages. He’d become distant, and I hated it. Somewhere along the way I’d lost my brother, and I had no clue where to find him. Now, he was asking me something that he should never ever ask.

      The identical green eyes we shared went into battle in an intense stare off across the table. This could go on for hours before one of us broke. The Hamilton’s were blessed with resilience, but we were also cursed with being obnoxiously stubborn.

      Drew was the first to break, and he did it with a long sigh. “We need to talk about Hamilton’s. I want to buy you out.”

      It felt like shards of glass began stabbing me in the heart as I allowed Drew’s words to penetrate. I desperately wanted to believe that I hadn’t seen those forms last night, or that I misheard him now, but his eyes never lied to me, and now as I stared at him all I saw was brutal, honest truth staring back at me.

      “You cannot be serious,” I whispered, my heart hurting, and my lungs squeezing painfully as I tried to control my breathing.

      I couldn’t remember a time when Hamilton’s wasn’t a part of my life, and now Drew wanted me to sell my share?

      “Why?” I asked as anger spiked through me. I could not believe he had the audacity to ask this. “Why would you want to take away my last piece of Dad?”

      He dropped his head and fisted his hair. Frustration rolled off him while his jaw ticked. Now, as I watched him, it hit me just how much I missed him. After we lost Dad, it was us against the world. Losing Dad had encouraged my hidden demons to rear their ugly heads. But I had a kick booty brother who wrapped me in his arms, kissed the top of my head, and told me we were the Hamilton kids, and we would be okay.

      I had that brother for a year. Then the distance began. The visits became less frequent. He started missing our Sunday night dinners, important dates no longer existed, and my calls went unanswered. He became a stranger to me.

      “It’s not about taking the last piece of Dad away from you.” He sighed, and his eyes flashed to mine. “I promised Dad that I'd do right by you, and it might not seem like it, but I'm doing this for you. Every thing I do is for you, Sasha. You've got to believe that.”

      Once upon a time I did believe that.

      “I need you to answer something for me.”

      “Anything,” he replied.

      “What did I do?”

      His brow scrunched. “What do you mean?”

      “There’s got to be a reason why you’re sitting opposite me asking me to sell the bar, and why you’ve pulled away from me.”

      “Listen to me.” He leaned over the table that separated us and dropped his voice. “You’ve done absolutely nothing wrong. You’re the best thing in my life, Sash, so get that thought out of your head.”

      I sucked in a desperate breath as I took in his. He’d never lied to me before, and for my sanity, I needed to believe him. The simple truth was that I needed my brother in my life, however I could have him. I just had to pray that one day he’d fully come back to me. Clearly, his demons were screaming louder than I could have ever imagined.

      I leaned over and grabbed his hand, and held it tightly in mine. His gaze dropped to our hands before his eyes came back to mine. Something only the two of us would share passed between us. The reminder of the worst form of rejection, and the heartbreak of cruel memories taunting us at the worst times had been thrust onto us. His eyes flickered and his jaw tensed, and I knew I was about to lose him again.

      “I’ve got to get to a meeting. But please think about what I said. I’m doing this for you.”

      Just as quickly as he arrived, he once again disappeared.

      In more ways than one.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Standing at the counter, I tapped my nails loudly on the polished wood as I waited for Missy to finish with her customer. I needed to pay my bill and go back to Sass so I could concentrate on something other than my conversation with Drew.

      The space beside me became occupied, and I knew exactly who it was. It was like a switch turned on and my body became hyper aware of him.

      “You okay?" Mr. Blue Eyes asked in a low voice that hit every inch of me. "Was he giving you trouble?"

      “I'm fine," I answered with a forced smile when I met his gaze. "And no, he wasn't giving me trouble."

      “But here you are paying for his lunch,” he shot back just as quick, his eyes narrowing on the bill in my hand.

      What could I possibly say to that? Instead, my mouth decided to speak without thinking. “What’s your name?”

      He stared at me so powerfully, in a way that felt like he was looking directly into my soul and discovering all of my deepest secrets. It was unnerving, yet weirdly intoxicating.

      “Hunt,” he announced, locking me into his stare yet again.

      “Your name is Hunt?”

      His lips twisted slightly. “Yep.”

      “Short for Hunter?” I asked, intrigued by the name Hunt and wishing it didn’t sound as sexy as it did.

      “Just Hunt.” His eyes twinkled.

      Whoa, his baby blues were lethal. Sasha, he has a woman, I chanted silently to myself while nibbling on my lip. I needed Missy to hurry up. I needed to get out of here and away from him. I stared at her, hoping all of our years of being best friends had given us some kind of mind connection and she’d feel my desperation and come to my rescue. All I got was her laughter as she joked with Crazy John who’d obviously arrived after Drew left. She avoided looking up at me.

      After what seemed like an hour of waiting and an hour of silent awkwardness, Missy sauntered toward me, smirk on her face, and her eyes bounced between Hunt and me. Why she was smirking, I did not know.

      “Want to clear my bill today, Miss. I’m heading out of town for a few days on a job.”

      What kind of a job would a man like him have? His body had the potential to be used as a life-altering weapon, and his eyes held the kind of intensity that could make someone admit their wildest secrets. As I sorted through potential jobs he could have, he spoke and caused me to suck in a breath.

      “I'll cover her bill too."

      What the heck!

      I whipped around to face him, my disbelieving eyes wide. “I’ll pay for myself.”

      “Add it, Missy.” Hunt ignored me and focused on Missy.

      No longer was she smirking. She was now smiling big.

      “Sassy, let the man pay for your lunch,” Crazy John rumbled from the end of the counter. “When’s the last time you had a good-looking chap buy you lunch? We all know I don’t swing that way, but I know a good-looking chap when I see one.”

      This was not happening.

      I sucked in a deep breath. “We don’t live in the 1950s anymore. I’ve got money, and I can pay for myself.”

      Crazy John looked over my shoulder and focused on Hunt, completely ignoring me. “Sassy's stubborn, so you might need to buy her a few lunches before you crack her.”

      Please, Goodness, tell me this was not happening.

      “No one is cracking me as you so nicely put it,” I huffed, rolling my eyes dramatically for good measure. “I will pay for myself.”

      “Add it Missy,” Hunt instructed from behind me, clearly not listening to a thing I was saying.

      Was I invisible?

      “As I said, we don’t live in the 1950s anymore,” I stated firmly as I felt myself transforming into an independent woman. “I work hard, I own my own business, I have a savings account, and guess what, I can pay for my own lunch.”

      “Sweetheart, whether it’s the 50s, 80s or twenty-frigging-twenty, you should not be standing here with an unpaid bill. Another thing, you sure as idiot shouldn’t be left paying the bill for a man who sat opposite you and made you look like you’ve now got weight of the world sitting on your pretty little shoulders."

      My body tingled in all the right places at hearing him call me sweetheart, while my heart pounded at his observation of how I felt. How had he clawed into my brain so quickly, and how had he read my body language so well? He exuded alphaness from every pore, and he clearly didn’t give a hoot about who witnessed it in all its glory. This was bad for my libido. No, this was extremely hazardous to my libido, because he had a woman.

      I needed to pay my bill, leave, and forget about my encounter with Mr. Blue Eyes, who transformed into Mr. Intense, and was now Mr. Alpha.

      “Oh, I like this one. He might be the only one who can handle the sass, and we all know the sass is humongous,” Crazy John hooted from down the counter.

      Did the word humongous really just come out of Crazy John’s mouth?

      Missy pinched my bill clean out of my hand and moved to the register. I was still trying to get my head around what was actually happening.

      “Sixty-eight dollars and thirty-five cents,” Missy’s cheery tone announced, her attention on Hunt.

      I focused on him as he opened his wallet, pulled out a hundred dollar bill, and slid it toward Missy. “Keep the change. You know I’ll be back.”

      “Your lunch is covered,” he said softly, and it was the first sign of softness I’d witnessed from him. I'd be lying if I said I didn't like it. He dropped my stare and gave Missy a brief smile. “See you soon, Missy.”

      Before he left he gave me one last look over, which allowed me one final glimpse at those blue eyes before he stalked out of the diner and left me speechless.

      What just happened, and more importantly, who was this man?
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        BEN

      

    
    
      After hitting Main Street, I slowed to a walk. My lungs screamed at me as I sucked in desperate breaths and tried to get my heart rate back to normal. Monroe was just waking up to start a new day, while my night was only just ending. As usual, I ended the night shift the same way: with a grueling run to try to clear my head and gain some peace.

      This morning I pushed myself harder than usual. The night had been messed. Simple as that. The case I’d been working on was getting hot, and now we were dealing with an unidentified body that turned up two days ago. Somehow, I knew it was all related.

      My job was to work out how.

      Since I was ten, I’d wanted to be a cop. I worked my rear off, and sacrificed a load to become Detective, and I spent my career working locally and in undercover jobs around the country. It suited me perfectly. Living on the road, not putting down roots, no commitments, and no distractions. I could idiot when I wanted, disappear when needed, and swing by Monroe when my mother decided I’d been away for too long. But being a cop meant I got a firsthand look at the worst of the world. I’d been around sick idiots too many times, and I’d seen things that burned memories so far into my brain that I saw them when I closed my eyes. Death was something I faced more times than I wished to. I’d watched my colleagues go down, and I’d held people in my arms as they took their last breaths. Telling families that their loved ones weren’t coming home was like plunging a blade into my heart and twisting it to add a bit more pain. That was the cruelest part of the job, and it stays with you forever. But then there were the moments of gratification that made everything worth it. It was the feeling of complete peace when I put my head on my pillow at night after finding a missing child. It was when my nephew looked at me like I was a celebrity when my name hit the paper.  It was the feeling of relief when I got the woman who spent years getting beaten by a jerk who didn’t understand the beauty of having a woman into a safer environment.

      That’s why I did my job.

      That’s why I put up with the trash I saw.

      That’s why I’d continue to search for my own brand of peace.

      Daily, I battled to make sure the good memories outweighed the bad.

      For some people, people I loved and respected, that battle never ended well.

      “Hunt.”

      I stopped outside the bank and became alert at the sound of my name. There was no mistaking who owned that voice. It was the same voice that had been replaying in my head for the past three days.

      Sasha Hamilton.

      She was the kind of woman you wanted to get your hands on, and your toe in, and she was completely unexpected. Every single man that lived in Monroe was in danger, because the power in those green eyes could make you do just about anything.

      But she was off-limits.

      “Idiot me,” I muttered after turning around and watching her in all of her tight-skirt and idiot-me-heels glory strut toward me with hips swaying, blond hair flying behind her, and a look of thunder spreading over her face. Her mask dropped slightly as she got closer, but she quickly pulled it back in place. When she came to a standstill in front of me, I remained silent, my arms crossed over my chest, as her eyes roamed over my face before dropping to my body and focusing on the t-shirt clinging to my chest. I ran my hand through my hair and smirked.

      “Mornin’,” I murmured, breaking the silence and taking a step into her space.

      Her eyes immediately lifted and met mine.

      “Gotta say, I’m enjoying these run ins we’re having.”

      Her brow rose and she sunk her teeth into her bottom lip. I waited.

      “I’d like to pay you back for lunch,” she said sharply, before opening her purse and pulling out some notes. She held out a fifty. “Will this cover it?”

      Goodness. “I’m not taking your money.”

      “Yes, you are.”

      “I’m also not arguing about this on Main Street. The whole town will hear about this conversation within seconds.”

      Her eyes darted quickly up and down the street, and she quickly dropped her hand. For a sleepy mountain town, Monroe was starting to wake up. Having run this same route countless time, I knew that I only had an hour of peace before Main Street was taken over by early risers going to Missy’s for their before work coffee fix, business owners setting up for a new day, and the local walking group that included all of the biggest gossips in town getting in their miles. And it was that walking group heading toward us who was watching us with invested interest.

      She lowered her voice, after giving a friendly, low wave to the group as they passed us. “I’ve got to pay you back.”

      She was really going to push this. There was absolutely no way she’d be paying me back. “What I said sticks. You go to lunch with a man, he pays. Your lunch date messed up, so I paid. It’s done. I’m not taking your money.”

      Popping out her hip, she folded her arms over her chest and stared at me. She was fiery and stubborn as idiot. It made my cock twitch just thinking of going head to head with her. If this is what she was like in public, I could only imagine what she’d be like behind closed doors.

      “You must be broke,” she hissed, rolling her eyes at me for added insult, but all it did was motivate me more to dig deep.

      I smirked. Idiot, this was going to be good. “Care to explain?”

      “If you go around paying for random women’s lunches, you’ve got to be broke. There are a lot of us who get left with the bill, so you must either have a load of money, or you’re broke.”

      I took a step toward her, breaking the distance, and suddenly Main Street and the gossip hungry residents of Monroe didn’t exist. Nothing existed but Sasha and her glossy red lips she was now gnawing on. “Sweetheart, you’re the only one I’ve done it for. So no, I’m not broke.”

      “That doesn’t make sense.” Her face softened, and her voice dropped. Her mask slipping slightly, and this time she wasn’t quick to pull it back into place. “Why me?”

      “What makes sense is that you got my attention the second I saw you. Not going to lie to you, sweetheart. You are really hard to miss. Clocked you as soon as I walked into Missy’s, so I watched. And you know I watched you. If I see you with an unpaid bill and looking like the weight of the world was sitting on your shoulders, I’d do it again,” I informed her, my voice low and deep. I gave her a stern look that I hoped like mad made her know that I was not messing around. The sharp intake of air she took and the way her eyes glittered as they locked with mine told me it was sinking in.  “I don’t want your money, but if you are determined to pay me back, you can give me another dose of your sassy mouth next time you see me.”

      “Has anyone told you that you are incredibly stubborn?” she scoffed as she put her money back in her purse and jammed it back under her arm. She returned her scowl to me. Idiot she was cute.

      “Yeah, been told a few times.”

      “Well, it’s clear that you and your alphaness won’t take my money, so all I can say is thank you. I haven’t had a random man buy my lunch before, so I’ll be sure to remember it.”

      “You do that, sweetheart.”

      “I’m going to find a way to pay you back.”

      I smirked as numerous ways of her paying me back flashed through my head. I’d known her a long time; however, she’d only just met me. You didn’t live in Monroe and not know the Hamilton’s. The good, the bad, and the ugly. But there was nothing ugly about Sasha Hamilton. She was phenomenal to look at. Loads of blonde hair that fell down to the middle of her back and begged to be wrapped around my fist, a tight body that had curves in all the right places, perfect lips that deserved to be feasted on, and eyes that had the potential to make the strongest men fall to their knees and beg for her mercy. Her expression and the pink tint crawling up her neck told me she’d clued in on what I was thinking, and how I imagined her paying me back. She was failing miserably at trying to hide the smile that was begging to cross her pretty little mouth.

      Stealing her eyes from me, she gave her head a little shake and then looked across the street to where her store was located. Sass.  Even the name of her store suited her perfectly. I wasn’t a fan of home decor and had no desire to be, so it was a store I had never visited. But every time I’d drive or walk past, it was full of customers, and I knew a lot of people who were fans. My mother and sister bought the trash I needed for my house, because I wasn’t the kind of man to decorate. Though I did put my foot down when they started talking about fluffy cushions and Egyptian bath towels. I did not want or need that trash in my house.

      Whatever was ticking over in her head caused her to start biting her bottom lip again, and one of her hands moved back to her hip when she turned her attention back to me.

      “Do you like candles?”

      What. The. Idiot.

      “Can’t say I really think about candles, so I neither like nor dislike them.”

      Her eyes shot wide, and she took a step toward me. “Even men like you should have a candle collection.”

      “Men like me?”

      She moved her hand in a circular motion in front of me and her eyes followed her hand. ‘Yes, men like you.”

      Her eyes came back to mine and nervousness flashed within them. The trash happening at work had long been forgotten. Any tiredness I’d earlier felt disappeared the moment she said my name, and now I was wide awake, but Sasha had other ideas.

      She gave me nothing more. With a brief shake of her head, she turned around and walked off in the direction she came.

      And I watched her every step as she did.

      Reality punched me in the gut as I focused on the sway of her hips.

      She was going to be a distraction.

      The perfect kind of distraction.

      Idiot.
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      I’d been in avoidance mode for the past week, and so far I’d successfully avoided thinking of Drew’s ridiculous idea that I’d sell Hamilton’s, answering Edward’s constant barrage of text messages, and getting lost in the flashbacks of having my hands on Hunt’s chest.

      So far, so good.

      The front door of Sass chimed with the arrival of our newest customers, and I looked up from the invoice in front of me as the familiar feeling of his eyes swept over me. My smile froze when my eyes latched onto Hunt, who strolled in with a woman that wasn't the blonde I’d seen him with at Missy's. His lips twitched the briefest of acknowledgement my way before his attention moved to the stunning brunette beside him. I watched, totally intrigued, as she touched his arm tenderly and gave him a smile that lit up her whole face. He dropped his head slightly, a smile gracing his lips, and they talked quietly to each other before she linked arms with him and dragged him toward the soft furnishings.

      "Sash, wha—" Anna said as she exited the office and moved to the counter where I was standing. Her attention was now on our newest customer. "Holy garbage."

      “That’s Mr. Blue Eyes,” I admitted softly when she reached me.

      “He bought you lunch?” she shrieked, loud enough for both Hunt and his lady to look our way, and loud enough for his lady to turn to him and shoot him a wide eye look.

      “Keep your voice down,” I hissed, before turning to Hunt and his lady, who were still watching me. “Sorry about that. I went on a lunch date three days ago, and Anna’s a little excited because she just saw him outside, walking his dog, outside on Main Street, today. Like just then.”

      I dropped my gaze as my cheeks warmed. I was a babbling fool. Seriously, if I was going to make up a story, I had to do some serious work on my material. It wouldn’t take a genius to figure out I was lying. Anyway, why was I making up a story? He was clearly cheating on one of these women, and I hoped that it wasn’t the brunette.

      “I’m going to Missy’s to get afternoon tea. That means you’re going to have to see to our customers.”

      “Since when did you become boss?” I laughed.

      “Since you had a hot man buy you lunch, and since that hot man keeps looking over here.”

      She raised one of her perfectly shaped brows, slipped out from behind the counter, and left Sass without another word.

      Before I let my mind grab onto that knowledge, I concentrated on Anna leaving and watched her dash across the road to Missy’s. I turned my attention back to Hunt and his lady.

      With my shoulders back and my head held high, I stepped out from behind the counter. The click of my heels on the tiled floor seemed to be ridiculously loud, and Hunt’s head swung around. His gaze burned into my body as my hips swayed with every step I took. Yet again, I felt myself getting lost in the intensity of his stare. As I got closer, he dropped his mouth to the lady’s ear and spoke quietly, while his eyes remained locked firmly on me. She nodded, turned to him, and smiled, before looking back at the cushions and going about her business. With long strides, he moved in my direction, and I stopped moving.

      “We meet again,” he murmured as his eyes dropped down to take in my outfit when he reached me.

      “So it seems.”

      “Here for a throw rug. Idiot if I know what a throw rug is, though.” His gaze shifted from mine and looked over my shoulder as he murmured, "Dee will know what I want."

      Dee.

      “Which one is she?” I asked. “One or two? Or maybe three or four?”

      “Sweetheart, I have no clue what you’re talking about.”

      “You should stop calling me that.”

      “Not, go—”

      He stopped mid sentence, and his gaze moved over my shoulder. Shifting on my heels, I turned and watched the woman I now knew as Dee rush our way with a huge smile on her face. The moment her eyes raked over my outfit, taking in my skinny jeans, black off-the-shoulder top, and purple heels, I felt like I was under interrogation.

      “How in the world do you run a store while wearing amazing shoes like that?” she asked with a soft laugh and an appreciating glance at my heels.

      “I’ll let you in on a little secret. As soon as I get home, I’m flip-flops all the way,” I replied with a wink.

      “I’ve got a call to make, so choose what you want, Dee.”

      Dee scoffed loudly, giving me a roll of her eyes, before turning to Hunt. "Ben, you really need to learn to appreciate beauty when it's in front of you. Seriously, look at those heels!”

      His name was Ben.

      Ben Hunt.

      Goodness, even his name was sexy.

      Just kill me now.

      His jaw clenched, and his darkened gaze fell to my body. I tensed immediately. What was he doing? Why was he looking at me like that when his woman was here? My breath wedged in the back of my throat and time seemed to stop when his tongue wet his bottom lip. Yep, he was going to look at me like that. His eyes ran the length of my body without hindrance. He focused on everything—my breasts, my hips, my legs—and then he devoured his way back up my body until our eyes locked. Something I couldn’t read or understand flashed over his face, and for a fleeting moment his eyes softened before they went back to intense.

      “I saw it, and I appreciate it,” he declared in a voice that seemed like it was wrapped in seduction.

      He gave me another once over before he stepped away and put his phone to his ear. There was no mistaking the meaning behind his words. The possibility of him appreciating my heels was pretty far-fetched, even if they were super impressive. My goodness, he said and acted like that in front of his woman. What was with that?

      Dee’s voice pulled me away from my thoughts. “I’m going to keep looking around your gorgeous store. It’s about time Ben let me decorate his place. He doesn’t mind changing things at my place, but it’s already been a year, and I’m yet to add my touches to his place.”

      How was she not ripping my hair out and clawing at my eyes? Her man had just looked at me in a way a taken man should not look at another woman. In a daze of confusion, I slipped back into storeowner mode and gave her a forced smile.

      “If you need me just call out.”

      I quickly turned and hurried across the store, desperate to get back to the security of the counter. Anna had returned and watched me with wide eyes.

      I slipped in beside her, grabbed my latte, slugged back half of it, and finally took a deep breath. “That’s definitely his woman. She's buying stuff for his house. By the sound of it, they are in a long-term relationship. Well, at least a year. Oh, and she said she likes my heels.”

      “But he—”

      “I know, and I don’t know what that was about.” I sighed as my heated body turned ice cold. “God only knows how many women he has. He probably has a harem, and draws them in with his gorgeous blue eyes, perfect bone structure, and rough voice. I don’t have time for that. I feel like its girl’s code to tell her about the blonde. She likes my heels, so she has good taste. She’d totally be someone I’d invite to wine time. Idiot, I’m conflicted.”

      “He looked at you like he wanted to consume you,” she whispered, her eyes wide and twinkling with intrigue.

      I sighed and couldn't stop my eyes from darting to the door he disappeared through, before coming back to her. “You’re not helping, babe.”

      “He took his time looking at you. He didn’t zoom right in on your boobs like most men would. He took a freaking double take, and boy did he make sure that memory stuck. I feel like I need a cigarette after witnessing that, and I don’t even smoke.”

      Anna got distracted by another customer and walked away to assist while I remained at the counter thinking about what she’d said. I couldn’t allow it to stick in my thoughts though. I prided myself in detachment. I couldn’t think of something that I wouldn’t allow into my life. Plus, he had two women.

      But that didn’t stop me from glancing at the door.

      He never came back in.
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* * *

      “Wear sweatpants.”

      I stood in the middle of my room, my hands on my hips, chewing my lip and looking at the contents of my cupboard that had exploded onto my bed.

      Tonight was dinner with Edward, and to be honest, I was wishing for everything that could happen to happen so I wouldn’t have to go. So far, the universe was against me, and now I was getting ready. I’d sent an S.O.S to Missy and Shelley, and they came over with wine to help me decide what to wear to a non-date. I swear it was harder choosing a non-date outfit then it was to choose a real-date outfit. I wanted to look nice because I was going to one of the classier restaurants in Monroe, but I didn’t want to look too nice and have him making assumptions. Tonight, I planned on keeping conversation to a minimum, eating dinner in record speed, and forgoing dessert. Gasp.

      “I am not wearing sweatpants,” I sighed as I picked up a grey skirt, held it against my hips, and looked in the full-length mirror on the back of my bedroom door.

      Nope. Too tight.

      “I cannot believe you are going through with this trash,” Missy muttered. She’d been vocal about this all week, and she made it very clear that she thought I was one more crazy decision away from being committed. And she made sure I knew that she’d be the one making the call for them to collect me. “I’m calling you every half hour, so keep your phone on the table. You better answer; otherwise, I am going to storm in there and cause a scene. And babe, you know I can cause a scene.”

      “Phone on. Half hour check ins. Got it.”

      She rolled her eyes while fighting a smile.

      I crossed one arm over my chest, while the other lifted my glass of wine to my lips, and I looked at the bed. Shelley and Missy spoke quietly to each other, while my mind started floating away.

      “Why do you think he paid for my lunch?”

      I felt two sets of eyes zoom in on me, and I took a big sip of wine before looking at them.

      And just like that, Ben Hunt stormed into my thoughts yet again.

      It had been four days since I saw him with woman number two at Sass, and here I was still thinking about it.

      Dang it.

      “You’re hot, you’ve got sass flowing in your veins, and you’ve got a jerk I’d kill to have. That’s why he paid your bill.”

      “So it wasn’t my awesome personality?” I fake gasped.

      Missy’s laughter filled my bedroom. “No, babe, it wasn’t.”

      “Him on his own is phenomenal. When he comes in with his friend, its orgasmic.”

      What!

      “There are two of them? Why are you only telling me this now?”

      “Hunt and Hart. That’s who they are. Gorgeous is what they are.”

      “I practically chased him down the street last week to pay him back. He refused my money, and then he and his lady came into Sass and—” I shook my head at the memory of him running his eyes over my body and how it made my insides turn to mush. “It wasn’t the woman I saw him with at the diner.”

      “You tried to pay him back?” Missy burst out laughing. She laughed so hard that her wine swished out of her glass and covered the carpet. Thank goodness it wasn’t red. “Wait . . . let me get this straight. You chased Hunt, the massive, broody, hot-as-idiot man who you’d just met and had some serious chemistry with, and went head to head with him down the street, waving money at him and demanding to pay him back for buying you lunch? Please tell me you were wearing heels! Oh, and a tight skirt. I’m visualizing here.”

      “I wasn’t waving money at him,” I scoffed, rolling my eyes at my best friend who was still chuckling. “I do not need a man paying for me. Definitely not a man who has two women on the go. I don’t share, and I am not going to be one side of his triangle of women. And are you crazy? Of course I was wearing heels. It is me you are talking about.”

      “This is too much.”

      Shelley looked between us liked we’d lost our minds. She was still new to the craziness of Missy and Sasha, but she’d need to get to it quick. I gave her a small smile, and rolled my eyes in the direction of Missy.

      “You can’t beat a LBD,” Shelley announced, holding up a simple black dress and getting us back to the topic at hand.

      I lifted my wine back to my lips and took a sip while observing the dress. It was probably my less glitzy LBD. It sat at my knees, with a high neck, though it did fit me like a glove and accentuated my curves. It was the least scandalous dress I owned.

      “Yeah, that one screams dinner with a friend, not dinner with a man who is going to get up in there,” Missy said with a nod.

      I cringed at the thought of Edward getting up in there.

      I grabbed the dress and headed to the bathroom.

      The sooner I got this over and done with, the better.
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      “Yeah,” I grunted into my cell after picking up on the second ring.

      “Homicide at the abandoned warehouse off Holt Boulevard. Be ready in five.”

      Austin hung up, and I went into autopilot mode.

      I switched on the lamp, threw back the comforter, climbed out of bed and walked into my closet, After dressing in a pair of jeans and a clean shirt, I pulled on my boots, jammed my phone in my back pocket, clipped on my badge, and secured my gun on my hip.

      I’d done this same routine thousands of times, but it never felt old.

      I switched off the lamp, and headed down the hall and toward the kitchen as an unsettling feeling secured itself low in my gut.

      Austin arrived in five minutes.

      [image: ]
* * *

      First responders stood at the doors and spotlights beamed light into the abandoned warehouse. As soon as we stepped out of the car, a grim looking Officer Carey made his way toward us.

      "One body and witnesses report hearing at least four gunshots. We have men on all exits, so you’re good to go in.”

      We entered the warehouse with guns drawn and torches on. As we proceeded, the rain fell harder through the broken tiles and smashed above, and affected our visibility. I advanced, cautiously, with Austin on my heel. Scanning left to right, I squinted through the rain and could barely see a thing from the light of my torch. Then to my left, movement caught my eye and I halted.

      “Get on the ground,” I roared to the figure slowly coming toward Austin and me. They were either dumb as bat trash or hard of hearing, because they didn't stop. “Get on the ground. Now!”

      “I’ve done nothing. I’m just delivering a package,” the assailant stuttered as he stepped into the light from Austin’s torch and raised both hands in surrender.

      “Blood’s thick in the air, body lying dead on the ground, and you’re the only one still standing. How do you explain that?” I took a menacing step toward him, head tilted in question, my eyes locked on his, and my finger resting on the trigger. “For the last time, get on the ground.”

      He moved quickly in the opposite direction and I took off in pursuit. Boots pounding behind me told me Austin was following. There was no chance he was getting out of here. I moved left. Austin went right. The assailant’s head bobbed between us, and fear stretched over his face when he realized there was no chance of escaping.

      “It's bad enough being out in the rain in the middle of the night, so I sure as idiot don’t need to be running,” Austin said sharply. “Now, if you don’t want to be shot by my partner, and believe me, he will shoot, I suggest you get on the ground.”

      His eyes went wide and darted to me, and as I went to take a step toward him, he quickly dropped to his knees in surrender. Austin remained stationary, with his gun locked and loaded, while I secured mine to my hip and moved in. I pushed him to the ground and cuffed him, before reading him his rights and dragging him to his feet. In the dim light, I got a good look at him. The trembling man standing before me was barely twenty years old.

      “What’s your name?” I asked as I nudged him to walk.

      “Scott Jones. I have no clue what’s happening. I got paid to deliver a package to this address, and that’s what I’m doing. I didn’t ask questions. I just did the job.”

      “At midnight?” I pressed.

      “I need money. I don’t say no to jobs.” He stuttered.

      Being a cop for so long allowed me time to develop the skill of reading people. This guy was trembling, and the chill in the air wasn't the cause. His breathing was labored. He wasn’t avoiding my gaze. He answered everything I asked without thinking of his response; therefore, not giving himself time to come up with a lie.

      “How much did you get paid?” I asked as we stepped through the door and out into the pouring rain.

      “Man, I was paid twenty dollars. I don’t know anything.”

      Twenty dollars.

      We stopped moving when we got to Officer Carey.

      “Take him in and lock him up. Hart and I will be in to have a chat with him. The crew can go in there and start working, and put a priority on identifying the body.”

      Jones looked between Carey and me before trying to pull away in protest. “Why am I getting locked up? I only delivered a package,” Jones cried out in disbelief.

      Austin grunted and took a step toward him. “There’s a dead body, you’re the only here, and you ran the moment we turned up. That means we are having a chat.”

      “Why can’t we chat here?” Jones asked as if he didn’t hear the mention of a dead body.

      Now it was my turn to step in his space. “It’s raining. I’m cold as a idiot, and it’s past midnight. Standing in the rain is not where I want to deal with the excuses or stories festering in your head, which I know you’re going to try feeding us. I’m going to get a coffee, I’m going home to get changed, and then, and only then, will we chat.”

      I stepped away, not bothering to hear what he said next. I knew he had nothing to do with that body, but I also knew there was a chance he might know who did. Austin fell into step beside me, and before we headed to the car, we went back into the building, which was now lit up by spotlights. I crouched down and took in the victim. A single gunshot wound to the head, eyes opened and looking to the sky, and dressed in an expensive looking suit. No sign of struggle, no blood splatter, little to no mess. That sounded the alarms. The witness reported hearing four gunshots, which meant someone wanted the victim to be found. I recognised him immediately. Stefan Stanley. A drug dealer from the next town over, who’d served time for possession and intent to sell, and as far as I knew hadn’t brought his trash to Monroe.

      Until now.
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* * *

      “Hunt, get your rear in here,” Captain Santora called out from his office when I walked past. I turned and stepped in, closing the door behind me. “Jones is in holding room one. You planning on making him squirm?”

      “Yeah, that’s the plan.”

      “Goodness, Hunt. Just do it clean,” he said, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Hart told me you identified the victim as Stefan Stanley?”

      “I’m 99% sure it’s him. The scene didn’t match the witness reports though. Single gunshot wound, yet numerous gunshots were heard. It looked like a clean shot. The team is working the scene now, so morning will bring more answers. But I don’t have a good feeling about this. Just by looking at him, it didn’t look like it was done there. No struggle, no blood splatter, no disturbance of any form.”

      “We’ll see what the team brings back. I’ll call Eriksville PD and see if they’ve heard anything of Stanley being back in the business. Go and talk to Jones. See what he says. Just don’t frighten the kid too much. He about trash his pants when he was brought in here.”

      “I’ll try my best.”

      I left Captain shaking his head and mumbling under his breath, then made my way down the hall and stepped into the interrogation room. Austin sat on one side of the desk, and Jones sat on the other side. He watched every step I took and sucked in a deep, unsteady breath as I pulled out the metal chair and took a seat. I made sure I took my time grabbing a pen and tearing off a bit of paper. It was while they squirmed and waited that all of their deepest secrets came to the surface.

      “So, tell me again, what were you doing there?”

      He responded immediately, “I was picking up a package.”

      “At midnight. In the rain. To an abandoned warehouse on the outskirts of town,” Austin added, arrogance drenching every word.

      “I know it sounds crazy, but it’s the truth. I don’t know what was in the package. I just had to pick it up.”

      “We need an address of where you were going to deliver the package. That’s step one. Step two is telling us why you didn’t call 911 when you supposedly stumbled on a dead body with a hole in his head.” I pushed, and narrowed my gaze. “Picking up a package should have been the last thing on your mind the moment you saw a man dying in front of you.”

      “I don’t know anything.” He cried, his desperate gaze darting between Austin and I.

      “You need to start talking.” I warned.

      I leaned back in my chair, crossed my legs at the ankles, linked my hands behind my head, and stared at him. I wouldn’t break. I would stay in this exact position long enough for him to become visibly jittery. The silence would become too much. Silence was the greatest weapon in getting the truth out of someone if they had something to hide. Silence was a beautiful, tranquil thing, but if your head was pounding with lies, the pounding would eventually become too much, and the silence would become a scream.

      He took a deep breath and his eyes dropped to the table.

      Broken.

      My eyes sliced to Austin, and with a subtle chin lift he confirmed he knew what was coming.

      “Just after ten, I got a call from the guy my sister is seeing. He wanted a package picked up. He gave me an address, and I went. I don’t know what I was picking up. I just know he is the kind of guy you don’t say no to,” he admitted in a flurry of short breaths. “I turned up, and then the cops turned up. I didn’t see or hear anything. No gunshots. Nothing.”

      My jaw clenched as his words penetrated. “I’ll need the names of your sister and her boyfriend.”

      “Darla Jones and Aaron Den—”

      He stopped and looked toward the closed door, as the voice of a clearly pissed off woman infiltrated into the interrogation room. As I listened, I recognized the voice, and it belonged to none other than Sasha Hamilton.

      “I’m going to see what’s going on out there,” I informed Austin before pushing back from the desk and standing.

      Placing my knuckles on the top of the metal table, I leaned over and stole Scott John’s personal space. “Best thing for you to do is to answer every question asked of you. You’re going to get prints taken, and you’re going to get tested for residue. "If what you’re saying is true, then this is the trashtiest example of wrong place at the wrong time, and you have nothing to worry about.”

      I straightened and left Austin to wrap it up. I walked up front and continued listening as Sasha unleashed in the waiting room. Tonight, David, our newest recruit, was working the front desk. On occasion, I’d enjoyed a beer with him, and I knew he was as timid as a mouse. He had no hope of dealing with a woman who could hold her own like Sasha.

      “Its two in the freaking morning," Sasha said with a loud, aggravated sigh. "It’s pouring down with rain, my hoodie is saturated, and yes, the water has gone through to my bra. This is not how I anticipated I'd be spending my night. I should be sleeping, David, not dealing with soaking wet clothes and cold boobs.”

      “Sasha, if you could—” David stammered, and I started to feel sorry for the guy.

      “My hundred dollar bra, David,” she replied, exasperated.

      “Give me a second,” David mumbled, before moving away from the counter in the direction of Captain Santora’s office.

      With David gone, I was granted full view of the waiting room. Sasha paced the room, and as my intrigued gaze ran over her body, I enjoyed every curve she offered. I was a hot-blooded man who thoroughly enjoyed the curves of a woman, and Sasha Hamilton had the perfect combination of curves and tightness.

      Suddenly, it was two a.m. and dealing with a dead body wasn’t my main concern.

      Finding out why Sasha Hamilton was here, and looking like she had the weight of the world on her shoulders, was.
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      Instead of being tucked up in bed, I paced the waiting room of Monroe Police Department wearing soggy clothes, stringy hair, and ruined heels. As I was eating my body weight in cookie dough ice cream after the dinner from hell, I’d received a call notifying me that the alarm at Sass had been triggered. I called the police as I drove to my store. The PD was five minutes from Sass, and I was ten minutes away, so I assumed that when I pulled up I would be met by an officer. That assumption was my first mistake. My second was having a hissy fit in the waiting room of Monroe Police Department and unknowingly getting the attention of every member of the staff.

      Captain Santora appeared from the office that David had disappeared into and made his way to the counter.

      “Sasha?” he queried as he took in my dishevelled appearance.

      “The alarm at Sass was triggered and I called, but when I arrived no one was there. I’d go in myself, but—”

      His eyes flashed when I mentioned going on my own. “We had a situation tonight and there have been fatalities, so the department is a bit backed up.”

      I sucked in a breath. “Oh, my goodness.”

      “Yeah, honey. David has been manning the phones and counter on his own,” he said with a long sigh. He looked tired, and here I was ranting like a total lunatic. “We’ll get someone to Sass. It might take a little time though.”

      Regret immediately flooded me. Here I was ranting like a total lunatic and unleashing not just jerky Sasha, but also hissy fit Sasha onto an unsuspecting David who was just doing his job. My gaze darted to the office, and I decided that there was no time like the present to apologize.

      “David, I’m sorry for being a total, over-the-top jerk,” I said loudly. “Come to Sass and you can get something for your girl to compensate for dealing with jerky Sasha. Totally on the house, whatever you want.”

      David stepped out of the office and made his way to the counter while shaking his head and fighting a smile. “No need to apologize, Sasha.”

      “I’m serious, come and see me on your next day off and you can choose something for your girlfriend, because most of the stuff there is pretty girly. It’s the least I can do for making you deal with all of this.” I waved my hands wildy around my face and body to emphasize my point.

      “Thanks for the offer, but I don’t have a girlfriend, and girly trash wouldn’t suit my apartment.”

      “What?” I screeched, slapping my hand hard onto the counter and leaning toward him. “How do you not have a girlfriend? You are a hottie. Captain, tell him he’s a hottie. Look at those cheekbones, that stubble, those lips. David, let me tell you, girls like all those things, and you’re ticking all the boxes.”

      “Goodness,” Captain mumbled and didn’t answer my question. “How about we get back on topic?”

      Oh right, yes, the fact that my store’s alarm went off.

      “I got the call when I got home tonight. I got in my car, called the PD, and drove to Sass thinking someone would meet me there.” I met his eyes and dropped my voice. “I don’t have anyone to call, so I came here.”

      “How are you doing?” he asked quietly, clearly sensing that my mood had shifted from feisty to solemn in the space of a couple seconds. Living in a small town meant your business wasn’t your own for very long, so most people of Monroe knew the history of the Hamilton’s. Being asked if I was okay wasn’t unusual, but as usual, I gave them a smile and went about my life the best way I could, and that was with my head held high, a smile on my face, and fierce determination in everything I did.

      “I’m good,” I lied through a smile. “I’m just tired and worried about Sass. I’ll call Missy’s dad and see if he can meet me. There’s too much going on here to worry about sending someone down there.”

      Concern flooded his face as he observed me, and I had no clue what to say, so I stood there and kept my mouth shut.

      “We need to find you a man,” he stated matter-of-factly, shocking me to the core.

      “Uh, I’m happy living the bachelorette lifestyle,” I declared with a girly snort. “And anyway, do you really think there is a man out there that could put up with me?”

      The smile he shot my way told me he understood what I meant. His wife, Rose, loved my store and dragged him there every Sunday. While she charged things to the credit card, he chatted with me, and we got on like a house on fire.

      “You ever need Rose or me, you come find us. I don’t like thinking of you living alone in that house by yourself. Since your Daddy died and your mother—” He hesitated, and his eyes grew soft as I felt my face freeze. “Sorry, honey, I didn’t mean to bring her up.”

      Every time someone mentioned her, a chill crawled up my spine and I froze. These days she wasn’t brought up often, but when she was, I was tossed back to being a fifteen-year-old girl whose world completely imploded. I hadn’t seen or heard from her since she left. There were no calls, no birthday cards, no congratulations on graduating college—nothing. Having to experience all of my firsts without the advice of my mother hurt the most. A girl should never have to experience her first boyfriend, her first broken heart, and her first kiss and awkward thoughts of intimacy without her mother. The moment she left, the life I knew changed forever.

      I became distant, and super protective of what remained of my innocence. But as the years passed and I became an adult, my innocence died along with any hope that she’d return. That one moment molded the life I now lived, and it fueled my decision to depend on no one but myself. If my mother, my own blood, could choose to leave me, why would anyone else want to stick around? I, Sasha Hamilton, was a walking example of what abandonment issues looked like.

      “I'll take her.”

      The voice guilty of sending pleasurable shivers down my spine sounded behind me, and my eyes slammed shut. Sucking in a deep breath and pulling back my shoulders, I opened my eyes and slowly spun around to confirm who I knew was there.

      And boy, was he there.

      Ben Hunt leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed over his broad chest, his body covered in black jeans and a black shirt that was like a delectable second skin. His hair was crazy, his chin covered with light stubble, and those eyes locking me in place.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I muttered with a sigh. Why was this man everywhere I went these days? “Are you stalking me? Like seriously? What are you doing here?”

      “Sasha, this is Detective Ben Hunt,” Captain Santora introduced, and Ben’s eyes never left mine, though his lips did twitch.

      Detective Ben Hunt.

      Well. Incredible.

      “Is there someone else that can take me?” I asked quickly, tearing my eyes from Ben’s and looking back at Captain. “How about David? There’s nothing like the present to repay him for being jerky. I’ll take him for coffee. I’ll bring everyone coffee.”

      “You got a problem with me, sweetheart?” Ben asked in a low tone that conflicted my emotions.

      I was drawn back to him and watched as he pushed off the doorframe and stepped toward me. Why did hearing him call me sweetheart cause me to flounder between wanting to record him so I could always hear it, to begging him to never call me that again?

      I scoffed and put my hand on my hip. “I already owe you for lunch, so this would mean I am indebted to you for something else.”

      With that, his eyes flashed and he smirked. “There are worse things than having you in debt to me. Now let’s go, or is there something else you’ve gotta say?”

      I shot a desperate look to Captain Santora, but he showed me no reason to believe he was going to be any help. My next hope was David, but when I turned to him, he was flat out smiling.

      “Honey, you are in good hands,” Captain Santora acknowledged, and his eyes bounced between Ben and me. “Ben will take good care of you.”

      I didn’t want anyone to take care of me.
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      “Stay in here with the doors locked until I come back to get you," Ben ordered as we pulled up in front of Sass. “I’m going to check things out.”

      The car trip had been silent aside from the soft music spilling from the radio. I’d sensed Ben looking my way during the drive, and on a couple of occasions I met his gaze, but we hadn’t spoken. As soon as Ben turned the car down Main Street, I sat up in my seat, desperate to see Sass with my own eyes. Now as we sat out front, I couldn’t see a thing but darkness.

      "What if—" I said, anxiety hitting me with force as a million possible scenarios hit me. “I’m coming in with you.”

      His eyes flashed to me. "How do you know someone isn’t waiting inside for the gorgeous owner to come and check why the alarm went off in the middle of the night?” He waited for two breaths for me to reply, but I was still stuck on the fact he called me gorgeous, so I kept quiet. “Lock the door after I leave. I’ll come and get you when I know it’s safe in there.”

      "But I . . . " I stuttered when he took the keys out of the ignition and fired me a warning glare.

      "Lock the doors."

      He exited the car and left me, only after pointing at the locks. I wrapped my arms around my shivering body, cursing my damp clothes, and I stared anxiously as he walked toward Sass. As he got closer to the door, he lifted the back of his shirt and pulled out his gun from the back of his pants. Incredible balls. One moment I could see him in the streetlight, but then he disappeared into darkness of the store. After what seemed like eternity, the lights flickered to life and he reappeared through the windows. I gasped loudly and muttered, “Be careful” under my breath as he stalked through the space with his gun raised.

      When he stepped out of view, I swiftly turned in my seat, and my gaze darted around the eerily empty Main Street. The rain was still coming down hard, which obstructed my view, so I squinted hard to try and see. My leg bounced nervously as my head whipped around, frantically looking in all directions. All those years of watching horror movies had led me to this moment, and my mind went crazy with scenarios. I’d watched this scene play out way too many times, and now I was living it. What if whoever broke into my store wasn’t waiting inside for me. What if they were lingering outside, waiting for this exact moment. You know, the moment where the hero, a.k.a. Ben, goes inside to look around while the girl, a.k.a. me, stays behind on her own and gets kidnapped, taken to some foreign country, and sold to an underworld drug lord?

      No freaking way.

      Hastily, I looked up and down the street and decided that this had to be the moment. I shot out of the passenger seat, slammed the door behind me, and ran through the rain toward the front door as fast as I could. I didn’t dare look behind me.

      “Ben?” I hissed loudly as I entered Sass by using the spare set of keys I always carried in my purse.

      He stepped out from the office, his face hard and his eyes narrowed and dark. “What the heck are you doing in here?”

      For some bizarre reason, I rushed toward him. “I didn’t want to stay out there on my own. What would happen if someone was out there waiting? I don’t have a weapon, I'm tired, and my reflexes aren’t as good as they should be. It’s been a crappy night, and I’ve already dealt with a jerk putting his hands on me, so I didn’t want another jerk who could be waiting in the shadows to touch me, or worse yet, kidnap me. I would not survive being taken across the border and sold to a drug lord. I’ve been told that my mouth sometimes gets me in trouble. I wouldn’t last an hour before I was RIP Sasha. Do you want that on your conscience?” I took a deep breath and tried to control my heart rate. “I thought it would be safer in here with you, although you look pretty scary at the moment, so I’m not sure if I chose the better option.”

      He looked pissed, seriously pissed, and if it was possible, his gaze got darker. He stalked toward me, his eyes running the length of me as if they were searching for something.

      “Someone had their hands on you?” he said in a voice so low that caused the hairs on my arms to stand at attention. “Did he hurt you?”

      I shook my head. “I went out to dinner, and he thought it was a date. The guy kissed me, and got touchy-feely. I pushed him away, told him to leave me alone, and that there was no chance that he’ll see me again. Fingers crossed he got the picture this time.”

      The hardness of his face and darkness in his eyes subsided, and I took a deep breath, trying hard to calm my nerves.

      “So, let’s talk these Mexican drug lords waiting for you on the streets of Monroe.” he said. This time his voice held amusement, and the side of his lip rose in a smirk.

      Any nerves I had were destroyed as fiery Sasha decided to show herself. “It could happen. I’ve watched movies, Benjamin, and some of my favorite books tell of it happening.”

      Now he had a full-blown smile. “Did you just call me Benjamin?”

      “Well, yes. I had to get my point across.”

      “Goodness.”

      I decided to ignore his comment and move away before this conversation got even more awkward. I walked through the store and looked around. A chill ran over me as I noticed nothing looked different. It looked exactly like I left it when I closed up for the day.

      “This is how I left the store when I went home,” I said softly and looked back at him. “Nothing has been moved.”

      “You need to come and look at the office. And please listen to me for once, and don’t touch a thing,” he said, and I turned and followed him closely.

      I was finding it hard to ignore the voice screaming in my head that I needed to keep him within reach. There was an air of protection he offered that was beautifully confusing.

      As soon as I stepped into the office, I froze. The office was where I spent my Friday mornings working on the business side of Sass. It held my laptop, petty cash, and confidential files. But now, instead of the room being immaculately organised, it was in disarray. The desk looked untidy. Pens were everywhere, papers spewed over it, and my laptop had been moved. I twisted around and found the draws of my locked filing cabinet busted open with papers spread over the floor. The space looked like a tornado had ripped through it, leaving nothing safe in its path.

      “I didn’t leave the office like this,” I said in disbelief.

      “I need you to step out while I look around and call someone down here to start working the scene.”

      I nodded and walked back into the main store. The emptiness and silence were paralysing. I loved my store, but as I sat perched up on the counter swinging my legs anxiously, I couldn’t help but wish I wasn’t here. Twenty minutes later, I shrieked loudly when a loud tapping on the front door echoed through the empty room. Through the glass, a ridiculously handsome man with short, dark blonde hair, and a lean yet masculine body stared at me.

      Seriously, where had these men been hiding?

      He pointed down to the door handle and nodded toward it, silently asking me to let him in.

      “Ben, someone’s at the door,” I said loudly, not looking away from the stranger outside. “He wants to come in.”

      “What does he look like?”

      “Uh, he is tall, has blondish-brownish hair, is wearing a black jacket, and he’s really hot,” I replied honestly.

      “Idiot me,” I heard mumbled, and then Ben appeared. “Hot? Seriously?”

      “What? He is. You asked for a description.”

      Ben stalked toward the door and unlocked it, allowing this new guy inside.

      “Sasha, this is my partner, Detective Austin Hart.”

      “Hey,” I said all breathy like, and I received another scowl from Ben. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Right back at you,” Austin said with a smile before turning to Ben. “I’ll go and get started.”

      “All good back at the station?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Sasha, come and have a look around and let Austin know if you notice anything in particular taken from the filing cabinet, then I’ll drive you home so you can deal with your wet panties.”

      I choked on the air I’d just sucked in and swung around in disbelief. “What did you just say?”

      “Me and the whole PD heard about your wet bra, so I’m assuming your panties are wet too.”

      I was never going to live that down.

      “That almost deserves you being called Benjamin again.”

      “This is brilliant,” I heard Austin mutter as he walked toward the office.

      I followed him, leaving Ben chuckling behind me, and I stepped back into my office. Austin pulled out a pair of gloves from his pocket and handed them to me.

      “Fingerprints could be on the cabinet, so I need you to wear those while you look.”

      I nodded and snapped them on, then crouched down and looked at the paperwork and files on the floor before standing and going through the filing cabinet. Halting suddenly, I couldn’t believe what was missing. It couldn’t be missing, because I saw it earlier that day and I knew it was meant to be here. I walked toward the desk, checked there, then opened the drawers and looked inside, before moving back to the shelves and then walked back to the filing cabinet for another look.

      “What’s missing?” Ben asked, causing me to spin around and look at him.

      The clench of his jaw told me that he didn’t like the worry that I knew was covering my features.

      “My personnel file and my copy of the contracts for Hamilton’s, which is my family’s bar.”

      A look I didn’t understand moved between Ben and Austin.

      “Why wouldn’t they have taken anything else? My laptop is right there, and over there in full view is the petty cash tin, open with twenty-dollar bills spilling out of it.”

      “Let’s find out who did it first, and then Hunt and I will have fun finding out why,” Austin said with a grin that told me he had great pleasure in finding out why people did things.

      “I’m going to take Sasha home, then I’ll meet you back at the station and we’ll wrap this up, and see if there’s any news about tonight”

      “I can catch a cab home. You’ve got more important things to do. Crimes to solve, bad guys to find—you don’t need to worry about getting me home.”

      Ben didn’t answer. He didn’t need to answer. The look alone that he shot me made my feet move, and before I even had a chance to object, I was sitting beside him, giving him my address, and he was driving me home.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “There’s no need to walk me to my door,” I stated while the rain battered down on me as I rushed up the path, with Ben close beside me. “Is this the usual service provided by Monroe PD?”

      “Tonight’s your lucky night, Miss Hamilton,” he answered without actually answering my question. I tried to ignore the spark that fired through me at hearing him call me Miss Hamilton, but there was something so erotic about his tone.

      We made it onto the porch and out of the weather, and he ran his fingers roughly through his wet hair, leaving it tousled and crazy. With shaking hands, I slid the key into the lock and turned it, and the door opened with ease.

      “You need a deadlock.”

      “My locks are fine.”

      “Do you have an alarm?”

      I slammed my mouth shut and avoided his eyes.

      “Idiot me,” he muttered under his breath, and I couldn’t help but smile.

      I pushed open the front door and turned on the light. After placing my keys on the glass table by the door, I turned to face Ben to offer my thanks, but I was surprised when he stepped in behind me.

      “Sasha,” he growled, and I sensed what was coming. “Do not tell me you leave your keys there.”

      Once again, I slammed my mouth shut, but this time I didn’t avoid his eyes.

      “Goodness,” he said before he gazed over my shoulder and his eyes darted around the space. “I’m going to need to do a walk through.”

      “Why?”

      “Because someone has your file; therefore, they know where you live. I’m going to do a walk through so I can rest easy tonight knowing that someone isn’t hiding in the shadows ready to pounce when I leave.” He stepped forward, so there was only an inch between us. “You okay with that?

      “Two bedrooms, en suite, and main bathroom upstairs. Living room, office, kitchen, and laundry, downstairs,” I whispered.

      With a nod he took off, and I stood in the middle of my living room. All I wanted to do was open a bottle of wine and drink myself into oblivion, but that idea was foiled the moment Ben stepped into my house. Instead of pacing and wondering what Ben was finding upstairs, I sat on the arm of my couch, waited, and bounced my foot.

      Heavy footsteps coming from the staircase caused me bolt upright and look to the bottom of the stairs. Once again, I found myself gripping onto this weird sense of safety and protection that he offered when he was around. When he appeared, I shot to my feet and moved to him.

      “I need to buy a dog,” I blurted out. “Either buy a dog or find a decent man who can leave his boots outside and scare off potential intruders. He’ll need to have large feet, so the boots are big and threatening and give off the ‘don’t mess with my woman’ vibe. However, after tonight and the creepfest I endured”—I stopped briefly and shuddered at the memory of Edward O’Leary’s lips on mine—“I’m on a lifetime dating ban. So, I guess that means I’m getting a dog.”

      Silence hit the room for barely a second before he threw his head back and laughed deep. I froze. This was the first time I’d seen him laugh, and goodness it was a delightful surprise. His chest rumbled, his eyes closed, and he leaned forward, while I stood staring at him. It was the kind of laugh that rattled through every inch of my body and made my legs tremble. Since when had laughter been sexy?

      “You’re something else, sweetheart.” He chuckled when he got hold of his laughter.

      I stood, frozen, staring at this stranger who had, in the past week, been everywhere I seemed to be. The way he spoke to me, Goodness, the way he looked at me, was like no other man had before. Suddenly, he took three steps toward me and halted. Something shifted within his eyes and made the blue turn to the shade of the deepest ocean. I don’t know how long we stood there, staring, not moving, as time halted around us. Abruptly, a loud clap of thunder ricocheted through the house, and it was only then that I broke our connection.

      I turned away, ducking into the kitchen and moving straight to my coffee maker. I didn’t care that it was now closing in on three a.m., and caffeine probably wasn’t the best idea, but I knew sleep would evade me after the craziness of the night.

      “Your house is clear, so lock the door behind me,” he rumbled, and I turned to face him. “And this time, please stay the heck inside.”

      Walking toward the front door, he tugged his jacket closer to his body as he prepared to step out into the rain that was still battering down outside. When he grabbed the door handle, my feet decided to move, and then I was heading toward him.

      “Ben?” I called, and he stopped and turned to me, yet didn’t say a word. “Thank you for tonight. Take the umbrella,” I said softly and gave him the first real smile I’d allow to show all night.

      His eyes blazed before dropping to look at my mouth. “You’re a treat to look at, but when you smile, idiot, you are phenomenal.”

      It was when he looked at my mouth that I forgot to breathe, and it was when he told me I looked phenomenal that my heart stopped.

      What was happening?

      “Lock up behind me,” he ordered, before stepping through the door and disappearing without the umbrella.

      I stood staring at the door, completely overwhelmed and feeling utterly confused. I couldn’t and I wouldn’t allow his words to claw their way into my memories, so I shook them off and shoved them so far into my head that they’d forever be locked away. I did as he said and locked up, and I checked the lock twice before I hurried upstairs. I was desperate for a hot shower and dry clothes, and all I wanted was for the chill that was settling over me to disappear. After spending longer than usual under the hot stream of water, I dried off, pulled on a pair of pajama pants and a dry hoodie, and headed downstairs. With every step I took, I felt it coming on. The familiar feeling that swept over me and consumed me when I became overwhelmed. Autopilot was what I’d become accustomed to, like a messed-up security blanket.

      But no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t switch it off. My head was swarming. It had been a nasty night, that became trashtier, but then there were glimpses of calm. I couldn’t get my head around the fact that someone had been in Sass, and that someone had apparently gone there for a reason. It left an unnerving feeling in the pit of my stomach.

      In the stillness of the night my throat thickened, and as I took a shaky breath, a single tear rolled over my cheek. I’d spent years building a thick skin, but sometimes loneliness hit me. It was moments like this when the strong, independent woman I’d spent years becoming stepped aside and the lonely, abandoned girl I was desperate to hide showed her face.

      Tonight she decided she wanted to show herself, and for once I allowed her to stay.

      And tonight she’d be my only company as I watched the night turn to day.
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        BEN

      

    
    
      “What the heck.”

      I muttered after I turned down my street and headed to my house.

      It was just ticking over to six a.m., the light only just starting to tease the dark sky with a new day.

      I was now looking at my neighbor and the creator of my Sunday morning cakes standing by her mailbox, dressed in a bright pink, fluffy dressing gown, with her hair in curlers. Gigi McMahon was closing in on seventy but still acted like she was thirty. I met her for the first time the day after I moved in, and she became a constant part of my life. She hadn’t given me a choice. That first day I opened the front door to a short, petite, woman with a bunch of dark curls that had slithers of grey, a face full of make-up, and a cake dripping in chocolate in her hands. She walked straight into my house, cut up the cake, and that was the first time we shared cake on a Sunday. She slapped me when I called her Mrs. McMahon, and her and my mother, and now Sasha, were the only people who got away with calling me Benjamin.

      “Gigi, what are you doing out here?” I said after parking my car and climbing out. She watched me as I prowled toward her. I swear this woman had no fear. “Gigi, start talking.”

      “Don’t get in a hissy fit.”

      Oh yeah, she possessed a no kidding attitude and said whatever she wanted. She didn’t put up with my trash.

      “Gigi,” I warned.

      She sighed dramatically. “I was up feeding Dolly and heard something out here, so I thought I’d do neighborhood watch and check things out,” she replied matter-of-factly. “I can report I saw nothing.”

      Goodness. “Gigi, you have my number, so use it. Don’t come out if you hear something. How many fuc—”

      “You were at work.”

      “Leave a message.”

      “What about when you are out running? Speaking of that, a man like you doesn’t need to be running so much. You’ve got muscles on muscles, how many more do you want? Not that me or any of the other women on the street are complaining.” She winked and looked me up and down.

      Were we really having this conversation on the sidewalk? Not only was I dealing with a dead body and Sasha Hamilton getting my attention, but now I was dealing with a neighbor who thought she was the Queen of neighborhood watch even though she had a cop living next door?

      “Get inside, Gigi. I’ll have a look around.”

      “Why do you run so much?” she fired back.

      My response was instant. “Because I have to work off the cakes you make me. If I don’t, I’ll get a belly. Do you really want to be the cause of that?”

      She hooted. “Lord no. I wouldn’t enjoy watching you mow my lawn as much as I do if you lost your six-pack, although if you ask me it’s more like an eight-pack.”

      Idiot me.

      I was desperate to get inside to shower, have something to eat, and try to attempt to get some shuteye, but now Gigi was looking at me like she had something life altering to discuss, so I waited for impact. What I learned early on was that anything and everything could fire out of her mouth, so I never tried to work out what it could be. I just had to brace.

      “I worry about you in that big house on your own,” she said softly, her hand dropping to my arm.

      Incredible, here it comes.

      I swear one of her favorite pastimes was focusing her attention on me living alone and not having a woman in my life. She loved pressing the point. Idiot, she was worse than my mother when it came to me settling down. She didn’t hold back her opinion, and she’d even researched dating websites and proudly told me about a site where people could go if they wanted to find someone to mess, or as she put it, wanted to have intercourse. It had been at least two weeks since we’d had a find Mrs. Ben Hunt discussion, so she obviously realized that we were long overdue. I messed when I wanted to mess, I just didn’t bring women back to my house.

      “A man like you needs a good woman to come home to. A man of the law, I might add. You are out there protecting the community, putting your life on the line, being a good citizen, and you work too much. You need to stop with the random intercourse and get some stability in your bed. Imagine coming home to a woman after those long hours. A warm womanly body in that big bed of yours.”

      I gave her what I knew would work because I really was not in the mood to start having a talk about my sex life. “Who needs a woman when I’ve got you living next door? You look after me and bake me cakes every week. Who could possibly live up to that? You’ve ruined me for all women, Gigi.”

      She started fanning her face dramatically. “Benjamin, shush, you’ll make a lady blush.”

      “I’m going to try and get some sleep. Stop doing neighborhood watch and call me instead.” I kissed her cheek and started heading up the path.

      She followed my lead and made her way to her house. Clearly, neighborhood watch was over for the day. I pushed the key in the door, and before I entered my house, I made sure she did the same thing. Before she disappeared, I called her name and she looked over. “The double chocolate cake you made last week,” I said with a smirk. “It was delicious.”

      The last thing I heard her say as I stepped through the door was “That mouth of yours will get you in trouble, Benjamin.”

      I walked through my house chuckling.
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* * *

      I woke up with a start and groaned as my neck throbbed in pain after sleeping awkwardly on my couch. Stretching, I turned and looked out front, and through the floor-to-ceiling windows that covered the front of my house, I saw and heard evidence that the day had started for some of my neighbors. The clock on the microwave told me I’d been asleep for barely an hour.

      Idiot.

      I woke up with only one thing on my mind.

      Sasha Hamilton.

      Idiot me, she was something else.

      Intriguing, frustrating, and enthralling, all rolled into one. I knew Sasha Hamilton on paper, but I had no clue about the woman who chewed her lip, whose green eyes twinkled when she received a compliment, and who could spit enough sass to destroy the strongest man. That woman was a mystery, and the more I experienced her, the more my determination grew to be the man to unravel it.

      While my body and head screamed at me for more sleep, I knew it was a lost cause. I rose from the couch, strolled through my house and headed to the kitchen. Opening the fridge, I tagged a bottle of juice, unscrewed it, and drank straight from the bottle. Idiot, it was going to be a long day. I put the bottle back in the fridge, then patted my back pocket, looking for my cell.

      I pulled it out, went into my messages, pulled up Carson Reeve’s details, and tapped out a quick text.

      BEN: She good?

      CARSON: She’s good. Locked up tight.

      BEN: Thanks.

      REEVES: You buy the beers next time.

      I threw my phone on the couch, stood with my arms folded across my bare chest, and looked absentmindedly outside. My mind jumped between the case I’d been working on for six months, and Sasha. It had the ability to turn into a massive failure if I wasn’t careful. There was no need for me to take her to the break in. I already had enough on my desk to work on, but there I was offering to take her and getting involved.

      Those green eyes.

      Kryptonite.

      Phoo.

      I grabbed my phone and jammed it in my pocket, then threw on a shirt and headed for the door.

      It was closing in on eight a.m.

      She’d be asleep.

      But, I needed to see she was good for myself.

      What the idiot was I doing?
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        SASHA

      

    
    
      I woke with a start.

      What was that banging noise?

      Sun streamed through my bedroom window, blinding me with light and causing me to squint in protest. My head screamed with a ferocious ache brought on by late-night tears, an excruciating trip down memory lane, and barely two hours of sleep. I felt like I was hungover, but without the fun-filled yet blurry memories of an awesome night. I stretched in bed and looked at the clock on my nightstand.

      Eight forty five.

      On any other day, I’d jump out of bed, curse, and insult my phone alarm for failing me. I’d rush around my room, darting into the bathroom to attempt to put on my face and get my hair under some kind of control, before dressing in something that resembled my normal attire. I had a reputation for dressing a certain way when I was at Sass—skirts, high heels, cute tops, blingy accessories, and that kind of thing. So, there was no way I could go to work wearing sweatpants and flip-flops with my hair in my fave topknot.

      Today though, I had nowhere to be.

      For the first time since I opened the doors, I chose to close Sass for the day. It didn’t sit well with me. Sass was my safe place, but right now I wanted to be anywhere but there.

      The banging continued downstairs, and my confusion deepened as fear started creeping in. After last night I was on edge, and banging in my house was not something I welcomed. I quickly pulled on my lilac silk robe and tiptoed to the stairs. I didn’t even bring my phone or have any form of weapon, and I was wearing a barely-there nightie, which my robe didn’t cover at all. Goodness, I was the worst damsel in distress ever.

      “She’d sleep through an earthquake.”

      I froze on the top step.

      “Nothin’ budges her.”

      What the heck?

      I took the stairs two at a time after hearing Crazy John’s declarations and his gruff laugh afterward. I’d given him a key years ago, but he’d never used it . . .  until now. He’d decided that today would be the day to come in and start banging around before nine a.m. with god only knows who. Maybe he really was crazy.

      When I stepped into the living room, totally confused and still in the haze of waking up, his eyes flashed to mine and a grin spread over his face. What was happening?

      “Goodness, Sassy, we didn’t think anything was going to wake you.”

      Who was we?

      As I opened my mouth to ask him the question, my body became alert, my heart rate increased, and I felt it.

      That feeling.

      “Mornin’, sweetheart.”

      No! No! No!

      There was no freaking way I was hearing that seductive voice behind me. I had to be dreaming. That’s what this had to be. I was deep asleep, surrounded by way too many pillows, snuggled into my blankets, and I was in the middle of an extremely real dream. There was no way Crazy John would be in my house this early. There was no reason for him to be here. And there was absolutely no reason Ben freaking Hunt would be standing in my living room and calling me sweetheart in a tone that sent shockwaves through my body that came to rest between my thighs. I smiled at the pleasant dream I was having. I could dream about what his voice did to my lady parts, and maybe even in my dream I could act on them, because in reality he already had two women, but in dreamland he could be all mine to play with.

      “Idiot, Sassy, you sleep walkin’, or you lost your ability to speak?” Crazy John said in my dream. “Also, what the heck are you wearing? I keep tellin’ her she needs to cover up, but even when she’s sleepin’ she’s showing herself off.”

      I chuckled.

      Geez, my dream was real. I swear I could smell fresh coffee.

      “I’m thinkin’ she looks really good.”

      There was pure seduction again.

      And there was the tingle between my thighs yet again.

      But this time I felt something crawling up my spine.

      Awareness.

      Oh, shoot balls!

      I was hurled out of my dream world at a rapid speed and crashed head first into reality. My gaze darted from Crazy John, who was still grinning huge, to Ben who was smirking.

      What was happening?

      “Someone needs to tell me what is going on and why you two are in my house?”

      “Ahh, she’s alive!” Crazy John hooted, before narrowing his eyes at me. “We need to have words.”

      Oh boy.

      “Coffee first.”

      The coffee I thought I was dreaming of was currently brewing in my kitchen.

      “You started coffee?” I asked, looking at Crazy John who stood just outside the kitchen and watched me closely.

      “Nope.”

      My gaze swung to Ben. “You?”

      He smirked and shot me a chin lift.

      Dang it.

      I busied myself in the kitchen and tried desperately to ignore the feeling of Ben’s eyes burning into my back. I needed to get a grip, and I needed to know why he was in my house before nine a.m. Straightening my shoulders, I took a deep breath, silently counted to five, and turned to him.

      “Can I speak to you? Privately?”

      I didn’t wait for him to answer. I strutted with attitude and sway in my hips through my house as I slipped on my Miss Confident mask. I had a feeling I’d need everything I could muster to go head to head with Ben.

      I walked outside, leaving the door open for him to follow, and stopped when I reached the railing on my small yet cute back deck. The chilled morning air hit my legs and wrapped itself around my bare skin as I looked out at the mountains and waited.

      The feeling of his eyes on me was the first indication Ben had joined me. His intoxicating scent was the second. Turning slightly, I took him in as he took in the view. His jaw was tight and his eyes glazed over due to tiredness. I imagined I looked exactly the same. He’d left my place after three a.m. and he told Austin he was going back to the station. Had he slept?

      “Did you go home and sleep?”

      He turned and met my concerned gaze. “I crashed for an hour.”

      “You need to sleep.”

      “One day.”

      He turned fully toward me, leaned back against the railing, and crossed his arms over his broad chest. The black t-shirt he wore was pulled tight, and the ridges of his chest were not hidden. He may as well be standing here shirtless. Actually, no, that would not be good.

      I shook off all thoughts of a shirtless Ben standing on my back deck and stared back at him. “Can you tell me what you are doing at my house this early? Actually, why you are here at all? Is this another service offered by the Monroe Police Department?” And just like that, the attitude came out and I put another layer of bricks on my wall.

      His lips twitched. “Here to change your locks. And I’m doing it on my own time. This has got nothing to do with the PD.”

      I stared at him in disbelief.

      At some stage my heart began to pound.

      “Told you last night your locks were trash.”

      I continued to stare at him.

      At this stage I had concerns about the excessive thumping of my heart and long-term damage.

      “I ran into John when I was getting coffee. He asked if I’d cracked you yet, and I told him I was still working on it. Now we’re here to change your locks.”

      My mouth opened and shut as I tried to put together two words to say. My brain was stuck on the fact he was trying to crack me.

      Why was he doing this? Yeah, I could understand why Crazy John would have concerns about my safety, but this man had no reason. I was a stranger to him, just as he was a stranger to me. My gaze darted to the kitchen where Crazy John was leaning against the counter, a cup of coffee lifted to his lips and his attention zoned in on the morning news playing on the TV. As if he knew I was looking at him, he turned and our eyes connected. Frustration gazed back at me, and it confused the heck out of me. Slowly, he shook his head at me, dismissing me, before looking back at the television. My stomach sank. Crazy John was one person I never wanted to dismiss me.

      I’d deal with whatever was going on with him after I dealt with Ben. Firstly, I needed to lay it out for him and give him some home truths. Secondly, I needed him to get out of my house. Thirdly, I needed to call a locksmith for not just my house but also Sass.

      Come on, Sasha, you can do this, I chanted silently to myself.  I had it all planned out in my head how I’d tell him to back off. More importantly, I would tell him I had no desire to be another woman in his harem. Seriously, how many women could one man have? That question wasn’t the best to ask myself, because my mind went straight to the gutter and I began imagining the stamina a man like him would have. Shut up, brain! I cursed myself. Although I knew what I wanted to say and had planned it out to the last word, what eventually came out of my mouth was nothing like I’d planned.

      “I’m not a fan of orgies.”

      Yep, that’s what I led the conversation with.

      The side of his lip curled up and his eyes flashed with amusement while I began dying of embarrassment. Seriously, where had confident Sasha disappeared to? Sassy Sasha? Attitude-to-the-max Sasha? Anyone other than this Sasha presenting herself would be better right now.

      “If I had you, sweetheart, I would not share. So, I’ve gotta say, I’m happy as harass that you aren’t a fan. That means there’s a lot less rear I’ve got to kick.”

      “What? No!” I sighed in frustration. “That’s not what I meant.”

      “You are a fan of orgies?” He gave me the once over, his eyes travelling over every inch of my body, sending a shock to my core. Seriously, he needed to stop doing that. “Nope, I still wouldn’t share you.”

      I shook my head and took a deep breath, desperate to try again. More than ever I needed to get my point across and get him out of my house. At the rate I was going, I was seconds away from blabbing that I’d considered in great detail what he’d be like to add to my one-night-stand, no-attachment list . . . if he was single.

      “Ben, listen to me. I am not a fan of orgies, I am not a fan of swinging, and I am definitely not a fan of having men in my house that should not be here. I am not a home wrecker. Well, in your case a house wrecker, so I would appreciate if you stopped with all the looks and things you’ve been saying to me. Oh, and definitely all these favors. How am I meant to pay you back when you’ve got women in your life? Seriously . . . do I look like a mistress?”

      I sucked in a deep breath to calm myself down after my epic rant.

      Confusion swam over his face before my ramblings began making sense. He threw his head back and gave me the gift of witnessing him laugh again. Although, I didn’t think what I’d said was that funny.

      He regained control, and his eyes found mine. He took two steps toward me, breaking the distance I had put between us. I couldn’t find the ability to move, so there was barely an inch left between us.

      “The woman I was with in your store was my sister, Dee. She’s wanted to decorate my place since I bought it, so she jumped at the chance to drag me in there.” He gave me a second to let it sink in. “The woman I was with at Missy’s is someone who doesn’t understand the difference between a casual idiot and a relationship, and she sure had no right to try and claim me like she did.”

      Well, garbage.

      “And, seeing as you brought it up, I’ve got to tell you that it was sexy as idiot when you called me out at Missy’s.”

      My cheeks tinted, and heat crept down my neck. He still stood way too close, but now I wanted him to move for a totally different reason. Now he was a single, way-too-attractive man who seemed to be everywhere I was these days. He was the world’s sexiest stalker.

      “Well, at that stage I thought you were spoken for. I don’t look kindly on cheaters and players, and Blondie was claiming you pretty hard. I thought she was going to scratch my eyes out.”

      His demeanor changed dramatically and he took a step toward me. “I’m neither a player nor a cheater.”

      “Good to know,” I whispered as the crisp air swirling around us felt like it turned electric.

      “You wear this to bed often?” he murmured, his fingertips softly grazing over my collarbone and pushing a loose piece of hair off my skin, as his gaze dropped to where my gown had gaped opened and my lace nightie was showing a heck of a lot of skin..

      “Yeah,” I said, breathy.

      “Idiot.” His eyes locked onto my lips and instinctively I licked them. What was happening? “I look forward to seeing a lot more of them.”

      What did that mean?

      “Hunt! Are you comin’ in to fix these locks, or are you just going to keep flirting with my girl out there. For idiots sake, kids these days!”

      I couldn’t stop the giggle from bursting out of my throat at Crazy John’s outburst from inside. I swear the whole street would have heard him. I needed to get inside and see what was wrong with him. The look of disappointment he shot my way wasn’t sitting well with me.

      “You better go,” I said softly. “He doesn’t usually see people before midday, so this is huge. Mammoth even. Picture worthy.”

      “You working today?”

      I shook my head.

      “Why?” he questioned.

      “I, um, don’t want to be there today. Last night freaked me out.”

      “I’ll go and change the locks during my lunch break.”

      “Ben, you don—”

      “I’m changing the locks.”

      “So freaking bossy!” I muttered, then I stepped around him and moved toward the door.

      “Sasha, one last thing before you go inside.”

      I stopped and turned back to look at him. Little did I know how much he was about to rock my world.

      “To answer your earlier question, you don’t look like a mistress. You look like a woman who would be the best kind of forever.”

      I couldn’t find a word to say.

      I just stared at him.

      And I continued staring as he stepped around me, squeezed my hand, then walked back toward Crazy John and started talking about locks.

      The scariest part wasn’t what he’d said.

      The scariest part was how it made me feel.
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      “Where’s my best friend?”

      At the sound of Missy’s voice, I wrapped the flamingo pink throw rug I’d recently brought home from Sass tighter around my shoulders, twisted on the couch, and looked toward the front door, which I obviously forgot to lock. I waited for her to appear. After Ben and Crazy John left, silence fell upon my house, and silence was something I did not need. I locked myself inside and double checked the new locks, then turned up my music loud and began cleaning my house from top to bottom. The busier the better was my motto for the day. I had endless calls to make, and on the top of the list was Missy, closely followed by a locksmith to change the locks at Sass before Ben had a chance to get there. And I desperately needed to begin ordering the new stock range for Sass, but all I wanted to do was disappear into my couch cushions and nap. Napping would be the perfect distraction from the horrendous flashbacks of dinner with Edward and the break in at Sass.

      So, I napped.

      For two hours.

      And it was amazing.

      “Why is there a pair of men’s boots on the front porch?”

      My eyes shot wide and my back straightened as I stared at Missy and let her question sink in. Men’s. Boots. Porch. What! Those butterflies came swarming back at a rapid pace as the memory of telling Ben I needed to buy a dog or leave a pair of boots out front to deter potential robbers hit me like a ton of bricks.

      “What did you say?” I gasped, as I slowly began to stand from the couch.

      “What is wrong with you?” she said, scrunching her brow. “There are boots on your porch.”

      I scrambled off the couch, ran to the front door, and burst through it as if I was stepping into the living room on Christmas morning, desperate to see the presents Santa left under the tree.

      There was no way he would . . .

      Yet, there they were.

      He did.

      A pair of worn, very large, black leather boots were sitting beside my welcome mat, looking like that was where they belonged and where they sat at the end of every day.

      “Oh my goodness!” My eyes darted between Missy and the boots as I tried to comprehend what I was seeing and what he had done. “Oh my freaking god!”

      “What? You need to start talking before you completely freak out.”

      I gave the boots one more look before I stumbled back inside in a happy yet confused daze. Was this what swooning felt like? I’d read about it in books, I’d seen it movies, and I’d witnessed it when Missy convinced herself she was in love with Connor Jackson in senior year, but me? Reluctant romantic, relationship avoider, one-night-stand expert . . . never.

      “Sasha! Seriously. What is going on?”

      As if she knew I needed alcohol to settle the rampaging butterflies and the first signs of swooning, she stalked into the kitchen, pulled out champagne and orange juice from the fridge, and poured us both a very huge Mimosa each, light on the orange juice.

      “They’re Ben’s boots,” I said softly, a feeling of warmth hitting me as his name fell from my lips.

      “Ben?”

      “Hunt.”

      “Why are his bo—. Incredible! You messed Ben Hunt?” she shrieked, mimosa flying everywhere and her eyes shooting wide. “Talk about breaking your toe drought with the freaking best.”

      “What? No!” I laughed, although the thought of him being the one to break the drought sent heat shooting through my body before coming to rest between my thighs. “Up until this morning, I thought he had two women and was the leader of a harem. So, no, I have not had sex with him yet.”

      Yet?

      What was I saying?

      “Incredible, I feel like I had a mini heart attack then,” Missy gasped, clutching her chest dramatically. “So, why are his boots out front? And while you are telling me about that, you might also want to tell me why the man you haven’t had sex with yet was at Sass today and then brought over a new set of keys for me to give to you.”

      He changed the locks. Just like he said he would.

      “What did he say?”

      “New keys for your girl,” she said, putting on a deep voice and pretending to be Ben. “That’s all he said. No explanation, no buying a muffin like he usually does, no ‘hi, Missy, you are looking fabulous today.’ Nothing. So, I came straight here for answers. Also, where the heck was my phone call after your night with O’Leary? It feels like I haven’t seen you for a week, but it’s been less than twenty-four hours. You need to start talking.”

      I took a huge sip of my mimosa and nodded. How could everything that had gone down happen in such a short amount of time? Seriously, did chaos follow me around? I walked into the living room and carefully sat back down on the couch, not wanting to spill my near-overflowing glass, and I pulled the throw rug back over my lap. Missy soon joined me and turned to face me.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “That idiot kissed you!” She yelled, her body tense going tense, and her face furious.

      I’d just given Missy a play by play of the disastrous dinner with Edward, including how it resulted in the worst kiss of my life. Her body language should have warned me she was going to explode when I gave her that snippet of information. I shuddered just talking about it. There was something in the way he looked at me all through dinner that made me realize my plan had backfired, and I’d possibly done the total opposite of making him back off. The unnerving feeling that I was now a game sat heavy in the pit of my stomach, and I couldn’t shake it.

      “And someone broke into Sass?”

      I nodded.

      “And you told the whole Monroe Police Department that you had wet panties?” She chuckled.

      Of course she’d bring that up. “I said bra!”

      “And then Ben came here this morning and changed your locks, and then went to Sass and changed the locks there too?”

      I chewed on my lip and nodded.

      Then she burst out laughing and was barely able to ask, “And you told him you weren’t a fan of orgies?”

      I groaned.

      “So he is single?” she said with a wiggle of her brows, her tone turning ridiculously suggestive. “You’re single, he’s single. He has seen your bedroom. He already has a pair of boots here. It’s pretty much fate that you two see each other naked.”

      I choked on my mimosa and shot her wide eyes.

      “The last thing on my mind is seeing him naked.”

      She smirked. “Incredible.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I looked at the piece of paper on my lap then looked at the house I’d just pulled up to. I couldn’t believe I’d gotten his address so easily. Shouldn’t cops addresses be private? Maybe David was too nervous about saying no to me after jerky Sasha came out last night and introduced herself.

      I’d spent the past two hours either pacing my living room or walking out to the porch and looking at Ben’s boots. Then I got the marvelous idea of starting payback, so I jumped in my car and went to Sass, then I loaded up a gift bag, and now I was sitting outside a gorgeous split-level home with the most beautiful front yard I’d ever seen.

      Taking a huge breath, I leaned over and grabbed my purse and the huge gift bag I’d sat on the passenger seat, then I opened the door and stepped out into the unknown. If I didn’t go now, there was every chance that I’d lose the courage to do this. But what exactly was this?

      I knocked twice on the rustic red door and then turned around and took in his front yard and street. It was the kind of street you could imagine full of kids riding their new bikes on Christmas morning or lined with cars for birthdays and celebrations. Lush, tall trees lined the street and shaded the perfectly trimmed footpath that ran in front of all the houses. What I liked the most though was that the houses were set back from the road and offered privacy from the neighbors. It was a residential street, but it had the feel of mountain living. A smile hit my lips as I focused on the huge cherry blossom tree that took up one side of his front yard. My grandparents had a tree exactly like it at their house, and I’d spent hours leaning up against the trunk reading a book.

      “Sasha?”

      I jumped and let out a small shriek at the sound of Ben’s voice behind me. Today it sounded deeper, rougher and therefore sexier than usual. Dang it. I spun around to greet him, but my words jammed in my throat, and it felt like my jaw slammed into the ground beneath me due to sight of sheer perfection standing before me.

      God-like bare chest.

      Disheveled, chocolate brown hair.

      Hooded, yet alert sea blue eyes.

      Bare chest waiting to be licked, kissed, caressed, and carved into stone so it could be treasured forever.

      Did I say bare chest?

      I picked up my jaw, reluctantly stopped myself from memorizing every inch of his tantalizing body, and refocused my attention to his highly amused yet equally curious eyes.

      “I woke you up,” I said softly. He stood before me looking like a person with all the signs of someone who’d just awoken from a nap. “I’ll come back.”

      “What are you doing here, sweetheart?” He leaned against the door frame, crossed his arms over his chest, and his eyes took a journey over my body, before narrowing back on mine and awaiting my response.

      “You left boots at my house.”

      “Yep.”

      “You went and changed my locks at Sass.”

      “Yep.”

      “Thank you,” I breathed out and gave him a small smile. I still didn’t understand where this man had come from and why he was being so nice to me.

      He shook his head and chuckled. “Come in, Sasha.”

      I looked at my car then back at him and thought screw it. What damage could a ten-minute visit really do? Plus, if I was being honest, I was intrigued to see what the inside of his house looked like. Would it be broody and intense like him? I stepped through the front door, clutched the bag I was holding close to my thigh, and allowed myself a minute to take in what part of his house I could see. Warm mocha colored walls with white trimmings and polished wooden floorboards welcomed me. The entry way opened up to an open plan living room that housed a dark brown leather L-shaped couch, a rustic coffee table, and a crazy big television sitting on a cabinet that matched the coffee table. Minimalistic seemed to be his style, and for someone who owned a home décor store and took great pleasure in decorating it was like being given a blank canvas.

      Simply put, what I was seeing was an oversized man cave.

      And it suited him, from what I knew, perfectly.

      “You need to visit my store more often,” I said as my head went crazy with ideas and visuals of pieces that would suit his space.

      His lips twisted into the devious smirk he’d thrown my way numerous times, and then he took off into the living room. I, however, did not move. I was temporarily stunned into submission, and my brain could only do one thing—focus on the way his sweatpants hung dangerously low on his hips, allowing me to see those two dimples on his lower back.

      I was in trouble.

      “You comin’?” He glanced over his shoulder at me, and with amusement in his words, he said, “You can come and judge the rest of my house.”

      “I wasn’t judging, I was simply observing.”

      I followed him into the guts of his house and took my time to look around while I placed the gift bag and my purse on the couch. I could feel his eyes burning into me from behind, but my attention was locked onto the familiar throw rug bunched up on the couch, where I could tell by the imprint left in the cushions he’d been sleeping.

      “How’d you find out my address?”

      I spun around, breaking my trance on the throw rug, and moved toward him.

      “I called the station and David answered—”

      I didn’t even get the chance to finish before he threw back his head and his laughter saturated the room around us. It was clear that I was never going to live down my small breakdown in the waiting room of the Monroe Police Department. My hands shot to my hips and I watched him as the corners of my lips twitched in response.

      “You do realize he will always give you what you want now?” he said, still chuckling, and still bare chested. “Giving out cops’ details isn’t something that happens normally.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Was I really that bad?”

      His brows shot up and his smirk said it all.

      Rubbish balls.

      I’d need more than candles to say sorry to David.

      “The fact that you’re gorgeous might also have something to do with him giving you my address. But sweetheart, that sassy mouth of yours—idiot, it could make a man do just about anything.”

      I dropped my eyes to the ground to prevent him from seeing my reaction. The feelings his words brought on were the kind I didn’t allow in my life. They were the dangerous kind that gave hope to something that wouldn’t end well for anyone. If I thought his words were innocent, I’d have no problem. But my head was telling me that there was nothing innocent about Ben Hunt. I wanted so desperately to allow his words to sink in, but my walls were just too strong.

      “So, I brought you something to start repaying my debts,” I announced, deciding that I needed to get to the point of my visit and then leave. “You’ve done a crazy amount of things for me, and I need to start doing things to you. For you. Incredible.”

      I lifted the gift bag with the bright pink Sass logo on the front off the couch and, with a smile, held it out to him.

      Grabbing it from me, he looked into the bag and then his eyes flashed back to me.

      “You bought me candles?” he said, humor evident in his voice.

      “Yes, and I can tell that it was a brilliant decision on my end. Everyone needs candles. Especially stubborn, intense police detectives.”

      He shook his head as he lifted out the large, fragrant-infused candles in the scents of Vanilla bean, Rainforest, Caramel Taffy, Bamboo, and Green Tea, my personal favorite.

      “Idiot me,” he hissed as the scents smacked us both in the face.

      “That’s a bit forward, Benjamin. You haven’t even taken me out on a date yet.”

      Why was I flirting?

      Abort!

      Abort!

      “Goodness, you are something else.”

      It would seem flirting with him made the blue of his eyes turn sapphire. They became mesmerizing and clearly obliterated every single fear I earlier had. He said my mouth could make a man do anything—well, his eyes could make the most stubborn woman want to lose all sense of control. He was the best and worst kind of danger. I was in so much trouble. Our eyes locked, the battle of blue verses green intensifying as every second ticked over, and even as he slowly made his way toward me, we didn’t break.

      “Are you doing okay?” he asked softly, standing close to me and now staring at me intently. “You had a messed-up night, you didn’t get much sleep, then me and John rocked up this morning and burst into your house.”

      “I’m okay.” It was part truth, part lie. Honestly, I was freaked out, but I was also resilient. “Just got a lot of stuff on my mind, but I’ll be fine.”

      “What’s that scar from?” he asked suddenly, and I jumped as his finger lightly touched the small scar just above my right eyebrow. The fact that he even found it was astonishing, because it was small and faded.

      “I fell out of a tree when I was fifteen,” I whispered, the air around us suddenly electrifying, as if it was closing in on us and cocooning us in warmth.

      My eyes dropped to his lips as they twitched with humor.

      “A tree just like the one out in front of your house.”

      Those dangerous blue eyes zoned in my lips, and there was no way I could stop the tip of my tongue from darting out and wetting my bottom lip. Heat flashed back at me, and I held my breath as he took a step and only stopped because his body collided with mine. Slowly, his face began descending toward mine, his eyes burning bright, his lips moving closer, and his heartbeat thrashing against mine.

      But he didn’t kiss me.

      His warm breath danced over my lips as they hovered over mine. It was the most beautiful kind of torture. Every single nerve ending I had sparked to life and electrified the space around us. I stilled in place. My breathing faltered. My heart rate spiked. Strong hands gripped my hips, and I didn’t think it was possible, but he found a way to pull me closer to his offering of warmth. This man was the unknown. He was a turbulent strength who’d forced itself into my life, without giving me a chance to react. But right now, I was putty in his hand, ready to give my mouth to him, and to be honest, anything he would ask for.

      The unwavering pull I had toward him first slammed into me the moment I felt his eyes boring into me at Hamilton’s. It intensified when I had my hands on him at Missy’s. But now, it was electrifying. I ignored it when I thought he was spoken for. But now what reason did I have?

      “What are you thinking?” he whispered, and with every word he spoke his lips delicately grazed over mine.

      “I don’t know.”

      That was the truth. I had no clue what to think. I wanted to rip my clothes off and have my way with him the moment I saw him, but now this felt way too intimate, and intimacy was something I was not looking for. What was wrong with me? Thankfully, the universe was in my corner, because as I opened my mouth to say god-only-knows-what, the shrill of his phone penetrated the air around us and his forehead dropped to mine in frustration.

      “Hunt,” he growled into the phone he snatched up off the bench as he still held me close to the heat of his body. “This better be good.”

      I began to pull away, but his fingers bit into my hip, silently demanding that I stay.

      “Idiot, okay. I’m leaving now. I’ll be there in five.”

      He ended the call, and I looked up at him and smiled. “Gotta go?”

      He replied by giving me a blinding smile.

      It was for the best. A simple drop off of a thank you present had escalated into seeing him shirtless, wanting to decorate his house, and almost kissing him. Not how I thought it would go. I desperately needed to buy Missy’s birthday present, then I needed to get back to Sass and get ready to open tomorrow, and I really needed to talk to Drew and find out why he thought I’d consider selling my share. Oh, and I had O’Leary to keep ignoring, seeing as how he’d texted me this morning. Seriously, my life was a mess. I did not need Ben and his alphaness distracting me from getting things back under control.

      Control was the only thing I had going for me.

      I could not lose it.

      He leaned in, placing a long-lasting kiss on my forehead while his fingers dug into my hip.

      “Thanks for the candles,” he whispered, while twisting a piece of my hair around his finger. “I’ve gotta get dressed and head into work.”

      That’s a shame.

      I dropped my gaze to the floor, but immediately my head snapped back up at the sound of his soft laughter.

      “Don’t have much control on that mouth of yours, do you?”

      My eyes shot wide.

      Oh goodness no.

      “Don’t you have to go and get dressed so you can go arrest people?” I scoffed, my cheeks tinting as the reality that I’d just said out loud what I’d been thinking hit me. “Make sure you say hi to David for me. I’ve got to make friends with him.”

      “Goodness. You’re not going to start bringing him gifts, are you? Like cupcakes and trash like that?”

      “Oh, that is a good idea! What’s his favorite flavor?”

      His voice dropped low. “You are not bringing him cupcakes.”

      “Okay, muffins! Muffins are bigger versions of cupcakes, so that would be an even better gift!”

      “Do not bring him muffins!”

      I walked over, grabbed my purse from the couch, and spun around to give him a smile. He gazed at me, brows pulled, jaw clenching, and I couldn’t stop myself from giggling at him.

      “Calm down, Detective. I was just messing with you!”

      I walked through his house toward the front door, and I knew he was watching me. I felt him always watching me. After opening the door, I hesitated and looked back over my shoulder. His eyes were still on me, and I bit my lip to stop myself from laughing.

      “You know what? You are right. I won’t bring him muffins. I’ll bring him a cake! Cake is the ultimate.”

      “Sasha, don—”

      “See you soon, Benjamin!”
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      “Sasha Hamilton is relentless,” David announced, shaking his head with laughter, as soon as I stepped through the doors at the station.

      “If she brings you cupcakes, muffins, or cake, call me.” I warned.

      His eyes shot wide. “She’s something else.”

      “Yeah, tell me about it.”

      Knowing that I’d almost kissed her, and that I felt her broken breath on my lips and felt her body tremble against mine had set something off inside of me. Usually, I was in control of everything, but at that moment I lost it. That mouth of hers was going to undo me. Any other time I would have shut that down, but now I wanted more of it. I wanted to push her buttons, get her riled up, and go head-to-head with her because I knew I’d be given the gift of seeing the fire in her eye. I could never have predicted the girl I’d seen wearing those rear-cheek-showing jean shorts all those years ago would become the woman with a body of sin who wore tights skirts and idiot me heels better than anyone else, and who could possibly be the only woman who could put up with my trash.

      After I got to my desk, I unloaded my pockets of my keys, wallet, and phone and turned to Austin.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “Prints were rushed through from the break-in at Sasha’s store.”

      “And?” I pushed, hoping he’d hurry up and get to the point.

      He jerked his head to the side, toward the interrogation room, and started moving. The fact that he couldn’t discuss the results in the common area sounded alarm bells. Once inside, he closed the door behind us and sucked in a breath. This was not good. Whatever he had to say he knew I was not going to like it.

      “Hart, start talking.” I growled, my patience running out.

      “Prints on the door and lock came back matching O’Leary’s. What doesn’t match up is that the only prints found in her office belonged to Sasha, Missy Rogers, and Sasha’s casual employee, a young girl by the name of Anna Adams.”

      Edward O’Leary was a idiot of epic proportions and I’d known him for what felt like a lifetime. I’d been working on putting away his rear for a long time. His return to Monroe signaled that he’d brought his filth to town. His dirty hands were into just about everything, but his preferences were women and drugs. He had a fondness for finding women who were down on their luck and promising them a life they could only dream of. Next thing they knew they were giving blowjobs for the cost of a whiskey, offering their pussy for the price of a movie and popcorn, and so far in debt that they felt like there was no light at the end of the tunnel. But just over two years ago, he made a grave mistake. He made it personal. But now, he’d made it really personal.

      I tried and failed to get control of my mounting anger, and my words came out hostile. “Where the heck is he now?”

      Austin had been beside me throughout it all, so my reaction did not faze him. “Captains got men out looking for him.”

      “Right.” I clenched my jaw, although I didn’t accept that as a suitable response.

      I stormed out of the interrogation room, the door swinging back and bouncing off the wall due to the force, and I thundered to my desk. After jamming my phone and wallet into my pocket, I clipped on my badge to my belt, secured my gun, and headed for the door with fierce determination in my steps.

      “Where the heck are you going?” Austin roared behind me.

      “I’m not sitting around here twiddling my thumbs while that idiot is in town doing god only knows what.”

      “Calm the heck down. What do you expect to do when you find him? Believe me, I want to bring him in as much as you, but you of all people know we cannot harass this up. You storming out of here pissed off, and needing to prove a point, does not help.”

      We locked in a silent standoff while our thoughts screamed at one another. We’d been best friends since we could walk. We’d played high school and then college football together, and here we were both working for the Monroe PD. He knew trash about me that no one else did, as I did about him. Simply put, we’d take a bullet for one another, and on many occasions it almost came down to that. We’d already lived through a trash storm when it came to Edward O’Leary, and now the trash storm was way too close to home.

      And he was right.

      “What is going on out here?” Captain demanded, stepping out of his office and looking between the two of us with a face mixed with fury and exhaustion.

      “O’Leary is out there, doing god only knows what, and I’m here sitting at a desk. It’s trash.”

      “We have men out there, and they’ll bring him in. If you can’t get a hold of yourself, you will not be getting anywhere near him.”

      My gaze shot to the roof as I tried to gain control. Flashbacks hit me. I spent six months working undercover on a case in Salt Lake because of O’Leary. I’d done and seen trash I couldn’t erase from my memories. Even though we’d both come from Monroe, he had no clue who I was and that served me well in the case. I’d also had a first hand view at his trash destroying someone that meant something to me. He’d stolen someone from my family. That trash made this person. That was on his head, and I knew he had blood on his hands. But the idiot was slippery. He had his crew do the dirty work and go down instead of him. That’s why he was still walking the streets like his trash didn’t stink. That’s why he thought he was untouchable.

      He wasn’t.

      “I’m good,” I said between gritted teeth.

      Captain gave me the once over, before warning, “Don’t make me regret it.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      An hour had passed since O’Leary stormed back into my life and my anger hadn’t subsided. I was seconds away from going against Captain’s orders and getting out on the road, determined to bring him in myself.

      “Info just came in about the last known whereabouts of last nights victim.”

      I closed the file I’d been reading and looked over at Austin.

      “And according to his phone records, his last known whereabouts before the warehouse was . . . Idiot.”

      My interest piqued. “Where?”

      “Hamilton’s.”

      This was getting more messed up by the second.

      “How about the names Jones gave of the people that paid him to pick up delivery? Did Jones prints come back?”

      “Both names came back relatively clean. Nothing that jumps out. And Jones is clear.”

      Just as expected.

      I sat back against my chair and rubbed my hands over my face as I let everything sink in. O’Leary. Hamilton’s. Sasha. This was getting entwined and unease lodged itself deep in my gut. What more could possibly happen?

      “Hunt, Hart,” We both looked over at Captain when his low rumbled hit the air. “O’Leary’s been spotted. He’s at Missy’s Diner, and he’s with Drew Hamilton. He’s getting brought in now.”
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      My eyes remained locked onto the waiting area while my phone was pressed to my ear.

      I was waiting.

      “You got eyes?” I said into the phone.

      “Yeah, everything is good. Nothing to report.”

      “Call through if anything changes.”

      I ended the call and, without moving my eyes, I opened the drawer and threw my phone deep inside.

      “You going to be able to not rip his head off?” My gaze flashed to Austin, who had concern swamping his face.

      “I’m good,” I muttered, although I was far from good.

      As the seconds ticked over, flashes of the last time I’d come in contact with O’Leary hit in my thoughts. He was the reason I’d been working undercover in Utah. When the operation started, we had no clue of his involvement. Idiot, I didn’t even know of his connection to Monroe. But there he was, breaking women at a fast rate and running drugs through Utah. But he was a smart man. He knew how to be connected but not too connected. That’s why his rear wasn’t rotting in a federal penitentiary right now.

      And then there was Jacqueline.

      Idiot.

      “Show time.”

      Austin’s voice pulled me from going to a place I didn’t want to visit, and I looked back to the waiting area.

      Edward O’Leary walked in, flanked by Rogerson, and his demeanor told me he was majorly pissed off. His infuriated gaze ran wild around the waiting area before zoning in to where I sat. Recognition flashed within his eyes before smugness settled on his face. Pushing back my chair, I took the lead and headed to the interrogation room. I felt Austin following. We’d only have a short amount of time to get this done, so I needed to keep my emotions in check. I couldn’t go losing my head. Austin would need to take the lead, and he knew it.

      I took a seat on one side of the table, and waited. The air in the room turned thick when O’Leary joined us.

      “Gentlemen. Long time no see.”

      My jaw clenched and in my peripheral vision I witnessed Austin’s shoulders pull back.

      Idiot, this guy was a jerk.

      “Let’s just get to the point, because we sure as idiot don’t want to be here,” I muttered between clenched teeth.

      Austin, thankfully, got straight to the point. “Do you want to explain to us why your prints were on the lock and door of a break-in at Sass last night?”

      O’Leary sat back in the seat, crossed his arms over his chest, and a smug look flashed over his face. This guy lived life thinking he was a god, and that he was untouchable. So far he had been. Now, as I sat across from him, I was barely hanging on, but I didn’t break my stare. It was times like these that the grey started creeping in, and the link between right and wrong got very blurred. The thought of jumping over the table and putting my fist in his face crossed my mind numerous times, but that time would come, and when it did, I’d be the one with the smug look on my face.

      “Of course my prints are on the door,” he scoffed, as if it was the stupidest question he’d ever been asked. “Please do not tell me you dragged me away from a lunch meeting because of this trash?”

      I glared, trying to push past the anger, and trying to utilize my skills of reading body language, while Austin continued to ask the questions. “Answer the question.”

      “Last night I was with Sasha. I’m sure both of you know who she is. There is no way she wouldn’t have gotten the attention of you two. Tell me, are you still your way around town?” His eyes flashed to me. “Call Da Maria’s. They’ll confirm we were there. Idiot, check the security footage if it makes you two sleep easier at night. I took her home, got my toe wet, and went back to the hotel. My fingerprints were on the door because I was there two days ago. Ask Sasha’s ditsy employee, she saw me there. Anything else you want to know?”

      There were so many parts of what he was saying that pissed me off, but that wasn’t a surprise. He had a long history of pissing me off. But something Sasha had said to me last night continued to replay in my head. It’s been a crappy night, and I’ve already dealt with a jerk putting his hands on me. Now, O’Leary was insinuating he was her?

      The tension in the room turned hostile, and I knew my silence was getting on his nerves.

      He leaned forward, his eyes locked with mine, and an evil smirk hit his lips. “How’s Jacqueline these days? How rude of me not to ask.”

      Nope.

      This was trash.

      I pushed back from the table and the seat went flying into the glass wall behind, the loud crash echoing around the room. Austin jumped to his feet and his arm shot out to pull me back.

      “Calm down,” he muttered to me, before turning his attention to O’Leary. “You need to pull your head in and start talking; otherwise, we will find trash to keep you here. Don’t test me, and you sure as idiot don’t want to test Hunt.”

      O’Leary chuckled. “You’ve got nothing on me.”

      Austin looked at me, but my attention was locked on O’Leary. It felt like I was going around in circles with this idiot. This trash had been going on for years, and now him being back in town, saying he was Sasha Hamilton, and meeting up with Drew Hamilton, felt like it was all starting over again.

      I was going to have to do something I hadn’t done for over a year.

      I needed to connect with Jacqueline.

      She wouldn’t like that.

      But the first thing I had to do was find out the truth from Sasha. There was no way O’Leary was telling the truth. The Sasha I saw last night was not a woman who had been out for dinner and been messed. There was no calmness about her. She was majorly pissed off and on edge. O’Leary was kidding us, which was, as usual, his way of buying time.

      But now, he was meeting up with Drew Hamilton.

      What the heck was going on?
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      Grabbing Missy’s hand, I weaved my way through the packed dance floor of Hamilton’s.  A live band had just started their set, and the crowd was buzzing with excitement and filling the dance floor. For most people, Saturday nights in Monroe were spent here drinking and laughing with friends, and rocking out to local musicians with the occasional out-of-towners. Tonight, Monroe did not disappoint, and I liked to think that most people were here for one of their favorite residents.

      Missy and I had spent the day shopping in preparation for tonight. A tradition that we had for each of our birthdays. We both worked hard all year round, so for that one day of the year, we went crazy. Our days started with a champagne breakfast, followed by mani/pedis and a major gossip at our favorite salon, then a minimum of four hours of intense shopping where we would each buy a fabulous new outfit, shoes, and accessories. We followed with a late lunch at our favorite restaurant, and then we headed to one of our houses to have cocktails and prepare for our night out. We’d been doing it since we were twenty-one, and so far we hadn’t missed a year.

      Tonight’s outfits involved a stunning little black dress that was strapless, tight, and scandalously short for Missy, and I wore a tight leather knee-length skirt, and a baby-pink cami that accentuated my boobs perfectly. We were a couple of vixens ready for an epic night out to celebrate Missy’s birthday.

      “Ladies,” Andy greeted loudly when we reached the bar. “What brings you two out tonight?”

      “It’s my birthday, jerks!” Missy yelled, then she threw her hands in the air and started waving them around like a crazy woman. “Andy, give me a kiss then make me a special cocktail.”

      “Goodness, you two are trouble.” He laughed, shaking his head at my best friend’s outburst. “Your other girl is working tonight.”

      “Paige?”

      “Yeah, clocked in about an hour ago.”

      “She is only meant to work one weekend a month.”

      “I don’t do the rosters, babe.”

      He busied himself behind the bar and poured us each a shot of tequila, before shaking up what I fondly named the Randy Andy special, which was a very alcoholic, pink concoction that rocked my world. I had no idea what was in it, but I always came back for more.  Missy and I clinked our tequila shots together before throwing them back, slamming the glass on the bar top, and demanding another.

      We sat at the bar chatting, and Missy flirted outrageously with Andy, before we headed out to the dance floor. We spent the next two hours laughing, gossiping, dancing, and drinking. We were celebrating Missy’s birthday, but it was providing me with the perfect distraction from everything that had been infiltrating my life. In the space of a week, I was dealing with Drew’s crazy idea that I’d sell my share of Hamilton’s, Edward O’Leary’s reappearance, the break in at Sass, and the arrival of Ben in my life. It was craziness on so many levels, and it was keeping me on my toes.

      But tonight I wanted to forget all about that, and so far I’d done just that.

      [image: ]
* * *

      He was here.

      I felt that he was here.

      I leaned back against the bar and eagerly scanned the room. The same intense feeling that hit me when Ben’s eyes were first on me ricochet through me again. But this time I knew the man behind the gaze, and I welcomed the excitement simmering inside with open arms. After our almost kiss and my delivery of candles, I wondered when I’d see him next. Had I been thinking about what those lips would feel like on mine? Of course. Was I going to do anything about it? Depends on how many Andy Specials I consumed. I was a confident woman. Usually when I wanted something, I went for it and didn’t stop until it was mine. Just like I did when I decided at the age of seventeen that I would own my own home decor store and buy a house near the mountains. At the age of twenty-five, I’d achieved both. And then when I was twenty-six and decided I wanted to go live in London for three months, I did.

      But Ben was an entirely different. I had absolutely no control, and that both excited and scared the garbage out of me.

      He sat at a table toward the back of Hamilton’s, his eyes locked on me, and the moment he knew I’d found him, he shot a wink my way. I lifted my glass to my lips, continued staring at him over the top, and sucked back the entire glass of the strong cocktail Andy had just placed in front of me. The pull of Ben’s stare intoxicated me. No matter how strongly I willed myself to pull away, I was locked in. A shiver cascaded down my spine when he crooked his finger and silently demanded I join him. My feet moved at their own free will. His gaze deepened and roamed over my body as he watched me move toward him through the crowd. Having his eyes devour my body once again caused the butterflies to be unleashed and swarm uncontrollably in my stomach.

      “Idiot, you look good,” he muttered when I got to him, his eyes feasting on my body. “Goodness.”

      My body immediately flushed, and it had nothing to do with the alcohol I’d consumed. “Glad I got your attention.”

      That smirk I was coming to crave hit his lips. “You got my attention a long time ago, Sweetheart.”

      “So, what are you doing here?” I asked. It was only then that I noticed two beers sitting in front of him. “Are you here with someone?”

      “Yeah, Austin.”

      “Ahh, the hottie.” I winked, pulling out the stool opposite him and taking a seat. “Boys night out?”

      “Yeah, something like that.”

      I rested my chin on my open palm and narrowed my eyes at him. “You’re very mysterious.”

      “Got to keep you on your toes, sweetheart.”.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted Paige Donaldson rushing through the crowd, balancing an arm full of empty glasses, and putting on a completely fake smile. Even when she was scowling, she still reminded me of a modern-day Goldilocks. After unloading the glasses, she walked over toward me and gave me a quick hug, before giving Ben a quick smile.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, concerned.

      “I got called in last minute,” she replied, and anger flashed through her pretty brown eyes. “Its been a doozy of a night so far. I was just told that my skirt is too long. Seriously, if it was any shorter, I’d be showing my—”  Her eyes flashed to Ben. “My lady bits.”

      “Have you got a man?” Ben entered the conversation, and both of our attention went to him.

      “Uh, no,” Paige replied, and her eyes briefly darted to mine, before being pulled back to Ben’s.

      “If you had a man, he’d be happy with the length of your skirt. A man wants his woman to be classy. He sure as idiot wouldn’t want her showing what’s his to the world. When you find your man, he’ll tell you the exact same thing I’m telling you.”

      Holy hell.

      Paige stood frozen, mouth agape and eyes wide, looking at Ben like he had two heads. I felt myself just as dazed. The level of intrigue I had for this man shot to insane levels. He didn’t know Paige, but he’d just calmed the anxiety of a young, single mom who was trying to provide the best for her daughter in a matter of seconds.

      I grabbed her hand and pulled us both out of our daze. “Go home and give Lily a big kiss from Aunt Sasha, then open a bottle of wine, put your feet up, and forget about this place. If I hear you’ve come in, I’ll take away your fifty percent discount at Sass.”

      Her faux gasp rang out around us. “You wouldn’t dare?”

      “If you take the whole weekend off, I’ll give you a 100% discount on the throw rug.”

      Her smile was blinding. “Okay, I’m leaving.” She turned to Ben still smiling. “It was nice meeting you . . . ”

      “Hunt,” Ben replied in an amused tone after witnessing our banter.

      “His name is Ben.” I rolled my eyes. “His badass name is Hunt.”

      “Well, my mood will determine what I call you,” Paige declared. “What you just said was super sweet, so tonight I’ll say it was nice meeting you, Ben.”

      “By the way, I’m Paige,” Paige said with a narrowed glance at me.

      “Oh my goodness, how rude am I?” I waited till I had both of their attention before I began the overdue introductions. “Ben, this is one of my best girls, Paige, and Paige, this is my newest stalker, Ben.”

      “Idiot me,” Ben muttered under his breath and shook his head in my direction.

      Paige just looked between us with a smile teasing her lips, before she left with a wave and disappeared into the office. Soon, she returned with her bag and rushed out the door.

      “My badass name?”

      “Uh, yeah,” I declared as if it was the most obvious thing in the world, and he was crazy for not realizing the badass level of his name. “Hunt is freaking badass. Its strong, manly, one syllable, and a don’t-mess-with-me kind of name. You know, like, you could introduce yourself to the bad guys and be all broody and intense and say”—I dropped my voice to try and imitate him—“my name is Hunt and I’m going to hunt you down. Could you imagine if you were a commando or a bounty hunter? You could totally use that as your tagline!”

      His stare intensified before he threw his head back and gave me the gift of witnessing his deep laugh. His whole face softened when he laughed, and it was a beautiful thing to witness. His laughter died down and the softness in his eyes remained.

      “I’ve got something I need to talk to you about,” he said, the softness in his eyes remaining but the seriousness in his voice evident. My back straightened as I wondered what he could need to discuss. It seemed like so much had happened between us in such a short amount of time that anything could come out of his mouth.

      As he opened his mouth to speak, his gaze darted from mine and locked over my shoulder. Amusement danced across his face and he subtly shook his head. I shifted on my stool to look behind me, and couldn’t hold in my laughter.

      Missy strutted toward us, parting the dance floor as she moved, and she had a huge smile on her face as her eyes darted between us. I waited for impact, because when Missy had Andy Specials anything could come out of her mouth.

      “You two look so great together,” she said happily, her eyes sparkling. “But, right now I need to steal my bestie because we need to shake our booties. We have a reputation for owning the dance floor, and we are not losing that because you two want to see each other naked.”

      She did not just say that.

      “Who is seeing each other naked?” Austin’s amused voice hit the three of us when he reached the table. “Hey ladies, looking good.”

      “Ben and Sasha. But right now, I am stealing her before he can get his hands on her.” Missy grabbed my hand and pulled me off the stool toward the dance floor. Looking back over my shoulder, I found both men staring at us with vastly different expressions on their faces. Ben had one of amusement, while Austin had one of concern.

      Missy and I danced for an hour and, as she promised, we owned the dance floor. We’d been dancing on this floor since we were teenagers. The feeling of Ben watching me didn’t leave me, and it encouraged me to dance sexier than usual. I didn’t know what I was doing when it came to him, but it made me feel free and sexy. I was attracted to him physically, but there was something else about him that drew me to him. I wanted to know the man beneath the intensity. He’d given me glimpses, but I wanted to see more. I guess there was a first for everything. I wanted one night of crazy sex with him, and that would be it. I had rules I lived by. My need to protect my already fragile heart was strong. I knew that opening my heart to anything that wasn’t innocent could destroy me, and to be honest, I feared one more crack would shatter my heart forever. I refused to risk that.

      As I swayed my hips along to Beyoncé, I looked back at the table and found Austin and Ben in a heated discussion. Both of their gazes suddenly swung to me and I stopped moving. Austin stormed off from the table. Ben made his way toward me, but I started moving to him.

      “I need to ask you something, and you need to really clear with me.” Ben’s voice went dangerously low, and my back went rigid when he got to me. “We got the prints back from the break in at your store. Prints came back as belonging to Edward O’Leary. We got him in for a chat, and he informed us that you two were out together on the night of the break in. He said he took you home, you two messed, and then he went to Sass to drop something off for you. Any of that true?”

      I don’t know how long I stood there staring at him as I allowed his question to penetrate. But once it had sunk in, I spun on my heel, stormed through Hamilton’s, and busted through the door of the office. I knew he was following me, and Missy followed right after him. I paced the office as my head screamed at me. Edward O’Leary had just up’d his creepiness majorly. Who did he think he was? Lying to cops? Breaking into my store? As I began freaking out, it hit me that he had all of my personal details. My address. My contracts. Everything. I felt physically ill just thinking of that.

      “Sasha, now really isn't the time to go quiet. Just answer me one question. Are you Edward O’Leary?”

      “Do I look like someone who would open her legs for Edward O’Leary?” I shrieked as rage pounded through my veins.

      Suddenly, I was sober, and the Randy Andy specials I’d knocked back earlier were all but forgotten.

      Ben stood across from me, his arms folded against his broad chest, emitting a dominating aura as he watched me closely while I fumed.

      “Seriously, what the actual idiot? I haven’t seen him since the dinner from hell. Now you are telling me that he is spreading trash rumors that we are? Great, now he is making me say idiot way too much.” I took two steps toward Ben, and for some stupid reason I had the urge to poke his chest to make sure I made my point. “I’ll tell you something, Benjamin Hunt, I don’t cuss this much, but he just makes me want to say trash, idiot, incredible, idiot.”

      Giggling beside me broke my stare off with Ben and I looked at Missy, who nodded her head in agreement.

      “She’s right, Mr. intense. She doesn’t cuss like a sailor—more like a drunk deckhand. So she’s pissed if she is bringing out the idiot.”

      “You’ve got to believe me,” I said, turning back to Ben.

      “You’re definitely someone who’d get the attention of somebody like O’Leary.”

      I sighed in frustration and threw up my arms dramatically. “What does that mean?”

      “Sweetheart,” he murmured before breaking into a full-blown smile. “You can’t be serious?”

      I shot him my dang-straight-I-am-very-serious look.

      He took two steps until there was barely an inch between us, and the look in his eyes made me forget how to breathe. “You’re sexy, and I’m not just talking about your body. I’m also talking about your spitfire attitude, sass, and that mouth of yours. You wrap your body in tight skirts, and when you walk you sway those hips like you’re walking down a blasted catwalk. So yeah, Sasha, you’re someone who gets the attention of a lot of men.”

      Our eyes locked with a force so powerful I was afraid I’d never be able to claw my way out of. He was a cannonball, smashing his way into my life and causing the best kind of devastation. The butterflies that died at the mention of Edward O’Leary were now fluttering wildly, and it was all because of him.

      “I’m not having sex with him,” I said softly, my eyes pleading with him to believe me. I needed him to believe me. “I never would.”

      “Good to know, Sweetheart,” he said softly, but even with the softness of his voice, his eyes showed hardness. Then he dropped the bombshell. “We just found out that he is here tonight. I want to get you out of here.”

      “What?” I gasped. Seriously, when would this guy get the hint?

      “Missy, Austin will take you home.”

      “Do we really need to leave?” I asked softly, not wanting to end Missy’s birthday celebration just yet.

      “I’m not messing around when it comes to him.” Ben’s voice told me not to argue with him. “Let’s go.”

      With my hand in his, Ben dragged me through the bar at rapid speed. I could barely keep up. He was a man on a mission, and his mission was to get me out of Hamilton’s and away from O’Leary. That thought alone did something to me. The front door was in sight, when all perdition broke loose around me. The power suddenly went out, and an eerie silence filled Hamilton’s. Time froze, and then chaos ensued. My hand was ripped from Ben’s and I lost the protection his grip offered. The surging crowd heading to the exit pushed me in the opposite direction, and with every stumbling step I took backward, I was pushed away from safety. Through the darkness, and with the light of peoples’ cell phones, I desperately looked around until I locked on Ben stalking toward me, a look of determination and anger crossing his face, with Missy and Austin close behind.

      Suddenly, something hit me hard from the side, and I was knocked off my feet. I blinked through the pain pulsating through my skull and my cheekbone began to burn ferociously. I’d never been hit before, but I knew that’s what had just happened. What was going on? As I scrambled to my feet, my eyes scanned the crowd, desperate to find Ben, Austin, or Missy. But all I found were bodies rushing past me toward the exit.

      I stumbled toward the exit, pushed open the fire escape, and the night air hit me.

      I sucked in a deep breath and tenderly touched my throbbing cheek and winced. From behind, I heard the door open, and I spun around expecting Ben, and ready to beg him to take me home, but I found the last person I wanted to see.

      “Out here all alone?” Edward smirked, taking a step toward me. “Weren’t you ever told you shouldn’t leave a bar on your own. You never know who could be watching.”

      How could I have been so stupid coming out here on my own while the bar was in darkness? Ben had warned me that Edward was here no less than five minutes ago, and now look at the situation I found myself in. All I could do was hope that Ben, Austin, or even Andy had seen me and would come for me.

      “Stay away from me. Nothing is ever going to happen between us. I’ve said no to you so many times, and it’s never going to be yes. Just back off.” I warned, my voice rising with anger as I desperately hoped someone would hear me. “Seriously, just back off.”

      His lips twisted into an evil grin. “For such a sweet looking woman, you sure do have an angry side. Gotta say, it’s not a turn off.”

      His hand shot out and wrapped around the side of my neck, and before I could scream, his lips were on mine. Shock coursed through me. I gasped and he took the opportunity of my fear to thrust his tongue into my mouth. I struggled against him, clawed his arm, and pushed away from him with all the strength I could find.

      “Get away from me,” I yelled, my body shaking with fear and disgust. I spun on my heel, busted back through the door back into Hamilton’s, and ran right into Ben’s firm chest. My body shook violently with relief when his arms wrapped around me and he buried me into his chest. Instinctively, my arms wrapped around his waist as I clung onto him tightly.

      In the midst of the darkness of Hamilton’s, his body felt like comfort, his arms provided safety, and his grip on my hair offered protection.

      This was the first time I’d been in his arms.

      Secretly, I prayed it wouldn’t be my last.
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      I rested against the passenger window of Ben’s car as Monroe flashed before my eyes while we sped away from Hamilton’s. The past twenty minutes had been insane. After clawing as much comfort as I could out of Ben’s arms, he’d entwined his fingers with mine, and we moved through Hamilton’s at a rapid pace. Thank goodness I had years of experience wearing heels, because there was no way I could keep up with him if I wasn’t a seasoned heel wearer. He had the front exit in sight, and nothing or no one was going to stop him. He refused to stop to speak to Austin, and I couldn’t tell Missy I was okay or answer Shelley’s questioning gaze as we passed her. All I could do was give Andy a brief wave as he stared at us from across the room. I’d have to call him to explain why a random man was dragging me out of the bar like a caveman.

      But I had no complaints.

      I just wanted to get away from the lingering presence of Edward O’Leary.

      And Ben offered me that.

      I twisted in the seat and looked back at Ben when the sound of his phone ringing saturated the car. His profile was tense, and his jaw ticked as he waited for whoever he was calling to answer. Even when he was clearly pissed off, he looked good.

      “Hey.” Austin’s calm voice sounded through the car after two rings. “What’s happening?”

      “You’re on loudspeaker,” Ben said, talking for the first time since we left Hamilton’s. “You got Missy?”

      At the sound of Missy’s name, my hand shot out and grabbed Ben’s thigh. His eyes dropped to my hand and then met my gaze. I didn’t take away my hand, I just squeezed it tighter, silently encouraging him to find out what was happening.

      “Yeah, she’s sitting beside me, eating a slice of pizza and giving me a rundown of the latest episode of some reality trash she watches. Apparently, it’s imperative that I know who is giving who blow jobs,” Austin groaned, sounding less than impressed. “How are you doing, Sasha?”

      I looked at Ben briefly, my hand still on his thigh, and took a deep breath. “Well, my cheek hurts like a mother, I was kissed again by Edward ‘creepfest’ O’Leary, who I do not want to be kissed by, I’m still nauseated at the fact he’s spreading lies that I’m having sex with him, and let me tell you, I would never allow my vagina anywhere near him. Oh, and its Missy’s birthday, and my plans of dancing the night away with her have been foiled. Besides all of that, I’m sunshine and freaking kittens.”

      I sucked in a breath and closed my eyes. I could rant with the best of them.

      “Idiot, Hunt, now I know what you mean about the sass.” He laughed, and I was not amused. “Sasha, babe, how about Hunt and I take you girls out when we have a weekend off and you can dance your little donkey off?”

      My eyes shot open and I looked at Ben. “Will you dance?”

      He fired me a smirk. “Sweetheart, do I look like I dance?”

      He didn’t seem like the kind of man who would dance to Beyoncé with me.

      “Austin, will you dance with me?” I asked, and I had to admit there was a little flirty undertone to my voice.

      His response was immediate. “If you were asking, idiot yeah I would.”

      “You got moves?”

      “Oh, I have some serious moves, both on and off the dance floor.”

      “Hart, you wanna stop flirting with the woman sitting in my car?”

      Ben’s reaction caused the butterflies to flutter a little.

      “Did I just hear something about going out dancing?” Missy’s voice filtered through the air, and I squeezed Ben’s thigh tighter.

      “Are you okay?” I shot out quickly. I hadn’t spoken to her since I left Hamilton’s, so knowing she was with Austin and sounding like her normal self relaxed the worry storming within me.

      “I’m having pizza with the second hottest guy in Monroe, and I’m gossiping about my fave TV show. I am very okay.”

      Stupidly, I asked, “The second? Who’s the hottest?”

      “Sash.” she laughed. “Look at the man sitting beside you.”

      Like magnets, my eyes were drawn to Ben. Even in the dull glow offered by the streetlights we passed, his rugged sexiness and inviting lips were on full display. It was as if sex appeal swam through his veins instead of blood, and I swear every time I looked at him, I found another thing that got my attention. Every time he spoke, something else intrigued me.

      I shook my head, amused. “Uh, Missy, you’re on loud speaker.”

      She didn’t miss a beat. “Hey, Ben, I hope you’re going to take care of my girl.”

      “Miss, you just became my second favorite woman in Monroe.” Ben chuckled, before shooting what could only be described as a heated look my way. His second. I didn’t have to be a genius to figure out what he had just insinuated.

      “Good choice. I’ve got to go. I think I’ve pissed off Austin by saying he’s the second hottest guy in Monroe, so I need to go and charm him again with my reality TV knowledge.”

      “Hunt, you owe me big for this,” Austin grunted. “Really big.”

      “Rock my girl’s world tonight, Ben!  Sash, enjoy your night. It’s time to break the drought.”

      She did not just say that.
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* * *

      Five minutes later, Ben pulled off the main road and started driving up the mountain, toward the lookout, and again silence had fallen within the car.

      “Ben, what’s going on?” I asked, hesitantly, after he stopped the car and switched off the engine.

      He opened his door and slid out, closing the door behind him, and then I watched him stalk toward the edge of the lookout with the most beautiful view of Monroe, both during the day and at night. I remained in the car, my eyes locked on him, as he stood with his arms folded over his chest, looking like he was lost in thought.

      “Dang it,” I whispered to myself as I unbuckled, opened the door, and climbed out of the passenger seat. Slowly, I made my way to him and gently placed my hand on his back. He flinched under my touch, but I refused to move my hand.

      In the light from the full moon above us, I held my breath as he turned to face me. His eyes roamed over my face and zoned in on my cheek, then his jaw tensed. Gently, he cupped my face and began softly running his thumb over my throbbing cheek.

      “When I find out who did this, there will be heck to pay,” he hissed, and his tone was anything but gentle.

      “I’m okay,” I whispered, leaning into his hand.

      “Well, I’m not.”

      I sighed. “Ben, it’s my cheek.”

      “Yeah, that’s exactly my point.”

      I stared at him in the moonlight as frustration raged inside of me. My cheek throbbed like a mother. I was majorly pissed off that O’Leary was once again making himself known in my life, and now I had Ben being all alpha male and moody. I did not have the time or the patience to deal with this right now, and I shouldn’t have to deal with it.

      “Can you just take me home?” I ground out.

      I stepped away from him and stormed back to the car. All I wanted was to go home, shower, put ice on my cheek, then crawl into bed and hope I slept forever. Tonight was complete trash.

      “I’m a jerk,” he said from behind me. “I’m just pissed that—”

      I looked over my shoulder and his eyes met mine. “Can we just go?” I interrupted.

      “Come here, Sasha,” he murmured in a tone that caused my feet to move toward him before I could decide whether I wanted to or not.  When I reached him, his arm wrapped around my waist and he pulled me toward him. He lowered his voice when he asked, “Now, are you sure you are okay?”

      “I think so. I’m a little freaked out though.”

      He grabbed my chin gently and lifted my face so I had no choice but to look him in the eye. My hesitation was palpable. But what looked back at me knocked the air out of my lungs. The intensity of his gaze made me feel like he was staring inside my soul, stealing all of my locked away secrets and reveling in my wildest fantasies. Like my truth was everything he needed. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t want this man to give me everything he offered at this moment under the stars. I had nothing to offer him in return. I didn’t trust myself to believe that I had anything to offer anyone. What could a woman with a fragile heart, broken promises, and major abandonment issues offer anyone? This was my life, and I’d spent years getting to the place I was at now. I could not let anyone take that away from me.

      “What are you thinking?” I whispered as the air began to crackle around us.

      “I don’t want him to be the last memory of a kiss you have,” he murmured as his lips inched closer to mine. “I want to erase him and give you a brand new memory.”

      I grabbed hold of the side of his shirt and tugged him closer, then I took a risk, I’d wanted to take since I met him. “Please erase him.”

      His mouth crashed onto mine and it felt like a billion white lights sparked to life behind my eyes. My whimpers tumbled down his throat as his lips began to own mine. I clutched his shirt for dear life as our mouths fused together and I lost the ability to think and breathe. He tasted of beer, comfort, and the best kind of crazy, and under the moonlight blanketing Monroe, I didn’t ever want this kiss to end. With every swipe of his tongue and nibble of his teeth, he erased every horrific memory of O’Leary’s lips tainting mine. His lips cleansed me. His mouth enthralled me. His arms protected me. I gasped against his kiss at the sensation of his fist gripping my hair and tugging roughly. I didn’t feel any pain, it was only pleasure that pulsated through my body. This was insane. Completely and utterly insane. But I didn’t want the insanity to end. For once, I wanted it to wrap itself around my body and bring perfect chaos into my life. I’d welcome it into my life as long as the chaos was attached to the man currently kissing me within an inch of my life.

      Our lips parted as we each took desperate breaths, but his hold on me didn’t lesson. “Even sweeter than I could have imagined.”

      “You erased him,” I whispered, offering him a small smile. “But was that the only reason you kissed me?”

      I sucked in a breath as he gave me a knee-trembling smile, and then he completely rocked my world.

      “Sweetheart, I’ve wanted to kiss you since I was nineteen.”
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      There was something about watching Sasha make grilled cheese at midnight in my kitchen that did crazy things to me. She was getting under my skin at a fast rate, and I no longer had any control. After taking her to the lookout and being given the best kiss of my life, we’d climbed back into my car and headed here. I had been ready for a fight, and was even ready to tell her I’d stay at her place, but she didn’t object, she didn’t fight it—idiot, she even encouraged it.

      After I brought her inside, I made her sit on the couch with a bag of frozen peas on her cheek. She complained about it being too cold, but once she started getting some relief she ceased complaining. There was no doubt it was going to bruise and mark her beautiful face. It pissed me off that it even happened in the first place. While she sat on the couch, I watched her closely. My mind kept going over what could have happened if she hadn’t been able to get back inside. The fact O’Leary got near her again caused my blood to boil. But I couldn’t let the thought of him tarnish having her here now. She was my priority.

      “You should try my pizza toasties one day.” Her voice floated from the kitchen and into the living room where I was sitting. “They will rock your world.”

      I looked up from my phone and into the kitchen, and asked, “Toasties?”

      “One of my customers was from Australia, and that’s what she called them. It’s basically grilled cheese but with awesome fillings. My personal favorite is ham, mushrooms, pizza sauce and a ridiculous amount of cheese.”

      I stood from the couch, and walked toward her. “You want to make me one, I’ll eat it.”

      “You’ve got it.” She smiled, before taking a sip of her Coke. “This is hands down the weirdest night ever. I did not expect to be ending the night at your place.”

      I smiled, and her eyes zoned in on my mouth. Her tongue darted out and touched her lips, and I felt it in my cock. “You’ve got to stop looking at my lips, Sweetheart, otherwise we won’t be eating Grilled Cheese anytime soon.”

      “Well, we can’t have that happen. My Grilled Cheese is pretty dang good.”

      “I’m sure your Grilled Cheese is great, but I’m sure what I’m imagining is phenomenal.”

      She rested her hip against the cupboard and eyes shimmered with mischief. “You’re pretty awesome at this whole distraction thing. Because I haven’t thought once of what happened tonight, and now I’m considering ditching the Grilled Cheese and getting you to show me what you think will be phenomenal.”

      I stepped toward her and caged her in against the counter. “Are you flirting with me, Miss Hamilton?”

      She offered me a sexy smile and looked up at me. “Maybe a little, Detective Hunt.”

      Idiot, she was going to kill me. I wanted nothing more than to forget eating, and instead feast on her, but there were things that needed to be talked about first. I wasn’t going to let my needs make me forget what was right, and what had to be done. Even if being near her was the best kind of torture I’d experienced.

      “You need to feed me.” I said softly, leaning in and lightly kissing the side of her mouth. She swayed toward me, and sighed under my touch. I felt that sigh through my whole body. “Idiot, you’re killing me.”

      “I’m innocent.” She declared, putting her hands up. “Okay, let’s eat.”

      I refreshed our drinks, led her into the living room, and took a seat beside her on the couch. Silence fell between us as we both ate. Although neither of us spoke a word, there were questions simmering just below the surface, just waiting to be asked.

      I was first to finish, and if we didn’t need to talk I would have asked for another grilled cheese. It was that good. I placed my plate on the table and then rested back against the cushion, and waited for her to finish. She glanced at my empty plate, and then back at me as she nibbled on her grilled cheese. I looked at her over the top of my beer. She was the first to break, and I smirked into my bottle.

      As soon as she finished, I grabbed her plate, placed it on top of mine, sat back on the couch, and twisted toward her. I didn’t want to bring O’Leary up because I didn’t want him infiltrating my time with Sasha, and I certainly didn’t want him discussed in my house, but it had to be done.

      My jaw clenched. “How well do you know Edward O’Leary?”

      “He grew up in the house next door and was best friends with my brother, Drew. Every day he was over at our house, and because our parents were best friends, it was just normal for him to be there. When I got a little older, he decided he had a crush on me and he was relentless. I wanted nothing to do with him, and I never led him on, but he just never got the point.”

      “And he was who you went out to dinner with the night Sass got broken into?”

      “Yes, but it wasn’t a date. I don’t date. Like, at all. But I thought maybe if I went to dinner with him, I could make him realize nothing will ever happen between us. You know, like have an adult conversation. But it clearly backfired on me, and he ended up kissing me and somehow getting it in his head that we had sex.”

      “Does Drew have much to do with him?”

      She shook her head. “Not that I know of.”

      Idiot. “When we picked up O’Leary, Drew was having lunch with him at Missy’s.”

      “What?” she gasped, her eyes shooting wide. “I didn’t know they still spoke. After we lost Dad, Drew pulled away from a lot of people, including Edward. I have no clue why they’d be at Missy’s.”

      What the heck was going on?

      “I need to ask you something.”

      I looked over at her and waited for her question.

      “What did you mean when you said you’ve wanted to kiss me since you were nineteen?”

      She gave me her gorgeous green eyes, and within them swam intrigue and confusion. I hadn’t meant to say a thing about knowing her since I was nineteen, but kissing her, tasting her, and having her whimper against my lips made me lose all control and next thing I knew I was admitting things that I should have kept to myself.

      “The first time I saw you, I was nineteen,” I confessed, then I watched as her eyes shot wide and she sucked in an unsteady breath. “You and Missy were at Hamilton’s, dancing in the middle of the day, with a bunch of families around for Sunday lunch, and you looked like you didn’t have a care in the world. You were laughing, smiling huge, and wearing the smallest shorts I’d ever seen. I was nineteen years old and being overrun by hormones, so I couldn’t take my eyes off you. That vision of you dancing, shaking your little donkey, and laughing burned itself deep into my memories.”

      She edged closer to me on the couch, stealing the distance between us.

      “Three months later,” I said, my voice dropping deep, and my need to protect her from what I was about to say increased, “your mom left.”

      Her breathing hitched. “Ben—”

      “When I was twenty-one I started working at the PD, and over the years I’ve spent a lot of time away from Monroe, and working undercover around the country. But when I came home, I saw you around. I’d go to Hamilton’s because the beer was cold, the chicken wings were divine, and it was where I’d seen the pretty blonde so many years beforehand. I’d sit in the back, nursing my beer with the hope of getting a glimpse of the girl who took my breath away with one look. I’ve seen you there, but I’ve never been gifted the pleasure of seeing that smile or hearing that laugh again. The girl who took my breath away looked like she was barely breathing.”

      “I don’t know what to say,” she whispered, her eyes glistening with unshed tears.

      “After the trash O’Leary pulled tonight, and seeing you dancing again at Hamilton’s with your girl, I’m making it my priority to get you smiling again like you did back then, and I sure as idiot want to hear that laugh again.”

      Her eyes flashed with disbelief. “You really saw me at Hamilton’s?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And I took your breath away?”

      “You still do.”

      Her face went soft, and whether she realized or not, she moved closer to me on the couch. “And now you’re making it a priority to get me smiling and laughing again.”

      “I’m making you my priority. And sweetheart, seeing you smile and laugh again like you did before your mom left will be an added bonus.”
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      I stared at him.

      I couldn’t believe what he’d just revealed to me. As I tried to find my words, I found myself coming up blank. How could someone I barely knew intoxicate me like he did?

      I opened my mouth, desperate for something—anything—to come out to break the silence around us, but it was my phone that broke it. I jumped off the couch, and rushed over to where I’d left my purse on the dining table, and pulled out my phone and looked at the screen.

      “I’m sorry, it’s Crazy John. I need to answer this.”

      Concern filled me at the thought of him calling so late. Since Dad had died, the only family I had was Drew and Crazy John. He accepted the best and worst of me, he offered me advice even if I didn’t ask for it, and he had been the one to pick me up when I thought I couldn’t continue on after we lost Dad. I couldn’t imagine life without him and his crazy ways.

      Quickly, I answered, and didn’t even get the chance to say hello before he laid into me.

      “Why do you have my phone number?” Crazy John blasted in my ear. “And I’ve seen that little heart you’ve put beside my name, so that’s got to mean something. So, why am I finding out that trash went down with you a-frigging-gain from someone else instead of hearing it from you?”

      I walked back to the couch and sat down beside Ben, this time closer to him. “I didn’t want—”

      “Don’t say another word.”

      I shot Ben a wide-eyed look and waited.

      “You’ve got that heart beside my name cause I mean something to you. Well, Sassy, you mean a idiot of a lot to me. So next time you need someone or trash goes down, use your phone and call me. I do not want to hear about my girl getting herself into trash while I’m watching the late night news. That trash does not sit well with me. You understand me?”

      “Yes,” I whispered while my heart felt full.

      His voice dropped slightly. “Now, where are you?”

      “I’m at Ben’s.”

      At the sound of his name, he shot me a questioning look.

      “Your man friend?”

      Oh goodness, here we go. “My man friend?”

      Crazy John sighed. “Put the call on loud speaker.”

      I didn’t have the energy to go head-to-head with Crazy John, because I knew he’d win in the end since there was nothing I wouldn’t do for him. I mouthed, “I’m sorry” to Ben and pressed the speaker icon. “It’s on loud speaker.”

      “Right, Ben, you got a cock?”

      Oh my goodness!

      The amusement in Ben’s voice when he responded was not lost on me. “Yep.”

      “Well, then Sassy, he’s your man friend.”

      I dropped my head to the back of the couch as heat crept up my neck.

      “Now, Ben, are you taking care of my girl?”

      “Yep,” Ben said, his body shaking with silent laughter.

      I was glad he was enjoying this, while I felt like I was dying of embarrassment.

      “Okay. Try knocking some sense into her while you are at it.”

      The disconnect tone sounded. I lifted my head from the couch and was greeted by his full smile.

      “I just, I can’t even, my man friend?”

      I couldn’t stop myself. I burst out laughing so hard that my stomach began to ache and my head throbbed. Crazy John once again lived up to his name. Thankfully, Ben didn’t seem to be too freaked out at the insinuation that he was my man friend.

      After I got control of my giggles, I brought my attention back to Ben. “He loves you,” he said, his voice rough. “He’d give his life for you.”

      “I’d give my life for him too. I’ve known him since I was a young girl, so he has witnessed all of my antics and he has stuck with me, and that means more to me than he’ll ever know.” I admitted softly, getting more personal than I usually allowed myself. “He is crazy, but he is my crazy. He’s my family.”

      Everything I said was true. Since I was five-years-old, Crazy John had been a constant in my life. The first time I met him would forever be one of the most memorable moments of my life. I was at my Hamilton’s coloring, and he stalked over and lifted me out of my seat, then he swung me around and told me I was the prettiest thing he’d ever seen. I had no clue he was Dad’s best friend. He was a stranger to me, so I burst into tears, ran across the room, and hid behind Drew’s legs. He moved back to Monroe, and from that moment, he was in my life. He spent Christmas and Thanksgiving with us. He was there to support Dad after my mother left, and he was there to support Drew and I when Dad died. He would forever be my family.

      “Glad you have that, sweetheart,” he murmured, as he drew me closer to his body, and wrapped his arm around my shoulder. “Gotta tell you, I’ve never been called a man friend before.”

      “So, my new man friend, I’ve got another question. “ I laughed. “What would you have done if you’d walked into the bar and seen me laughing like you wanted?”

      I knew I was flirting, because I knew what I wanted. I wanted his lips on mine again. I wanted the promise of another kiss to make me erase the thoughts creeping into my head. He could give me that. As the night got later, and the morning got closer, I knew time was running out. Tomorrow was a new day—a day where I would go back to my life, and he’d go back to his. But we still had tonight, right?

      “As soon as you turned eighteen, I would have asked you out. There’s no way I would’ve been able to keep my hands off you or my toe in my pants so I would’ve waited. A couple of years of blue balls would have totally been worth it.”

      I shifted against him, and looked up. If I moved just a couple of inches, my lips would be on his. “I wouldn’t have been able to keep my hands off you either. I wish I would have seen you back then.”

      “I’m thinking you would have been a bad influence on me.” He smirked, and stole one of the inches between us.

      I returned his smirk. “Oh, I know I would have.”

      I began to steal the final inch, needing to kiss him, and get all I could from him.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” he hissed as his phone began vibrating on the coffee table. He looked at the table. “Hart.”

      “Answer it,” I said with a smile. “I’ll go and have a quick shower if that’s okay. Can I borrow a shirt to sleep in?”

      His eyes flashed with heat at the sound of me borrowing a shirt. “Yeah, come on, I’ll grab you one.”

      We both stood from the couch, and his hand took mine.

      “You better be calling to tell me you’ve won the lottery,” Ben said into the phone as we walked, hand in hand, down the hall.

      I was intrigued to see his house. We stopped in front of a closed door, and he let go of my hand and turned me to face him. His voice dropped as he spoke directly to me, and he dropped his phone to rest against his thigh. “Bathroom is across the hall, towels are in the cupboard. I’ll go grab a shirt and leave it on the sink. Come find me when you’re done.”

      I nodded then watched him walk down the hall and disappear into another room. I opened the door I was standing in front of and entered. Taking my time to look around, it looked like a guest room. A large bed took up the majority of the room, and a lamp in the corner and one bedside table completed the look. I would have a field day in here. I ignored the thought of once again redesigning his house and reached around to the back of my skirt to unzip it. I slid the leather, knee-length skirt down over my hips and stepped out of it when it hit the floor. Cool air hit my bare legs, and I stood in the middle of Ben’s guest room wearing only my G-string and lace cami.

      “Idiot.”

      I jumped at the deep growl behind me and spun around. Ben stood in the doorway with a flannel shirt in his hand and a face that did not hide how he felt about walking in on me. I was completely exposed to him, and excitement sizzled within me as his penetrating gaze rampaged over every inch of my body. Under his gaze, I’d never felt sexier.

      “I knew once I had a taste, I’d want more. Gotta tell you, I’ve never wanted to sink into a pussy as much as I want to sink into yours, and now seeing you like this, I know I can’t wait any longer, and I hope like mad you’re feeling the same way.”

      His words set me on fire, and I had no clue how or if I could ever be extinguished. I’d wanted him since I first saw him. It wasn’t a secret. I’d never wanted to experience a man like I wanted to experience him. The promise of what he’d be like had taunted me since I had my hands on him in Missy’s. If the kiss we shared tonight was any indication, I knew I was in for an out-of-this-world experience.

      But could I come down from the high he promised?

      Would once be enough?

      Because once was all I had to give.

      He pushed off from the door and moved his penetrating force into the room, and I sucked in a desperate breath. After throwing the shirt onto the bed, he prowled toward me. With every step he took, the wetness between my legs grew, and my breathing became more labored. My brain had switched off long ago and my feet refused work, so if he wanted me, he’d have to come and get me. His eyes flashed with lust while I’m sure mine responded with need as we locked onto each other. The closer he got, the harder I throbbed. I’d never wanted a man before as much as I wanted him, and that thought alone exhilarated yet scared the absolute garbage out of me. If he asked, I knew there was no chance I’d say no to him. He came into my space, and stopped his advance. Gently, his thumb swept up my throat, along my jaw, and then caressed my bottom lip. My eyes closed under the softness of his touch, and I swayed into him. I was putty in his hand.

      “So beautiful,” he hummed, his voice ricocheting through my electrified body, and turning me on even more. “You’ve got five seconds to say no; otherwise, you’re mine for the night.”

      My eyes shot open, and I stared at him.

      “Five.”

      I sucked in a breath.

      “Four.”

      I bit my lip.

      “Three.”

      I closed my eyes.

      “Two.”

      I leaned in closer to his body.

      “One.”

      My eyes shot open.

      As every second ticked by, he moved closer until his heart thumped against mine.

      “Time’s up, sweetheart. You’re mine.”
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      “Kiss me.”

      Her demand sounded like music to my ears. Since I’d laid eyes on her in Missy’s, I had wanted to sink deep inside her and ravish, taste and memorize every inch of her delectable body so she’d live in my memories forever. But I had reasons to resist. But now, having her stand in front of me, begging me with not just her words but her intoxicating eyes, I knew I would deal with whatever consequence I may face because she was totally worth it.

      My mouth slammed onto hers and I swallowed her gasp as it began tearing through the room. Taking the moment offered by her moans, my tongue slipped into her mouth and I devoured everything she gave, and searched for everything she held back. Circling my arms around her waist, I lifted her off her feet, and her legs wrapped around me. She rocked against me, and we devoured each other’s mouths as I walked us down the hall toward my bedroom. With every step I took, her pussy ground on my now throbbing cock, and my craving to harass her intensified.

      This was the purest kind of ecstasy I’d ever encountered.

      When my knees hit the side of the bed, I reluctantly broke our kiss. Our heated gaze collided, and when she licked her lips, and pulled on the edge of my shirt, my hunger for her skyrocketed.

      After lowering her onto my bed, I hovered over her, and dwarfed her petite frame.

      “Are you wet for me, sweetheart?” My hoarse voice echoed loudly around the room. “Because I am rock-frigging-hard for you.”

      Sasha’s whimper was the only answer I needed. I took my time to admire every inch of her body, reveling in the view of having her in my bed.

      “Ben, please. I need you to touch me.”

      I’d never had a better invitation in my life.

      I moved slightly to the side so half my body shadowed hers. I moved my mouth to the side of her neck, and my teeth nipped at her sensitive flesh, as one of my hands traveled down her flat stomach. A low moan crawled up her throat when I slid my hand inside her panties and teased her soaked pussy, before sliding a finger inside her.

      I worked her body with one finger and then two, and the sound of her wetness and whimpers made me feel like I’d stepped into an erotic dream. I slowed down my movements, removed my hand out from her panties, and pulled my mouth from her neck. She looked up at me with flushed cheeks, and her lips had begun to swell from our brutal kiss. Idiot, I needed to be inside her.

      “I want to see you,” Sasha panted, her fingers heading toward the button of my shirt. “I want to feel your body on mine.”

      “Undress me then.”

      I rolled to my back, and waited for her move.

      She crawled over my body and straddled my hips, then leaned down and touched her mouth to mine. My hands moved to her hips, and my fingers pressed into her heated skin. I wasn’t going to last much longer, I needed to be inside her pussy, and claim her body.

      “I get to unwrap you like a present,” she whispered, as her fingers worked the buttons of my shirt, and sent searing heat through my body when her fingertips grazed my skin. “The sexiest kind of present.”

      Every button she popped open, I dug a little deeper into her exposed hips, and ground her against my cock. Her breathing became heavier, her eyes got more heated, and her face more flushed, and I swear to heaven she’d never looked more beautiful. She finished unbuttoning my shirt and I rose slightly to allow her to slide it off my shoulders. Her hands came over my chest, and with light fingertips she traced my abs while her eyes remained glued to mine.

      My patience ran out.

      I flipped her over onto her back and ripped at her clothes. I needed her naked. I needed her writhing with pleasure in my bed. I needed to be inside her. Her gasp echoed around us when I ripped the cami from her body and pulled down the tops of her black lace bra to expose her pink nipples. My lips wrapped around the peak of one nipple while one of my hands massaged her other breast, and my other hand moved down her body. As I sucked and grazed my teeth over her peak, she withered beneath me.

      “Oh goodness,” she moaned. “Yes, play with my nipples.”

      Her hand moved between us, travelling over my abs. I stopped its descent to my belt buckle and wrapped my fingers around her wrist. “Hands above your head,” I demanded, from around her nipple.

      She wriggled against my grip, fighting my hold. I ran my teeth along her nipple and she stopped moving immediately and let out a strangled moan. “Hands above your head, Sasha. Don’t make me say it a third time.”

      I tugged on her nipple, and her hands immediately rose above her head.

      “No touching until I say.”

      I moved my mouth from her nipple and kissed along her jaw until I captured her mouth. The moment she opened her mouth to welcome my tongue, I thrust two fingers deep inside her and welcomed her desperate scream. As I roughly kissed her, I harassed her soaked pussy with two fingers and ran my thumb over her clit. Driven by lust, wild and desperate for relief, she didn’t move her hands from above her head.

      I pulled away from her mouth, and let my lips rest slightly on hers.  “I’m going to eat your pussy, sweetheart. I’ve wanted to taste you since you put your hands on my in Missy’s and gave me that first glimpse of that sassy tongue of yours. Can I trust you not to move your hands?”

      “I’ll do anything,” she confessed, her words coming out as pants. “Just please do something.”

      Kissing and licking my way down her body, my fingers kept working between her legs as she wiggled beneath me. I kissed her hip bones before sliding her soaked G-string over her thighs to reveal her glistening pussy. So beautiful.

      “I knew you were sexy as sin, but you are a knockout, Sasha. I am going to enjoy every minute of this. Open up for me.”

      Her knees dropped at my demand and a smirk hit my lips. I pinned her knees to the bed and kissed the inside of each thigh. Her breathing increased and her whimpers intensified into pants.

      She withered beneath me and her hips shot off from the bed when my mouth hit her. Idiot, she was sweeter than I could have ever imagined. Tugging her clit into my mouth, I sucked hard, before feasting on her like she was the world’s finest delicacy. I savored every swirl of my tongue, every drop of her wetness, and every moan she gifted me with. Without a doubt, one taste was never going to be enough. Her hips rose from the bed as I sucked her clit into my mouth, and I took the chance to slip my hands under her and haul her closer to my famished mouth. My tongue speared into her pussy. She cried out my name, and it sounded like my favorite kind of bliss.

      “I need to touch you,” she begged as she wiggled desperately against my tongue.

      “Come on my tongue,” I muttered against her pussy. “Give me everything, sweetheart.”

      That’s all she needed to hear. She came in a rush of moans and curses. My name falling from her lips had never sounded so good. Once her orgasm subsided, I knew mine was thundering to life and I needed to be in her. As quickly as I could, I undid my belt buckle, unzipped, and pushed down my jeans, and in one swift movement, I filled her completely, and it was the greatest feeling in the world.

      “Yes!” she cried out, her body adjusting around the size of my cock as I stilled inside of her. “Please.”

      I lifted my head and looked at her. My voice ragged. “Tell me what you want.”

      Her eyes sprang open and desperation flashed before me. “Ben,” she groaned, her nails running down my back as she finally got her wish of touching me. “Please.”

      “Say it,” I growled, refusing to move until she told me exactly what she needed from me. Needing to hear it.

      “Idiot me,” she whispered, her eyes flashing with mischief and burning with heat. “I need you to mess me. Hard.”

      That’s all I needed to hear.

      Her back arched off the bed as I began to relentlessly thrust into her tight, warm pussy. If she wanted to be messed, I would harass her like no one had taken her before. As she adjusted to my pounding cock, her arms wrapped tightly around my body and her nails dug into my back. I was ravenous. Desperate. I began to harass her like I’d never harassed a woman before.

      “I’m close,” she moaned, the air around us filling with the scent of sex.  She dug her nails into my back, as our slick bodies moved in tandem against each other.

      “Don’t come yet,” I grunted as her pussy tightened around my cock. My gaze traveled down her body and came to a stop as I watched our bodies connecting. My cock moving inside her pussy as our impending orgasms rocketed within us was the sexiest, most intoxicating thing I’d ever witnessed.

      “Ben, seriously, I’m going to come.”

      “When you come, I want you shaking like a earthquake.” I rolled to my back so she was astride my body. Sweat glistened her skin, her chest heaved, and her cheeks were flushed. She’d never looked more enticing. Idiot, she was beautiful. “Ride me, Sasha. Take my cock, and don’t stop until I explode inside you and you explode around me.”

      Her head fell back, then she arched her back and rested her hands on my thighs. I watched, fascinated, as she began panting and taking desperate breaths while she moved frantically over my cock. Wild and free, she took me balls deep and worked her body as if her life depended on it. I dug my fingers into her hips, and her belly bounced as she moaned my name. The deeper she took me, the louder she moaned, and the tighter my grip on her hips became.

      I loved that she was loud.

      “You are so beautiful. Ride me harder, destroy yourself, come undone around my cock.” I moved my hand between us and pressed my thumb onto her clit. That was all it took. Her pussy tightened around me, her eyes slammed shut and she exploded as she whimpered my name. I watched in fascination while her body shuddered with pleasure as she continued riding me, slowing down as she sucked in desperate breaths.

      “Wow,” she panted, opening her eyes and placing her hands on my abs.

      I smirked and rolled us so she was on her back again. “My turn now.”

      Her eyes shot wide and she sucked in a nervous breath. “Ben, I can’t. I’ll die of over stimulation.”

      My deep laugh hit the air, as I began rocking inside her. “I’m not done with you yet, Sasha.”

      “Ben, I, oh goodness, you need to move faster.”

      Clearly, she forgot about dying from over stimulation. I was basking in the look of pleasure washing over her face, and knowing that I was giving that to her did insane things to me. This moment was like living out a wild fantasy, and I wanted to draw it out for as long as possible. She was stunning in every sense of the word, and I didn’t want to lose this kind of beauty. “I need you to move faster.”

      “You ready for number three, sweetheart.”

      I didn’t give her a chance to think or answer. Thrusting into her hard, fast, and deep, her loud moans collided with my groans as I gave her everything. Over the years I’d harassed a lot of women, but none of them fit me as perfectly as Sasha did.

      My body fell down against hers, our bodies slick and hot as we combined as one. I breathed her in as my mouth hovered over hers and I said the words that I knew I’d want to say again. “Come with me, Sasha.”

      She came for the third time, panting my name, clawing at my back and breathing hard against my neck.

      I closed my eyes as I emptied myself deep inside her. As my body tensed against hers, something exhilarating, yet equally surreal washed over me.

      This woman had the potential to ruin me, in the most beautiful and life altering way.

      There was absolutely no doubt in my mind that I was completely and utterly messed.

      In more ways than one.
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      We lay chest-to-chest, our legs tangled, my arms wrapped tightly around him, and his cock still planted deep inside of me. Together we were a sweaty, panting, mass of exhaustion, and a beautiful ache pulsated through my body.

      I dragged my nails up and down his back and smiled as his muscles tensed under my touch.

      “What have you done to me?” he groaned against my neck before his teeth nipped my skin. “Never had that before, sweetheart.”

      “What? Great sex? Because there is no way I’d believe you were a virgin.” I teased, my voice soft and raspy, and my breathing still broken.

      “That was way beyond a great idiot, and I haven’t been a virgin for a very long time,” he growled and pulled my body even closer to his.

      “You erased him. First the kiss, and then that.”

      I held my breath as his head rose and his eyes met mine. The ferocious need and fire I’d witnessed as he pounded into me had disappeared, and now his deep blues were swimming with compassion and ease.

      “Glad to be of service, sweetheart.”

      Pleasure sailed through me and my body switched into overdrive as he pressed his thickening cock deeper within me. My eyes slammed shut and a million bursts of light was all I saw, while every inch of my body felt all of him. My hips rose slightly off the bed when his hand disappeared between us. I gasped, desperate for his next move, craving his touch, and when his finger swept over my sensitive clit, I panted his name.

      “Give me one more taste, Sasha.”

      The feeling that this would be the last kiss we’d share hung over me, so I wanted to give him my all. One night was all I had to give, so for tonight I would give him all of me.

      I pressed my mouth to his and got lost in the moment. This kiss was so beautifully different. It was slow, sensual, and mesmerizing. It was tongues, gasps, and quiet moans. It was the beginning of the end, the anticipation of a birthday cake and then blowing out the candles and being surrounded by the swirl of smoke. It was waking up on Christmas morning and then realizing there were no more presents to open. It would be the perfect yet heartbreaking kind of a memory.

      Our bodies twisted until he was above me and there was no beginning or end to us. Slowly we began to move as one, but quickly the tempo went full throttle. My nails dug into his back, pushing into his flesh, begging for him to go harder. He soon lost control and every thrust went deeper than the last. Moans and groans of lust-fueled passion filled the air as our movements became frantic.

      “Ben,” I panted as my body soared to the heavens above. In the light streaming in from the streetlight outside, I saw his eyes locked with mine as he kept thrusting in and out of me. My mind was scrambled with thoughts of what was happening. Why couldn’t I have met this man under better circumstances? I shook the thoughts away, pulled his face back to mine, then slammed my lips to his and kissed him. The kiss was soon broken, as I desperately needed to breathe and pant his name. My body was screaming for release.

      “You ready to come again?” he asked as his mouth hovered over mine.

      I gasped and lost all ability to put a response together as he slammed in me with fierce intent. Was it possible to break your vagina? At the rate he was going, it was 100% certain that my body would ache in beautiful delight for days, possibly weeks.

      “Tell me,” he growled, and his hips suddenly stopped moving, his cock went still, and he pulled his mouth away from mine. Our gazes locked, and I cried out in disbelief. I was seconds, no milliseconds away from having an epic orgasm, more than likely two, and he stopped. It was time for him to take control and be leading man. Right at this moment, I’d do whatever he wanted.

      “Yes,” I whispered and felt completely exposed. “I need this. I need . . . you.”

      His hands dropped to my hips and pinned me to the bed as he began to move. Our eyes remained locked, but the intimacy that was swirling around us was too much for me to handle. Intimacy was something I couldn't feel when it came to him. I broke our stare and my gaze moved to where he was sliding into me. I didn’t know what was worse, getting lost in his eyes or witnessing us joining as one.

      His fingers dug into my bare hips as he lifted me from the bed and went deeper. I whimpered as my body soared into bliss. Our bodies slapped together and my heart pounded furiously. Ben’s groans fell in sync with my breathy moans, and I was spiraling headfirst into oblivion.

      “Ben,” I moaned loudly and dragged my nails down his back.

      His hand fisted my hair and pulled my mouth away from his, but he left his lips hovering just above mine.

      “Let go, sweetheart.”

      I exploded around him with a cry of his name and my body succumbed to exhaustion. Ben quickly found his release and my name fell from his lips like a perfect melody. Slowly, he pulled out and I immediately experienced a sense of loss. I curled into the pillow and watched the muscles in his back as he disappeared into the bathroom. The briefest of smiles hit my lips before I forced it away. When he reappeared, he walked back to the bed in all his naked glory and my eyes took him in. A body like his should be illegal, because it had the ability to make sane women do insane things. His chest was broad and strong, his stomach ridiculously toned with an eight pack, and he had the V sitting low on his hips. I had incredibly great sex, not once, but twice, with a guy—no, a man—with a V who gave me multiple orgasms. That right there is what dreams are made of.

      “You okay?” he murmured after he got back into bed.

      I could only nod as I was currently freaking out that I’d just had sex with the closest thing to a god with a very large penis. “Come here, Sasha.”

      I was minutes away from slipping into a sex-induced coma, and the thought of snuggling into his warm body and drifting off to sleep for the first and last time was something I couldn’t ignore. My body molded against his and my head rested on his chest as my eyes started getting heavy. The feeling of his soft fingertips caressing my lower back made this whole situation even more intimate. It wouldn’t hurt if I let intimacy win this one time, would it?

      I guess time would tell.

      [image: ]
* * *

      A strong arm resting over my naked stomach pinned me to the bed, and warm breath caressed the concave of my neck as I began to wake up. Slowly, my eyes flickered open to find the beginnings of a new day teasing through the floor-to-ceiling windows, and the moment I looked outside everything came crashing back to me.

      Hamilton’s.

      Edward O’Leary.

      My throbbing cheek.

      And crazy, wild, hot sex with Detective Ben Hunt.

      Woah.

      I shifted my head slowly to the side and sighed when my gaze landed on his relaxed face. He was ridiculously handsome and enticing when he was awake, but when he was asleep he was something I thought only my imagination could create.

      I had to get out of here before he woke up.

      As gently as I could, I slid out from under his arm and then stood, frozen beside his bed. My eyes locked on him, hoping and praying that I didn’t wake him up as I escaped the warmth of his embrace. With a heavy heart and a head screaming of good and bad scenarios, I silently crept around his bedroom, searching for and gathering my clothes before dressing as quietly and quickly as I could. My panties were shredded, and my cami had seen better days, so I collected one of his flannel shirts that was scrunched up on the arm chair by the window and slid into it. It fell to just above my knees and was huge against my body, but it felt like it wrapped tightly against me, just like I was in his arm.

      I shook the thoughts out of my head, gave him one last look, and tiptoed out of his bedroom.

      Ten minutes later, I was paying my cab driver and doing the most unique version of the walk of shame the world had ever seen. Pulling Ben’s shirt closer to my body, I opened the door of Missy’s and stepped in as it ticked over to seven a.m. The bell over the door got her attention, and she looked up from behind the counter. A smirk the size of the Grand Canyon greeted me.

      “Well, well, well. Look who it is.”

      I rolled my eyes as I crossed the near empty diner while fighting a smile. “You are not funny.”

      I really should have gone home and slept, or at least got changed, but there were times when all you needed was an epic gossip with your best friend, and now was one of those times. As well as a gossip, I needed the biggest and strongest caffeine hit I could find, and Missy’s was the place to get my fix.

      "So, I'm guessing Ben doesn’t know you snuck out?" she asked with knowingness in her voice as she poured coffee into my usual coffee mug. “He doesn’t seem like the kind of man who’d let a woman like you leave his bed this early.”

      “It’s not that early.”

      “It’s barely seven a.m.”

      “And what do you mean, a woman like me?”

      She ignored my question and stepped out from behind the counter. “Denise, can you cover for a minute?”

      Denise nodded and gave me a little wave before I was dragged toward my usual booth against the windows by an overly excited Missy. The diner was a town favorite—not just for their burgers and shakes, but also for their breakfast, so I knew we only had about half an hour before the breakfast rush began.

      “I want all the dirty details. None of this fade to black b.s. I want full details, so start talking!”

      My best friend was a little too excited about my sexcapades.

      After taking a huge sip of my coffee, I closed my eyes for a brief moment and sighed. I was sore, so delightfully sore, and every move, even the slightest, sent me soaring back to bliss.

      “You’re killing me. Start talking.”

      I laughed softly and then I gave her what she wanted. Every heart-thumping, breath-stealing moment. She sat opposite me and hung on my every word. She didn’t say a word, which was very unusual for her. Even when I stopped to take a sip of my coffee, she remained silent. It was unnerving.

      “And he takes dirty talking to a whole new level.” I finished with a satisfied sigh.

      "So, you’re telling me that he messed you for hours, is a master at dirty talk, has a huge cock, and more importantly knows how to use it, and you had multiple orgasms?”

      "Uh, yeah. That sounds about right."

      “And his cock was still inside you while you were snuggling, and then he messed you again?”

      “Um, yes.”

      "I hate you," she replied in all seriousness, although the twinkle in her eyes gave her away. “Like seriously, I hate you right now.”

      I burst out laughing and threw a napkin across the table at her. “You do not.”

      "Actually, I don’t know if I hate you, or if I should take down notes and treat your tips as gospel. I am not joking about this. You have one of the hottest men I’ve ever seen look at you like he wants to devour you, talk to you like you are his only priority, and then he forget you within an inch of your life and give you multiple orgasms in one night." She rolled her eyes dramatically as a smile tugged on her lips. “That’s it, you need to find out if he has a brother, because if he does, I’m demanding three orgasms and some epic dirty talking. Let’s hope that sex drive runs in the family.”

      Oh my goodness, she was killing me.

      My laughter filled the table, and it was only when a shiver ran down my spine and the feeling of Ben entering the room crashed into me that I noticed Missy wasn’t giggling along with me. Instead, her eyes were locked over my shoulder and she was smiling big.

      “I hate you,” she whispered and shot me a wink before sliding out of the booth. “Good morning, Ben. You look well rested and highly satisfied this morning.”

      Just before I turned around to greet him, Ben swept my hair off my shoulder and his warm breath hit my ear. "I had plans on how I was going to wake you up,” he whispered, low and ridiculously sexy. “But I woke up to an empty bed, which I did not like.”

      He stepped into view, and I let out a soft moan at the sight of him. Black tee, dark denim jeans, roughed up hair, and perfect two-day stubble graced the jaw I’d kissed, licked, and nibbled on only hours ago. When I reached his eyes, they were locked firmly on mine and blazed back at me.

      I couldn’t stop myself saying what was screaming in my head, and soon enough the words tumbled out of my mouth in an intrigued whisper. "How would you have woken me up?"

      A smirk took over his lips, and I should have realized he was about to rock my world. "With my mouth on your pussy, your legs over my shoulders, and your fingers gripping onto my hair while I made you come on my tongue."

      I’d never had an orgasm in the diner before, but suddenly I felt like I was rocketing there at a fast freaking rate.

      He wasn’t finished with his verbal foreplay. "I've had a taste, Sasha. I really liked it, and I’m hungry for it again. So let’s go.”

      “Where?” I gasped, and my body switched on while my head was more confused than ever.

      “Back to bed, so we can start this Sunday like it was meant to start.”

      Goodness.

      We stared at each other for what felt like eternity, although in reality I knew I’d made the decision within seconds.

      The promise of morning orgasms had to be the reason I slid out of the booth, took hold of his hand, and followed him out of Missy’s without a second thought.

      It also had to be the reason I allowed him to undress me while kissing me senseless and then climbing back into bed beside him when we arrived back at his house.

      It was also why I wrapped my body around his and snuggled into him after he gave me two early morning orgasms with his mouth and then his cock.

      It was why I slept peacefully for the first time in a long time with him by my side.

      Yep, that was what I had to keep telling myself.
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      Warmth surrounded me when I woke for the second time in Ben’s bed. This time daylight streamed through the blinds and covered the room with an orange tinge. My cheek screamed at me and between my legs throbbed in a delicious way, but both were forgotten when I heard the sound of the shower.

      A sharp knock rattled through the house, and was quickly followed by another. My eyes darted from the closed bathroom door to the hall, and back again. The knocking became louder and more insistent, and the noise of the running water didn’t stop.

      I threw back the comforter with a sigh, pulled on his flannel shirt that was beside the bed, and rushed down the hall and toward the front door as another knock sounded. As I passed the kitchen, I quickly looked at the clock and saw that it was just ticking over to eleven a.m.

      I unlocked the door without looking through the peephole and swung it open, expecting to find a door-to-door sales person. What I didn’t expect was an older lady with Salt and Pepper hair and a face full of make-up, wearing a white and pink floral dress and holding a plastic rectangle cake carrier in her hand.

      “Well, hello there,” she said with a hint of an accent tinting her voice. Her eyes ran over my outfit and her smile grew. Oh garbage, I was wearing Ben’s shirt, panties, and nothing else. I started tugging down the edge of Ben’s shirt in a pathetic attempt to cover some skin. “Sweet cheeks, if I had legs like yours I would not be hiding them. Who might you be?”

      “I’m Sasha. Uh, Ben’s new friend.”

      Now the smile she fired my way looked like it was going to crack her face. “I’m Gigi, I live next door, and I’m here to deliver Benjamin’s weekly cake.”

      I looked down to her hands at the plastic cake carrier, and sure enough inside it was a cake dripping with chocolate frosting.

      “Would you like to come in? Ben’s in the shower, but I’m sure he won’t be too long.”

      I hadn’t even finished asking the question before she started nodding. After giving me another smile and another full-body glance, she stepped around me, entered Ben’s house, and took charge. When I reached the kitchen, I found her opening a cupboard, pulling out three plates, and then opening a drawer and grabbing three forks.

      “Benjamin doesn’t own a coffee maker, so we always drink milk when we have cake. Seriously, who doesn’t own a coffee maker? Maybe we should buy him one for his birthday.”

      We?

      “Benjamin and I have a piece of cake for breakfast every Sunday. Well, unless he is working or not home. Just so you know, his favorite is chocolate cake with extra thick frosting. Do you bake? He has the perfect kitchen for baking,” she announced with an encouraging wink. Meanwhile, I was still stuck on we.

      I jumped as arms wrapped around my waist from behind and pulled me back against a firm, still warm, and delicious smelling body.

      “Morning,” Ben murmured into my ear, before burying his face into the side of my neck and kissing me softly. As I began to fight the battle of right and wrong, and before I could step away, his heat left me, he stepped into view, and I forgot how to breathe.

      He stood next to me, shirtless, his chest still glistening from his shower, and wearing navy blue sweatpants that sat low on his hips and accentuated the deep V. I always thought that kind of V was a myth. But let me tell you, it was not. I couldn’t believe I had sex with this man. Hot, sweaty, blinding light behind my eyes and heart stopping sex. I received four orgasms from this man. At the thought, between my legs spasmed and I sucked in a short breath. My attention was held captive by a single droplet of water that had fallen from the ends of his wet hair and was now travelling over his collarbone, heading toward his chest.

      I wasn’t the only one enjoying the show though.

      “Benjamin,” Gigi hooted, causing me to step out of my Ben induced trance. “I swear you are a gift from the heavenly father above. What are those muscles called that lead to what I’m sure is another gift.”

      I choked back a giggle as she continued to stare at Ben like she wanted to lather him with chocolate frosting and devour him.

      “I’m not usually a fan of summer because the heat is not a friend to these curls. But let me tell you, when summer arrives Benjamin doesn’t own any shirts,” she said, fanning herself. “And let me also tell you, I tend to have a lot more work that needs done around my house in the warmer months because it’s shirtless Benjamin time.”

      She threw back her head and chuckled loudly, and that was when I fell in love with her brand of crazy.

      “Gigi, I see you’ve met Sasha,” he said with a smile.

      Her attention was drawn from his chest. “She’s wearing your shirt.”

      “I know that, Gigi, I gave it to her.”

      “Sweet cheeks,” she suddenly said and focused on me. “I’ve been living next door for over a year, and you are the first woman I’ve met, and more importantly the first woman who answered the door on a Sunday wearing his clothes. This calls for not only a call to his mother, but also lots and lots of cake. Tell me your favorite kind and I’ll make it for a special celebration next Sunday morning?”

      His mother? There was also no way that he didn’t have women over. The sex I received was not from a man who did not have regular sex. He was wild, fierce, and crazy in bed, and the fact that he gave me four orgasms in quick succession told me that he was very experienced. If he had women stay over, and if Gigi turned up early Sunday mornings and didn’t meet them, did that mean I overstayed my welcome?

      It was time to leave.

      “It was nice meeting you, Gigi, but I need to go home. Sunday is my busy day. Groceries to buy, clothes to wash, bills to pay, plants to water. I’ll get changed and call a cab.” I offered a sweet smile, while inside I cringed at my rambling. I also avoided Ben’s gaze.

      I rushed out of the kitchen, disappeared into his bedroom, and tore around like a tornado trying to find my clothes. I quickly found my bra hanging over the dresser, my skirt by the window, and my shredded blouse in the entrance of his robe. Wearing his shirt home was my only option. After removing the shirt and placing it on the edge of the bed, I hurriedly shoved my arms through my bra and fastened up the hook.

      “What’s going on?”

      I froze at Ben’s voice behind me.

      I didn’t turn around. “Just getting dressed. I’ll be out of your hair soon.”

      “Sasha, what’s going on?” Now he was closer, and I felt his breath dancing on the back of my neck. With strong hands, he spun me around and I had no choice but to look at him. We stood chest to chest, his still bare and mine covered with a lace bra. His hands rested on my hips while my arms shot straight down as I silently begged myself not to touch him.

      I remained silent.

      “Don’t make me ask you again.”

      I took a deep breath. I knew if I didn’t tell him that he’d never let me go. “Gigi said you never have women stay and that she has never met any of them.”

      “Yeah, that’s true.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      His eyes softened. “You’ve lost me. What was I meant to tell you?”

      “To leave. You don’t have women over, yet here I am, wearing your shirt and still here. I’m not sure why you made such a big deal about getting me to come back here if—”

      “Sweetheart, I’ve never had a woman stay over before who I wanted to spend Sunday with.”

      “Oh.”

      He laughed softly. “We have chocolate cake that is going to blow your mind waiting for us, and Gigi is practically frothing at the mouth waiting to find out who you are, so let’s head back out there.”

      “Who am I?” I asked before I could stop myself.

      “You’re the woman I plan on spending a lazy Sunday with, and the day will end with me tasting and you again.”

      “You’re very sure of yourself,” I said as my heart thundered in my chest, and the throbbing between my legs decided to spasm. “Maybe even a little cocky.”

      His brow rose. “You don’t want to mess me again?”

      “Look, I didn’t say that.” I smiled and rolled my eyes for added measure.

      “Hurry up, you two, before I eat this whole cake myself,” Gigi shouted from the kitchen. “I’ve got a date this week. I can’t have cake bloat when I go dancing with Harold.”

      My eyes shot wide and I gasped, “She dates?”

      “She gets more action then me.” Ben laughed. “Come on, let’s go eat.”

      Gigi smiled when we walked back into the kitchen, and she thrust a plate into my hands that held the largest piece of cake I’d ever seen. After taking a bite, I moaned as the rich chocolate coated my mouth, and exploded with flavor. This was the best cake I’ve ever eaten. I took another bite and felt like I was about to have a foodgasm right there in Ben’s dining room. I diverted my attention from the cake to Ben and found his heated stare burning into me, his gaze moving between my eyes and my mouth.

      “This is so tasty.” I sighed, taking another bite and then licking the fork to make sure I didn’t miss any of the frosting.

      “Sweetheart, you need to stop doing that,” Ben growled. “Otherwise, I will be licking frosting off of parts of you. And I don’t give a idiot who sees.”

      Gigi gasped, but also fanned herself. “Benjamin, that mouth of yours.”

      “Ben! You have a guest,” I stuttered, although images of just how he’d use the frosting had me flushed.

      “Gigi is loving this. She’d be handing me frosting if it meant having you here. Am I wrong, Gig?” He raised a brow at a smiling and still fanning herself Gigi.

      “I am so loving this, and I’ll bring over extra frosting from now on. You never know when you might need it.”

      As I continued to moan my way through another piece of cake, Gigi told me stories of her dating adventures, and I began to understand that she liked being quite graphic in her descriptions. Before she left, I had to promise her that I would visit so she could tell me all about her upcoming night out with Harold. By the way Ben shook his head and laughed, it was clear that I had no idea what I was getting myself into.

      The second Ben closed the door after saying goodbye to Gigi, he turned to me, grabbed my hand, and pulled me down the hall toward his bedroom. My smile didn’t shift from my face because I had a belly full of delicious cake, a ridiculously handsome man giving me hot eyes, and my sex drought had officially been broken.

      “Room smells like you,” he said after we entered his bedroom. “I like it.”

      I had no reply to that.

      I took a seat on the edge of the unmade bed that had witnessed the best sex of my life and watched him make his way around the room. As he moved toward the dresser and pulled out the second drawer, his back muscles rippled magnificently, and I sucked in a breath.

      “How does your body look like that if you eat so much cake?”

      He looked over his shoulder at me and smirked. “Lots of physical activity.”

      Oh.

      “I go to the gym and run,” he said with a chuckle.

      “Oh, right. Yeah, I totally knew that was what you meant.”

      Now, in the daylight, I looked around his bedroom as he searched through his drawer. His bedroom was as decorated as the rest of his house, which meant it was pretty bare, and I had to really force myself not to start decorating it in my head. The walls were grey, his bed was a California king, and the comforter was a metal grey color that matched the blue sheets perfectly. Wood bed frame, dresser, and side tables in walnut completed the room.

      “You’re doing it again, aren’t you?”

      I jumped at his question.

      “What?” I asked, innocently.

      “Decorating in your head.”

      “Nooooooo,” I said, although it wouldn’t take a genius to know I was lying.

      He laughed. “You keep spending time in my bed and you can decorate whatever the heck you want.”

      My eyes shot wide and I swear I felt my heart stutter. But I couldn’t latch onto that.

      “Can I make one teeny tiny suggestion?” I asked softly, emphasizing teeny tiny with my pointer finger and thumb. “One of the candles I gave you has lavender in it. It encourages sleep. You don’t need to burn it, but the scent would be perfect in here so you can get some sleep. You know if you can’t sleep after work. Like the other night.”

      Without a word, he walked out and left me sitting on his bed. Just as quickly as he disappeared, he reappeared with the glass jar containing the purple candle in his hand. He lifted it to his face, breathed in the aroma, and closed his eyes with a low moan. It was one of the most erotic things I saw and heard. The look of pleasure that flashed over his face was exquisite.

      He placed it on top of the drawers and looked over at me for confirmation that it should be there.

      All I could do was nod.

      He moved back to the drawers and pulled out a pair of drawstring sweatpants and another shirt, then handed them to me.

      “Have a shower, then come meet me in the living room.”

      He kissed my forehead, left the bedroom, and took a little piece of my wall with him.

      My wall was my protection.

      Ben was chipping away at a fast rate.

      I wasn’t exactly sure how I’d allowed that to happen.

      I was in so much freaking trouble.

      Dang it.
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      The phone calls started as soon as Sasha jumped in the shower. To be honest, I was surprised none of them turned up on my doorstep.

      The first call was from Dee, who needed to talk to me about the guttering at her house. She had a husband that was a carpenter by trade. She did not need to ask me about that trash.

      The second call was from Mom, who decided now would be a great time to find out if I was still going to her place the following week for Dee’s birthday dinner. She also asked if I’d be bringing anyone. I’d already confirmed I was going barely twelve hours ago.

      The third call was from Missy, and I had no clue how she even got my number. Her call was more honest than the others. She called to ask if Sasha was still passed out in my bed. I informed her she was having a shower. Missy whispered, “I hate her,” and hung up.

      The fourth call was from Gigi, who wanted to congratulate on Sasha still being there. I also found out she’d been the one to tell Dee and Mom that Sasha was here, because apparently they had a right to know.

      I felt a tension headache coming on as I hung up her call.

      After pulling on a shirt, I went into the master bathroom, brushed my teeth, splashed water on my face, and looked at myself in the mirror. A man that had experienced the best sex of his life, with the most gorgeous yet complicated woman he’d ever met stared back at me. Last night, and idiot, this morning, I’d crossed a major line, but I had no regrets. The first time Sasha breathed my name when I touched her had erased any thought of regret, the first time she came under my touch, she became my number one priority.

      That meant it was time to escalate things on the O’Leary front.

      It also meant I needed to sit down with Drew Hamilton.

      Ten minutes after I left the bathroom and moved to the living, my attention shifted to the hall when I heard soft footsteps hitting the floor.  My breath caught in my throat, and my eager eyes roamed over Sasha when she appeared. She was wearing my flannel shirt and a pair of my drawstring sweatpants, and her wet hair hung over her shoulders, and her face was free of any makeup.

      “What?” she asked softly, a small smile hitting her lips, which still looked swollen from me kissing her. “You’re staring at me.”

      “You all done up with your hair pretty, makeup on, and wearing those tight skirts and heels is sexy, but sweetheart, seeing you wearing my clothes after spending the night in my bed, with your hair wet and no makeup on, is something pretty spectacular.”

      Pink crept up her neck, and she replied softly with, “I only just got clean. If you keep talking like that, I’ll get dirty again.”

      “You are saying that like it's a bad thing.”

      “Keep it in your pants, Detective,” she teased before she winced as she lowered herself onto the couch beside me.

      At first, I became alert, but then the beast in me started banging his chest as I realized what was causing her pain. “Sore, sweetheart?”

      “You worked me good.” She laughed. “You definitely aren’t in the PPGD category.”

      “I have no clue what that means.”

      “Let’s just say you know how to work your equipment.” She winked and curled up against me. “So, what are we going to do now?”

      “What do you want to do?”

      She gnawed on her lip and squinted her eyes as if she was trying to think of ways to stop world hunger. “Well, I’ve never been in the position where I am at a hot guy’s house after a crappy night that turned into a pretty great one, before waking up, escaping hot guy’s house, having a gossip with my best friend, and then being brought back to a hot guy’s house for round two—well, technically, round three. So, I don’t know what we should do.”

      I laughed as I pulled her close and kissed the side of her head. “We’ll watch a movie, eat, idiot, nap, and repeat. How’s that sound?”

      Her cheeks tinted. “I guess that sounds alright.”

      She chose a chick flick, we argued about her chosen chick flick, then I was sentenced to a ten-minute discussion on why men should watch chick flicks and why it was good for the bedroom. I shut her up by kissing her, and then she finally snuggled into me, and we watched some movie about a woman with a credit card addiction or something. During the movie, she occasionally shifted her head and lightly kissed my jaw before snuggling back into me. I had no clue if she even knew she was doing it, but I was definitely not bringing it up. After I had to sit through the chick flick, it was my choice, and I chose Top Gun after she informed me that she’d never seen it before. During the movie, she shifted against me and moved so her head was resting in my lap. My fingers immediately found their way into her hair, and the soft moan she let out was all I needed to hear.

      “I cannot believe you don’t have a coffee machine?” she said out of nowhere while we were in the middle of one of the best scenes of the movie. “How do you survive?”

      I shifted my head and looked down at her. “I go to Missy’s.”

      “She does make great coffee.”

      “She does.”

      “How have I never seen you there? I’m there all the time. It’s kind of ridiculous how often I’m there.”

      I paused the movie because it would seem she was ready to chat. “I worked out of town a lot, and it's usually either before work or a late lunch that I’m there.”

      She shifted onto her back and looked up at me. “Do you like what you do?”

      “I do.”

      “It’s great when you like what you do. The long hours don’t feel long when you are smiling the whole time.” She grinned. “You know what? You might be really good for my health.”

      Incredible, this should be good. “Why’s that? Because I got your heart rate up with strenuous activity?”

      “No, Mr. Cocky. I was talking about the fact that it's early afternoon and I’ve had no coffee. That’s a miracle. Usually, I’m a three coffees before 10 a.m. kind of gal.”

      Goodness. I laughed deep at her randomness. This woman was the best kind of random, and her filter was nowhere to be found. She had no control over what came out of that pretty mouth of hers. It was dangerous, because I wanted to keep her around so that I could find out what sass she’d spray next or what random musing she’d come out with. I felt her stiffen on my lap and I looked down and found her staring at me with a blank expression. The easy-going Sasha that had been lying in my lap, with me playing with her hair while we watched a movie, had disappeared, and in her place was a woman who looked like she was ready to flee and not look back.

      “I better start getting ready to go home. I’ll call Missy and get her to come pick me up.”

      Ice cold. Just like that. Totally switched off.

      “Nope.”

      “Nope?” she gasped and started to sit up, but my hand resting on her stomach kept her on my lap. “You can’t say nope if I say I want to go home.”

      “It’s still daylight, so that means it's still our time. I’ll take you home when the sun falls from the sky.”

      “There are rules?” she scoffed and attempted to give me attitude, but the flush of her cheeks gave her away.

      “What’s crawled into your head?” I said low. “Where’s the Sasha gone who was just talking about coffee machines and a coffee addiction, and mentioning that I’m good for her health.”

      “Nothing has crawled into my head.”

      “Incredible.”

      “You’re very annoying.”

      “I wasn’t annoying last night when I was inside you. Or this morning.”

      “And you’re very cocky.” She rolled her eyes. “I’ve got a lot on my mind. I think it would be best for me to go home. It’s been a great night, and an awesome morning, but there are rules, Benjamin, and we’ve already broken them.”

      Here she goes calling me Benjamin again.

      I loved it because I knew I was getting under her skin.

      “Rules?” I asked, not hiding my amusement.

      “One-night stand rules.”

      Idiot me. “Rules don’t matter if we’ve already broken them.”

      She sucked in a breath and her fiery eyes locked with mine. Heat, indecision, and frustration flashed back at me. I had no plans on playing by anyone’s rules. I never did. And I sure as idiot didn’t have rules when it came to her. One taste of her and I was messed. And there was absolutely no way that this one-night-stand trash she was trying to spin was going to work. A one-night-stand didn’t involve into the early hours of the morning, and then again when I got her back here.

      “You gonna try and run?”

      She broke our stare, and her gaze shifted to my chest. “Ben, look, it’s been—”

      “How about I distract you for a bit? Clear your mind?”

      Her eyes cut back to me, and there was no mistaking by the reaction of her body that she was fighting liking the idea. I didn’t give her any more time to react. I moved from under her until my body hovered over hers. With my knee, I opened her legs, positioned my body on hers, and kissed her deep. A gasp tore from her chest, and I took the opportunity to slip my tongue inside her mouth. It was like I’d set off fireworks within her. Her whimpers, so perfect, wrapped themselves around me, and phoo if it wasn’t the most beautiful sound in the world. The kiss turned frantic. Biting, sucking, licking, and bruising. The sound of heavy breathing filled the room, and the scent of anticipation and need caressed the air. As our kiss intensified, and my hips ground into hers, pushing my cock against her pussy. Her breathing became whimpers as her hips began grinding against mine.

      “Ben, I want you inside me.”

      Goodness, she was something else.

      “You going to stay?” I breathed against her lips, pressing harder against her pussy. “Give me today?”

      She moaned. “Ben, please.”

      “Say it.”

      Her eyes shot open and blazed back at me. “Yes.”

      With rushed hands, I unzipped my pants, pushed down the sweatpants she was wearing, lined up, and slid balls deep inside. I groaned at the sensation of her tightness wrapping me, and slowly I began to rock within her. Today, I’d give her slow. I’d take my time. I’d savor every dang minute of feeling her warmth wrapped around me and take it for as long as she’d give me. Last night my kiss erased the memories of O’Leary, and today my body would erase whatever had penetrated her head moments ago and caused me to lose her.

      “Feel me, Sasha,” I whispered, my mouth hovering just over hers so I felt every broken breath she took. “Focus on me. On this. Right now.”

      She pressed her lips against mine, and she took control of this kiss. It was soft, barely there, but the intensity was like nothing I’d experienced before. As I began moving faster inside her, her kiss got more delicate. It was a mind idiot of sensations, and I felt myself climbing, the familiar tightness in my stomach showing itself. I moved my hand between us and pressed on her clit as I increased my pace. She panted against my mouth, and I knew she was close. She tightened around me, locking my cock deep inside her, and she shuddered against me as she got her release. Thank idiot because I was seconds away from coming undone, and as she whispered my name, I unloaded deep inside her and dropped my mouth to her neck.

      It was official.

      Sunday was my new favorite day.
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      When it hit me, I woke up with a start.

      Incredible.

      Frantically, I reached over to my nightstand, snatched my phone, and sent out a desperate SOS to the girls.

      SASHA: Urgent girls talk. Missy’s. 10 a.m. Cancel work if you have to.

      I dropped my phone on the bed beside me, cuddled into my pillow, closed my eyes, and cursed under my breath.

      I had unprotected sex with Ben.

      Four freaking times.

      Four times he came inside me and I did nothing. Zilch. I just kept opening my legs to him and begging for more. What was wrong with me? Since when had I become so reckless? I knew I was protected, but I had no clue where he had been. The first time I’d seen him, he had been with one of his bed buddies. I was crazy. Clearly, having the best sex of my life caused me to lose my mind temporarily. Repeatedly. It also erased the thought of having the most important discussion a man and woman could have before having unprotected sex.

      With a groan, I threw back my comforter and climbed out of bed. As soon as I stretched, my body reminded me exactly where Ben had been. The delicious throb between my legs and the hiss of my tight muscles as I walked out of my bedroom brought a blissful smile to my face.  He’d been spectacular. I’d never had sex like that before, and I didn’t know if I’d be lucky enough in my life to experience it with another man again. He knew his way around a woman’s body like a skilled explorer, and the way he touched me felt like he’d been exploring me for years.

      Then there was our Sunday. We did nothing, but it was everything. But I’d had a complete freak out moment, and all I wanted to do was flee. It had been way too intimate. I started imaging things I shouldn’t. And then he laughed, and it was one of the most beautiful things I’d witnessed, and I wanted more of it. But I couldn’t allow those kinds of thoughts to flash through my head, and I definitely could not let them stick. Protection 101 had kicked in, and I needed to get out of there. Ben wanted none of that though. He turned up his alphaness to maximum and his dirty talking to the extreme, and when he slid inside me, I forgot all my fears. I forgot every dang thing. He successfully became the only thing on my mind. Then I came home and his boots by my front door greeted me with the offer of his protection when he was nowhere near me. I still couldn’t believe he’d done that. I leaned up against the wall and stared at them with a silly smile on my face. It was apparent that not only had he been the only thing on my mind when I was with him, but he was destined to become the only thing on my mind when I was nowhere near him.

      And that was why I was in the middle of my current freak out, and had sent an SOS to my girls.

      I made my way downstairs, desperate for my first cup of coffee for the day, and mentally began planning my day. Thankfully, I had the day off work because I worked Saturday. I’d be able to catch up on the things I missed doing while I was at Ben’s. When I reached the kitchen, I prepped my coffee, popped a couple of pieces of bread in the toaster for breakfast, and started making a grocery list. As I wrote avocado on my list, my phone buzzed on the counter with an incoming text. After closing the fridge, I tagged my phone, assuming it would be one of my girls, but I was surprised to find a number I didn’t recognize.

      UNKNOWN: How are you feeling this morning?

      SASHA: Who is this?

      UNKNOWN: The giver of your most recent orgasms. How’s your cheek?

      SASHA: Are you sure about that? I've been home for at least twelve hours. A lot can happen in that time.

      My thumb quickly flew across the screen as I tapped out what I knew I wouldn’t send if I didn’t do it quickly.

      SASHA: By the way, we have to talk.

      BEN: I don’t know who I like better? The cute or the sassy Sasha. What do we need to talk about?

      SASHA: It is not a conversation to have via text.

      BEN: I’ll come to Sass.

      SASHA: I've got the day off.

      BEN: I’ll come to you tonight.

      I locked my phone and ignored the rush of warmth that hit me at the thought of him coming to me tonight, and I rushed back upstairs after pouring myself a coffee to start getting ready for the day. By the time I turned on the shower, I’d already sucked back half my cup. I took a long, hot shower and then began my morning routine: slathering my body with coconut cream body butter, cleansing and toning my face, followed my moisturizer and then makeup. Some people were confused about my routine, but my skin was happy that I was a little unusual. As I applied my foundation, I focused on the light bruise on the top of my cheek. Now that I was on my own, I had the chance to really think about what happened at Hamilton’s. I still didn’t understand why the lights went out, and why the generator didn’t kick in. We paid a lot of money for that thing so it should work. Then I thought about Edward O’Leary and a shiver cascaded down my spine. I had to talk to Ben about what would happen now. Especially with him breaking into Sass and taking my personal details. That thought still made me ill to my stomach. I couldn’t understand what he would get out of my documents. He’d known me for over twenty years. And I also couldn’t understand him being in Sass and telling people we were sleeping together. And knowing that Drew had been seen with him confused me. Had Edward told him that he’d seen me? Did Drew know and just not care? Why were they meeting in the first place? There were so many questions that I was desperate to get answers for. I did my make up as best as I could to cover up the bruise. As I touched it, I sucked in a breath as it still hurt like a mother. It is funny how a night and day of sex could distract you from everything else. Now that I didn’t have Ben’s constant distraction, I felt the soft ache. But my epic one-night-slash-day stand was done. Time to move on, after we had the discussion, and time to start feeling reality instead of living in fantasyland.

      After I had finished in the bathroom, I dressed quickly in skinny jeans and a light sweater. Then I decorated my outfit with accessories and was out the door
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* * *

      I arrived at Missy’s, ordered the biggest coffee I could, with a double chocolate muffin, and began my second freak out of the day. Now, Missy sat opposite me, Paige next to me, and Shelley had just arrived—all were looking at me and waiting for me to drop the bombshell that had caused the impromptu girls meeting.

      I sucked in a breath, pushed back my shoulders, and unloaded. “I had unprotected sex four times in the last forty-eight hours with the hottest man I’ve ever met, and I’m freaking out.”

      “Incredible.” That came from Paige.

      “Woah.” That came from Shelley.

      “What, are we up to twelve orgasms now?” That came from Missy.

      I rolled my eyes. “Come on, twelve is an exaggeration.”

      “Says Miss I-had-sex-with-a-man-who-gave-me-three-orgasms-in-one-sex-session.”

      “Incredible! Three in one go? Goodness, I miss sex.” Paige sighed and gave me sad eyes. Since she fell pregnant to the jerk of the century and had Lilly, she hadn’t opened herself up to anyone else, and definitely hadn’t had sex. Her life was Lilly.

      “Have you spoken to him?” Missy asked softly. “You are usually so careful.”

      “I know. That’s what has me freaking out. He just kind of made me forget everything. He was that good.” I lifted my coffee to my lips and took a huge sip, hoping the caffeine would do something about the unease settling in me. It did nothing. I sighed, and whispered, “Four freaking times.”

      The girls all stared at me. The silence was not giving me the answers or comfort I desperately needed. I picked at my muffin, the chocolate offering me some comfort, but not enough to stop the freakout.

      “Who is this mystery orgasm giver?” Shelley asked, with a wink.

      “His name is Ben,” I replied with a soft smile. “I met him a couple of weeks ago, and it just kind of escalated. He was always around, and he is the kind of man that really gets your attention, and keeps it.”

      “He is hot, and he is really into Sasha,” Missy said, confidently. “Like really into her.”

      “I met him Saturday night. He is intense, but in all the right ways. And yeah, he is really hot.” Paige nodded as if she was agreeing with herself. “Those eyes are like weapons,”

      “Shame I missed him.” Shelley sighed. “He seems like someone I need to see.”

      “If Sasha’s around, he’ll be around,” Missy stated matter-of-factly, and I rolled my eyes at her. “He works for the Monroe Police. You might have already seen him.”

      “He’s a cop?”

      “He’s a detective.”

      The way Missy said Detective caused me to burst out laughing. Goodness, she could make anything sound sexual.

      “So, when are you seeing him next?”

      “He is coming to talk tonight, and I’ll talk to him about all this. But, it’s not like that. It was a one time—okay, four-time thing. You know I don’t do all of this.”

      I didn’t miss the flash of frustration in Missy’s eyes. She’d had this conversation numerous times over the years. She’d been there through it all. She also knew that I didn’t allow anyone to get close, especially not a man like Ben Hunt. But thinking that made my stomach fall ever so slightly and my heart squeeze just a little. If I could, I knew Ben would be the kind of man that I could give myself to. He was everything I wanted, but nothing I needed. It was confusion at its best. I’d be stupid to say no if he wanted me back in his bed, but I wasn’t sure that was all he wanted, and that was what scared me.

      “Oh, and I forgot to tell you something.” I took a breath while looking at Missy. “Ben saw us dancing at Hamilton’s when we were teenagers, when he was nineteen, and he told me he has wanted to kiss me since he was twenty-one.”

      Her eyes shot wide, she leaned forward, and I should have realized it was going to happen.

      “What!” she shrieked so loud that all of us jumped in our seats, and caused everyone around us to stare.

      “That is so romantic.” Paige swooned, and dramatically clutched her heart.

      “Babe, we aren’t talking romance here. I don’t do romance. There is nothing romantic about having unprotected sex four freaking times with a man I barely know!”

      She shot Missy a she’s-about-to-lose-it look and lifted her coffee to her lips.

      “Okay, this is okay. You just need to talk to him. You are both adults. I am sure it’s totally fine,” Missy said with a smile. “No matter what, he broke the drought. But next time, just don’t let him flood you.”

      Only my best friend could make a joke about him coming inside of me. The four of us burst out laughing, and it definitely broke my freak out.

      Maybe everything would be okay.

      It had to be.
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* * *

      My next stop was Drew. Ten minutes after leaving the girls, I pulled up out front of his condo and switched off the engine. Sadness soared through me as to why he hadn’t reached out to me. Someone would have had to have told him what went on last night. Both Shelley and Andy had been working. I wish I’d asked her before I left. I locked up my car, walked toward the front door, and knocked. After a few breaths, the door opened and Drew appeared.

      The moment he saw me, his face went hard and his eyes narrowed in on me.

      “What happened to your face?” he asked, grabbing my hand and pulling me inside. After closing the door behind us, he gently grabbed my chin and tilted my face up into the light. “Start talking, Sash. Who did this?”

      “I got hit last night. I don’t know who did it.”

      “What the heck?” he exploded, and in the emptiness of his house it sounded even louder. “Where?”

      “I was at Hamilton’s for Missy’s birthday. The lights went out as I was trying to leave, and someone hit me.”

      He let go of my face, but his gaze zoned in on my cheek, and his voice dropped scary low. “Someone hit you at Hamilton’s? Did you see who it was?”

      “It was pitch black so I’ve got no idea what happened or who did it. It was probably just someone who had too much to drink and was stumbling through the dark. I’m surprised Andy or Shelley didn’t tell you. They were both there.”

      “No. I just got back to town and haven’t checked in.” His eyes remained hard. “Did you go and get checked out? How do you feel?”

      “I’m fine. It only hurts a little.”

      He shook his head and then turned to go into the guts of his home. I followed him, noticed his unpacked duffle bag on the couch, and realized his house looked barely lived in these days. “Where have you been?”

      “I had some business in Utah to attend to,”

      “Everything okay?”

      He smiled. “Of course.”

      I didn’t want to fight with him today, but I needed to talk to him about Edward.

      I silently gave myself a pep talk and then announced, “I need to tell you something.”

      He spun around. “What is it?”

      I sucked in a breath before unloading. “The other night Sass was broken into, and someone stole my personnel file as well as Hamilton’s contracts. It’s so random because nothing else was taken. Fingerprints came back, and the only prints in my office were from the girls, Anna and me. So, the regular people that would be in there, but Edward O’Leary’s prints were on the door handle. It was the same night that I, uh, went to dinner with him.” Drew’s eyes shot wide, and he took a frustrated deep breath. I had to be quicker. “I wanted to push the point that nothing would ever happen between us, but it . . . uh, backfired, majorly. That was the first time he kissed me. When the police spoke to him about Sass, he told them that we were sleeping together. We are definitely not sleeping together. And, um, last night he was at Hamilton’s, and he kissed me again.”

      “What?” His voice was low, scary low, and his eyes were even scarier. “Are you insane?”

      “Dre—”

      “That idiot is bad news Sasha, and you go and have dinner with him?” he hissed, and ripped his hand through his hair. “He’s wanted you since you were sixteen, and I don’t mean in the innocent high school crush kind of way.”

      “Why you were having lunch with him then? If you know he is such bad news?” I said, deciding just to get it all out in the open.

      His eyes flashed. “What?”

      “A friend saw you two having lunch.”

      “What friend?”

      “Just a friend.” This was certainly not the time to bring up Ben.

      His eyes narrowed, and they got scary. “It was nothing important.”

      “You need to start talking to me.”

      For a moment, his eyes softened. Then his jaw ticked. “There is nothing for you to worry about.”

      “You know I love you, right?” I said, desperate for him to hear me, to believe me.

      “Are you getting soft on me?” he joked. He took three steps toward me and then pulled me in for a tight hug that only Drew could give me. “I love you too, Squirt.”

      My breathing hitched, I froze against him, and my heart swelled.

      That was the first time he’d called me Squirt since Dad died.

      It felt more amazing than I could have ever imagined.
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      “We had sex four times and didn’t use protection.”

      That’s how Sasha greeted me when she answered the door wearing just a white satin robe, her face make up free, and her wet hair hanging over her shoulders.

      “I mean, I’m protected, and I always make men wear condoms. Like always. You were the first man I had sex with that I didn’t use a condom with. I got majorly carried away at your place.”

      I put my hand on her stomach and pushed her back into her house, silencing her with my mouth on hers. As I kissed her, she kept mumbling against my lips, so I deepened it and silenced her with my tongue invading her mouth. Then the whimpers came, and I loved every second of it. Her fists clenched my shirt as I walked us into her living room. My hand moved from her stomach and into her hair. Wrapping her blond locks around my fist, I tugged it gently and her whimpers transformed into moans. She was going to be my undoing.

      I softly bit her bottom lip after breaking our kiss. Our breathing was heavy, the air around us thick. “I’m clean, sweetheart. I knew you wouldn’t have let me in if we weren’t covered,” I admitted, my lips resting over hers so she could practically taste every word I spoke. “I love hearing that I was your first, and the way you’re going, I’m going to want to be your last.”

      “You can’t say things like that,” she whispered, her flushed cheeks giving her away. “I’m glad we sorted that out.”

      “Is that what you wanted to talk to me about?”

      “Yeah.” Her gaze dropped to my mouth. “You should probably go.”

      “I think we should talk about our fifth time.”

      She rolled her eyes and bit her lip. Attitude and need, all rolled into one.

      Sassy, playful Sasha went into battle against hesitant, nervous Sasha.

      An hour later we experienced our fifth time.

      I got Sassy, playful Sasha.
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* * *

      “We’ve got to stop breaking the rules.”

      Sasha’s blonde hair covered my chest as she rested against me and laid her head over my heart. After christening her couch, she grabbed my hand and led me upstairs to her bedroom, both of us naked, still breathing heavy, and covered in a sheen of sweat. Her bedroom looked like something out of one of those house and garden magazines Dee always had lying around her house. A huge bed with a white comforter and red and purple cushions took up the majority of the room. There was a white dresser, and two matching bedside tables sat on either side of the bed. Bright artwork hung on the wall, and candles were featured on every surface. It was totally Sasha.

      It was her time to lead. As soon as we entered her bedroom, we moved to her bathroom and showered. We didn’t say a word, each of us lost in our own thoughts. My intrigued gaze drank in every move she made. My eyes had slammed closed when she gently turned me around and washed my back with her orange-scented body wash, before turning me back around and focusing on my chest. Even though I wasn’t inside her, she was deep inside me. If I was being honest, it rocked me. No woman had stampeded me the way she had. I’d never met anyone like Sasha Hamilton before.

      After we’d showered we climbed in bed, and I pulled her onto me as I lay on my back. We lay in silence, but our gaze was locked. I had no clue what she was thinking, but I knew I was fighting a losing battle. She had slid her body up and kissed me softly before something switched on within her. Our kiss shot from soft to intense, from gentle touches to digging fingers and nails down skin. It was gasps and moans, and cries and whimpers. It was making out like I’d never experienced before, and I gave her that. The fact that we didn’t have sex made the intimacy even greater. My hand had found its way into her panties, and I gave her the release she wanted. When she came, she whispered my name, buried her face into my neck, and kissed my throat. I felt that kiss on every inch of my body, and it seared itself into my memories forever.

      “There are no rules when it comes to us,” I murmured into the air. “Thought we covered that after we broke your rules the first time.”

      She stilled against me, and I waited. Waited for her to pull away from me, and for me to lose her again. Just like on Sunday. My fingers dug into her hip and her body relaxed against me, then her fingertip began drawing on my chest again.

      “We’ve got to work on that,” I declared into the darkness.

      She shifted until her chin rested on my chest and her eyes looked up at me through the darkness. “Work on what?”

      I looked down at her and tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear. “You pulling away. I’m not a huge fan of losing you when I’ve just had you.”

      “I’m not pulling away, I’m just tired.”

      “Incredible.” I grinned down at her, and in the moonlight I saw her roll her eyes.

      “You wear me out,” she pressed on.

      “You giving me the keys yet?”

      “I have no clue what that means.”

      “You’ll figure it out.”

      I felt her shake her head. Before she drifted off to sleep, she kissed my chest, and I knew one day she’d hand them over.
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* * *

      “You’re the friend, aren’t you?”

      My head shot up from scrolling through my phone and I recognized the hostile voice behind me immediately.

      “Depends who you’re talking about.”

      “Don’t mess with me, Hunt.”

      “Well, stop messing with me, Hamilton.”

      Drew Hamilton stepped into view and took the seat opposite me. It was early morning at Missy’s, and the fact that he was here and not giving a idiot who saw us told me that he meant business. We locked in a fierce stare, and I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t been waiting for this moment for a long time. We weren’t strangers, but we definitely weren’t the closest of friends. He’d been in the year above me at school, and we were both on the football team. Nine months ago, we got onto each other’s radar in Salt Lake City, and it had nothing to do with football, but everything to do with Edward O’Leary.

      “What are you doing about the O’Leary trash?” he said low. “He had his hands on Sasha, and that does not sit well with me. Now she has a bruised cheek. It isn't a coincidence that this trash has happened since he came back to town. This changes a lot of things.”

      Hearing him talk about O’Leary touching Sasha made my blood boil. “You wanna tell me why you were having lunch with him?”

      “Keep your friends close and your enemies closer, Hunt.”

      “You have no clue who you are dealing with when it comes to O’Leary. Do not get involved with this.”

      He leaned in, eyes blazing with anger. “I grew up with him. I know exactly what I’m dealing with. I witnessed firsthand him changing into the jerk he is today. Do you honestly think I wasn’t there when his trash hit people I cared about. Sasha and I spent years being affected by his trash. I’m done with it. I am so done.”

      “The moment your sister gave herself to me was the moment I got fully involved. That moment changed a lot of things. So yeah, I’m done with his trash too, and my patience is wearing thin. I’m barely holding the heck on.”

      He slid out of his seat and stood beside the table. “Sasha isn't involved in this,” he warned, low. “She gets hurt, and I will tear down whoever is at fault. I don’t give a idiot who it is.”

      “Keep your warnings to your self,” I hissed, trying desperately to reel in my anger. “And don’t forget what I do for a living. I don’t take nicely to threats, no matter who they come from.”

      A trash-eating grin spread across his face. “Right now you aren’t a cop. You’re the man sharing my sister’s bed. So take it as a warning.”

      “Hamilton,” I called after him.

      He stopped and looked back, his body tight with frustration. “We leave for Salt Lake in three hours. Don’t be late.”
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      Hearing my name, I stopped on the sidewalk and spun around.  Crazy John stormed toward me, shaking his head with a scowl on his face. I threw back my head and laughed deep.

      “Sassy, your skirt’s too tight,” he muttered when he got to me. His disapproving gaze hit my bare legs before narrowing back at me. “We’ve had this conversation numerous times, yet here we are having it a-frigging-gain.”

      I swear he still saw me as the sixteen-year-old girl who’d just bought her first bikini and decided she needed to wear it with a pair of butt-cheek-showing shorts into her family’s bar. Dang right, I did that. I liked to call that my rebellious period. Crazy John and Dad were not impressed. Dad displayed his disappointment by giving me the silent treatment, whereas Crazy John blew up. We had a major fight. I’d given him cheek and thrown teenage attitude at him. He got all of my frustration and hurt that day. It had been less than a year since my mother left. I picked fights for the sake of feeling something, anything. I was sick of feeling numb. That day, I attempted to storm off, but he grabbed my hand, pulled me in for a hug, and told me that I was going to cause him to go grey, but that I was still and would always be the prettiest thing he saw. That day he nicknamed me Sassy, because apparently I liked to spray my sass around. The nickname stuck, and from that day he’d only called me Sasha a handful of times.

      “My skirt’s meant to be like this. How am I meant to strut through Monroe without wearing something tight and scandalous?” I teased, nudging him in the shoulder.

      His eyes squinted. “It’s too tight. Go and buy some pants and quit with the strutting. I don’t need to hear or see that trash. Anyway, you’ve got a man now. He does not want his woman struttin’ around town.”

      I laughed and linked my arm with his. “I don’t have a man.”

      “You deserve a man like that Detective. I’ve got a good feelin’ about him.”

      “Well, we are just friends, so don’t go marrying me off just yet.”

      He gave me a look that I chose to ignore as we crossed the street toward Sass. He was the one person—well, besides Missy—who didn’t take my garbage.

      “You deserve it, you know.”

      “What?”

      “To find a good man. Someone to keep you safe. Treat you like the princess you deserve to be treated like. And Sassy, a man doesn’t do the trash Ben has done for you if you don’t mean something to him. Keep that in mind.”

      “I don’t—” I started, but was cut off.

      “I know. You don’t do relationships, blah, blah, blah. But Sassy, I can tell this is different for you, even if you can’t see it.”

      “I don’t want to think of anything like that. Can’t I just be friends with a man? Hang out?”

      “Women these days,” he said as he waited for me to unlock the door of Sass. “Idiot me, that trash is strong,” he grumbled, following me into Sass as I switched on the lights. “I love you, Sassy, like I’d love my own, but those candles you got me for Christmas were the worst gift I’ve ever got.”

      I laughed and shot him a glare. “They were my masculine range.”

      “It was girly trash. I don’t do girly trash.” He leaned over and kissed my cheek, then headed to the door. “Think about what I said. You deserve the world, my girl, so when the world offers itself to you, don’t phoo around.”

      Relationship advice from Crazy John?

      What planet had I woken up on?

      After I watched him disappear into Missy’s from across the street, I noticed the plain white envelope on the ground just inside the door. I crouched down, balancing on my heels, and scooped up the A4 envelop. I tucked it under my arm.  Today was admin day, so I’d look at it when I disappeared into my office.

      It had been seven days since Ben texted me telling me he had to go to Salt Lake City to finalize a case he’d been working on. As soon as I heard he was heading to Salt Lake, I thought back to the woman who tried to claim him the first time I met him at Missy’s. I’d be lying if I said it hadn’t caused my jealously to spike. It was obvious that she was a little crazy when it came to Ben. But what woman wouldn’t be? He was exquisite. He was all man. He was Ben freaking Hunt. It was as simple as that. I hadn’t heard from him since. In reality, he had no reason to keep in contact, and I had no reason to expect it.

      So, I didn’t.

      But secretly, I checked my phone way too much.

      After lunch, Anna came in for the afternoon rush, and I took that as my cue to disappear into the office to dive into my least favorite part of owning a business: admin. I grabbed my coffee from beside the register, tucked the mysterious envelop and other mail under my arm, and made my way to my office. Admin afternoon required a routine to get through the work, and my routine hadn’t changed since day one. I turned on my laptop, lit my favorite candle, put on music, and grabbed a chocolate bar from the stash. Then I was ready. For the next hour, I answered emails, updated the website, checked out social media, and left the mail for last. Like I always did. There just wasn’t anything fun about opening work-related mail. I sat back in my chair, propped my legs on the corner of the desk, and crossed my ankles. Bills, resumes, and supplier contracts greeted me. After putting them in order of importance, I turned the envelop over in my hand and didn’t find a return address. The envelope was blank. It wouldn't be the first time someone had popped their resume under the door, so I didn’t think anything of it. My finger slid under the seal and I pulled out the documents.

      What I found was not what I expected.

      What I found caused unease to take over my body.
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      I hesitated. My eyes darted between my phone and the contents of the envelope on my desk. Every hair on my body stood at attention as I battled over what to do. There was only one thing I could do though. I picked up my phone, scrolled to my recent calls, pressed on Ben’s name, and waited.

      After three rings, he picked up. “Ben, I’m sorry for calling bu—”

      “Never apologize for calling. What’s going on?”

      I smiled, and ease settled within me at the sound of his calming voice. “I turned up at work this morning and there was an envelope pushed under the door. Inside it was all the documents that had been taken from the night of the break in.”

      “Was there anything added? A note? Anything unusual?” His voice had changed dramatically, and now he sounded alert. “Look closely, Sweetheart.”

      I flipped through the documents again, focusing on everything in front of me. As I was reminded of everything that had been taken, a shiver ran down my spine. I hadn’t seen or heard from Edward since that disastrous night. I needed to ask Ben what was happening with that. The way he’d reacted when he asked me if I’d slept with Edward, and the way Drew had reacted both confused me and intrigued me.

      “Everything is here.”

      “You okay?” he asked, and the softness of his voice wrapped around me tightly in a way that brought on calm and he wasn’t even near me.

      “Yes, I am now.” I admitted in a breathy tone.

      Silence filled the phone, and I thought he’d hung up.

      “Ben?”

      “You don’t realize what hearing your voice is doing to me.”

      “What’s it doing to you?”

      His chuckle filled my ear. “Pretty sure the guys I’m with don’t want to hear that. I’ve got to run, but I’ll be home soon. Stay safe, Sweetheart.”

      “Okay.”

      “See you soon.”

      I hung up and smiled at my phone.

      Then something Crazy John has said to me swam through my thoughts.

      You deserve the world my girl, so when the world offers itself to you, don’t phoo around.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “So, how’d the chat with Ben go?” Missy asked from across the table. After a unpleasant afternoon of admin, I sent a text to the girls, and now Paige, with Lily coloring beside her, Shelley, Missy, and I were sitting at Missy’s gossiping and eating our body weight in cheesy fries.

      I opened my mouth to answer, but stopped when I heard a familiar voice calling out my name. All of us turned our attention to the front door, and watched Gigi in all of her glory strut across the diner toward our booth with a huge smile on her face.

      “Well, well, well, look who it is!” She shrieked, as if she’d just noticed me. “Blondie, my new favorite girl!”

      “Do you know her?” Missy asked with a grin. “Idiot, I hope you do.”

      “Hey, Gigi,” I greeted with a smile. Today her hair was curled to perfection, her make up super glamour, and she wore black pants and an olive green sweetheart neck top with sequins along the seam. She was dressed to impress, and I immediately wondered if she was ready for a date.

      “Are these your girls?” she asked, giving each one a beaming smile. “I’m Gigi. I’m Benjamin’s neighbor, and I met your girl after she spent the night. I interrupted their special morning time. If you get my drift,” she said and gave Paige a nudge to emphasize exactly what she meant.

      “This is Missy, Paige, Shelley, and this cute little one is Lily,” I shared, and the girls all said their hellos, and Lily stared up at Gigi, focusing on the bling around her neck.

      “Aren’t you just the cutest little thing,” Gigi cooed over Lily, who was now giving her a huge toothy grin.

      Gigi waved her hand at Shelley. “Scoot over, I’m joining the party.”

      After Gigi joined us and ordered herself a large cheesy fries and caramel thickshake, she entered the conversation with ease. Thankfully, conversation turned to fashion and my recent adventures were put on the back burner. Or so I thought.

      “So, Gigi, Sasha was just about to tell us about a conversation she had to have with Ben.”

      “Uh, I don’t really think—“ I started.

      “Is it about sex?” Gigi piped up, a little too excitedly.

      Lily’s head shot up, and Paige stared at me with wide eyes.

      “Princess, how about you listen to some music?” Paige pulled out some headphones from her bag and promptly put them over Lily’s ears. When Lily started bouncing in her seat, Paige said,  “Okay, we are good to go.”

      “Babies, I know girl code. I know what is said at this table stays with us. So, come on, let me live vicariously through you. My last date was no good. I couldn’t even get him started, and I pulled out all my moves, and I know my moves worked. They worked last month of Colin.”

      Gigi lifted her shake to her lips and stared at me, waiting. All of us were now staring at Gigi in all different levels of awe.

      “You went on a date?” Shelley was the first to break the silence.

      Gigi turned to her and shot her a wink. “I went on dates.” Then she turned her attention to me. “Now, Blondie, start talking.”

      Okay, apparently, I had a new nickname.

      “So, to get you up to date. Sasha had sex with Ben four times without using a condom, so she was going to have a talk with him. Oh, and Sasha never does that. I mean, have sex without the guy being wrapped up tight. So this is a real big deal. Oh, and I hate her because he gives her multiple orgasms. Every time,” Missy said, giving an eloquent rundown to Gigi while I sat there staring at Lily, who was now dancing in her seat and totally oblivious to the conversation around her.

      “Every time?” Shelley gasped. “I think I hate you too.”

      “Enough with the hate.” I laughed, before popping a fry covered in cheese in my mouth. “Okay, so we had a chat. We are both covered, clean, all that jazz, and it’s all good.”

      “No way! You don’t get off that easily.” Paige smirked. “Keep talking.”

      “You messed him again!” Missy hissed, her eyes wide. “You did!”

      “Sshhh. We have a child here.”

      “Lil’s can’t hear anything.”

      “I knew just by looking at Benjamin that he’d be a stallion in the bedroom. You cannot have that body and not know how to use it,” Gigi hooted and started to dramatically fan herself. “Blondie, I also knew just by looking at you that you’d be a fire cracker in the bedroom. Heck, just by looking at all of you babies, I know you’d all be rocking your man’s world.”

      I could not believe I was having this conversation.

      I started the day with the weirdest relationship conversation known to man with Crazy John, and now I was talking about multiple orgasms and sex with a seventy-year-old woman who dated regularly. How was this now my life?

      "Oh . . . my . . . goodness,” Paige whispered, her eyes locked on the door behind me as the beginnings of a smile hit her lips. “How are men like that real?”

      Then it hit me.

      The feeling.

      Ben.

      I swung around, and the moment I did the simple task of breathing became difficult.

      Ben strolled into Missy’s, with Austin following him, looking like he owned the place. Scruffy hair, wearing all black, dark blue eyes shining bright, and a sharp jaw now covered in thick stubble. His attention came straight to me, and the most delicious smirk I’d ever witnessed hit his lips.

      “Is that?” Shelley whispered from across the table.

      “Yeah, that’s him,” Missy, or maybe it was Paige, answered.

      I was too busy staring at the man prowling toward me.

      He ignored everyone around us when he reached me, and his finger and thumb grasped my chin gently as he lifted my face to his with ease. Everything besides him dissolved and all I could see was the burn of his blue eyes into mine.

      “Idiot, it’s good to see you,” he hummed, before his lips touched mine and my skin came alive.

      My mouth opened on his with a gasp, and his tongue slid in and tangled with mine in a rush of need. The scratch of his beard on my skin electrified me, and I sighed against his kiss. As quickly as it began, it ended. I pushed back in a daze and looked up at him.

      “Hey, Sweetheart.” He smirked, before sliding in beside me.

      “Um, hi,” I stuttered, my lips still tingling and my body on fire.

      My reaction was obviously hilarious, because Austin burst out laughing, and soon enough Paige and Missy were laughing right along with him.

      “Benjamin, you’ve come home from many overnight work trips, and you’ve never greeted me like that.” Gigi sighed, and pouted toward Ben.

      Ben chuckled. “I didn’t know whether you were dating or not. I couldn’t risk getting my heart broken by you rejecting my advances, Gigi.”

      “Do I want to know why she is here?” he said softly, leaning over so only I would hear.

      “She just kind of turned up, and now I think she is in the posse,” I admitted, shrugging my shoulders.

      Ben’s soft laughter wrapped around me. “She’ll love that.”

      “I’ve got to go, Sash,” Shelley said from across from me, and she gave Ben a shy smile as she slid out. “I need to get to work.”

      Once again, I forgot to do introductions. “Oh, Ben, Austin, this is Shelley. She works at Hamilton’s. Shelley, these are my new friends, Ben and Austin.”

      His and hellos were exchanged, and I swear I heard Missy snort when I introduced them as my friends. Shelley gave us all a wave before dashing through Missy’s and disappearing outside. She was so quirky, always dashing away, staying silent, and taking everything in. She was totally different from Missy and I, but it seemed to work.

      “Who’s this little one?” Austin asked, and all eyes fell on Lily who was still dancing around in her seat, completely oblivious to anything else around her. Paige removed the headphones from her ears and received a miniature WTF look from her three-year-old.

      “This is my baby girl, Lily.”

      At the sound of her name, Lily looked around the table and her eyes shot wide when they found Ben and Austin. She burrowed into the side of Paige’s body but gave both of them the prettiest little smile.

      “Lily, these are our new friends, Ben and Austin. Will you say hello?”

      Lily looked at them both with intrigued eyes before she pushed away from Paige and leaned over the table to Ben and held out her tiny hand. “You shake it,” she said softly, looking up at him through long lashes.

      Ben gifted her with a huge smile, and his massive hand swallowed hers as they shook hands. “Like this?” He asked softly.

      “Yep, you’re good at dis.” She gave him a toothy grin.

      “You are a good teacher.”

      “Mommy, I’m a deacher.”

      She repeated her handshake with Austin and then sat back and gazed up at Paige. “Mommy, I have new friends.”

      The happiness on her face was magnificent, and under the table Ben’s hand grabbed my leg. I couldn’t stop myself from clutching his hand and giving it a squeeze.

      “It seems like today is the day of making new friends, baby girl. Your new Aunt Gigi is going to spoil you.”

      Aunt Gigi?

      “Heck, she is a menace.” Ben chuckled under his breath. “Gigi, do you need a lift home? I need to go and get some sleep. I haven’t slept since I left here.”

      My hand squeezed his, and when he looked at me, it was only then that I noticed the darkness under his eyes. What had he been doing in Salt Lake that required him to not sleep? Did I even want to know? He moved his hand from my leg and slid out from beside me, then he towered over the end of the table, causing me, Paige, and Missy to look up at him.

      His attention was locked squarely on me. “After I get some shut eye, I’m taking you out to eat tonight.”

      “I don't date,” I replied quickly.

      The corner of his lips rose seductively, and he gave me the look that hit me right between the legs. “Neither did I. Until now.”

      “Wow,” Paige gasped opposite me, and out of my peripheral vision I saw Missy staring at Ben and I with a huge grin on her face.

      “I might be busy.”

      “Become not busy.”

      “Good to see you came back from Salt Lake as bossy as ever.”

      “You wouldn’t like me as much as you do if I lost the bossiness.”

      “And still as cocky as ever I see.” I smirked.

      He shot me a wink.

      He stepped into my space, stealing the air around me, and dropped his mouth to my ear. “You and me,” Ben whispered, his breath caressing my skin like delicate silk draping over a naked body. “We begin now.”

      How could six simple words have the intensity of a million?

      "I'll see you tonight. If you don’t want to go out, text me and I’ll bring Mexican.”

      I shot a look at Missy and Paige, and they both looked thoroughly amused. I could have sworn that Paige's eyes were shining with god only knows what. Was she swooning?

      "Sasha loves Mexican. Make sure you grab extra chips and salsa and that extra cheesy dip. Oh, and she always orders chicken chimichangas."

      “Paige, you just broke sister code!” I teased.

      She shrugged her shoulders. “Girl, look at him. You’ll be offering me a 100% discount at Sass for life after tonight.”

      "Sash, tonight we’re gonna eat, and then I’ll be finishing with you for dessert,” he announced, not even caring that we had an audience. “It doesn’t matter whether we eat in or out. That’s what’s going to happen.”

      After he rocked my world with that declaration, he shattered it by leaning in and touching his lips to mine again. This kiss was soft, dreamlike, and brief, but it hit me hard. As quickly as it happened, it finished, and he walked away with Austin and Gigi, after she gave us all hugs, toward the exit, my eyes following his every step.

      "I think I just had a mini orgasm,” I whispered while my gaze was still locked on the door Ben had just disappeared through. "Like a confused, did that really happen, super turned on orgasm.” I turned to the girls and leaned over the table toward them. “Did he really just kiss me? Twice? With a lot of tongue? Tell me I just imagined that."

      "Oh, he kissed you all right, and tonight you are going to get a lot more than a kiss. You will be dessert,” Missy hooted, then she leaned in to Paige and raised her hand for a high five, which Paige gave back.

      How was this my life?
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      After leaving Missy’s, I came home and unloaded my groceries in the kitchen. The first thing I did was put the ice cream in the freezer and wine in the wine chiller. Ben wanted to go on a date? I was still trying to get my mind around that. The thought had awoken the butterflies. What would a date with Ben Hunt be like? Where would be go? There were so many questions. I rushed upstairs, determined to keep myself busy so I wouldn’t watch the clock. I changed my bedding, rearranged my perfume shelf, and cleaned my home office. When I’d done all I could, I decided a face mask and late afternoon bath were exactly what I needed. As my body succumbed to the bubbles and hot water, I closed my eyes and felt the tension begin to rise from my body. As relaxation washed over me, my mind took me to a place I tried desperately to avoid. A place where my mother’s decisions didn’t affect my decisions. Where I fell in love, gave my whole heart to a man, and began a life without fear of abandonment. Where a house, kids, and a happily-ever-after was the dream I could strive for. Where a man like Ben could be my everything, and a man like him could have all that I am.

      At the thought of a future with Ben, I submerged myself in the water and held my breath. When my lungs screamed at me, I came to the surface and gasped for breath. It had been something I’d done since I was younger, because it reminded me that even when I didn’t think my heart was beating, my need to breathe reminded me that I was alive.

      As the water began to chill, I stepped out the bath and wrapped a towel around my body.  My phone chimed with a text message, and I quickly grabbed it and swiped across the screen.

      BEN: I’ll bring Mexican food to you. I’ll be there within the hour. Date night is happening Sunday.

      I couldn’t help but smirk. Even his text messages were bossy.

      SASHA: So bossy.

      BEN: I hear you like it.

      SASHA: Its questionable.

      BEN: That mouth of yours kills me.

      Grinning, I placed my phone on the vanity, lathered up with moisturizer, and started doing a minimal routine for the night. I kept my face make up free, but dried my hair and left it to fall over my shoulders. After spritzing myself with my favorite perfume, I entered my bedroom and looked at my cupboard. What do you wear to a ‘its-not-a-date-but-possibly-having-sex-with-a-man-who-has-already-seen-you-naked dinner? This was too hard. I decided on dark skinny jeans that hugged my butt, a tight off-white cami, and a baby pink cardigan that skimmed my knees. It was a casual, cute, and comfy outfit. Perfect for dinner with a man who was bringing my favorite food to my house, and had told me he’d be having me as dessert.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The doorbell chimed through my house forty-five minutes later. I’d moved downstairs and had been curled up on the couch with my kindle and getting lost in the newest release from one of my favorite authors. Placing my kindle on the side table, I stood from the couch and, with soft yet eager steps, moved toward the front door. Sucking in a deep breath, I counted to three before opening the door.

      The aroma of Amigos hit me and my eyes closed with a moan.

      “Already moaning? Incredible, I’m doing something right.”

      My eyes shot open. “Have you got queso?" I said in a tone that was full of hope yet peppered with attitude.

      "I got double," Ben replied with a cocky grin.

      "You may enter," I said and stepped aside, allowing him entry into my home.

      "What would you have done if I didn’t have it?" He chuckled as he passed me and took himself to the kitchen.

      My response was instant, and I did it with a smile. “You’d be turning around, walking back to your car, and going to rectify your grave mistake.”

      I followed him and his deep, low laugh into my kitchen. Fascination coursed through my body as I studied him unloading containers of food onto the counter. He wore the confidence of a man who’d done this a hundred times before. Like this was our usual Friday night routine. That this was our thing.  He looked like . . . he belonged here. Resting against the doorframe, I folded my arms over my chest and observed him. Something settled within me. I was woman enough to admit that he had completely rattled me in both the best and worst ways. In such a short space of time, he’d forced his way into my life like a cannonball attempting to smash his way through the wall I’d spent the past thirteen years building. I had been at a loss of how to stop him.

      His gaze flashed to mine, a twinkle of mischief staring back at me. “Is this trash really that good?”

      He could not be serious? “First thing first, do not call it rubbish. And yes, it’s freaking amazing!”

      He threw his head back as deep, resounding laughter filled my kitchen. My eyes were blessed with the spectacle of his eyes crinkling, his throat moving, and his face softening. Mr. Intense had left the building. It was official. I was swimming in dangerous waters.

      "Do you want a glass of wine? I just opened a new bottle of Moscato, or I have red if you a red kind of man,” I stammered, desperate to ignore my sudden need to kiss his throat. "Actually, that might be too girly for the kind of man you are. I have beer as well. Oh, and whiskey.”

      His eyes darkened, the blue transforming into a beautiful shade of sapphire. Suddenly, the food was forgotten, and in three paces he was standing in front of me with my back was against the wall. I sucked in a breath as his eyes roamed over my face before locking on my lips.

      “What kind of man am I?”

      I shook my head. I couldn’t do this. Not with him standing so close, looking like he did, while my head was still clouded with thoughts of kissing his neck. Sasha!

      “Sasha, what kind of man am I?” he repeated in a voice so low that it sounded more like a hum.

      I sucked in a breath. “You’re intense. You’re frustrating. You’re confusing. You’re completely unexpected.”

      I licked my lips and his gaze followed the actions of my tongue.

      “You’re enticing, and that scares the absolute garbage out of me.”

      “Want to know what kind of woman I think you are?”

      Finally, his eyes came to mine.

      Did I want to know?

      I did.

      But I didn’t.

      In the end I chose the easier, safer option. “The kind of woman I am is one that thinks we’ve chitchatted enough and it’s time to feast on Mexican food. Now, what do you want? Beer, wine, or whiskey?”

      "Beer would be good.”

      I nodded and ducked away from his body, then I moved into the kitchen, grabbed my bottle of wine, and pulled out a beer for him before moving them to the counter. We each dished out our food. I made him put a little of everything on his plate, and while we did this, we each stole glances at each other. I liked having him here, even though it scared the absolute garbage out of me at how easy this felt.  I held my bottle of wine under my arm and carried my plate to the living room. Tucking my legs under me, I made myself comfortable on the couch and smiled up at him when he joined me. As soon as he sat down, I dug into my food.

      “Idiot, Sash, this is incredible,” he said around his fork. “This is going to be our regular date night.”

      Our regular date night?

      “Pretty sure I told you I don’t date.”

      He smirked. “We’ll see.”

      “Stubborn. I’d like to add that to the list of what kind of man you are.”

      He finished his first plate, and then I watched with a smile on my face as he walked into the kitchen, filled up his plate again, and came back already eating. “Seriously, this is delicious.”

      After putting my empty plate on the coffee table and filling my empty glass of wine, I took a large sip, looked at him over the rim, and asked, “So, how was Salt Lake?”

      Ben’s eyes turned heavy as they came to me. He didn’t break his stare as he took a pull of his beer and then placed it on the coffee table beside our empty plates. “Honestly, it was trash.”

      I took another sip and nodded, then the words tumbled out before I could stop them. “Did you see your lady friend?”

      He didn’t hesitate. “I’m looking at her now.”

      A shiver of pleasure ran through my body. His body left me useless, but his words could be his best weapon.

      “What are you really asking, Sasha?” His eyes cut into me as he silently dared me to ask what was on my mind.

      I knew that as soon as I asked, it would mean something shifted between us. Was I ready for that? Could I give anything more than I was already giving? That was the million dollar question.  What did I have to give? And would it be enough to satisfy him?

      “Did you see Kat?” I whispered, the words feeling like they cut as they fell from my mouth.

      “Let me tell you something about the way I work. When I’m on a job, I shut down. Nothing exists besides the job I’m working on. My family, my house, Monroe—nothing. But that changed this week. It was a messed up week. I saw and did trash I want to forget. People I care about had to relive horrendous things that have forever changed their lives. But you know how I got through that trash . . . what made the filth easy? It was thinking of the way you sound when you come, your sweet as idiot whimpers when you beg for my cock, the way your body fits perfectly against mine, and the way you gift me soft when the rest of you is so hard. That’s what made it bearable. But it was the thought of kissing and tasting you again that brought me straight to you when I got back to Monroe. I didn’t even check in with my family first, which is something I always do. So no, Sasha, I didn’t see Kat, and I don’t have any plans to see anyone besides you.”

      My ability to speak fled as I tried to grasp onto everything he’d just said. I desperately wanted to give him something—anything—to express what was going through my head, but what could I say? I had so many questions. I wanted to know what this meant. I needed to comfort him. I craved his touch, but I was frozen.

      I opened my mouth to say anything, hoping something would come out that would explain how I was feeling, but I was stopped by the sound of the doorbell.

      I shot up from my couch and rushed to the door. I didn’t even pay attention to the figure I could see through the glass. I was in the Ben zone and that was all I was thinking about. I gripped hold of the door handle, swung it open, and gasped.

      PPGD Danny stood there.
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        BEN

      

    
    
      Sasha was taking her sweet time at the door, and after finishing the last of my beer, I stood from the couch and looked toward the entryway. Call it intuition, but something drew me to the front of the house.  When she came into view, she was shaking her head from side to side and hushed voices filled the air, which caused my pace to increase.

      I moved in beside her and felt her eyes dart to me, but my attention was focused on the man standing in front of her, holding a six-pack of beer and wearing way too much Cologne.

      His back straightened, and he pushed out his chest in a feeble attempt to intimidate me. “And you are?”

      I didn’t bother answering him. I allowed my presence and closeness to Sasha tell him exactly who the heck I was.

      “Uh, Danny, I’m busy tonight,” Sasha announced when she felt me up against her back. “Now’s not the best time.”

      His jaw ticked, and his voice rose. “Who are you?“

      “I’m her busy.” I leaned in, brushing Sasha’s neck with my lips. “Wrap this up, Sash, we have plans tonight.”

      I didn’t have the patience or energy to deal with what was going on out front. I was tired as trash, and my plans for the night were to drink beer, talk to Sasha, and hopefully end the night by sinking inside of her. I tagged another beer from the fridge, topped up her glass of wine, and made my way back to the living room. By the time she returned, I’d settled back on the couch and found a replay of a Patriots game.

      Her voice cracked when she said softly, “You should go.”

      “I’m not leaving.”

      “I need to think,” she said, a little louder this time. “And I can’t do that with you sitting beside me.”

      I gave her my attention. “No.”

      “You cannot say no when I say I need to think,” she hissed, and fire hit her eyes.

      “You can sit beside me, drink your wine, and do your thinking. I’m going to finish my beer and watch the rest of the game, and then I’ll be having dessert because I’ve missed it over the past couple of days. And just so we are clear, eating you will be my dessert. You’ve got about forty minutes to get lost in your thoughts before I bring you back to now. I don’t know who that was, but I’ve got a good idea, and you need to end that.”

      Her eyes shot wide, and I knew I’d hit her deep.

      “You got any problems with what I just said?”

      “Well, no, but I do have a slight problem with your caveman tendencies, and I have a major problem with how it affects me.”

      I shot her a wink, which resulted in receiving an eye roll and a huff of frustration. Idiot, her sass made me hard. She didn’t say anything else, the need to fight leaving her. Lifting my beer to my lips, I settled back into her couch, fixed my eyes on the television, and continued watching the game with the woman who was becoming something to me sitting beside me.

      The past week had been messed. Two trash days had turned into seven days of torture. Simple as that. Going back to that club had been torture. I never wanted to step through those doors again, but I needed to finish what was started three years ago. Seeing Jacqueline was harder than I could have imagined. I barely recognized her, and that messed with my head. But it was seeing the effects on Fletch that almost killed me. The strongest man I knew was a complete shell of himself. All I could hope was that we had enough on O’Leary to lock him away for a long time, so his filth would be gone for good. If it was left up to me, I’d have his toe ripped clean off his body and forced it down his throat. That was just the beginning of the hurt that someone who organized a rape should be dealt. He’d already destroyed one person who meant something to me, and there was no way he’d get close to destroying something I was building here in Monroe. I would die before that happened.

      But through the storm, the thought of one person gave me peace. The blonde-haired, green-eyed beauty who was now giving me the silent treatment.

      "Danny was my college boyfriend."

      The sound of her soft, barely-there voice pulled me from the game and I shifted on the couch to look at her.

      "I've been single for a long time. A really long time. It was probably like eight months ago, he started coming through town for work, and I saw him at Hamilton’s one night. Andy, my friend that works there, had been supplying me with cocktails all night, and I was seriously tipsy, so Danny offered to drive me home. And then, well yeah, you can guess what happened.”

      "Right."

      "And, well it’s nothing regular, and if I’m being honest, it’s not that great. But I really like sex, and, well, when you really enjoy sex, and you don’t get it for a while, desperation calls for desperate measures."

      Idiot, she was cute.

      "So, that's why he turned up tonight. I didn’t invite him. I haven't heard anything from him since long before you barged into my life. Sometimes he turns up and expects sex—hence the beer—and this may make me sound like a complete hussy, but I tend to need to be drunk, or at least tipsy, to go there with him. Oh garbage, that does make me sound like a hussy.” She groaned and dropped her eyes to her lap.

      “You'll be getting more than regular sex now, and you are not a hussy.”

      Her cheeks flushed and the innocent Sasha who would occasionally show her face appeared.

      "You've got to tell him that you've got a man now so his services are no longer required."

      "I've got a man?" she asked with a raised brow.

      "I've got a cock, Sweetheart, so that makes me a man. I've got a cock that you'll continue to see, idiot, suck and hold, so that makes me your man.”

      She lifted her glass to her lips and finished half of her wine in one pull. Leaning over, she placed the now empty glass on the coffee table and sat back against the couch. Her eyes roamed over my face in concentration as I’m sure her mind began to go crazy.

      "I've only done two of those things lately," she declared in a low voice. "I haven’t given a guy a blow job in a long time."

      "You’re not a fan?” Idiot, I hoped she was a fan.

      Her eyes shot wide. "I enjoy giving blow jobs, but I just don’t drop to my knees for anyone. It’s super intimate to me. It's like kissing. I never fully kiss a man unless I want it to mean something to me."

      "You almost kissed me the day after finding out I was single.”

      "Yeah," she breathed out.

      I knew our whole conversation had just turned. She was either going to run away in her thoughts or start talking without reservations.

      “I know.”

      Idiot, I wanted this woman in my life.

      "You gonna kiss me again?"

      Her eyes found mine. “I want to, but I don’t think I should.”

      “You’ve got to stop thinking, Sweetheart.”

      “I can’t just stop thinking, Benjamin. Can you just switch off your alphaness?” she questioned with an arched brow and waited a second before starting up again. “Yeah, that’s what I thought, you can’t.”

      Now, I was grinning huge. “Idiot me.”

      “And I know I want to kiss you because you were super cute with Lily today, you brought over my favorite Mexican food and double cheese dip, and you have epic facial hair. I’ve never kissed a guy with that much facial hair before.”

      "So, what you're saying is that you only want to kiss me because I thought your girl’s kid was cute, I brought over your favorite food, and I got lazy and decided not to shave?"

      "Yep, that’s about right.” She nodded, sass dripping off her every word.

      "Get the heck over here," I growled, then I grabbed her around the waist and hurled her onto my lap.

      "Ben, what are you—"

      I slammed my lips to her and she melted against me.

      Yep.

      She was so worth it.
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        SASHA

      

    
    
      Thank god I decided to get a little fancy in choosing my outfit this morning, because right now, as I stood behind the counter of Sass, I watched Dee cross the street with a woman who looked near identical to her but about twenty years older. Without a doubt, I was looking at Ben’s mother.

      “Sweetheart, talk to me.” Ben’s voice echoed in my ear, and to be honest, I had totally forgotten I’d called him.

      “Where are you?” I stammered, with my eyes still locked on my impending visitors.

      “What’s going on?” he asked, sounding on alert and clearly picking up on my rising anxiety levels.

      “I think I’m about to meet your Mom,” I whispered in disbelief. “Dee is about to walk in here with a lady that looks like her, so I’m assuming it’s your Mom. Or do you have another sister you failed to tell me about.”

      “Idiot,” he hissed, and it did not help this situation one bit. “Dee wants to invite you to her place to watch football, and she made it clear that she wanted to be the one to invite you. I thought she’d call.”

      “What?” I shrieked, and sucked in a breath as Dee and his mother stepped up to the door. “I’m about to meet your mom and you aren’t here. I need—oh goodness, I’ve got to go.”

      I ended the call without saying goodbye and plastered what I hoped was a friendly smile on my face. I could do this. So what if I was about to meet the mother of the man who was giving me the hottest sex of my life. What could go wrong? Dee’s smile was huge, while Ben’s mother’s face remained soft as they headed toward me. Dee looked at me like we were old friends; however, the only time I’d met her was when I thought she was Ben’s woman.

      “Hey, Sasha,” Dee said sweetly when they reached the counter. “Mom and I were doing some shopping and thought we’d pop in.”

      “Hey Dee.” I smiled before turning my attention to her Mom. “Hi, nice to meet you. I’m Sasha, welcome to my store.”

      Her eyes shimmered with emotion, and as she opened her mouth to speak, the bell above the front door chimed. Instinctively, I looked to welcome my new customer. My heart jumped into my throat at the sight of Ben stalking through the door. He was here. Oh my goodness, he’d come to my rescue. His gaze drifted from Dee and his mom, before locking onto mine. After giving me the once over, which I was quickly realizing was his unique way of making sure I was okay, he looked back to Dee and shook his head slightly while raising a brow in her direction.

      He marched straight to me, slipped behind the counter, and stood so the heat of his body hit my back. With a soft touch, he moved my hair from my shoulder and touched the side of my neck with a light kiss, before whispering in my ear, “You okay?”

      How could two words send a wave of both calm and confusion through me at the same time?

      I looked over my shoulder at him and nodded in response. He gifted me a smile that sent a shiver spiraling down my spine.

      “Dee, seriously?” Ben scoffed, and the amused tone he used made his Mom smile. Her eyes came back to me, before dropping to where Ben had wrapped his arm around my waist.

      Dang it.

      “What?” Dee asked innocently, but her face screamed that she knew there was nothing innocent about this visit. “Mom wanted to check out Sasha’s store. Dad got a bonus at work, so Mom has some money to spend.”

      “Your money isn’t worth anything in here,” I said quickly, and three similar sets of eyes shot to me.

      Ben’s body tensed against me.

      “Oh,” his mom said softly with a look of disappointment flashing across her face. “I thought I might be able to afford a candle or something.”

      She diverted her attention toward Ben, and as she looked at him, it hit me how what I said could have been taken. I tried pulling away from Ben’s embrace, but he had me locked in. Talk about making a nasty first impression on your . . . well, whatever Ben’s was mother.

      “Oh my goodness, no no, Mrs. Hunt. I meant I don’t want your money at all. Like, I don’t want you to come here and spend money.”

      “Sasha,” Ben warned close to my ear, and I looked at him out of the corner of my eye. His face was hard and his gaze strong.

      I was an idiot.

      I took a deep breath and tried for the third time. “What I mean is that I don’t want to charge you for anything. I want you to look around and find whatever you want and take it home. You too, Dee,” I said softly. “But only if you want or if you find something you want. My store isn’t everyone’s style. Some people say it’s too girly.”

      “I couldn’t do that,” she said quietly, and her eyes again went soft. “And your store is gorgeous, Honey. I always look in when I’m walking down Main Street, and I’ve been meaning to come in for a while now.”

      My heart felt like it was going to beat right out of my chest.

      “And seeing that neither of my children have introduced us, I’ll do it myself,” she continued with a playful dig. “I’m Dianne, Ben and Dee’s mom.”

      “I’m Sasha,” I said, introducing myself to her for the second time today.

      “I’ve heard a lot about you, Sasha.”

      My heart now slammed in my chest begging for freedom. Ben had told his family about me? What could he have told them? I looked at him over my shoulder and gave him wide eyes, and he gave me a smile in return.

      “Come on, Mom, let’s go choose something.” Dee laughed, and I stopped eye balling her brother and looked back at her. “If you’re free on Sunday, come to my house with Ben. We cook way too much food and sit on the couch and watch football. I have no clue what I’m watching, so it would be good to have another girl there to gossip with. Unless you want to watch the football.”

      “We’ll be there,” Ben answered for me and gently squeezed my waist.

      “Awesome. The kids are excited to meet Sasha.”

      Kids?

      Dee and Dianne left the counter and walked straight to the candle display, and I took a deep breath. Ben twisted me around quickly so we were chest to chest. My arms circled his waist and his hands rested on my lower back.

      “You did good,” he murmured. “Expect to see Mom a lot now that she’s met you. But, Sasha, you are going to have to let her pay for things. She’ll want to do that. Dad wants to meet you too, and he’ll have an issue with you not letting Mom pay for the trash she brings home.”

      “But I don’t want their money.”

      “Sweetheart, you don’t have to buy their acceptance.”

      Buy their acceptance? What the heck? I sucked in a breath as I felt my body tense and heat. His words were a massive slap in the face, and I needed distance. I stepped out of his arms and took two steps back.

      “I’m not trying to buy anyone’s acceptance, Ben. They are important to you, so I thought I’d do something nice for them. I’ve never had the chance to use the term ‘family discount’ before, so I thought I’d give that to your family.”

      He sighed and regret flashed in his eyes. “Sweetheart.”

      “You should go. I have work to do.”

      I didn’t wait for him to speak, I just transformed into Sasha Hamilton, Sass Owner. Putting my shoulders back, I put a grin on my face and crossed the store to where his mom and sister were both looking at me with varying degrees of confusion.

      It was only when I was handing his mom a blackberry-scented candle that I heard the bell over the door chime, and I knew he’d left.
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        SASHA

      

    
    
      I needed cake.

      A lot of cake.

      But it wasn’t Sunday and I didn’t have Gigi’s cake to gorge on, so Missy’s was the next best bet.

      After locking up Sass, I darted across the street and burst into Missy’s. It was early evening before the dinner rush hit, so only a few tables were occupied. Missy was behind the counter, and Crazy John, and surprisingly Austin, were sitting at the counter.

      “I need cake,” I announced dramatically, crossing the diner.

      “Oh idiot, we have a drama,” Crazy John grunted. “What’s it today?”

      “His friend is frustrating,” I announced, pointing at Austin.

      Crazy John scoffed. “You mean your boyfriend is frustrating.”

      My boyfriend.

      I glared at him, and he grinned back at me. “You frustrate me too.”

      He threw his head back and laughed. “Love you too, Sassy.”

      I pulled out a stool, placed my purse on top of the counter, and took a seat. Missy slid a massive piece of caramel cheesecake in front of me, handed me a fork, and shot me a wink. Her status as Best Friend knew no boundaries. I dug into the caramel goodness and the sugar started to do its job. All afternoon I’d been thinking of Ben’s words. What I said to him was true. I never got to give my discount to family before, so it felt good to offer it to his family, and I had it pushed back in my face. He’d tried calling me, and sent a couple of texts, but my stubbornness won out in the end and I ignored them; although, it was hard not to break and respond.

      “So, what did he do?” Austin asked, stealing my fork and taking a huge chunk of my cheesecake. “Idiot, Missy, this is good.”

      “You’ve just become my favorite.”

      “About time.” He winked at her before turning back to me. “So, spill.”

      I stole my fork back from him, took another huge bite and a sip of the coffee Missy had just place in front of me, and then answered, “I offered to give his mom and sister discounts at Sass, and he informed me that I didn’t need to buy their acceptance.”

      “You met Mrs. Hunt?” Austin asked, shocked.

      “Yep, she came to Sass with Dee today,” I revealed. “I called Ben to tell him, and then he turned up, kissed me in front of them, and then informed me that his Dad wants to meet me. Now, I’m apparently going to Dee’s house to watch football.”

      “Goodness, idiot,” Austin murmured.

      “What?”

      “Sash, this is huge.” He leaned back and scratched his lightly covered jaw. “Really huge. I’ve known Ben since we were six. We’ve been through a lot of trash together, and he has never taken a woman to meet his family for a casual Sunday football session. And his father has certainly never wanted to meet a woman he has been seeing.”

      “Really?” I gasped, my eyes wide and my mouth agape.

      His low chuckle settled me. “Yeah, babe. And while we’re talking about this, I’ve got to tell you, I’ve never seen him this into a woman before. You mean a lot to him. Remember that.”

      I nodded and took a huge bite of cheesecake, before looking back at him. “Are you breaking bro code by telling me this?”

      His laughter echoed around us. “I don’t really give a hoot. I am sure if I’m ever in the position when a woman knocks me off my feet, Hunt will be telling her something similar.”

      “Not if, when. I’m making it my mission to find you a woman.” I smiled and began nodding.

      “Goodness, you sound like Ducky.”

      “Who’s Ducky?”

      “My sister, Ashlyn.”

      “I’ll have to call her when I find potential women for you. ”

      “Hunt, control your woman!” Austin demanded, and I twisted around just as Ben stepped through the door.

      “What has she done now?” He asked, humor evident in his words.

      “Her mission is to find me a woman.”

      Ben threw his head back and gave me the laugh I loved seeing. The deep, sincere laugh that transformed his whole face, relaxed his entire body, and brought a sparkle to his eyes.

      I turned back, and Missy leaned over the counter toward me. “He is so into you,” she whispered, grabbing my hand and squeezing it tightly. “If I didn’t love you like a sister, I’d—”

      “Hate me?” I smirked, before shivering with the feel of Ben coming up behind me and sweeping my hair off my shoulder. "You've been telling me that a lot lately."

      “You got a brother? Cousin? Long lost best friend?” Missy piped up, quirking a brow at Ben as if to say “hmm?”

      Ben kissed my bare shoulder quickly and then focused back on Missy. “No brother. Definitely got cousins, and unless you want to mess Austin, I’ve got no other best friend. But I’ve got a few boys I’d take a bullet for.”

      “This sounds promising,” she said, before stepping out from behind the counter and going to greet her parents that had just arrived.

      "How’d I know I’d find you here?” Ben asked, bringing all his attention to me. He dragged out the stool beside me, took a seat, and then lightly kissed my jaw, which sent shivers down my spine.

      "Are you back to stalking me, Benjamin?” I flirted, feeling myself begin to swoon at the thought of him coming to find me.

      He shook his head, amused. "You must still be pissed at me if you’re calling me Benjamin?”

      "Maybe a little.”

      He leaned over, grabbed my chin, and kissed me softly, offering only the briefest touch of his tongue.

      "Still pissed?” he whispered, running the pad of his thumb over my tingling bottom lip.

      I melted against him. "You play dirty, Detective.”

      An hour later, after I’d finished my cheesecake and coffee and Ben had had his own, it was decided that we’d stay and have burgers for dinner. Ben, Austin, Crazy John, and I moved to the booth by the window, and Missy joined us soon after. Conversation flowed, laughter filled the table, and Ben’s arm rested across my shoulders while we waited for our dinner to arrive. It felt so . . . comfortable. Like these were my people. It felt good. Even while he spoke to Austin, Ben kept his arm around me, and I enjoyed the feel of his fingertip caressing my bare skin just below the sleeve of my top.

      Sometimes I still didn’t know how this had become my life. How this man who’d absolutely rocked my world stumbled into my life? It would be a lie if I said he didn’t mean something to me. If I was being completely honest, he meant more to me than any other man had. What he offered me was everything I needed, but nothing I’d ever wanted: protection, comfort, stability, and the promise of being someone’s priority. It freaked the absolute heck out of me.

      “You good?” Ben leaned down and whispered into my ear.

      I looked up at him and nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Happy to hear that, Sweetheart.” He kissed my temple, and his finger restarted its caress of my arm. “It’s Sunday tomorrow.”

      An excited shiver exploded within me because I knew exactly what Sunday meant. His soft chuckle beside me indicated he’d felt my reaction. “My place or yours?”

      His smirk shot right between my legs with the promise of what the day would bring. “Start at mine, go out for supplies, end at yours.”

      “How can a girl say no to that?” I winked.

      “Are you two done with being cute?” Missy laughed from across the table. “Seriously, you are turning my girl into mush.”

      “I think its the other way around, Missy,” Austin added. “I’ve never seen Ben this pussy whipped before.”

      Ben scoffed. “I cannot wait for the day you meet a woman who gets under your skin.”

      I was under Ben’s skin?

      “Where is my burger? Enough of the cute chat, lets talk about the hunger chat. A man needs his strength.”

      We all burst out laughing at Crazy John’s unique way of changing the subject, and sure enough, within a couple of minutes, his double cheese, bacon, and lettuce burger was in front of him. Apparently, the lettuce made it healthy. Mumbled conversation started over the table, all of us eating our burgers and fries. Ben and I shared cheesy fries, Austin and Missy shared the sweet chilli fries, and Crazy John ate from both. Something made me look toward the door just as Drew stepped through wearing his all black Hamilton’s uniform.

      “Drew,” I called out.

      He stopped when he reached the counter and looked over his shoulder and smiled when he found me in our usual booth. Then he took in the others sitting at the table, his eyes moving from Ben and Austin to Missy and Crazy John. When he lingered on Ben, it hit me that they were potentially about to meet. I swiveled in my seat and stared across the table at Missy. She lifted her glass of Coke to her lips and smiled around her straw. She was no help at all. Screw it. It was bound to happen one day. It only took me twenty-eight years for my brother to meet a man that I had no plans of kicking out of my bed any time soon.

      Drew put in his order and crossed the diner toward us.

      “How’s my boy?” Crazy John questioned, the smile on his face evidence of what Drew meant to him. He nudged Austin’s shoulder, telling him to move so he could get out. As soon as Austin slid out and stood, Crazy John was on his feet and hugging Drew. It was clear that it had been a while since he’d seen Drew, and the reunion both made my heart ache and rejoice. “Where have you been?”

      “Life’s been a little crazy,” Drew murmured, slapping Crazy John on the back and glancing over his shoulder at his burger. “Good to see you are still looking after your health and having lettuce on your burger.”

      “Don’t you start,” he grunted, stepping away and sliding back into the booth. “Your sister gives me trash every time I have it. Lettuce is green, it means its healthy, therefore my burger is healthy.”

      Drew leaned over and kissed my cheek then did the same to Missy.

      “Hunt,” Drew greeted, giving Ben a chin lift like all of these men seemed to do in greeting when he reached the table. “Hart.”

      “Hamilton,” Ben replied with his own chin lift.

      Well, there goes the stress of introducing them.

      Drew called Ben, Hunt. “Wait! How do you two know each other?” I asked, my intrigued gaze darting between the two of them.

      “High school football,” Drew revealed, shooting Ben an intense look, and I swear I felt Ben tense up beside me. “Know him from Hamilton’s too.”

      “Ahh okay, that makes sense.”

      “Also know he is the friend you mentioned the day after you got hit at the pub.”

      I swallowed hard at Drew’s revelation, and my head swung to Ben. His jaw clenched, and I couldn’t understand his reaction. Maybe it was because of that particular night at Hamilton’s. He was majorly pissed with what went down that night. I’d seen him look through the security footage, but because the lights went out we couldn’t see who’d hit me. I doubted we’d ever know.

      “How do you know he is the friend I was talking about?” I asked, little sister attitude seeping into my words.

      He grinned. “Cameras at Hamilton’s, Squirt.”

      Oh! And there was the nickname again.

      “Well, then yeah, he’s my friend,” I confirmed, and I received a leg squeeze under the table from Ben.

      “Ben’s her boyfriend!” Crazy John announced, shooting me a look. “Austin’s your friend, Sassy, Ben’s your boyfriend. Austin don’t see you naked, but Ben sure does. There’s a big difference. Friends? Give me strength.”

      I knew my cheeks were turning pink. Ben’s body shook with silent laughter beside me. Austin didn’t hold his in, and he was laughing loud and proud at the table. Drew was shaking his head but smiling big. Missy giggled and rested her head on Crazy John’s shoulder while he continued staring at me.

      “I cannot believe this conversation is happening here,” I said with a sigh to Ben, turning slightly in my seat so my face met the firmness of his bicep.

      Thankfully, conversation moved on from whether or not Ben was my boyfriend. He and Austin started chatting, while Drew and Missy’s attention was on Crazy John who was telling them a story from what he called the good old days. I concentrated on finishing my food, but my appetite vanished when my attention was drawn outside.

      “Ben,” I said, my voice low.

      “Hang on a sec, Sash.”

      “Ben.” This time I spoke louder.

      I felt his body turn to me, but my gaze refused to move from Edward O’Leary, who was staring from the sidewalk wearing the creepiest smirk I’d ever seen.

      The temperature in Missy’s turned arctic, and all talk ceased. If a pin had been dropped, it would have sounded like a bomb detonated when it hit the floor. Edward entered and didn’t hesitate in moving to our booth. Every step he took was laced with arrogance, and he looked out of place in his tailored suit.

      My hand darted out and grabbed hold of Ben’s arm. Ben’s body had become rigid, and the clench of his jaw was evidence that he was barely holding on at the arrival of our unwanted guest. Quickly glancing over at Drew, I saw he looked just as on edge as Ben.

      “Seems I missed the reunion you three had in Salt Lake. My invite must have gotten lost in the mail.”

      Salt Lake?

      What was he talking about?

      I started to turn to Ben because I wanted to ask him what was going on, but when Edward said my name, I froze. My gaze blinked to him, and he edged in close, leaning over the table and stealing the little space I had.

      “Forget you look good, Babe. Good enough to eat.” His voice caused fear to creep over my skin, and like a magnet, my body moved closer to Ben for protection.

      Ben reacted immediately, and hostility intoxicated the air. He slid out of his seat in record speed, grabbed Edward by the collar, and chaos erupted around us. Drew and Austin sprung into action and tried feverishly to pry Ben from a smirking Edward. Ben stalked forward, his grip on Edward not relenting, and Edward stumbled back, not losing his smirk. They burst onto the sidewalk, and Ben pushed Edward against the red brick wall, away from view of Missy’s customers, but still in view of Main Street, Monroe. Something told me that right now he had forgotten all about being a cop. I rushed after them, and Ben was my only concern. My fist clenched the back of his shirt, and I pulled hard, trying desperately to break it up.

      “Ben, stop,” I begged loudly. I tugged hard on his shirt, using all of my strength to get his attention. “He isn't worth it.”

      With a shove that sent Edward hurtling back, a furious Ben entwined his fingers with mine and pulled me close to his side. His chest heaved as he sucked in deep breaths, trying to reign in calm, and I rested my free hand on his stomach.

      “Look at me,” I demanded softly, turning my body into his and hiding our still joined hands between us. The ferociousness of his glare softened into a desperate look begging for calm when his blue eyes dropped to mine. “Focus on me. Forget him.”

      “Get the heck out of here, O’Leary,” Austin growled, but my attention remained on Ben.

      “Why is he talking about Salt Lake?” I asked, my mind still locked on the thought of Ben, Austin, and Drew in Salt Lake together. “You’ve got to start talking.”

      He closed his eyes, dropped his forehead to mine, and sucked in a deep breath. If it was even possible, he pulled me in closer, as if he was afraid I was going to float away.

      “Hey, Sasha?”

      I went rigid against Ben. I loved my name, but hearing it come from the mouth of Edward made me begin to despise it. Slowly, I shifted in Ben’s arms and looked at Edward.

      “By the way you’re clutching onto Hunt, I’m thinking he’s gotten your pussy. By your reaction to hearing they’d been to Salt Lake, I’m thinking he hasn’t been honest with you. Did you know Ben and I have been friends for years? He just can’t seem to stay away from me.”

      Torrents of disgust rushed down my spine. “What are you talking about?”

      An evil grin swept over his face as he attempted to step toward me, but Drew was quicker and pulled him back. The air electrified, and Ben’s grip on me tightened. My confusion was evident as my eyes darted between Austin, Drew, Edward, and Missy. The look on Missy’s face registered her similar level of confusion.

      Something clicked behind Edward’s eyes, and the cruelest grin I’d ever witnessed took over his face. “Well, well, well. This just keeps getting better. Hunt’s been you and he hasn’t told you a blasted thing.”

      Edward looked through us all before he dealt the final blow. “Ask your boyfriend about Salt Lake, then ask your brother about the business deal we’re working on. Then when you want a real cock to give that sweet pussy to, look me up.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          29

        

        SASHA

      

    
    
      As soon as Edward slithered away, Ben stepped aside to make a call, Drew and Austin spoke quietly to each other, and I didn’t wait around. Edward’s taunt replayed in my head on a continuous loop. I needed to get away. I walked straight to my car, and Missy chased after me and grabbed the keys out of my hand. After asking me for Ben’s address, she drove us away from Main Street, and silence engulfed the car. She tried to start a conversation, but I had nothing to give. My subconscious was telling me that I had to start protecting myself, so my need to shut down was creeping in and there was nothing I could do about it.

      Now, I stood in the middle of Ben’s living room, flanked by Ben, Austin, Drew, and Missy, and my eyes were locked on Andy, who wore a mask of fury.

      “Andy, what are you doing here?” I asked incredulously, while offering him a confused smile. This really wasn’t the time for a staff member of Hamilton’s to be here. Maybe Drew needed to give him keys or something and that was why he was here. That was the only reasonable explanation I could come up with. The tick of his jaw became pronounced and the mask of fury turned to one of complete hostility.

      “Babe,” Andy said softly, grabbing my hand and pulling me toward him. The tension in his grip shot my level of concern sky high. “Goodness idiot,” he growled. “I am going to kill O’Leary myself for this trash.”

      Andy spoke of O’Leary like he knew exactly who he was, and not someone he’d just learned about. That was the first hint. The second was when he acknowledged Ben with a chin lift when he first walked into Ben’s house without knocking. The third was when Ben came up behind me, his hands gripping my hips and his body framing mine like he’d done so many times before. This was his protective stance. He was holding on so I wouldn’t fall.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, my anxiety soaring sky high. “Why are you here?”

      “This is not how it was meant to happen.” Drew spat, glaring at Ben, and then Andy.

      “How what was meant to happen? What are you four talking about?” Missy demanded, her hands on her hips, and eyes narrowed at the men. “Someone needs to start talking.”

      “You gonna do it, Reeves?” Austin muttered, his voice tight, and his eyes locked on Andy. “Thinking it’s your place to do it.”

      “His name is Andy,” I said, correcting Austin. “Andy Peters. He works at Hamilton’s. I’m sure you would have seen him there.”

      Andy clasped his hands behind his head, and stared at me. Silence rolled through Ben’s living room, and the silence did nothing to soothe the torrent of emotions raging inside of me. I don’t know what made me ask the question, or what made me even consider it. I just knew that for some reason I had to. Maybe it was the look of regret in Andy’s eyes, or the feeling of unease penetrating from Ben, Drew and Austin.

      “Sash,” Andy started, his voice thick.

      I asked the question before he could say anything else.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Sasha,” Ben murmured into my ear, his grip on my hips becoming firmer. My attention remained fixed on Andy, the man who had become a good friend to me over the past six months. The same man who made me Randy Andy specials, shared his ridiculously naughty hook up stories with me, and let me vent about crappy days I had.

      Andy’s gaze left mine and narrowed in behind me at Ben. “This is some messed up trash.”

      Somehow I found my voice, and this time I demanded an answer from Andy. “Tell me your name.”

      His gaze shot to the roof, and he sucked in a deep breath before finding my eyes. “My name is Carson Reeves. I’m an undercover cop.”

      “What?” I gasped, taking a step away from him and breaking Ben’s protective stance behind me. His touch felt like it was burning my skin, and being near the stranger now known as Carson stole my breath.

      “Someone needs to start talking. Right now,” Missy demanded, sounding pissed off and a little hurt. She’d also been sucked into whatever this was and had learned that her friend was not who he said he was.

      Ben’s arms wrapped around me from behind and pulled me against his chest. For a split second, I reveled in the warmth and protection he offered, before I was shocked back to reality. How could I trust Ben if he was sitting on this kind of information? Andy—incredible, Carson, had been working the night I went home with Ben. They didn’t even acknowledge each other when Andy came to the table we sat at, but they knew exactly who each other were. I untangled myself from Ben and crossed the room, putting much needed distance between me and everyone there.

      I sucked in desperate breaths and silently counted to ten to try calming the chaos roaring to life inside of me. When I felt I had some control, I looked at the four men in front of me.

      “Is your name Austin?” I hissed, glaring at him.

      “Yeah, Sasha, my name’s Austin.”

      “Is your name Ben, or have I been sleeping with a complete stranger?” I spat, hurt hurtling through me as I looked at the man who’d become something special to me.

      His blue eyes locked with mine with the intensity of a thousand men. “You know my name is Ben. I’m still the same man.”

      “Well, I thought his name was Andy, so I’m sorry if I don’t believe you right now.” I blew out a breath, and tears began to gather.

      I turned to Drew. “What is going on? What business deal was he talking to? You tell me to stay away from him but you’re meeting him and doing god only knows what else. Why is an undercover cop working at our bar? Salt Lake?”

      My body suddenly felt too heavy for my legs to hold up. I walked to the couch, took a seat, and tugged my knees to my chest. Drew joined me, taking a seat on the coffee table in front of me, and to my left Ben hovered, his hand moved to the back of my neck, where he held on as if he thought I’d flee. Missy, Austin, and Carson stood behind Drew—Missy looking furious, Carson looked pissed off, and Austin wearing a mask of concern.

      “I don’t even know where to start,” Drew muttered, running his hand over his face and growling in frustration.

      “A story always starts at the beginning, so you might want to begin there.”

      He shot me a look, and I rolled my eyes.

      “Do you remember Jacqueline?”

      I shifted through my memories and the face of a stunning brunette with light blue eyes came to the forefront. A couple of years ago, she came through Monroe while she was in town she became a regular at Hamilton’s. Her and Drew became good friends—nothing sexual, just good friends. She took her vodka with Coke, told dirty jokes, and was the owner of the best leather jacked I’d ever seen.”

      “Yep. I liked her. I wonder where she is now.”

      Ben’s fingers dug into my neck, before he replied, “She’s in Salt Lake City. She was a cop.”

      Was?

      “Two years ago, Austin and I worked a case in Salt Lake with her. Jackie worked undercover as a dancer at a club O’Leary owned. He was selling drugs and women to whoever offered him the most money. Jackie’s job was to get close enough to him to get him to talk, but not too close. What no body knew was that while Jacquie was in Monroe, O’Leary had come to town. He recognized her as soon as she started working at his club. She went in under another name. He played her for a year, got her to do some messed up trash, and then it all turned to trash. O’Leary decided that he didn’t like getting played, so he got a few of his men to make sure word got out of what would happen if he got played again, and Jackie was used as an example.”

      My stomach dropped, and I took a deep breath and braced. “Was she raped?”

      “Yeah, Babe. Repeatedly.” Austin answered in the softest tone I’d ever heard from him.

      “She was my cousin’s woman.” Ben admitted, and my heart clenched in pain.

      I looked up at Ben, a tear falling over my cheek brought on by the enormity of what they’d just told me. “Your cousin?”

      “Yeah, Sweetheart, so this is close to home for me. He messed with my family, and he broke a beautiful, vibrant woman. That trash does not sit well with me. Now, he is messing with you, and that really does not sit well with me.”

      I looked at the three of them, but focused on Drew. “Why were you in Salt Lake? Why did you go with them?”

      “We went to say goodbye to Jackie.”

      “She is going into witness protection.”

      A beautiful woman who had the world at her feet had been destroyed because of Edward O’Leary? Anger spiked through me at the thought of what this man had done. He’d been classed as part of my family for so many years, yet he was capable of this? Bile rose in my throat as I tried to comprehend everything that I’d been told.

      “Why isn't he in jail? You know all this stuff about him, so why isn’t he locked up? He got a woman raped, and you said he sells women and drugs. Why isn’t that enough?” I cried out.

      “He doesn’t do the dirty work himself. He has men that do it, a crew around him, that doesn’t give a hoot if they get killed in the process, or locked away. They are the ones that go down.”

      I looked at Missy, and she’d lost the color in her face. She was finding this as hard as me to hear. But what I needed to know was how Hamilton’s was involved with any of this.

      “And why is Andy—I mean, Carson working undercover at Hamilton’s? I don’t understand any of this.”

      “O’Leary started sniffing around Monroe a year ago,” Austin revealed, hostility in his voice and fire in his eyes. “Nine months ago, he set his sight on Hamilton’s. We knew it was him, because a woman reported she’d been offered money or drugs for sex from a man who introduced himself as Gale Edwards. He is O’Leary’s main man.”

      “What?” I gasped, disgust settling in my throat. “Why Hamilton’s? Our two families did everything together. He spent just as much time there as a teenager as we did. Even when we were kids it was always the four of us; Drew, Edward, Holly and I, then the three of us when Holly left for boarding school.”

      “We don’t know. That’s why I’m working there.” I looked at Andy my friend who had become Carson the stranger. “Rubbish will happen and then it will go quiet for weeks, even months, and then all of a sudden he is back on radar. It’s not constant. It’s like he is waiting for something, and that’s when he’ll make his move.”

      “Drugs had been sold there. Three women had been groomed. Then nothing. Carson is our eyes, and only Drew and now you and Missy know, and that’s how it has to stay. No one else can know. Not your friends, not your families, absolutely no one.” Ben warned, and I couldn’t formulate a single word. I was still stuck on the fact that drugs had been found and sold and that women were getting accosted for sex. “Sasha, do you understand what I’m saying?”

      I gasped for air. “Yes, yes. I just, I cant,”

      “We officially got involved six months ago,” Austin revealed. “Carson has been involved for longer. “Recently trash’s been happening when O’Leary isn’t in town. This is what he does. He distances himself before the big strike. So things have escalated.”

      This was too much to take in. I could feel everyone’s eyes burning into me, but I couldn’t look at any of them. I was disgusted that this was happening. I was hurt that I wasn’t trusted with this information. I was heartbroken for Jacqueline. This was something I should have been involved with from the beginning. But I wasn’t trusted. Why hadn’t I been told when Edward approached me? When he kissed me? When his fingerprints were found at Sass, when it was likely him that stole my personal details. Why was my safety not a priority?

      “So, why are you meeting with him, and why didn’t you tell me any of this?” I questioned, turning my attention to Drew. I had so many questions, but I didn’t know if we’d ever have enough time for me to ask everything I wanted. “Why didn’t you trust me with this? I own Hamilton’s just as much as you do. Is that why you wanted to buy me out? Because of this?”

      “I made Dad a promise to protect you.” Drew stated matter-of-factly, his voice firm. “My priority was keeping you protected from this trash, and buying you out was the only way I came up with that would redirect O’Leary’s attention from you. I had to make him think that you had little to nothing to do with the bar, and that our relationship had soured.”

      “I would have been able to handle this. I’ve been tearing my hair out trying to think what I’d done to make you push me away. I felt like I lost my brother. Drew, I was heartbroken, I thought I was to blame, but now you’re telling me it was all because of Edward O’Leary.” I whispered, my heart breaking yet being put back together at hearing what he’d done. “Why would you do this alone? You always said the Hamilton’s kids stuck together.”

      His broken smile hit me. “Sasha, I made a promise to Dad. I made a promise to you.”

      “But—”

      “Sasha, I do not break promises. Yeah, you finding out should have come from me, but I, we, still don’t have a clue why he is doing this. He could have picked any bar in the country, but he chose Hamilton’s. He chose our bar. We don’t know who is working on the inside. He is circling, and when he lands, we’ve got to be ready. That’s why I wanted to keep you as far away from this as I could. I promised to protect you when you were fifteen, and I sure do not break promises. Not to you. Not ever.”

      I shot off the couch, and moved to Ben. His tight expression softened slightly when I stepped up to him.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked, my voice thick with emotion as my heart began to splinter again as I looked at the man who I thought I meant something to. “You had so many opportunities to tell me. When we were in bed together? When you kept pursuing me? Our special Sunday. I met your mother Ben, does that not mean anything? But now I’m learning it was all a lie. How can I trust anything? How can I believe there aren’t more secrets?”

      He stepped forward and I took a step back. “Sweetheart—”

      “No, you don’t get to call me that anymore,” I shook my head in disbelief. “You all knew how freaked out I was when Edward approached me, how disgusted I was when he kissed me, how scared I was at the thought of him anywhere near Sass. But none of you thought that maybe I should know that there was a dangerous man circling, and that maybe I was in his sights?”

      “You had protection,” Carson revealed, stepping into view and moving to stand beside Drew. “Nothing would happen to you. Once we knew—”

      “Reeves,” Austin warned, and I twisted to him and found him with a face of stone.

      I shook my head, my frustration growing. “What? When you knew what?”

      The four men all shared a tense look.

      “No more secrets. Tell her.” Missy spat, before reaching for me and grabbing my hand in silent support. “I cannot believe what I am hearing, so just tell her everything. We’ll keep your secrets, but don’t keep anymore secrets from us.”

      “Heck,” Austin muttered under his breath, while Ben became solid and the force of his stare on me electrified, and increased my anxiety.

      “We had to make sure you and Drew had no involvement of what was going on. We’d been watching O’Leary circling and when he landed at Hamilton’s, we need to make sure you two were clean. We starting digging and found out your families were tied. But once we knew, Drew came on board.”

      “What!” I screeched, my eyes shooting wide in disbelief. “You thought we were part of the drugs and the women?”

      “You two own Hamilton’s. You have a history with O’Leary. We had to be sure.” Carson confirmed.

      “Oh my goodness,” I whispered, as things started to fall into place. If they thought we were involved, if they had investigated us, then everything innocent moment since I met Ben wasn’t as innocent as I first thought. He already knew who I was. Was his story about knowing me since I was younger a lie too?

      I stepped away from the group, putting much needed distance between me and Ben and the truth came hurdling at me. “You got involved with me because of my surname. You messed me because of Hamilton’s, because of the case! You thought I was involved. Was this another one of your undercover cases where you’d harass the girl to get information? Were you lying when you said all that stuff to me about wanting to kiss me since you were nineteen? Every single thing was a lie.” Fury and hurt coursed through my body as I fought to keep in control. Ben started toward me and my hands shot up to stop him. My voice registered as a hiss. "Do not come near me."

      “You’re kidding yourself if you think I’m staying here,” he growled as he stepped closer.

      “You knew everything about me, you investigated me,” I gasped in disbelief. “Meeting you at the diner, you coming into Sass, the night we flirted at the bar, and then when I went home with you. Was that all because of this? Were you still investigating me?”

      "Yeah, Sweetheart. I knew you. I was not lying when I said I’d seen you when I was nineteen, so get that thought out of your head.  What I knew about you was info anyone could find out by doing a search on you. The trash I wanted to know, you made me work for.”

      My heart screamed as his words penetrated. How could I love what he said but in the next breath want to erase every memory I had of him?

      “I can’t believe this.” I sat on the edge of the couch and dropped my face to my hands as I tried desperately to let everything sink in. What could I believe? More importantly, who could I believe? The first time I ever opened myself up to the thought of a future with a man and it all came down to this. Lies, mistrust, and secrets?

      I needed to get out here.  But I knew I had one final thing to say before I could disappear to my house and beg every god there was that I could sleep away the nightmare that had been thrust upon me. Silently, I prayed that I could keep my composure for a few more minutes. I would not let the waterfall of tears sitting just behind my eyes spill. I could not let anyone see me break. Missy stepped forward and her hand wrapped around mine. The comfort she offered hit fast. I turned to Ben, and his eyes locked tight with mine before his gaze swept deep inside me and settled on my broken heart.

      “You need to forget about me,” I whispered, and immediately I was hit with the feeling of a hundred blades stabbing my throat as I struggled to say every word.

      He took two steps toward me, and I held my ground. His mountainous body threw a shadow over mine. The same body that had comforted, protected, and devoured me, and had given me something I now knew, was based all on a lie.

      His face dipped to mine, his breath taunting my lips with a broken promise. “You really think that’s possible?”

      I stared up at him, my glare turning to ice while my blood boiled. He’d become something to me. He made me consider the impossible, and made me believe in something I never wanted to believe. And what for?

      “You’ve got to make it possible. Forget me.”

      “Not going to happen.” His deep, thick voice wrapped itself around me as if he was offering me one final tormenting gift. “No way.”

      “Do not contact me, do not talk to me, and do not come to me. I no longer exist to you.”

      I couldn’t stick around. I needed to flee. I didn’t offer a goodbye to anyone. I spun around, pushed my shoulders back, held my head high, and lied to everyone watching me.

      I walked out with the look of strength sitting on my shoulders, while in reality my heart was shattering and I knew it would never be fixed.
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      “You are not here.”

      Sasha opened the door, and as soon as she saw me, she pulled on her mask and shut down. I refused to stay away. Particularly tonight. I was pissed that it had all come out like this. I wanted to tell her. I wanted to sit her down and tell her what was happening. My way. Not to be forced by O’Leary, and especially the way he’d done it. Did I feel like a jerk for keeping her in the dark for so long? Of course I did. But my only thought was to protect her. What had started as a job had transformed into something spectacular. Sasha was my future, and I was not going to let the trash surrounding us steal that.

      After she left with Missy, the four of us sat and discussed the issue. Something wasn’t right. O’Leary was too cocky. He knew we were watching, he knew Carson was undercover, and he didn’t hide the fact that he knew. He’d thrown it in our face. Someone was bringing drugs into Hamilton’s and dealing. Someone linked to O’Leary. It had the same feeling of the trash that went down in Salt Lake. The only difference was that women weren’t involved . . . yet. Our time to figure it out was quickly coming to an end. There was only so much time Captain could give us before he had to take it further, and taking it further would mean the possibility of Hamilton’s being investigated, Drew and Sasha being interrogated, and the bar shut down.

      So, what the heck was going on?

      And why?

      The only thing I knew for certain was that I wasn’t going to get a warm reception turning up at her place. So, I got right to the point.

      “Tonight, you’re either coming to my place or I’m staying here.”

      She scoffed. “You’re joking, aren’t you? Did you not hear a word I said at your place. I don’t want to see you. I have nothing more to say to you. You need to forget me. Forget us.”

      “Seeing us together today would have pissed off O’Leary. Austin, Drew, and I together would have really pissed him off. The three of us going to Salt Lake would have majorly pissed him off, so I am not letting my girl spend the night on her own when that idiot is pissed off.” I stepped toward her and she looked up at me with wide eyes. “So, you need to choose. Am I staying here, or are you coming home with me?”

      “He’d come for me?” she whispered, her voice wavering.

      My jaw clenched. “He’d have to get through me first.”

      Her gaze dropped to the floor, and I could practically hear the argument she was having with herself. When she looked back up, I knew she’d made her decision, although she struggled with it.

      “You’re on the couch,” she declared, before swinging around and storming into her house with her hips swaying and her hair flying behind her. She was pissed, and it was rolling off her in waves. She had every right to be pissed. We’d kept important things from her. I thought I was protecting her, but in the end I’d hurt her, and that was on me.

      After stepping inside, I locked us in and switched off the front light. In the background, the television provided a soft hum and lamps offered a light glow. I unloaded my keys, wallet, and phone as I passed the kitchen counter, then I made my way into the living room. Sasha sat on the couch, one of her throw rugs wrapped tightly around her shoulders, providing a barrier between me and her body. Her stare moved from the television to me for a split second, before the television won and regained her attention.

      I sat beside her and pulled her feet onto my lap. She stiffened and tried to pull them away, but it just made me hold on tighter.  An uneasy silence rolled through the living room, both of us lost in thought and mindlessly watching the television. Without knowing it, she was calming me down. It took everything not to go on a rampage to find O’Leary and tear him apart. But the blonde bombshell beside me, the one that had crawled so deep within my mind, heart, and soul, and who had wrapped herself in her throw rug instead of my arms, was my only priority. Nothing else mattered. This was where I needed to be, where I’d always need to be, and where I was going to stay.

      “I should have known it was too good to be true. The warning signs were clear as day: stupidly handsome, great smile, exceptional cock, life-altering bed skills, and could kiss to the point of bringing on an orgasm. Those men aren’t real. Those types of men live in my kindle, not in real life. I should have realized you wouldn’t be real.” She turned toward me and the look of complete distrust in her eyes nearly killed me. “I am so pissed off at you. I won’t be able to move past this. I promised myself long ago that I would never allow anyone to make me feel like I do right now. I am so hurt, Ben. I don’t think I’ve ever felt this hurt before.” That was when she turned around to face me, and I saw just how hurt she was by the tears swimming in her eyes. “When my mother left, that hurt. It broke me. But over the past thirteen years, I’ve learned that I’m okay. When life throws you trash, you have to wash it off and shine brighter. That’s what I did. Then Dad died, mine and Drew’s lifeline, and that cut me deep. That wound was one I never thought would heal. Then you turned up. You gave me something I never wanted, something I tried so hard to avoid, but you showed me it was something I needed. You gave my heart the chance to start over. But look where it got me.”

      She shook her head and furiously wiped away a single tear that had fallen over her cheek.

      Then she gave me her eyes. The defeated look staring back at me made me feel like I’d been stabbed in the gut and the knife dragged up to my heart.

      “I’m done, Ben.”

      “Well, I’m sure as idiot not.”

      “Your alphaness isn’t going to work this time,” she scoffed, rolling her eyes, and putting her hands on her hips. “What kind of information did you think you’d get out of me by having sex with me?”

      “It was never about my cock wanting your pussy, so get that out of your head.”

      She glared at me, and I glared back at her. We were going around in circles, and I was getting tired of her thinking I used her. Sasha was not the kind of woman you used. Sasha was the kind of woman you claimed as your own, kept satisfied, and worked on giving her the world and so much more. So, I laid it out to her.

      “You accused me of knowing everything about you. I knew about ten percent of you. I knew the things someone could learn with a google search. I knew things anyone on the PD could know by searching you. What I didn’t know were the important things. I didn’t know what you looked like first thing in the morning, how you took your coffee, or how much you loved cake. I didn’t know how your pussy tasted, or the way you sounded when my cock was balls deep inside of you, or what you looked like humming my name when you came. And Sundays, Sundays, Sasha. I never knew how incredible they could be with you beside me. So, no, I didn’t know everything, and I still don’t. I still have a lot to learn, and I will learn it, because we aren’t done.”

      “I can’t do this,” she said, before turning and rushing down the hall and disappearing from my sight.

      I leaned back against the couch, closed my eyes, and sucked in a deep breath.

      This was beyond messed up.

      If I wanted to ruin O’Leary before, now he had this on his hands, and I would not stop until he was wishing he was dead.

      Mess with my family, and you had me as an enemy.

      Mess with my woman, and you had a death sentence.
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      An hour later, I walked out of my bedroom, down the hall, and stepped into the living room. Through the glow of the television, I saw Ben on the couch, his hands under his head and his attention now on me. I tried everything to distract myself. I started reading three books, I tried to watch a movie, and I even tried to get lost in the world of social media, but nothing helped because my head wouldn’t stop screaming at me.

      “I’m going to call Missy and ask her to come and stay the night. You can leave.”

      One thing I did during the hour in my bedroom was start rebuilding the wall Ben had started to demolish.

      I moved through the kitchen, opened the fridge, and pulled out the orange juice. The hairs on the back of my neck stood at attention when I felt him move up behind me. When he pushed my hair off my neck, I nearly dropped the juice.

      “I’m not leaving,” his husky voice declared against my reactive skin. “I’m not letting you deal with this on your own, and I’m sure as idiot not giving up on us.”

      “You cannot say things like that. Why can’t you get it through your head that we are done.”

      He spun me around then snatched the juice out of my hand and placed it on the counter. I stepped back, the kitchen island hitting me, and he stepped forward and locked me in. “Why can’t I get it through my head? Maybe it’s because you’re the first woman to get under my skin. I can’t imagine another woman, and I don’t want to mess another woman. You’re the woman. I want to see myself with in five, ten, twenty-five years. Yeah, keeping this trash with O’Leary from you wasn’t the best decision, but I made that choice. Your brother made his choice. This job has been trash. Really trash, but you’ve given me your smile again, and your laugh, and that’s made all the trash worth it. So, I’m not giving up. I’m not moving on. I’m not leaving you alone, and I sure as idiot am not forgetting you.”

      He was giving me too much. My heart had stepped into a fierce battle against my head, and I didn’t know who would come out winner. I shook my head as I tried to comprehend everything he said, while goosebumps took residence on my skin. With one step, he was against me, and the sharp edge of the counter dug into my back. His large hands cradled my face, his thick fingers sliding through my hair and halting my movements. My chest rested against his, and I was sure he was able to feel my thundering heart. His blue eyes scanned my face, before dropping to my lips and then locking with my eyes again. We couldn’t do this. Too much had happened. But my body craved his touch one last time. Like a drug addict desperate for one final hit, I licked my lips.

      That was all he needed to unleash the beast inside of him.

      In a flurry of movements, I was lifted from my feet, my legs wrapped around his hips, and his lips crushed against mine. We were moving, and then my back slammed against the hall wall and the pictures rattled on their hooks. My gasp tore the air around us to shreds, and in a hurry of hands, Ben undid my jeans and slid his hand inside my panties before his finger entered me. My eyes slammed shut as he worked my pussy like he was playing his favorite instrument. One finger, then two. Slow, and then fast. Soft, and then hard. I clutched onto him for dear life when his thumb teased my clit with the most delicate of touches. My body turning to liquid as the sound of how wet I was caressed the electrified air around us.

      “Ben, please,” I moaned, my forehead dropping to his shoulder as I felt myself losing control.

      “Sweetheart,” he grunted, his voice rough and heavy. He needed to stop calling me that. “Show me your eyes. Look at me.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t look at you.”

      “Why?” he asked. His fingers stopped their onslaught and froze inside of me.

      I needed him to move, so I laid it out to him. “Because what is real, Ben? I don’t know who is real, what to believe, or what to clutch onto, because I really need something to clutch onto right now. I opened myself up to you. More than I’ve ever opened myself up to a man before. I gave myself to you. I let you in. And now this?”

      Through all of this, his fingers began to move again. Slowly at first, but with every word that poured out of my mouth his moves intensified, and then I lost them. I looked at him, pleading with my heavy eyes for him to finish what he started. His hand moved between us and he undid his fly. My breathing hitched at what I was about to receive.

      “I’m real. You’re real. We are real,” he murmured against my mouth and lined up his cock.

      “There is no longer a we, Ben,” I panted, my body switched on and soaring as I tried to regain some control of my body and mind. “You need to walk out this door and not look back.”

      “Never going to happen.”

      “It has to happen.”

      “Seems I’ve got to mess some sense into you.”

      In one determined move, Ben slammed inside me and my world caught on fire. I sucked in desperate breaths as he filled me so beautifully.

      With wild moves he thrust deep inside me, and I cried out for him to go deeper and harder. I needed him to bruise me from within so I’d be reminded of our final time for days, or even weeks.

      “This isn't the end,” he groaned against my mouth, as if he had climbed inside my head and read my deepest thoughts. “We do not have an end.”

      My ability to answer or think was eradicated the moment his mouth crashed back onto mine. The sensation of his lips stealing my words and thoughts overcame me, and I began to tip over the edge into blissful delirium. I thrust myself up against him, my hands gripping onto his hair as he repeatedly pounded into me, and I took everything he gave. No matter what he thought, I knew this was the end.

      How could it be anything but that?

      This moment would be the most beautiful yet tragic memory I’d ever have.
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* * *

      Early morning light danced through my bedroom as I woke with a smile on my face.

      My sated body reminded me in the most beautiful of ways where Ben had been just hours before. The delicious throb between my legs, my swollen lips, and the marks on my chest left by his eager mouth and teeth. The smell of sex lingered on my sheets and wrapped itself around me in greeting. Last night wasn’t sex, it was wild, animalistic.

      I went to call out to him, to find out why he’d left me in bed on my own, why I wasn’t wrapped up in his arms, or crying out his name as he took my body to a place only he could take me.

      It was Sunday.

      Usually, we didn’t get out of bed until noon.

      I rose on my elbows and gazed toward the door.

      Then it hit me with brutal force that knocked the air out of my lungs and sent me crashing back down on my bed.

      My heart ached. My throat burned. My body remembered.

      Lies.

      Heartbreaking, soul destroying lies. The kind that drained you of all strength, and left you wondering how you could possibly pull yourself back from this.

      I rolled to my side and clutched the pillow Ben had slept on. How could my heart be broken if I’d spent so much time holding it back from him? Wasn’t this what I wanted? This was what I asked for. And he’d given it to me.

      I’d suffered a lot of pain in my life, but this was a completely different kind of pain.

      It hurt differently.

      It felt like forever had been stolen from me.

      The next time I woke, it was to Missy’s voice floating through my house.

      “Babe, are you still asleep?”

      “I’m awake. Be down in a second.”

      I pulled back the covers and the cool air hit my naked body. After we had sex against the wall, Ben had carried me to bed and then wrapped me up in his arms. No words were spoken. I didn’t think there was anything that needed to be said. I’d spent two hours listening to his steady breathing and memorizing the rhythm of his heart under my cheek. Somewhere between three a.m. and seven a.m. I’d fallen asleep and he left. I fumbled through my dresser, grabbed a fresh pair of panties and a bra, and hurriedly dressed. I had no plans of leaving the house, so I pulled on my lay-around-the-house-and-do-absolutely-nothing sweat pants and one of my dad’s old Hamilton’s shirts. As I walked downstairs, I braided my hair and hung it over my shoulder.

      Missy was sitting on the couch. In front of her were two fresh coffees, two plates and forks, and a familiar white plastic container that caused me to halt.

      “Is that?” I asked, my eyes focused on the container.

      Her soft smile spoke volumes. “Ben brought cake to the diner. He said you can’t survive Sunday without a piece or three of Gigi’s famous chocolate cake.”

      I swallowed the ball of emotion now lodged in my throat. “That’s true.”

      “He also told me that he locked you in tight after he left this morning.”

      I nodded and started to rapidly blink.

      Her voice turned soft, and she reached over and grabbed my hand. “He also informed me that I needed to come over today and hang out with you because you’d need your girl.”

      I hiccupped, and then I couldn’t hold it in anymore.

      One tear, then two slipped over my cheeks, before a tortured sob echoed around the living room. Missy moved fast, and before I had a chance to speak, I was in her arms. I trained myself years ago not to cry. It was just one of my protective instincts that had stuck. I’d spent too much time crying for what I lost when I was younger, and it never brought anything back to me, so from then on breaking and crying were useless. But on the rare occurrence things got to be too much for me, Missy was the one who saw me cry. Today, things got to be too much for me. But it wasn’t everything happening with Hamilton’s and O’Leary that tipped me over the edge, it was the thought that Ben was still taking care of me even when I was so determined in my wish for him to stay away from me.

      He turned up late last night because he didn’t want me spending the night on my own.

      He’d wrapped me tight against his soothing warmth and held on until sleep overcame me and I passed out to the sound of his heartbeat.

      He’d given Missy cake to bring to me because he knew I loved cake.

      He’d sent over my best friend because he knew more than anything I’d need her.

      I sobbed against my best friend’s chest, clutching onto any strength she offered and silently beginning for the hurt to stop. Time no longer existed, so I didn’t know how long it had been when I pulled away from Missy, scooted up the couch, and pulled my knees to my chest. Her soft smile and concerned eyes allowed me to begin to settle, and I nodded when she pointed at the cake.

      Cake would be perfect right now.

      I grabbed the plate when she handed it to me and took a forkful. Gigi had outdone herself with this rich chocolate cake, dripping with chocolate icing. It was the kind of cake that would take a least three gym lessons to burn off. That was if I went to the gym.

      “Idiot me dead, this is orgasmic,” Missy hooted, before filling her fork with another large chunk of cake. “This is what you’ve been getting on Sundays?”

      I laughed at her outburst. “Well, one of the things.”

      “Soooooo, it’s probably not the right time, but I’ve got to ask because it’s not Missy and Sasha time if I don’t ask.”

      “Yes, we had sex.” I answered her question without her asking it, and added a little extra for her benefit. “Hot, dirty, wall sex.”

      “Are you okay after that? Well, I know you’re not, but how does it feel?”

      I leaned over, put my empty plate on the table, and then sat back. “It felt like goodbye.”

      “It doesn’t have to be goodbye, Babe. He messed up. They all did, but that doesn’t mean it has to be the end for you two. I’ve never seen you like this about a guy before. I like seeing you like this, Sash. You seem lighter. Almost free.”

      All I could offer her was a smile. I didn’t know what I could say. Everything she’d said was true. Every single thing. And that was what made this whole situation even worse. I’d opened myself up to possibilities. Possibilities were something I’d never offered myself before. And now I was left wondering what was next.

      And that thought was terrifying.
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        BEN

      

    
    
      As far as everyone at Hamilton’s knew, Carson was still Andy, and we were not friends or colleagues. He didn’t come to my table to chat. The only acknowledgement of me was if he came to take my empty glass or a chin lift when I arrived. The usual greeting that any man would give another man at a bar. That was how it had to be until we worked out what was going on.

      “Hey, Ben.” I looked up from the menu to find Shelley standing next to me with a nervous smile and holding the note pad, ready to take my order. “Sorry to hear about you and Sasha. I heard today.”

      Idiot, news travelled fast around this place. Exactly what she had heard was what I wanted to know. We’d made it clear to Sasha and Missy that no one outside of who was at my house could know what was going on. That included their friends, our families, and staff at both Sass and the diner. After some resistance, we’d made it clear that it was for everyone’s safety that the less people that knew the better. Until we figured out what was going on, it needed to be kept in house.

      “Thanks, Shelley. All is good.” I looked back at the menu, before looking back at her when she didn’t leave.

      “Do you want to order something? I’m clocking off in ten and heading to Sasha’s for an impromptu girls night, so you can order with me or wait till Andy clocks on in fifteen.”

      “Still deciding. So, I’ll wait for Andy.”

      She nodded. “Sounds good. See you around.”

      As soon as she left, I unlocked my phone and tapped into my messages.

      BEN: I hear you are having a girl’s night

      SASHA: You really need to learn how to greet someone.

      SASHA: Missy told the girls that there is no longer a Ben and Sasha. So, that’s why the girls are coming here. Unlike the men in my life, I find it hard to lie, so it’s really nasty to have to keep all of this from my friends. So, if you can speed things up, that would be fan-freaking-tastic. Also, you need to tell Andy, Carson that he needs to take care of the girls at work, and extra care of Paige. She has a little girl and I don’t like her being there when Edward is doing whatever it is Edward is doing. Tell Drew as well. Oh, and thank you for the cake.

      I smirked at my phone. Idiot me, even through text she was sassy.

      BEN: There is still a Ben and Sasha.

      SASHA: That’s the only thing you got out of that rant?

      BEN: I find that the most important part, but I’ve taken everything else on board. Your girl is going to be fine. No need to fire her. And I’ll be sure to speed things up. That way, you and I can also speed things up.

      SASHA: Uh Ben . . . there is no you and me. And if there was, it would be at a snail’s pace.

      BEN: A snail is still moving forward, so I’ll take it.

      SASHA: Pizza is here. Gotta go.

      I locked my phone and went back to looking at the menu with a smile on my face. Rubbish was getting thick around us, but she could still bring a smile to my face, even when she was talking about there not being an us. I thought she would have realized by now that I always got what I wanted, and her telling me we were done just made me want to work even harder for it. I was stubborn, but she had no idea just how stubborn I could become. I’d give her the space she needed, but there were some things I wouldn’t give her.

      “Come to my office in ten minutes,” Drew said, stopping briefly beside my table. “Carson will be here in five.”

      “Right.”

      Austin had left for the East Coast earlier today to visit his sister, Ashlyn, so I was flying solo for a couple of days. I’d already received a call from Ashlyn, and most of the call was her screeching that I had kept Sasha a secret. She threatened to get on a plane, and it was only thanks to her boyfriend that she moved on from flying here and started on about me finding Austin a woman, like I was some sort of matchmaker. Seriously, she was the best kind of ridiculous at times, and her craziness reminded me a lot of Sasha. I looked forward to the day when they would meet each other.

      True to Drew’s word, five minutes later, Carson strolled in dressed for a shift. He scanned the room, gave me a chin lift, and moved to the bar. For the next five minutes, I sat, drinking my beer yet still alert. Hamilton’s was a town favorite. The only place you went if you wanted good beer, better food, and even better hospitality. My grandfather was a regular, my father comes on occasion, and now that Sasha was in my life, I knew this place would be in my life, so that meant something to me. It was pissing me off that I couldn’t figure out what was happening and why O’Leary was focused on this place. I wanted to drag him in and do what I needed to do to get the information on him, but at the moment we had nothing concrete, and if we did anything in the grey, we’d mess up the case. That was why the idiot was on top of my Idiot of the Century list. Having to be in the same town as him, and not be able to do what I wanted to him, really pissed me off.

      All I could hope was that one day he’d do something stupid, and I’d be waiting in the wings to put his rear away for the rest of his pitiful life.

      Five minutes were up.

      I downed the rest of my beer, carried the glass to the bar, and focused on Shelley. “Is Drew free?”

      She smiled. “Let me check.”

      She disappeared into the office, and I tapped the top of the bar while I waited. I knew he was free, but I had to keep up appearance in case someone was watching. I clocked Carson talking to the Mayor and his family by the jukebox, several tables toward the stage were occupied by Monroe University’s football team, and they were in the beginning stages of getting rowdy, something I knew would infuriate Carson because he’d have to be the one to look after them when he’d prefer to be concentrating on other people, and a few tables sporadically located around the edges had people enjoying a few drinks.

      The door opened and Shelley ushered me inside. Before she left, she stopped beside me, leaned in, and whispered, “He is in a mood.”

      As soon as the door closed, I took a seat on the opposite side of the desk and looked at Drew.

      “I’m going to organize a meeting with O’Leary. I need this trash to stop before it completely ruins this place and messes up Sasha’s reputation. I can deal with that trash hanging over my head, but I’m not letting it taint Sasha.”

      I clenched my jaw and stared at him. He was losing patience, and I was already teetering on the edge. That was a bad combination. If this had been any other case, I’d tell him that there was no way, but this was different.

      “When?” I asked, my voice dropping low.

      Surprise crossed his face. “As soon as I can.”

      “Answer me this one question.” I leaned forward, my elbows resting on the table and my hands clasped in front of me. “Why didn’t you come to us when this first started happening?”

      “I’ve been taking care of Sasha since she was fifteen. Our dad tried his best, but when our mother left, he crumbled. I watched the strongest man I’d known get messed over by someone who was meant to be his forever. She left her husband and her kids, for what? Dad never got those answers. He felt like he wasn’t worth trash, and wasn’t enough to stick around for. Now, Sasha deals with those feelings. You ever wonder why someone as beautiful, kind, and loving as her hasn’t been snapped up? It’s because she is so tightly shut that it would take someone with the patience of a saint, or in your case the stubbornness of a bull, to penetrate her walls. My job is to protect her. I protected her from this for as long as I could. That’s why I kept it to myself. I thought O’Leary was just a hothead with big plans. Then Jacqueline walked through those doors, and suddenly he was someone entirely different. Things changed.”

      That was all I needed to hear. My decision was made. Consequences be darned.

      “I’m there if you organize this meeting.”

      His brow rose. “How’s that going to sit with Captain?”

      “At this point in time, I don’t give a idiot about my career. I’m thinking about your sister, who’s become something to me. The longer O’Leary is out there, the longer Sasha keeps building those walls. I’m a strong man, but idiot, those walls are tough to get through, so I don’t want them getting any higher. O’Leary has pissed me off. He destroyed the life of a good woman, and in the process messed with my cousin’s head, and now he is doing the same here. But now it’s really personal. The sooner he is dealt with, the sooner I can get started healing your sister’s hurt.”

      He observed me for two beats before his hand shot out.

      We shook hands, and an unspoken agreement was made.
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        SASHA

      

    
    
      I pulled my cardigan around my body and walked, barefoot, toward my front door. I’d spent the morning organizing my home office and baking cookies. Anything to keep my mind active and to stop me thinking about the chaos that had been thrust into my life. This week had been a continuous wave of ups and downs. Thankfully, Sass provided a great distraction, so I could ignore the phone calls and text messages. I went to work before the sun rose and stumbled home long after sundown. The visits to Sass began almost immediately. Everyone came to me but Ben. He gave me the space I begged for. To be honest, I didn’t think his caveman tendencies would have done that. I thought his alphaness would have switched on and he would be there when I turned up, and I thought he wouldn’t leave until I did. Although he hadn’t visited, his texts were there every morning when I woke, and his would be the last I received before I slept. It was like he was waking up with me, without being in bed beside me.

      I never responded.

      I gave myself the once over in the mirror, decided that I looked semi decent, and then unlocked the front door and pulled it out.

      I really needed to start looking through the peephole.

      “What are you doing here?" I gasped, not believing who was standing at my front door.

      “It’s Sunday," Ben replied, as if I’d asked the craziest question he’d ever heard.

      I took him in. He was wearing dark denim jeans, a black hoodie, and black boots. His sharp jaw was peppered with dark stubble, his blue eyes crystal clear, and in his hands was the infamous white plastic container. That container was going to be the death of me.

      "I know the day, Ben. I just don't understand why you’re here."

      “I’m giving you space during the week, but Sundays you’re mine. Sundays are ours.”

      My heart flipped over in my chest as I stared at him with wide eyes. He could not be serious. After everything that had happened, he was standing here because it was Sunday, and he was standing here with cake? I pulled my cardigan in tighter, hoping to warm my shivering body, and I waited.

      “You going to let me in, or do I have to beg?”

      I scoffed. “I doubt you’ve ever had to beg for a thing in your life.”

      “There’s never been anything I was so desperate to have before, Sweetheart. I’m willing to beg for an hour of your time though.”

      It had been a long week without him, and here he was willing to beg for an hour of my time because Sundays were ours. Conflicting emotions burst to life inside me.

      “One hour,” I warned, and I got a smirk in response.

      An hour turned into four.

      One piece of cake turned into three.

      Ben’s laughter was still my favorite sound in the world.

      Sundays went from being my favorite day to my most confusing of the week.
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* * *

      The sound of my front door unlocking sailed upstairs and crashed into my bedroom.

      I glanced at the clock on my bedside table.

      11:03 p.m.

      Sunday.

      Another week had passed since I’d seen Ben.

      I rolled to my side, my eyes locked on the door, and I cuddled my pillow. Warmth and nervous butterflies came alive inside me. This was insane. So insane. I’d told Ben to stay away, and he did. Except on Sundays. The morning and evening texts had continued during the week, but I hadn’t seen or spoken to him. Today, I had a constant rotation of visitors, and every time someone knocked on the front door, I assumed it was him. The day started with Crazy John dropping in. He brought breakfast and stayed until after dinner. He watched football, while I read a book, and then he cooked on the grill, and I made a salad. We talked about nothing, but everything. That was the great thing about Crazy John—you never knew what topic of conversation you’d have. Today we discussed everything from 80s music or what flowers I should plant in the spring, to his hatred of broccoli and his fascination with space. What we didn’t discuss was anything happening around Hamilton’s, which, to be honest, I was grateful for. Missy came over at lunchtime, during her break at the diner, and she burst through the door with one arm carrying a tray of coffees, and the other holding a bag from my favorite store. She’d seen a handbag that apparently screamed Sasha, so she needed to buy it for me. Crazy John had an opinion about that, and nearly had a heart attack when he found out the price. Then we had to have a discussion about mine and Missy’s lack of budget skills. After Missy left, Austin dropped in. He took residence on the couch beside Crazy John, and they started talking football so I zoned out. Then Shelley called and I spoke to her for an hour while I lay out in the sun. It had been a busy day. But no sign of Ben.

      Until now.

      I sucked in a breath when his shadow appeared at my bedroom door. The moonlight peeking through the blinds allowed me to watch him. Silently, he moved through the bedroom. For a big man, he was as quiet as a mouse. The sound of his keys and badge hitting the bedside table hit the air, and then the familiar sound of clothing falling to the floor caused me to go solid.

      What was he doing?

      My question was answered when the comforter was lifted next to me. He then slid into bed and hurled my body close to his.

      “What are you doing?” I gasped, my body tight against his. “You did not just climb into bed with me.”

      He groaned and pulled me in closer. “I’ve had a really nasty day, Sash, so can we just get some shuteye, and you can give me your attitude tomorrow.”

      “What happened?” I asked, lifting my head and looking at him through the moonlight. He had his eyes closed, and even through the darkness I could see the stress etched on his face.

      He opened one eye and shifted his face to look down at me. “Can we talk in the morning?”

      Defeated, I whispered. “Okay.”

      I lay there, still, but now wide-awake. My body was curved around his, his arm holding me close. There was no way of escaping his embrace. It had been two weeks since I’d been in this position, and I couldn’t ignore the feeling of peace it brought me. Even though we were no more, I’d never lie and say that his arms weren’t the greatest kind of protection I’d ever felt.

      He sighed, and then I moved slightly when he reached over and turned on the lamp. I squinted as bright light swamped my bedroom.

      “You can sleep,” I whispered, blinking up at him.

      “Not when I know your head is spinning out of control.”

      “O’Leary left town just after our showdown at Missy’s. But trash is still happening.”

      “Like what?”

      “A fight broke out tonight at Hamilton’s between one of O’Leary’s men and Carson. O’Leary’s guy made a move on the Mayor’s daughter—offered her money to mess him in the back alley.”

      “What?” I gasped, and shot up to a sitting position as my head began to pound. “Ben, I went to school with the Mayor’s daughter. They came to dinner at our house when we were younger. The Mayor was good friends with my Dad, and Drew and his daughter had a little thing in high school.”

      He rubbed his hands over his face and pulled himself up so he was sitting beside me, frustration rolling off him. “There’s more.”

      How could there be more?

      “When she said no, he offered her drugs and more money. Then he decided to get physical.”

      My gasp tore through my bedroom. Then the anger switched on. “He touched her,” I hissed. “At my family’s bar!”

      He shifted in my bed until he was back lying down, and he curled me up so my cheek rested on his heart, with my arm was over his stomach. His hands immediately found my hair, and his fingers ran through it.

      “Is she okay?” I whispered, worry filling my veins. “Is Carson okay?”

      “She is shaken up, but she is okay. Carson got there before anything escalated. The Mayor is pissed, and when I left Drew was trying to calm down the situation. This is what O’Leary does. His men do the dirty work, they cause the chaos, and he sits back and watches with a smug grin on his face because he thinks he is untouchable.”

      “Is he untouchable?” I asked the question that sent shivers down my spine.

      “He’ll mess up, and we will be waiting.”

      “It’s like he is trying to ruin us.”

      “We are going to figure this out.”

      “Thank you for telling me.”

      “No more secrets, Sash.”

      He rolled us over, and I sighed as his body cocooned mine. His lips kissed my bare shoulder blade, and I melted back against him.

      No more secrets.

      Even though I was filled with worry, I slept the best I had in two weeks being back in his arms.

      When I woke up, he was gone.

      It was no longer Sunday.

      A new week had begun without him.
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* * *

      “He is so sexy.”

      I looked up from the order form I was working on and glanced over at Anna. The large floor to ceiling windows that provided a perfect view of Main Street had stolen her attention, and now she was staring at something or someone and was practically panting.

      “Who are you talking about?” I asked with a laugh.

      She didn’t get a chance to respond. My question was answered when my eyes latched onto exactly who she was talking about.

      My Sunday guest had arrived.

      Sunday #3.

      Ben stepped through the doors of Sass, and his eyes darted straight to me. As he stalked toward me, he gave me the once over, and a devious smile took over his face. It sent a pleasurable shiver down my spine.

      Once again a week had gone by, and aside from the good morning and good night messages, I hadn’t seen or heard from him. He really was giving me what I asked for. A week without him gave me too much time to think.  It had been three weeks since I’d kissed him, and I missed it. And let’s not talk about the last time I experienced a unique kind of euphoria between my thighs. After having the hottest sex of my life, I of course missed it. I’d tried not to think about him, but he’d clawed his way into the quiet moments when it was just me and my thoughts.

      “You’re a hard woman to find. I thought you didn’t work on Sundays?” He asked, his voice rumbling through my bones.

      “It was a busy week, so I came in to catch up.”

      “Do you have time to grab some food at Missy’s?”

      I bit my lip. “I’m a little busy.”

      “Go. I’ve got this under control. And the paperwork you are working on can wait till tomorrow.” Anna declared, way too quickly, and started shooing at me.

      I shot her a what-look. What was it with everyone in my life wanting to rat me out?

      As if the universe was really against me, my stomach decided at that moment to rumble loud enough for Ben to hear. His low laugh, and rise of his brow confirmed that he’d definitely heard it.

      “I’ll take that as a yes. Come on, I’m taking you out.” He smirked, and rumbled loud enough for him to hear, and his smirk transformed into a grin.

      “You are so freaking bossy.” I groaned, although there was a smile tugging on my own lips that I chose not to hide.

      I grabbed my purse, and as I walked toward him, he gave me another once over. Even though I’d spent most of the day in the office, I’d spent my morning in a meeting with a new supplier, so I got dressed accordingly. Knee length pencil skirt in Charcoal grey, a white blouse that showed just enough chest to be on the scandalous side yet still classy, and I paired my outfit with fuchsia pumps I’d ordered in from one of my favorite shoe stores in New York.

      “Those skirts you wear are torture,” he growled when I reached him. “And don’t even get me started on how those heels make your legs look.”

      Heart.

      Thud.

      Panties.

      Wet.

      “You like?” I breathed, looking up at him.

      His eyes flashed, and I knew the answer before he even responded. “You know I do, Sweetheart.”

      “Well, I’ll keep wearing them then.” I licked my lips, and shot him a wink. “Lets go get some food, Detective.”

      Oh great, now I was flirting.

      I hurried toward the door, swinging my hips with every step I took. Knowing I had Ben’s eyes on me meant I added a little more sass to my walk. I stepped out into the Monroe sunshine, and basked in the warmth. Ben touched on the small of my back, and he didn’t remove his hand as we crossed the street and weaved between other people on the sidewalk, and made our way toward Missy’s.

      “Well, look who it is.”

      I froze, as Edward’s voice swirled around me like a tormenting storm. Ben’s hand shot off my back, and wrapped around my hand, and pulled me close to his side.

      “Leave,” Ben growled, his voice a threat that not many would want to face. “Get the heck out of here.”

      Edward’s evil stare intensified and a smug look hit his face. “I’m a free man, Hunt, and this is a public place, so I have every right to be here.”

      “What do you want?” I found my voice, and I was going to use it. “Seriously, Edward, what do you want?”

      “Sasha,” Ben warned, and squeezed my hand. “Don’t.”

      “No, Ben. I’m sick of this.” I dropped Ben’s hand and stepped toward Edward. At that moment I was a pissed off woman with enough sass, confidence, and annoyance to go head to head with the worlds most arrogant man, and Edward O’Leary was in my line of fire. “Edward, what do you want? What do you get out of this? It’s obvious you’re loaded, you left Monroe years ago, so why are you back? What could you possibly get out of being here? You sure aren’t getting me, so you need to get that out of your head. Also, why would you do this to Drew? You two were like brothers growing up, and now you’re causing trash for him. You’re a jerk, Edward. Stay away from me. Stay away from Drew. Stay away from Hamilton’s. If you don’t, then I will make it my mission to find a way to get you to stay away.”

      “Are you threatening me?” He smirked, his glare ice cold. “You’re standing here, in front of your cop boyfriend, and you’re threatening me?”

      I don’t know where it came from, but I scoffed and unleashed the mega sass. “Threat? Promise? Same dang thing, and I know Ben supports what I’m saying. I want to have lunch, and you are cutting into my lunch date with Ben, so if you could kindly piss off and leave us alone, I’d appreciate that. You do not deserve any of my time.”

      My whole body shook as I stormed toward Missy’s, pulled open the glass door with all of my strength, and stepped in. I had no clue if Ben followed me, if Edward had left, or if I was breathing or not.

      Strong arms wrapped around me from behind, and I slammed my eyes shut as Ben’s unique scent hit me and his warmth engulfed me.

      “Breathe, sweetheart,” Ben hummed into my ear, and my body began to slouch against his firmness.

      I spun around, buried my face into his chest, and clutched onto the edge of his shirt. I didn’t care that we were standing in the middle of Missy’s during the lunch rush. I didn’t focus on Missy’s hushed voice asking Ben what was going on. I didn’t concentrate on anything but Ben’s heartbeat. Ben fisted my hair and brought me closer to the safety he offered. I sucked in an unsteady breath and tried to regain control. Slowly, I felt the shakes ease, and I loosened my grip of his shirt. Looking up at him, my smile was weak, but his was comforting.

      “Did I just majorly screw up by ranting at him?” I asked softly.

      “No, it’s fine. I’m proud of you for sticking it to him. We will deal with him.”

      “He just makes me so mad. I should have totally dropped the f-bomb. Pretty sure it was the perfect scene to drop it.”

      His soft chuckle shocked me. “Totally worth it, Sasha.”

      I still didn’t exactly know what he meant when he said that, but I’d heard it enough to know it was something to do with my crazy.

      He grabbed my hand and we moved to the usual booth, then I slid in and he followed in beside me.

      Missy rushed over, worry painted on her face as she looked at us both. “Someone better start talking. Sash, you look like you’ve seen a ghost, and Ben you look ready to kill a man.”

      “I just had a chat with Edward outside.” I admitted, and offered the weakest of smiles. “Outside.”

      “What!” she screeched, turning her attention to Ben and glaring at him. “Why did you allow this? He shouldn’t get near her. Are you crazy? He is a loose cannon.”

      “Miss, I started it,” I reached out and grabbed her hand.

      “Are you crazy?” Her screech got louder, and now people were staring. “My best friend is crazy. Crazy!”

      “You’re causing a scene.” I laughed softly. Even if she was having a breakdown, she was still settling me with her outrageousness like she always did.

      “I don’t care. Are you okay?” she asked, sliding in opposite us, her anxious gaze darting between us.

      “I’m fine. I got a lot off my chest, and I wouldn’t have said anything if Ben wasn’t with me.”

      “Well, then I guess that’s okay, although—,” She stopped suddenly, and realization dawned on her. “Why are you two even here? Together?”

      “It’s Sunday,” Ben answered, as if everyone knew what Sundays meant.

      “And?”

      “Sash and I do Sundays together. It’s our day.”

      “But?” Her confused eyes flashed to me. “Aren’t you two—.”

      His hand found my leg under the table and he gave it a squeeze when he repeated, “It’s our day.”

      She looked back at Ben, and her face softened. “Stop being so swoony. You’re making it hard to be angry at you.”

      Ben laughed. “I’ll try my hardest.”

      She slid out from the booth and stood at the end of the table, and pointed at me. “Don’t you talk to Edward again.”

      She stormed off back to the counter, and when she disappeared into the kitchen, I swung around to face Ben.  He tucked a strand of hair behind my ear, and a simple touch unleashed goosebumps on my skin.

      “He wrecked our Sunday,” I said, soft.

      “We still have plenty of hours left to erase him.”

      “I’ve got work to do.”

      “I’ll bring cake to your place when you’re done, and if you’re lucky, I’ll let you watch one of your chick flicks.”

      “Pfft, you love my chick flicks.”

      “I only like your chick flicks because they lead to you getting naked and panting under me. You promising me naked panting Sasha?”

      I rolled my eyes, ignoring the rush of heat soaring through me. “You’re dreaming.”

      “Believe me, I’ve been dreaming of being inside you a lot over the past three weeks.”

      So had I.
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      “Oh idiot.”

      My attention moved from the television to Ben, who was staring at his phone, his jaw tensed and his body locked tight.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, worried. Hearing him say “oh idiot” could mean so many things right now.

      As usual, I hadn’t seen or spoken to him during the week, but he’d checked in more than just the usual good morning and good night text. He’d check in and ask me if everything was good, and he’d made me promise to text him if I saw any sign of Edward.

      Thankfully, I hadn’t.

      This morning I woke up to my usual good morning text, but in it he asked me to come to his place to spend Sunday there. I’d um’d and ahh’d for an hour, then I said screw it, jumped in my car, and here I was. We took our cake and coffee out to the balcony. I lay on the sun chair, and he pulled up one of his regular outdoor chairs. It was the perfect Sunday morning. After we finished eating, Ben had brought out the morning paper to read, and I pulled up my Kindle app on my phone to dive back into the latest romance novel I’d been getting lost in.

      Seriously, it was perfect.

      Too perfect.

      His eyes came to mine, and I braced for the unknown. “You know how Dee invited us to her place to watch football?”

      “Yes.”

      “They are on their way here. Now.”

      “What?” I screeched, and jumped off the couch with such force it would seem I had crackers up my . . . “I should go.”

      His hand shot out and grabbed mine, halting my escape. “There is no way you are leaving. I want you to meet my family, my family want to meet you, and they’d give me trash for years if they knew I’d let you leave. Believe me, that’s something I do not want to deal with.”

      There were so many things he just said that gave him permission to chip away at my wall. And right now, I had no reason to stop him. He wanted me to meet his family. That was huge. His family wanted to meet me. That was astronomical. Warmth washed through me. Nerves fluttered in my stomach. The butterflies were back, and all because of the man I’d tried so desperately to stay away from. The same man who refused to spend Sundays without me. Through all of this, one thing was becoming crystal clear: I’d spent too much time avoiding what could be beautiful, because I was too afraid of the ugly. I surrounded myself with beauty every day at work, so why not allow beauty to meet me at home after work, hug me good night, and kiss me good morning? Ben offered me that and so much more.

      “What’s going through your head?” Ben asked, standing up and moving in front of me. “Talk to me.”

      “I’m about to meet your family, Ben, so I’m freaking out a little.” I looked up at him with pleading eyes. “Am I dressed okay?”

      His hands lifted and cupped my cheeks as his gaze penetrated mine. “You’re the first woman I’ve wanted them to meet, so they’ll be more focused on that fact than what you’re wearing. But Sweetheart, you look great, you always do. Mom hasn’t stopped raving about you since she met you at Sass, and Dee—idiot, don’t even get me started on Dee. It’s going to be okay.”

      I opened my mouth to reply but stopped when I heard the front door open.

      “Idiot me, they were closer than she said.”

      I couldn’t stop the giggle rising in my chest.

      “Uncle Ben!”

      I swung around and only just stepped out of the way of the young boy who launched himself at Ben with a huge smile on his face. The young boy wrapped his arms around Ben’s hips and started talking at a million miles an hour about everything from football, to video games and a girl named Chrissy.

      When he realized I was in the room, he stepped away from Ben and held out his hand to me. I looked at Ben and then at this young boy’s hand. I went to shake it, but he had other ideas. He grabbed my hand, kissed it, and bowed. My face split in a grin.

      “You are very pretty,” he declared, still holding my hand. “I’m Joseph. Uncle Ben’s nephew.”

      “Nice to meet you, Joseph. I’m Sasha, Uncle Ben’s friend.”

      “We know you are his special friend. Mom hasn’t stopped talking about you. She told me I had to call you Miss Hamilton, but I prefer Aunt Sasha.”

      He dropped my hand and jumped on the couch, while I tried to pick up my jaw from the floor.

      Aunt Sasha!

      “Breathe, Sweetheart,” Ben soothed, as I tried to blink away my shock.

      I opened and closed my mouth, looking like a goldfish as I tried to formulate a sentence. Aunt Sasha!

      “You good?” he asked, before leaning down and brushing his lips against my temple. “

      I nodded and smiled up at him, then I got ready to reply, but my words were stolen when I heard my name called in a gruff voice behind me.

      “Sasha?”

      “Goodness, here we go,” Ben muttered under his breath. “Remember to breathe.”

      What did that mean? He stepped away and disappeared into the kitchen with the rest of his family, and I took his advice, sucked in and slowly turned around.

      I came face to face with an older version of Ben; same eyes, same height, same demeanor. It was like looking at Ben in thirty years. I watched, completely stunned and overwhelmed as he crossed the space between us and pulled me away from Ben. Before I could say, think, or feel anything, he wrapped me in his arms and pulled me tight against his chest. I’d never met this man before, but my head told me to fall into his embrace. I pressed myself into his chest, and my cheek rested over his heart while one hand cupped the back of my head and the other wrapped around me. My head swam with flashbacks of being in this exact embrace with my father. With everything that had been piling up over the past couple of weeks, I’d missed the embrace of a parent, so I drank it in.

      Reluctantly, I pulled away and took a step back. His eyes bounced over my face and he nodded his head slowly.

      “I heard what’s been going on darlin’. My boy told me bits and pieces. I know your Dad’s gone and your Mom isn’t around, but what I also know is that a girl needs a dad hug every now and then. So, whenever you need one, you come to me.”

      A lump formed in my throat, and I sucked in a desperate breath as my eyes started to water. I nodded, as the words I wanted to say jammed in my throat. This man was a stranger. I didn’t even know his name, but he’d given me something that only one other person had given me before: the hug of a father. He gave me another soft look before he turned around and started walking away.

      “Wait.” I found my voice, then he stopped and looked back over his shoulder. I moved to him, and when I was in his space, I rose onto my toes and softly kissed his cheek. “I’ve tried to forget what those kind of hugs felt like, but yours is one I’ll want to remember.”

      “Happy to hear that. Now, let’s go and see my son.”

      The moment we appeared in the kitchen, Ben stalked toward us. He looked between his dad and me, then he grabbed my hand and stepped into my space. I knew we had an audience; I could feel everyone’s eyes on us, but he didn’t seem to care.

      “You good?”

      I smiled big before responding quietly. “I love your dad, and I don’t even know his name.”

      He shook his head in amusement. “Ron, but everyone calls him Ronnie.”

      “Ronnie is a such a cute name,” I said softly, my heart squeezing.

      A breathtaking smile hit his face, and he linked his fingers with mine. “Let me introduce you to everyone else.”

      All the nerves I’d forgotten came swarming back full force. I squeezed Ben’s hand tightly and the look he gave me hit me harder than the nerves. It was a look of pride, ownership, and excitement. Like this moment we were about to share meant the world to him. I didn’t have time to process what that meant, because I now had six people staring at me with different degrees of smiles on their faces.

      Ben wrapped his arm around my shoulder and I stood frozen.

      “You’ve already met Mom, Dad, Dee, and Joseph,” he said, and I nodded and smiled at each of them. “The gorgeous girl is my niece, Ava, and the idiot wearing the wrong team colors is Dee’s husband, Terry. Everyone, this is Sasha.”

      “Oh my goodness, Honey, your dress is stunning.” That came from his mom.

      “Mom, I want her shoes.” That came from Ava.

      “Why do girls always talk about shoes? Do you like football?” That came from Joseph.

      “Nice meeting you, Sasha. Grab a beer, take a seat, cause the games about to start.” That came from Terry.

      “See, that wasn’t so bad.” That came from Ben.

      I replied by giving him a huge smile and shaking my head. It really wasn’t as crazy as I thought. But then again, I didn’t really have much experience to base it on.

      His eyes shimmered with something I couldn’t put my finger on, and he focused on my mouth. He took a step toward me, once again ignoring everyone in the room. To my left, I swear I heard a gasp, and to my right a giggle, but I couldn’t be sure. All I was concentrating on was this stunning man, looking at me like I’d just given him the world.

      “What?” I whispered, getting overwhelmed by the intensity of his gaze.

      “There it is. The smile.”

      My heart burst into a thousand magical pieces.

      And my smile grew even bigger.
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* * *

      “How can I help?” I asked, announcing my arrival in the kitchen after deciding to have a break from watching football.

      Dee and Ava both looked up from what they were doing. Dee greeted me with a huge smile, and Ava looked at me shyly.

      “I’m about to get these ribs in the oven, but if you could help Ava make some French Onion Dip that would be great.”

      I nodded and made my way to Ava, who watched me closely. I was about to ask her what I could do, but I was interrupted by a familiar voice coming from the front door, followed by another familiar voice.

      “What’s this? Benjamin, you forgot to invite me to your party.”

      “I see Sassy’s car out front so she forgot to invite me too.”

      Two things immediately came to mind.

      What were they doing here? And why were they together?

      “Who is that?” Ava asked, looking between her mother and me.

      “Sasha, we have visitors.” Ben’s amused voice floated into the kitchen.

      Dee, Ava, and I stepped out of the kitchen and moved back into the living room, just as Crazy John was shaking Ronnie’s hand and Joseph was looking at Gigi in her bright orange matching tracksuit set with wide eyes.

      “Sassy, I made a new friend at the diner the other day. Gigi girl invited me over for cake, then we started watching Passions. Remember that show? Little Timmy. One episode turned into five, then I looked outside, saw your car, and we thought we’d pop over. So, here we are.”

      So many things in his statement made no sense. Did he just call her Gigi girl?

      “We’re going to go out on the town one night. Johnny boy is going to be my wingman and find me a good man,” Gigi said eagerly, and then to my horror, nudged Ben’s mom in the ribs and nodded at her, as if she was saying “you get my drift.”

      Johnny Boy? Wingman?

      “Yeah Gigi girl, I’ll find you a good man. Maybe Ben’s folks can come out with us. We can have a night out on the town. What do you two think?”

      At this stage, Crazy John hadn’t actually been introduced yet, but he was already planning a night out with them so he could find Gigi a man. I looked at Ben, silently pleading with him to do something.

      He came through for me, but with laughter hanging on his words. “Mom, Dad, this is Crazy John and Gigi. Gigi is my neighbor, and Crazy John is Sasha’s family, Crazy John and Gigi, this is Ronnie and Dianne.”

      “Good to meet you. We’re all family now, seeing how these two are setting up house,” Crazy John announced, jerking his thumb in the direction of Ben and me. “We’ll all be sharing Christmas and Thanksgiving soon. My girl is stubborn, but your boy is strong. He’ll crack her soon enough. Thinking he’s already cracked her pretty good, she just needs to let those walls fall.”

      I choked on the breath I’d just taken, and shot another “help” look at Ben. He did nothing but laugh.

      “Um, there are young people around here. You might want to stop the cussing.”

      “They grew up hearing Ben cuss, so they’re used to it.”

      Great, now Ben’s family was on Crazy John’s side.

      “You know what?” Gigi announced, focusing on me.

      Oh goodness! I did not want to know.

      “I haven’t seen you over here lately. I mean in the morning.” Then she focused on Ben’s mom, and my stomach dropped to the floor.

      My eyes shot to the ceiling as I began to say a prayer that she wouldn’t . . . nope, she did.

      “I first met Sasha when she answered the door wearing your boy’s shirt. Such a cute little thing. Had no clue who I was. We bonded over chocolate cake and Benjamin’s abs.”

      Ben, Ronnie, and Terry burst out laughing, while my face flamed with embarrassment.

      “How about we get the food ready?” I stammered, desperate to end this conversation. “Suddenly, I’m hungry. Ladies, shall we?”

      Dee was still laughing when we made our way back into the kitchen, and Ava giggled every now and then. This was hands down the weirdest day ever.

      I crossed the kitchen and Ava shyly watched my every step. She was a gorgeous teenage girl, who I assumed was about fifteen. She had long brown hair with a natural wave and chocolate brown eyes.

      “Let’s make this French Onion Dip. What can I do?”

      “Well, we make it from scratch, so can you chop up the onions?”

      “I can do that.”

      I grabbed two onions and Ava handed me a knife. I went about chopping up the onions while hoping that my eyes didn’t start watering in the process. I concentrated hard on the job and didn’t notice Ava staring at me the whole time. I also didn’t notice the soft look on Dee’s face when she looked over at the two of us standing side my side.

      “You’re the first lady Uncle Ben has introduced us to,” Ava said beside me. “Me and Joseph thought he was gay.”

      “Ava!” Dee clipped, with an amused undertone.

      “It’s true. My friends mom’s always say how hot he is, and how they ask him out on dates, but he always says no. He never has girlfriends. Come on, Mom, you know you’ve thought it.”

      “Your Uncle Ben is definitely not gay,” I revealed, and I felt my cheeks flame immediately. I was still trying to come to terms with everything happening around me, so I didn’t even think about what I said or what I had insinuated. It was only when I looked at Dee and saw a knowing smirk hit her lips that I realized the can of worms I’d opened.  “I just meant that, uh, well, ah, garbage. You know what I mean.”

      “I know Uncle Ben has sex,” Ava stated matter-of-factly. “He’s hot. I’ve heard ladies talk about him, and I even heard a lady at the hairdresser say she wanted to lick him. That was kind of disturbing, seeing he’s my uncle.”

      My eyes shot wide and I looked at Dee for help, but she gave me nothing.

      “Uh, yeah honey, he does have sex. But I meant he isn’t gay because I’m in his life, and the way I’m in his life means he’s not gay.”

      “I knew it,” Ava whispered, and her eyes shimmered as she gave me a full-blown, heart-stopping smile.

      I didn’t have time to try and work out exactly what Ava knew. I was still trying to work out what I meant when I said I was in his life.

      I needed wine. A lot of wine.

      Ten minutes later, I walked into the living room carrying the French onion dip with a packet of crisps lodged under my arm. Like magnets, Ben’s eyes came to mine and I gave him a small smile as I walked toward him and placed the dip and crisps on the table.

      Ben’s hand shot out and grabbed mine, and he pulled me down beside him on the couch. Chatter started around us, and everyone frantically grabbed at the food on the table. I stared into space, trying to come to terms with the craziness of the day. He squeezed my hand, then I blinked out of my trance and shifted on the couch to face him. His intense gaze ran over every inch of my face, and his hand cupped my cheek. Gently, and without a care of our audience, his thumb swept over my bottom lip. It was intimate. It was precious. It was the calm to my chaos.

      “You okay?” he whispered, leaning in so he was the only thing I saw.

      I nodded.

      He smirked, and I sucked in a breath. “I know you’re not, but we will talk about it when Dee and Ava aren’t watching us like hawks.”

      My eyes darted from his, and sure enough Dee and Ava were sitting across the room watching with wide eyes. Dee didn’t hide her smile, but Ava’s eyes moved straight to the television after she was caught.

      “Aunt Sasha, who is your team?” Joseph’s excited voice distracted me, and my heart stammered once again when he called me Aunt Sasha.

      “I don’t really have a team,” I admitted casually.

      His eyes bugged wide and his mouth dropped open. It was obvious straightaway that I’d just made my first mistake with Joseph, and it didn’t take long for me to make my second.

      “To be honest, I’ve never really watched football.”

      “You don’t have a team,” he gasped. “You don’t watch football?”

      I felt Ben jerk beside me as he silently laughed.

      “I know, Buddy, she’s lost her mind,” Crazy John piped up. “She thinks there are teams called the Denver Dolphins and the Texas Cowboys. If I didn’t love her like my own, I’d throw her to the curb.”

      “The Denver Dolphins?” Joseph laughed, loud. “Aunt Sasha, you really have lost your mind.”

      Oh great, now Crazy John was influencing the youth. I glared at him, and all he did was wink.

      “Uncle Ben, you need to buy Aunt Sasha a Patriots jersey. I mean get your phone out right now and buy her one. We are a Patriots family, even though we don’t live in New England,” he said with pride. “And you will be coming to every single one of our football Sundays. I can’t wait for you to watch the Super Bowl. Uncle Ben, I’m going to have to sit beside Aunt Sasha so I can tell her the rules. Crazy John, you need to come too, and Gig’s, you too if you like football.”

      “I like any sport that has men running around in tight pants. I’ll be here.”

      I dropped my face into my hands and I couldn’t hold it back. I burst out laughing at the craziness of my life, and laughed loud, to the point that my stomach ached. I’d freaked out at the thought of meeting his family, but in the space of an hour, I had been called Aunt Sasha, was getting a Patriots Jersey, was being taught all about football, confirmed Ben wasn’t gay, and my family had connected with Ben’s.

      “And there is the laugh,” Ben said softly beside me.

      I turned to him, still laughing.

      “Idiot, it’s good to hear that.”

      Seriously, Sundays were freaking fantastic.
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      Sitting in my living room, with Sasha tucked up against me and sleeping easy, made every messed up thing happening around us worth it. After watching football, and Sasha being asked a million and one questions by Joseph while Ava observed silently, she’d nuzzled in beside me and surprisingly kissed my jaw, then she wrapped her arms around my waist, and in less than five minutes she passed out.

      Feeling Dee’s eyes burning into me, I shifted my gaze from the game to her. The look she gave me, and the fact her eyes flashed to Sasha before meeting mine, told me she liked what she saw. This was a big deal to her. To the whole family. After years of going to family trash solo, I’d finally introduced a woman into the fold. This said huge things to my family, because they all understood what it meant to me. I messed around, I’d had many women in my bed, but not one of them had been included in Sunday football, and none of them had been introduced to Joseph and Ava. Family was sacred, and I refused to bring someone that wasn’t something to me into the mix. This was a declaration that Sasha was someone to me, and I’d planned on her being my someone for a long time.

      “We’re going to head home. Kids have school tomorrow,” Dee whispered, and she received cries of protest from both Ava and Joseph.

      Shifting on the couch, I looked down at Sasha and took a minute to admire the beauty I called my own. The deeper I got, the more determined I became. My patience was quickly coming to an end, and I knew the line between black and white was getting blurry with every day that passed. I drank in her soft features, memorized her pink, pouty lips, and enjoyed the feel of her relaxed body against mine. I just wanted the trash circling us to end, so I could enjoy this feeling forever, but in this moment, all we had was now.

      “Sash,” I said softly, my warm breath caressing the side of her face. “Dee and the kids are heading home.”

      Slowly, her eyes fluttered open and she gifted me with a sated smile, before burrowing in closer and tightening her arm around my waist. “You’re warm and comfy. Don’t make me move.”

      It took her about five seconds to become aware of her surroundings, and slowly her body became rigid. I couldn’t help but smile big while I waited for what I knew was coming. Her head shot off my shoulder, her arm slid off my stomach, and she looked up at me with wide, horror-filled eyes.

      “Why did you let me fall asleep?” she gasped, hitting my stomach and sitting upright. “Did Joseph and Ava see me lying all over their uncle?”

      “You fell asleep halfway through the last game, so yeah, they saw you.”

      “Oh my goodness.” She dropped her forehead to my shoulder.

      I chuckled. “Are you going to stop freaking out long enough to say goodnight to them?”

      She blinked up at me as if she was trying to make sense of what I’d said. “I’m not freaking out, Benjamin—” She looked at Dee. “Uh, what’s his middle name?”

      “Peter.” Dee laughed in response.

      She twisted back around to me. “I’m not freaking out, Benjamin Peter Hunt. I am simply concerned about making a good first impression. Something you clearly don’t understand, seeing how you came crashing into my life and didn’t take no for an answer.”

      I gave her a trash-eating grin, and I knew I was stoking her fire. I loved seeing this side of her; the sassy as idiot, spitfire, take a man by the balls and twist him till he cried for surrender, Sasha. “I made a great impression on you. I know I have because you’ve been in my bed, and you have absolutely no complaints.

      She rolled her eyes. “You are way too cocky.”

      “This. Is. Brilliant,” Dee piped up, her enjoyment evident in her voice. “Please, don’t mind me.”

      Sasha whipped her head around, realizing for the second time that we had an audience. “I’m so sorry for falling asleep. I didn’t get much sleep last night because your brother kept me up,” Sasha admitted quickly. “He does that a lot.”

      “I bet he does.” Dee laughed and shot me a suggestive wink. The kind of wink I never wanted to receive from my sister.

      Sasha froze beside me as Dee’s wink and what it meant struck her.

      “Oh goodness. No, no, no, not like that. Well, he usually does that, but last night it was via text.”

      “Idiot me,” I muttered in amusement as Dee burst out laughing at Sasha's revelations.

      “No! I don’t mean we were sexting. We were just talking,” she stuttered as her cheeks turned pink. “Ben, stop me! Before I tell Dee about the time you—”

      She gasped against my lips as I pressed mine against hers. I didn’t care that Dee was in the room, or Ava and Joseph could walk in at any time. I just needed to feel her against me. It had been too long since I’d kissed her, so if I got to taste her for a few seconds, I was going to savor every moment. Her body went liquid against me, and she sighed when I ran my tongue against her lips. I felt her hesitation in her kiss, but then she granted me what I wanted, and she opened up for me. She tasted of strawberry wine and second chances. Of new beginnings, and reservations. I pulled away slightly, kissed her softly with a closed mouth, and stood from the couch. Her eyes were locked on me, and she moved her finger tips to her lips.

      “I’ll walk you out,” I informed Dee, who was still staring at Sasha. I waited a beat for her to look at me but she gave me nothing. “Dee!”

      “What?” She jumped.

      I smiled. “Let’s go.”

      She nodded and stumbled out in a daze. I looked back in the living room before I walked outside to say goodbye, and Sasha was still sitting on the couch with her fingers to her lips.
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* * *

      After watching Dee, Terry, and the kids pull away, I walked back inside, locked up, and stepped into the living room.

      Sasha was nowhere to be found. I eventually found her in the kitchen, cleaning at a hundred miles an hour. Leaning against the doorframe, I watched her. The past month had been hell, and I knew I had to give her time. But time was up now that I’d kissed her. Her taste was what I craved, and now that I’d satisfied the craving, I wasn’t suffering withdrawals again. Having her body again would be the ultimate reward. I pushed off from the wall and moved to her. My hands went to her hips and she jumped under my touch.

      “You kissed me?” she whispered.

      “Yeah, Sweetheart.”

      “I missed kissing you,” she admitted, and I swear those four words felt like winning the lottery. “I missed you.” She turned in my arms, and something in her eyes told me I wasn’t going to like what she said next. “But, I need to go home. Tonight’s been kind of crazy.”

      “Stay with me.” I wasn’t afraid to beg when it came to Sasha. “Just give me tonight.”

      I knew what would happen. She’d go home, get lost in her head, and those walls that both Drew and Crazy John had mentioned would add another layer, then she would shut me out.

      “You need to hand over those keys so I can get in there,” I whispered, leaning in and brushing her lips with mine. “Give me the keys to your heart, Sweetheart. You won’t regret it. Let me get in there and start clearing out the hurt. I don’t want to keep losing you.”

      Her green eyes stared back at me, swimming with emotion and conflict as she struggled with what I said.

      “Please give me tonight,” she begged.

      I could never say no to her, so I walked her to her car, kissed her goodnight, and watched her drive away.
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      I stood on Ben’s front porch and stared at the door. I’d only left his house two hours ago after spending the afternoon with his family, but I just couldn’t stay away. I knew that if I knocked, everything would change. I’d be opening up to him in a way I never had before. I’d be moving on from the secrets that had been kept from me and the hurt I felt. I’d be handing him the pick and telling him to start chipping away at another layer of my wall. The past month had felt like a year. Honestly, it was hell. How could he have made it so hard to live without him in such a short time? But that was how it had been.

      Thankfully, things had been silent in regard to Edward. I could only hope that he'd left town. It was wishful thinking at its best. Everything seemed almost normal. Well, as normal as it could be. I knew that my house had been watched when I was there. None of the men in my life would have allowed me to stay on my own if I didn’t have protection. Drew had made sure of that, and he asked me repeatedly to stay with him, but I refused. That was when it started. I had a constant rotation of Monroe police officers with eyes on my house, or Crazy John would spend the night. The only time I wasn’t being watched was on Sundays. That was because I had Ben’s protection. Sunday was the day I felt no sense of unease.

      But over the past month, Edward hadn't made a play. He hadn't contacted Drew or me, nothing had happened at Hamilton's, and as far as everyone knew, he'd left Monroe after the showdown at Missy's.

      That gave me some peace, because I wasn't living with the fear of running into him on Main Street, or him dropping into Sass. But it also made me feel better about Paige and Shelley still working at Hamilton's, even though both of them were still in the dark about what was, and had been, happening.

      Through all of this, Ben gave me the space I asked for; however, it was no longer the space I wanted.

      I sucked in a deep breath, lifted my fist, and knocked.

      To say I was shocked when Austin opened the door would be an understatement. To say I was pleasantly surprised that he was shirtless would be correct.

      "Hey, Sash," he said, offering me a smile and a once over. "What're you doing here?"

      I said the first thing that came to mind. "Its nine o'clock at night. Why aren't you wearing a shirt?"

      His low chuckle warmed me. "Hunt and I just came back from the gym. Your man needed to work off some tension. Although, I'm thinking you may be here to help him with that."

      "Are you going to let me in?" I huffed.

      He opened the door, now laughing, and I stepped into Ben's house. My eyes instantly moved to the living room, hoping that I'd find a shirtless Ben there, but it was empty.

      "He’s taking a shower," Austin answered the question I never got to ask. “And I’m just leaving.”

      “You don’t have to leave.”

      "Yeah, babe, I do. But can I just say something before I go?"

      I nodded and waited.

      "Been friends with Ben for as long as I can remember, and I class him as a brother. I knew when he found a woman that he'd give her the world, and Sash, that's what he wants to give you. He is the best man I know, and it's going to be an honor to watch you two carve your future together, because I know that's why you're here. Treat him right, and he will give you the world, and so much more."

      "Whoever wins your heart is going to be a real lucky girl," I whispered, then I leaned over and kissed his cheek.

      "We'll see," he responded, and I couldn't ignore the sound of hesitation in his voice. "Lock up after I leave."

      I did what he said and ultimately locked Ben and me in his house, although he had no clue I was here. Austin's words swirling in my head, and the butterflies in my stomach, kept me company as I walked through the living room and toward the hall.

      Treat him right.

      Give you the world.

      I touched my lips and felt the smile I wore.

      My smile gave me strength, and the butterflies gave me the push I needed.

      I opened the bathroom door quietly and stepped into the steam filled room. The air in my lungs dissolved as I stared at Ben. With his back toward me and his head back as the stream of water cascaded over his body, I drank in all that he was. Silently, I began to undress, though my eyes remained on him. Suddenly, he turned, and our eyes connected. It felt like the world stopped spinning. It was the confirmation I needed to know that I was where I needed to be. I moved toward the shower, and his gaze left mine as he basked in the nakedness of my body. I opened the glass door, stepped into the water, and stood before him.

      "I can't end Sundays without you anymore," I whispered, hoping that he'd give me a sign to tell me he wanted this as much as I did.

      His face dipped, then his lips touched mine and ignited fireworks throughout me. That was the only confirmation I needed. I wrapped my arms around his neck, pressed my breasts against his chest, and kissed him like it was our very first time.

      He emitted a low growl, and I smiled against his lips. But I wasn't done. I wanted to make him roar. I tore my mouth from his and looked up at him.

      "You ready to give me those keys yet?" he whispered, as he pushed a strand of my hair off my cheek and tucked it behind my ear.

      "Almost."

      He blinded me with a smile, and it told me that he'd wait.

      "So, I realized something on the drive over here," I said, moving my hands over his chest and enjoying the feel of his muscles. "You've tasted me, but I've never tasted you."

      Fire flashed in his eyes, and I licked my lips, silently telling him what I was about to do. Slowly, I dropped to my knees in the bottom of the shower. His cock was thick, hard, and magnificent. His growl tore through the shower when I wrapped my hand around him and slowly began pumping him. Water streamed over me as I knelt in front of Ben. My hand moved fast and then slow, hard and then soft. I needed to taste him. Shifting forward, I swept my tongue over the head of his cock, and it jerked against me. My confidence and sass came alive. I took him in, teasing just an inch, and then sucked only the tip before swirling my tongue along his thick shaft. His breathing was heavy, and his body jerked with every move I made. I opened my throat and took him in deep. I sucked, swirled, licked, and devoured his cock like it was my favorite meal. His precome coated my tongue, and I moaned as I finally got to taste him. His hand gripped my hair, and the best kind of pain shot through me, just like it did whenever he held onto me. My head moved quick, giving him everything I had before I stopped, looked up at him, and swallowed around his cock, locking him deep inside my throat.

      "Goodness," he groaned as his cock jerked. "Idiot, Sasha."

      I hummed in the back of my throat, and the vibration against him was all he could take. With a curse and a hiss of my name, I was hauled to my feet, lifted off the ground, and pushed against the tiled wall. In one frantic, quick thrust, Ben was inside of me for the first time in a month. I screamed his name, crying out as we lost control. The water continued to fall around us, crashing like a waterfall, but all I could concentrate was on Ben. He moved his hips, and I rode his cock, getting closer by second. This wasn't about slow and steady; this was about raw, all-consuming need for each other.

      "Sunday is officially my favorite day of the week," I panted, as my body tingled.

      "Any day of the week with you is my favorite," he groaned, our eyes locking onto one another. "You ready to come around my cock?"

      I was more than ready.

      I nodded, and it was like he turned the switch to explosive. His hands squeezed my rear, and then he took control of my movements as if I didn't weigh a thing. His pace didn't falter. He went deeper than ever before, and I held on for the ride of my life.

      "Oh goodness," I moaned as I felt it coming. My body began to clench around him, and I knew he felt it when he sucked in a desperate breath.

      "Nothing like feeling your pussy squeeze my cock. Idiot, Sweetheart, you ruin me."

      His words, the shower, and the feeling of him owning me from the inside out tipped me over the edge, and I came screaming his name, and he followed soon after, roaring mine.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I woke from my sex-induced coma to find a dark room and an empty bed. I had no clue the time, or whether it was middle of the night or just before daybreak. I was all kinds of delusional, but that’s a price you pay for being on the receiving end of life-changing sex. After we had christened the shower, we dried as fast as humanly possible, and he'd dragged me to his bedroom where we commenced round two, three, and four of the night's activities. I had no recollection of how many times he made me come. I had no clue how long we had sex for, or how many positions we conquered, but what I did know was that there was no way I could live without him.

      I threw back the comforter and hissed as the chilled air slapped my naked skin. I rustled around for Ben’s shirt and slipped it on after climbing out of his bed. With quiet steps, I padded down the hall and stepped into the living room.

      No matter how many times I saw him shirtless, I still became breathless at the sight of his manly perfection. Tonight, I was gifted with the vision of him leaning against the kitchen island with his legs crossed at the ankles, bare-chested, and wearing sweatpants that sat dangerously low on his hips. Pure, freaking, sex!

      Like he knew I was devouring him, his eyes shot to me. “Sasha’s up. Gotta go,” he clipped into his phone.

      After ending the call and placing his phone on the counter, he stalked across the kitchen, eyes on mine, until they dropped to take in my outfit. His shirt hung loosely around my thighs, and how seeing my panties were still somewhere in his bathroom, I was bare underneath. The heat and desire radiating from his stare made me feel sexier than ever before.

      “You okay?”

      With a nod, I answered, as words failed me. I was beyond okay. I felt like I’d been shocked back to life and given the chance of a new beginning with him.

      “Are you okay?” I said, mimicking his question and finding my voice.

      He cocked his head, shot me one of his infamous smirks, and murmured, “Yeah.”

      “Are you sure?” I pressed. Instead of losing my voice, now I’d found too much of it.

      He grabbed the edge of the shirt and hurled me toward him. “I am more than okay. I just got royally messed by a beautiful woman who has given me a second chance and who is standing in my kitchen wearing my shirt, with flushed cheeks, epic sex hair, and her scent all over my skin. So yeah, Sweetheart, I’m more than okay.”

      Thank goodness he was holding onto me, otherwise I would have crumbled to the floor in a panting mess. I had nothing. No comeback, no words, basically no ability to function. He chuckled at my silence, and as if I weighed nothing, he put his hands on my hips, lifted me from my feet, and placed me on the counter.

      He smirked and took a step toward me, then my legs developed a mind of their own and opened. He took advantage and stepped in. “Hungry?”

      My eyes had a mind of their own and ran down his chest, then back up to his face. “For you? Or food?”

      “Both.” He winked then leaned down and kissed me softly. “Although, I should feed you. Then we need to talk. Then I’ll forget you again. Then we need some more sleep.”

      I rolled my eyes. “If I wasn’t excited about three out of those four things, I’d tell you that you are seriously bossy.”

      “Pretty sure you love my bossy ways.”

      I scoffed and pushed on his shoulder. “Are you feeding me or what?”

      “Idiot, it's good to have you back.”

      "It's good to be back," I muttered. "But you need to promise me, no more secrets. I need to be kept up to date with things. The good, the bad, and the ugly. I can handle it, Ben. If I'm lied to again, there won't be a third chance."

      His cheek jumped as he stared at me. "I can give you that, but you've got to know some things about me. There are going to be times when I'm going to want to hide you away from the world. Because that's me wanting to protect something to means something to me. Idiot, Sasha, you mean a lot to me. More than any other woman. I'm going to be bossy, I'm going to frustrate you, and I'm going to piss you off. It's going to be my job to protect your heart once you let me in. That is my priority. So yes, Sasha, there will be no more secrets between us, but I will shield you from things that have the potential to take you away from me again, because I cannot handle that. So, no more talk of a third chance, because this is it. This is us."

      After years of feeling like an afterthought, I never gave myself the chance to imagine being someone's first choice. Years of living with the demons of not being worth it, of not being important enough to stick around, had wounded me so deep that I did everything in my power to protect myself from allowing anyone close. My wall allowed me to be strong. It allowed me to be resilient. It was the only way I knew since I was fifteen. I had a good life. I’d created a life that I controlled, and I depended on only myself. I could never have expected to meet a man with the strength or perseverance of Ben. More than anything though, I never thought I’d meet a man who would bring beauty to my world when everything else seemed to be turning so ugly.

      I leaned forward, wrapped my arms around his waist, and pulled him toward me. "You're giving me too much beauty," I whispered, as I crashed against his chest and held him tighter than ever before.

      "Sash, this is just the beginning."
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      Five days later, rubbish began to come undone.

      O'Leary had reappeared, and he was cockier than ever. His arrival back in Monroe was confirmed when he turned up at Hamilton's. He had walked into the bar, taken a seat, and sat on one drink until close. He also brought Kay, known around Monroe as the woman to visit if you wanted a blow job or a quick idiot. She also had a posse of women who did the same as her. Throughout the night, he hadn't said a word to anyone but her, but he stared down Drew any chance he got.

      The next day, he decided to visit Sass. Thankfully, Crazy John was there to pick up Sasha to go to lunch. He'd found her frozen to the spot behind the counter with her eyes locked on O'Leary, who was walking around her store. Again, O'Leary hadn't said a word; he'd just made it his mission to intimidate her. And it worked.

      And now today, Drew called a sit down with him, and for some messed up reason he agreed to meet.

      I entered Hamilton's at 4:15. Glancing around the bar, I found no sign of O'Leary, but I clocked Carson working behind the bar. It was Friday afternoon, so the place was going to be buzzing in just a few hours. I was hoping to get this meeting over and done with as quick as possible so I could get back home to Sasha, who I knew would be worrying herself sick at the thought of what was going down.

      As I made my way to the bar, I couldn't help but glance over to the booth where I'd been when I first saw Sasha all those years ago. I often wondered what may have been if I hadn't left town. But I refused to live in the past. I had her now. Every night since Sasha had surprised me in the shower, she'd been at my place. Coming home to her after work was indescribable. We'd spend our nights eating, talking,, and sleeping. Then we'd wake up and repeat before we both left for the day. Mom was ecstatic, Dad was over the moon, and I kid you not, Gigi was talking about wedding plans. One night when I was in the shower, Sasha answered my phone when Mom called. They talked for half an hour. I'd sat beside her as she giggled, made plans, and spoke softly to the woman who'd always been number one in my life. That was until Sasha took that spot, and I'm sure Mom didn't mind handing the position over to Sasha.

      When I got to the bar, I took a seat, and Carson stepped up.

      "What can I get you?" he asked, keeping up his act as other staff rushed around us.

      "I'm here to see Drew," I announced, although he already knew why I was here.

      He played along. "Does he know you're coming?"

      "Drew's not in yet," Shelley revealed as she moved up beside Carson and started preparing a cocktail. "Andy, are you okay to do a double tonight?"

      "Yeah, I can stick around," Carson agreed, continuing to live the life of Andy. Happy with his response, she popped a cherry in the tall glass, before rushing out behind the bar to deliver the drink.

      "How do you think this trash is going to go down?" Carson asked in a hushed voice as he wiped down the bar in front of me.

      "I don't think he'll talk. He never does. He likes dangling info just outside of reach, and then he strikes when you least expect it. The fact that he disappeared for a month doesn't sit well with me, and him reappearing makes no sense. This is the time he usually strikes, when things have settled, but he's making himself known and showing his face."

      That's exactly what had happened in Salt Lake. We'd been working the case for just over a year when things went quiet. O'Leary had taken a vacation to the Bahamas and made it clear to all staff that he was not to be contacted. The appearance of drugs stopped, the grooming of women became non-existent, and it became a regular club again. Six weeks later, all perdition broke loose, and Jacqueline took the brunt of it all. O'Leary was nowhere near Salt Lake, and the hotel in the Bahamas’ was O'Leary's alibi.

      "Drew's arrived," Carson announced, focusing over my shoulder. He threw the rag he'd been using in the sink and moved to serve a woman that had stepped up to the bar. He, of course, put on his usual moves and had the woman eating out of the palm of his hand by the time I followed Drew into his office.

      Tension rolled off Drew as he unloaded his pockets onto his desk. I took a moment to look around the office and halted on a photo of Sasha and Drew. I instantly recognized the girl in the photo as the girl who got my attention all those years ago. They were sitting on top of the bar, both smiling big. Drew had his arm around Sasha's shoulder, and she was wearing those shorts.

      "I would have kicked your rear if I'd known you were checking out my sister back then," Drew said, stepping up beside me and looking at the photo holding my attention.

      "Yeah, you probably should have."

      He sighed. "She looks peaceful."

      "I want that," I announced, narrowing in on Sasha.

      He turned his head to me. "Want what?"

      "That smile."

      "You keep doing what you're doing, and she'll give it to you."

      We were interrupted by a knock on the door, and we both tore our attention away from the photo.

      It was show time.

      I looked at Drew and dropped my voice. "You going to be able to control yourself?"

      "Yeah," he responded, before disappearing out the door.

      I gave Sasha's photo one last look, before crossing my arms over my chest and focusing on the door.

      It didn't take long for them to appear.

      "I didn't know we'd have company." O'Leary snickered when he entered Drew's office and found me waiting. "Should have realized you'd be sniffing around, Hunt. How's Sasha? She looked good when I saw her the other day."

      I stared at him, wearing one of his expensive suits, as he took in Drew's office with a taunting smirk crossing his face. Tension bounced off the four walls, while he appeared cool, calm, and collected. It pissed me off. Him mentioning Sasha really pissed me off.

      "Let's get to the point. What do you want from Sasha and me?" Drew asked, keeping his tone cool even though his body language revealed to me how on edge he was. "And don't say that you aren't involved. Clue me in."

      The smirk on O'Leary's face didn't shift, it only intensified. He continued to stare down Drew, and the tension became thick. I'd be more than willing to act if needed. As soon as Drew mentioned wanting to organize this meet, I knew I'd be here. There was no way I was letting Drew get O'Leary in a room on his own. Drew was hotheaded, and he had every reason to be. The trash circling this place was as serious as could be and Hamilton's was Drew's livelihood. It was his family’s legacy, and his and Sasha's future. I would be exactly the same, so I could not judge the man for anything he may or may not do. First, I was here as Sasha's man, and to give her brother back-up if required. Second, I was here because of my job. I knew where my priorities lay.

      "Do you have any idea how great it feels knowing I have the upper hand? That I know so much trash that you don't know," O'Leary revealed as his smirk transformed into an arrogant grin. "Idiot, it feels good."

      And just like that, Drew started losing his cool. "What the heck are you talking about?"

      "I'm all about surprises, Drew, and surprises you will get." He took a menacing step toward Drew, and I braced. "I'll give you a hint. Rubbish's going to keep on happening. Maybe today, maybe next week, maybe next month, or even next year. Slowly, I'm going to take back what your family stole from mine, and I am going to enjoy every minute."

      "My family stole nothing," Drew hissed, taking a step toward O'Leary until they stood toe-to-toe.

      "Oh, my old friend, that is where you are so wrong."

      "What could you possibly get out of bringing trash into this place? You've been coming here for years. You worked behind the bar, for idiot's sake. Do you realize your family spent as much time here as mine did?"

      Something flashed in O'Leary's eyes at the mention of his family. "Yeah, that's one of the problems. We spent too much time here."

      I decided to step in. "How do you honestly think this is going to end? Monroe isn't Salt Lake City. It's not Chicago. It's a small mountain town where everybody knows everyone else. You honestly think you are going to bring your trash here and it's going to stick. You're more messed in the head than I thought."

      "Careful, Hunt," he said. "You do not want to piss me off."

      "You're threatening me now?" I shot. "You pissed me off years ago, O'Leary. I'm going to make it my mission to bring you down, and I will not stop. And yes, you can take that as a threat."

      His eyes bounced between Drew and I before he declared, "This is going to be fun."

      He turned around and headed for the door. As I thought, he didn't give anything.

      "You're giving me nothing?" Drew spat in frustration. "Why the heck did you even come here?"

      He spun around and, with hatred flashing across his face, he focused on Drew. "I came because I wanted to tell you that I have a surprise coming for you and Sasha. After today, I cannot wait to find out how much you enjoy it."
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      The bed dipped, and I woke up to Ben sliding in next to me. Within seconds, he rolled me onto my back and hovered over me. In the moonlight, I focused on his face and found weary eyes and a tight mouth.

      "How was your night?" he whispered, pulling me close and peppering my jaw with a kiss. "Mine was messed."

      "It was okay. Missy came over and then Gigi saw Missy turn up, so she decided to come over too. We ordered pizza, Gigi decided that we need to organize a trip to Vegas, and Missy and I learned more about her dating adventures. Oh, and apparently Gigi is going to teach Missy how to date."

      His face softened as he moved us, so he was on his back and I was tucked into his side. "Tell Missy to run."

      I giggled and snuggled into him. He settled into bed and pulled me in as close as he could. I had no complaints. I was a big fan of snuggling now. The tension in his body radiated against mine. I threw a leg over his and began running my nails over his stomach. Slowly, he began to relax, as his fingers ran through my hair.

      I couldn't wait any longer. "What happened today?"

      "O'Leary made a threat."

      "What?" I gasped and tried to pull away from him, but he wouldn't let me move. "What kind of threat?" I asked against his chest.

      “He said he has a surprise for you and Drew. He didn’t say what, but he made it appear that it was going to be big.”

      “What the heck? What does that even mean?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine. He is getting cocky, so it’s only a matter of time until he messes up.”

      “What can I do?”

      “Keep being you. He is not going to affect the way you live your life. If he approaches you, walk away, call me, or call 911. Sass's location is perfect because everyone can see in. You are either there or at Missy’s, and when you aren’t you are with me, so he can’t get near you.”

      “What about Drew?” I asked, fear creeping into my voice. The thought of anything happening to him was too much to handle. If Ben was protecting me, who was protecting Drew?

      “What I am about to tell you stays between us,” he said, and I freaked out.

      Oh goodness.

      “Drew has cover,” he continued.

      “What?” I gasped, rolling over so I was lying on his chest and we were face to face. “What do you mean?”

      He tucked my hair behind my ear and then revealed, “Drew can look after himself. Idiot, he could take out a man with his bare hands, but for you, Austin is keeping an eye on things. Captain, Austin, Carson, me, and now you are the only ones that know. The fewer people to know the better because if he found out, he would not be happy and I’ve got enough to deal with then dealing with a pissed off Drew Hamilton. He has protection like you had when you weren’t with me.”

      His words stunned me into silence. I looked at him, and all I could do was stare. This meant the world to me. After losing Dad, the thought of losing Drew terrified me. I refused to imagine the world without him. Now, Ben was erasing my fears. He was giving me strength. He was making promises.

      “I like you,” I whispered, closing my eyes as honesty flooded out of me. I needed him to know how much this meant to me. He was offering me even more protection by protecting Drew, Hamilton’s, and the memory of my Dad. No one had ever done anything like this for me before. No one had ever made me feel so special, or worthy before. I felt like the most important girl in the world. “I really like you.”

      How I made him feel was shown in the soft kiss he placed on my lips. It was a kiss that told me he liked what I said, it was a kiss that told me he knew he was smashing down my walls at a fast rate, and it was a kiss that told him I was letting him in.

      "Is it against the law to tell my detective boyfriend that I want to hurt someone?" I muttered as the thought of what I wanted to do to Edward started circulating in my head. I wanted him out of our lives. “Because I’m sure I could hurt him some way. I may not be as strong as him, but I’m sure I’m quicker.”

      He tensed beneath me, and I immediately regretted what I said. Seriously, how stupid could I be?

      "Oh garbage, it’s against the law, isn’t it? I didn't mean it. I feel bad hurting spiders, so I’m sure I could never hurt a human. Well, unless they did something really bad to people I care about, then I would definitely hurt them. Oh goodness, I’m digging myself into more trouble. I’d tell the police if he hurt someone, I wouldn’t look for payback. I’m not a looking for payback kind of girl. I promise.”

      What he said next was not what I was expecting.

      “That's the first time I've heard you call me your boyfriend."

      Now it was my turn to tense. What was I doing? What had I done? I was now saying the B word out in the open like I was just saying his name, and I was also telling him that I really liked him. If I was freaking out, I could only imagine how he was feeling. I started to pull away, but he hurled me back toward him.

      “Stop freaking out,” he murmured and recommenced playing with my hair. “I like hearing you call me your boyfriend.”

      I lifted my head up slightly and looked at him. “Really?”

      “Of course, I do. I’m pretty sure I’ve made it clear that my intentions toward you aren’t casual.”

      “So, does that mean . . . ”

      “That you’re my girlfriend?”

      I shrugged my shoulders and immediately felt like I was a teenage girl begging the most popular boy in school to tell me he liked me. “Maybe you’re alpahness doesn’t have that word in your alpha dictionary.”

      His body shook with silent laughter beside me. “My alpha dictionary?”

      “Benjamin, this is not funny. I don’t say the B word to just anyone.”

      “Great, now you are calling it the B word. Talk about being a tease, Sash. You can’t say it and then take it back.” He laughed out loud and hugged me tighter. “You are so worth it, Sweetheart.”

      My heart squeezed and burst with happiness.

      “And yes, you are my woman, my lady, my girl, my girlfriend, whatever you want to call it. All that matters is that you know you’re mine.”

      “I like them all,” I whispered, feeling myself open up like never before.

      “And when it comes to O’Leary, you can tell me all the ways you want to hurt him, but in the general population you should probably keep a lid on your violent tendencies.”

      “I do not have violent tendencies.”

      “Right,” he said, his voice sounding weary. “Now, can we sleep? Or do you have any other personality traits you need to share with me?”

      “You are not funny,” I said, trying desperately to hide the fact that I was fighting a smile.

      “Time for sleep, Sasha.”

      “You’re not just my boyfriend,” I whispered as I snuggled into him. “You’re my bossy, annoying boyfriend.”

      “I’ll take it.”
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* * *

      “Missy! Coffee, two pieces of cake, and girl chat. Now!”

      This is how I entered the diner the next day.

      I was being downright dramarific.

      Ben had woken me up before sunrise with a soft kiss that quickly turned heated, and he left promising to have lunch with me. I rolled over, grabbed his pillow, and went back to sleep for a couple of hours. Then I woke up thinking about the fact that Ben and I had the whole boyfriend/girlfriend talk. Then I started swooning at what he was doing for Drew. Then I started freaking out again. I was someone’s girlfriend. Me? Miss I-don’t-want-a-boyfriend, Miss Relationships-don’t-last-longer-than-a-night, Miss Let’s-build-a-wall-and-never-let-anyone-in. Now, I had a boyfriend, I was spending every night with him, and he knew how to get me to do whatever he wanted simply by giving me one of his earth-shattering kisses.

      Who was I?

      “This sounds serious.” Missy laughed while juggling two plates loaded with decadent chocolate cake, before sliding them onto the table. “Coffee is on its way.”

      "I called Ben my boyfriend last night,” I admitted, getting straight to the point after she took a seat. “And he called me his girlfriend. Well, he actually said his woman, lady, girl, and girlfriend. He said I was his.”

      She threw up her hands and cheered right in the middle of her diner. "About time!"

      My laugh rang out around us. "You have no shame, do you?"

      "Not when it comes to my bestie getting herself a hot as idiot boyfriend. Babe, I am so happy for you. We need to celebrate with an epic Wine Time Wednesday. Let’s buy an expensive bottle.”

      I nodded, digging into my chocolate cake. It was good, but it didn’t live up to Gigi’s.

      “I freaked out after I said it,” I said, taking another huge bite of cake. “Like starting to rant freak out.”

      Our coffees arrived, and I took a huge sip, sighing in pleasure as the caffeine began to take effect.

      "Why did you freak out?” she asked after placing her cup on the table and going back to her cake.

      "You know I've never wanted this. I've avoided this exact thing for so long. Me and a serious relationship has never been on the cards. But then Ben barreled into my life, and now I find myself with feelings for a man who I can still see myself with in five years, a man that protects me like I am his last breath, and I'm pretty sure he really likes me. What is this life?" I sucked in a deep breath, before looking at my best friend and giving her complete honesty. “Now, I don't think I could handle not having him in my life. I’m scared he is going to leave me like—“

      She put her hand up. “Do not even put him in the same category as that woman," Missy warned, her eyes flashing at the mention of my mother. "He is never going to let you go. Look at him when you two broke up, or whatever we are calling it. He was at your house every Sunday because it was your day. He turned up at your house drunk because he had a trash day and he wanted you to comfort him. Babe, that is not a man who is going to leave. I’m surprised he hasn't moved you in yet.” She dropped her fork, leaned over, and grabbed my hand. “Babe, I haven't seen you smile this much since your mother left. He's given you back your smile. This is an amazing thing.”

      “I like him, Missy. I really like him.”

      “And that is a beautiful thing.”

      “You know I love you, right?” I whispered, wanting her to know how much she meant to me.

      “I love you too. But that doesn’t mean I’m not going to hate you a little when you share your multiple orgasm stories with me.”

      I burst out laughing. “I cannot wait for you to find your own Mr. Multiple, although I think you’ll want Mr. Multiple with a side order of Mr. Rough and Wild.”

      “I just quivered at the thought. Let’s hope he turns up soon.”
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* * *

      “Since when have Gigi and Crazy John hung out?” Missy asked, looking toward the door, her face showing the beginnings of a smile.

      I shifted in my seat and looked outside. “Oh my goodness, they are with Ben’s Mom and Dad.”

      As soon as I spoke, it was as if they heard me because all four of them looked in. I received four different smiles, then Gigi started pointing, and Ronnie looked highly amused. Next thing I knew they were heading to the door, and I was closing my laptop.

      I’d just spent the morning working from the diner after deciding I needed a change of scenery. I’d set my laptop up in my usual booth and spent a few hours ticking off admin jobs and enjoying a bottomless cup of coffee.

      “Hey girlies,” Crazy John greeted when they got to the booth. “We were going to take Ronnie and Di out for lunch, but then we saw you two in here and thought we’d come here instead. You got my favorite burger on the menu today, Moo?”

      “Do you really have to call me Moo?” Missy said, shaking her head and shooting a fake glare at Crazy John. I knew for a fact she loved that he gave her a nickname.

      “Dang right I do. You’re Missy Moo, and my girls, Sassy Sash, so Moo and Sassy. Now, you got the burger on the menu, or do I need to go back in the kitchen and sweet talk the cook?”

      “Oh, what burger? Is it meaty? I’m the kind of woman that likes her meat,” Gigi piped up, and because Missy and I both had dirty minds, and had been told way too many stories of Gigi’s dating adventures, we both started laughing and tried to cover it by coughing.

      “Yeah, Gigi Girl, it's loaded with meat. But I make it healthy and add some lettuce to it.”

      I rolled my eyes, and he shot me a warning look.

      “My kind of burger,” Ronnie said with a laugh. “Di’s been trying to get me to eat vegetarian twice a week. That is not going to happen.”

      “You and I will come here for burgers when your lady wants her veggie night, or we’ll head to Hamilton’s and watch the game and eat their chicken wings. Have you had them before? They are to die for.”

      “Yeah, been known to go there and watch the game.”

      “You, me, and a plate or two of wings. Next Patriots game. Di, you can have a veggie night then.”

      I had to have stepped into an alternative world, because there was no way I was sitting in my best friends diner, with her, Crazy John, my recently declared boyfriend’s parents, and his neighbor discussing meat. I jumped when someone touched my arm. My eyes met Di, and she gave me a dazzling smile.

      “Breathe, sweetie,” Di said, sounding exactly like Ben when he tells me to breathe. She then turned to Missy. “I’m Di, Ben’s mom and recent convert to vegetarian meals two nights a week.”,

      “I’m Missy, Sasha’s best friend who makes a mean vegetarian lasagna! I’ll give you the recipe.”

      “Hey Darlin’,” Ronnie said, leaning over and kissing my cheek. “Sorry for the intrusion.”

      I smiled at him. “You aren’t intruding.”

      He turned to Missy. “I’m Ronnie, Ben’s Dad, the non-convert to vegetarian meals two nights a week.”

      They all took a seat after Ronnie, and Crazy John placed a table at the end of the booth. Drinks were ordered, conversation started to flow, and I sat taking everything in.

      Out of nowhere, Crazy John leaned over, kissed my temple, and whispered, "You doin' ok?"

      I nodded and smiled. “I’m doing good.”

      “Ben’s good for you,” he said, and moved in closer, dropping his voice so the conversation remained between him and I. “I know I have no right to say this, but I will, just in case you have any doubts. I approve of him. He’s given you back the spark I’ve missed seeing. He has my vote to stick around, plus him being a cop means I can sleep a little easier at night knowing you are protected. First good night’s sleep I had was when I knew you were under his roof. You’ve got yourself a good man, Sassy.”

      I blinked rapidly as I tried to keep the tears forming from falling. I loved this man more than he’d ever know. Who would take on the father role for two grown adults when both parents were no longer around? Crazy John would. Who would hold a woman as she completely lost it at her dad’s gravestone in the pouring rain? Crazy John would. And who would treat another man’s daughter like his own and would fit in so perfectly with everyone else in her life? Crazy John would.

      “I love you,” I whispered, clasping his hand and giving it a gentle squeeze. “And you have more right than anyone to say that to me.”

      “It’s a real honor you saying that.”

      “You’re going to make me cry,” I warned, giving him a gentle shove.

      He gave me a smile and then leaned in and said, “So, Gigi Girl is very, and I mean very descriptive when she gives a rundown of her dates. You should have warned me. I did not want to know that Stan the butcher couldn’t get his old fella up. How am I going to buy my sausages from him now that I know intimate details about his sausage. Idiot.”

      I burst out laughing until my belly hurt, and I had tears streaming down my face. Then Gigi asked why I was laughing, and I started laughing all over again.
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* * *

      I flipped over my phone when it vibrated on the table and couldn’t help but smile at Ben’s name on the screen.

      BEN: What do you want for lunch? I’ll pick something up and bring it to you.

      After I read his text, I gazed around the people sitting with me. Di and Gigi were in deep conversation about where they thought the best shopping was, Missy and Ronnie were bonding over football, and Crazy John was staring at me and giving me one of the softest looks I’d ever seen him give me. I knew I wasn’t leaving anytime soon.

      SASHA: Um, well, I am currently at Missy’s with your Mom, Dad, Gigi, Crazy John, and Missy.

      BEN: What the heck?

      SASHA: They were spending the day together (I know, crazy) and I was having cake and coffee and doing some work at Missy’s, and they decided to have lunch here. I don’t think they’ll let me leave if they know I am going to you, and I kind of thought maybe we could all have lunch together.

      SASHA: Oh, and I didn’t tell Gigi that I ate cake here. I don’t want her cutting me off for cheating on her cakes. That is a risk I do not want to take.

      BEN: Good thinking. I won’t be happy if we lose our cake dealer. I’ll be there in half an hour. Order for me.

      I clicked out of my messages and realized the table had gone quiet and now they were all looking at me.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Missy’s smirk grew. “Texting with Ben?”

      “Yeah, he is going to come here for lunch.”

      “You were smiling as you were texting.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Well, he was saying funny things, which made me smile.”

      “I like this,” Ronnie said beside me.

      “I’m telling you,” Gigi hooted loudly and gained everyone's attention. “I’m sensing a wedding in our future, Di! Missy, you better start planning an epic bachelorette party. We can get Benjamin’s two friends to be the entertainment. I’ll be on cake duty. There’s a new florist opening three stores down; they can do the flowers.”

      “Uh,” I stuttered, still stuck on the thought of Austin and Carson, who I assumed she meant, as being the entertainment at the bachelorette party I was supposedly having. “Gigi, just calm down a little. He only asked me to order his lunch.”

      “Gees, Blondie, getting you to order his lunch is the first step,” she said, then she turned to Di and dramatically huffed, “Kids these days. They just don’t get it.”
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      “Hunt, get in here.”

      I halted, and turned around before heading toward the captain’s office.  Exhaustion rolled off me, and after working all afternoon on the road, I needed to get some desk time in before I headed home to Sasha where she’d hopefully help me forget about being exhausted.

      “What's up?” I greeted after stepping in.

      He looked up, and the stress was evident on his face. “I can’t keep holding them back much longer. We’ve gotta move on this Hamilton’s trash.”

      I knew it was only a matter of time before I had this exact conversation with the captain. Patience was running thin, and resources were coming to an end, and we still had nothing to lock down O’Leary. My frustration with this was growing by the second. O’Leary was still walking around like he was king trash, and Hamilton’s had started to drown in bad publicity.

      “How long do we have?” I asked, taking a seat on the other side of his desk and hoping he’d give me more than a couple of days.

      “Maximum, two weeks. The mayor is riding my rear on this. His daughter’s assault brought the wrong kind of attention, and he wants someone made accountable. If you don’t bring in O’Leary, or stop his goons from causing havoc, then he is going to shift his focus to Drew and Sasha Hamilton. I do not want that happening. Those two are good kids who, for some messed up reason, have been dealt the trash stick more times than one person should. I know you and Sasha have something going on, which is another thing we’ve got to discuss because that is so grey, it’s not even funny, but please get this jerk off the streets before someone gets seriously hurt. We caught a lucky break, and thank harass the bouncer was there before it went any further, but next time we might not be so lucky.”

      I pushed back from his desk and headed to the door.

      “I’m not ending it with her,” I said, standing at the door.

      He looked up from the file in front of him. “Thought you might say that.”

      “Glad we cleared that up,” I smirked,

      “Get the heck out of here.”
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* * *

      I got home from work to find Sasha in the kitchen, soft music playing through the house and new candles and bright pink pillows sitting on the dining room table. After my talk with the Captain, I’d organized a meeting with Austin and Carson tonight, but needed to come home and see Sasha first. I leaned against the door, folded my arms across my chest and let my eyes roam over her. She stood at the stove with her hair piled on top of her head, bare feet, and wearing one of my shirts that hung loosely around her mid-thigh. I loved her in heels and her tight skirts, but idiot, she looked good wearing my clothes.

      “What’s for dinner?” I hummed, my voice thick as my head started thinking we should ditch dinner, and I’d feast on her instead.

      “Argh! Ben! Don't do that,” she gasped and swung around to face me. "How long have you been standing there?”

      “Long enough to check you out and think of all the wicked things I want to do to you.”

      Heat hit her cheeks. “You keep your alphaness over there,” she warned. “You are not wrecking my pasta sauce like you wrecked my quiche.”

      “Me wrecking your quiche meant I ordered dinner from Amigos and got you with extra queso dip, and you got two orgasms. I’m pretty sure you have nothing to win this argument with.” My laugh grew deeper when she attempted to glare at me but failed miserably as heat soared in her eyes.

      “Whatever.”

      She went back to stirring the pasta sauce, and I quickly went to Gigi’s to help her move a cabinet. My visit with Gigi lasted longer than expected because she decided to roast my rear for missing lunch at Missy’s. After asking Sasha to order my lunch, I had to text her back and tell her that I had to go to a job. Sasha was fine with it, but Gigi decided she wasn’t. I swear to heaven it felt like I was in a relationship with two women some days.

      As soon as Sasha heard me hit the kitchen and place my cell on the island bench, she said, "I just realized something. I've stayed over here every night since our little shower rendezvous."

      My cock twitched at the thought of our shower rendezvous as she liked to call it. “And, the problem with that is?”

      She looked over her shoulder, gave me soft eyes, and then quietly replied, “Nothing.”

      I stepped into the kitchen and made my way to her. Wrapping my arms around her waist, I rested my chin on top of her shoulder and focused on the bubbling pasta sauce she was cooking.

      “We can stay at your place whenever you want. But I like falling asleep with you, and I like knowing you’re safe, and that’s not going to end anytime soon.”

      “Good to know,” she whispered. “That’s one of the things that scares me.”

      I moved my hand to hers, removed the spoon, then turned her around to face me. “What scares you?”

      She hesitated and then whispered, “That it’s going to end. That you might leave.”

      She bit her bottom lip and dropped her eyes. Her body language begged to be heard. Opening up like this was hard for her to do. There had usually been a brief hesitation in her touch, distance sometimes crossed her gaze, and there was always something that kept her from taking that final couple of steps and jumping all in with me. She hadn’t fully opened herself up to what could be, and I needed to keep showing her why she should.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I lowered my voice, and said. “I have nowhere I’d rather be.”

      “You say that now, but—”

      “Sasha, listen to me. There is nowhere else I’d rather be, and no one else I’d rather be with. Today, tomorrow, next week, idiot… next year.” I gripped her chin and forced her to give me her eyes.  “The thoughts I have when I look at you are thoughts I’ve never had when looking at anyone else. So, I’m not going anywhere.”

      Slowly, she nodded before rising on her toes and giving me her mouth for a quick kiss. She pulled back, before admitting, “That's a big thing to me. I’m probably going to freak out a lot about it. If it gets too much...”

      “I'm not going anywhere.”

      “Okay.”

      “How long till dinner? Do I have time to shower?”

      I changed the subject drastically so her mind wouldn’t go into overload. The shift on her face was immediate.

      “Twenty minutes. Be warned though; this sauce is orgasmic.”

      She gave me a smile, and that was all I needed to confirm the demons in her head had settled.

      For now.
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* * *

      “I’m gonna get back late. I’ve got a meeting with Austin and Carson,” I said, leaning over and kissing her forehead.

      “Is everything okay?” she asked, concern evident in her tone.

      I took her in. Blonde hair fanned out over the pillow, golden skin covered only by a white sheet, pink, pouty lips swollen from kissing her all night, and exquisite green eyes that couldn’t lie staring up at me. Everything was more than okay. Seeing her like this just confirmed the fact that whatever was going on must come to an end. Her concerns were something I needed to erase.

      “We are running out of time when it comes to O’Leary, so we’ve got to step things up. It’s nothing for you to worry about though. It’s going to be over soon.”

      She sighed and propped herself up on her elbow and pulled the sheet tighter around her. “He is killing our business. I had someone come into Sass today, and I overheard them saying that Hamilton’s was the go-to place if you wanted to score drugs. How has this happened? The only thing people should be scoring from Hamilton’s is cold beer and dang good chicken wings.” She leaned over and grabbed the end of my shirt and looked up at me with worry-filled eyes. “I don’t think he is going to stop.”

      “He’ll stop. I’ll make sure of it.”

      Her expression softened. “Please be safe. Wake me up when you get home.”

      Home.

      “You’re waiting for me in bed, so tonight I’ll be the safest and quickest I’ve ever been.”

      “Get out of here and stop making me swoon. You’ve got creepy men to bring down.” She shooed me away, and I didn't leave until I kissed her hard, and left her giggling.

      I made the ten-minute trip across town and pulled up out front of Austin’s apartment building. After taking the elevator to the tenth floor, I made my way to his apartment and didn’t bother knocking. It was a risk meeting here, but it was a lot less risky than meeting at my place. These days we had no idea who had eyes on Sasha and Drew, so if Carson had anything to do with these meetings they had to be away from anywhere either of them would be.

      Carson sat on the couch with his ankles crossed on the coffee table.

      “Hey,” he said before his attention went back to his phone. “Give me two seconds to wrap this up.”

      “Who’s the lucky lady tonight?” I asked, knowing exactly what he was doing. “And two seconds? Idiot, you’re losing your touch.”

      “Marie, and idiot off.”

      Grinning, I dropped into the armchair and waited for him to finish setting up his booty call. Austin stepped out of the hall, gave me a quick nod, and smirked at Carson before claiming the armchair opposite me.

      “What’s going on?” Austin asked, focusing on me.

      “We have two weeks to figure out what the heck is happening. The mayor’s pissed, and he wants someone held accountable for what happened to his daughter. If we don’t get O’Leary, he is saying he will find a way to go after Drew and Sasha because it’s happening in their bar. I, for one, refuse for that to happen, and I do not want my woman’s name being dragged through the mud more than it already has.”

      “Let’s visit O’Leary’s man again and see if we can get him talking. There’s got to be someone who will talk. We’ve busted three jerks for dealing, for idiot’s sake. One of them has got to spill,” Austin grunted, his frustration felt between Carson and I. “How about talking to Sasha’s girls who work there, Paige and Shelley. They could know something. We can rush background checks, credit checks, before we approach. They could be another set of eyes in there.”

      The thought had crossed my mind, but I still thought the fewer people that knew, the better. “That will be the absolute last resort.”

      Carson sat forward. “I'll head in tonight, talk to a few staff members and see if anyone gives up any info. I’ll keep it low key as if I’m trying to find out gossip. Either that or we have to talk to Drew and decide that I go in there looking to sell. Whoever the link is will be pissed that I'm trying to undercut them, but they’ll show their face. But we all know that kind of trash backfire.”

      I rubbed my hands over my face as frustration rolled through me. O’Leary was causing havoc but keeping himself in the clear. The men busted for dealing were known associates of his. In the scheme of things, the amount they’d been caught dealing was small, but the effects on the Hamilton’s were huge.

      It needed to be stopped before the effects became colossal.

      “I’ll talk to Drew and Sasha. We need to include her in this.” I stood from the armchair. “She reminds me daily that she and Drew own that place equally and she must know what's going on.”

      “She’s got you by the balls,” Carson laughed and stood from the couch.

      I looked at him and smirked.

      “Having her hands on my balls is not a bad thing.”
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      “Don’t you dare come in here!” Missy yelled, her voice shaking, and her warning lethal. “You are not welcome here.”

      My eyes swung to the door after Missy’s outburst, and I found a woman frozen in place with her eyes locked on Missy.

      “What the heck?” Austin asked, and he became as alert as me.

      I slid out of the booth, forgetting my half-eaten lunch, and edged across the diner while he remained in his seat but ready.

      Missy’s eyes shot to me, and she shook her head slightly in what I could only describe as silent warning. What the heck was going on? She turned back to her unwanted guest, and her features turned deadly, when she hissed, “What are you doing here?”

      The blonde woman took a step closer. “I'm looking for—”

      Missy shook her head. “Nope, absolutely no way.”

      The woman took another step, and it was time for me to react.

      “Stop.” My voice boomed through the diner and rattled off the walls. “She asked you to leave.”

      “Ben, don’t,” Missy said, and her shoulders sagged, before she whispered, “Why now?”

      At the sound of my name, the mystery woman swung around and I got the first look at her front on.  She appeared to be in her late fifties, had telltale signs of having work done on her face, and was dripping in gold jewelry. Her body language indicated that she was on guard, yet jittery. She was nervous. Overwhelmed even. But it was her eyes that haunted me. They were familiar. They were—.

      “Oh my,” she breathed. “You look just like your picture.”

      Unease trampled through me. My body tensed. The way Missy had wrapped her arms around her body and the look of pure disgust painting her face told me exactly who this was, but I would still ask for confirmation.

      “And you are?"

      She swallowed hard, her throat bobbing.

      “My name is Abigail Hamilton. I’m Sasha Hamilton’s mother.”
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      UNKNOWN: Surprise

      “Baby girl?”

      When those two words hit the air, I froze. Solid. My phone remained in my hand, and my eyes still focused on the text I’d just received, but I couldn’t move. That husky yet feminine voice could never be mistaken. It once sang me to sleep every night, but now it haunted my dreams. Time no longer existed. I could have been standing there for ten seconds, or ten minutes.

      I finally looked up and stared at her. My mother. Aged but still the spitting image of the woman who’d kissed me goodbye on that fateful day thirteen years ago. For so many years I’d imagine this exact scene in my head—her reappearing in my life, calling out my name, rushing to me, and wrapping me in her arms. But what I had imagined was nothing like what I was experiencing now.

      Behind her, Missy rushed in and ran straight to me.

      “Look at me.” I knew Missy was close, but her voice sounded far away. “Sasha, look at me,” she pleaded, and I felt her hand touch my arm.

      My eyes remained on the woman who I didn’t know was still alive until just now.

      My mother took a step toward me, and I finally blinked. “My baby girl, look at you. All grown up and owning your own store. You look so pretty.”

      “Stay the heck away from her,” Missy hissed as she wedged her body between us. “You do not get to be anywhere near her.”

      “Baby girl.” My mother ignored Missy’s warning, and this time louder, and with less softness to her voice, she asked, “Do you remember me?”

      Do I remember her?

      After thirteen years of living without a mother and attempting to move on from the worst kind of rejection anyone could experience, she had decided that now was the perfect time to step back into my life. My life had just started making sense. I had a home that was mine, a career I loved, and a store I was proud of. I had friends who I called family, a man in my life who'd started healing the hurt she left and a future that was looking brighter than ever. And now she comes into Sass and asks if I remember her?

      Was she crazy?

      “I just met your boyfriend. He is very handsome, just like your father was when I first met him. I always knew you’d find a good-looking man to settle down with.”

      She was digging her own grave with every word she spoke.

      My blood began to boil at the thought of her being anywhere near Ben, and it bubbled over when she mentioned Dad. She would not taint either of them. She’d already destroyed my dad, and there was no way she was going to get anywhere near destroying what I was building with Ben.

      The door burst open for the second time behind me, but again I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her. I was still trying to get my head around what was happening. Why now? Why not the day after she left, or even a month after? I would have even accepted a year, but thirteen years? That was almost half of my life, and there was no turning back from that.

      “Get out,” I whispered as anger crawled through my veins and tore at my skin. Missy remained between us but moved next to me when she heard me speak. As soon as she did, her fingers entwined with mine, and I swallowed the strength she offered me.

      My mother’s smile remained glued to her face. Her eyes darted between Missy and me, and the tension in Missy’s hand grew against mine. My anger scared me. I didn’t know how to process this, how to behave or react. I just wanted her gone. I didn’t want to breathe the same air as her.

      “You need to leave.” My words came out stronger than before, and her smile began to fade. She took a step toward me, and I took one back. “Get out of my store,” I yelled, causing my voice to bounce off the walls. “If you don’t leave, I will call the police, and seeing that you’ve done your research you know my boyfriend is a cop, so I’m sure he could pull some favors and have you arrested.”

      I had no clue what I was saying, all I saw was red.

      I jumped as strong hands gripped my hips, and I sagged in relief as Ben’s familiar scent wrapped around me. Missy dropped my hand and stepped toward my mother, but it was Ben who spoke.

      "Get the heck out of here," he growled in the most threatening voice I’d ever heard. “Do not make me say it again.”

      “Baby girl—”

      “Do not call me that again,” I warned as the familiar feeling of heartbreak spiked throughout me. “Do not come to my store. Do not look for me. Do not call me. Do not come near me again. You made your choice thirteen years ago, and now I’m making mine. I no longer have room in my life for you.”

      I shrugged out of Ben’s grip, and rushed to my office, desperate to put distance between my past and my present. Shaking my hands, and pacing the room, I begged for calm to arrive as I released the breath I’d been holding.

      Within seconds of my escape, Ben appeared, face masked with concern, and thankfully he came straight for me. Without a word, he pulled me against the solidness of his body, and I gripped onto him tight, praying that somehow he had the power to make this all go away. I closed my eyes, as his fingers ran through hair, and offered a moment of soothing peace.

      “Talk to me, Sasha. What can I do?”

      I looked up at him, and decided that I wanted to be anywhere but here. “Please take me home.”

      “You’ve got it.”

      He entwined our fingers, and pulled me out of the office and made into the store. I kept my eyes to the ground. I had no idea if my mother had left, but I was sure I did not want to see her again. Ben stopped and I clutched onto his hand and leaned my cheek against his back and closed my eyes.

      “Can you organize someone to lock up? Call Anna and see if she can come in for the rest of the day but if she can’t, try Paige, Shelley or Dee. Then you come to my place.” Ben instructions left no room for questions.

      “Okay, Ben, I can do that,” Missy said, soft, before she said my name even softer. “Sasha?”

      My eyes found hers, and the one and only tear I’d let fall slid over my cheek.

      “I love you, babe,” She whispered, and the honesty in her voice was startling. “Never doubt how much you are loved.”

      I squeezed Ben’s hand and silently told him I needed to leave. But before we disappeared through the back door, and he took me to the safety of his house, I spun around, needing to say one more thing.

      “Miss,” Her eyes flew to mine, and then I gave her my honesty. “Never doubt how much you are needed. Thank you for being my person.”
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* * *

      I pulled my knees up to my chest, wrapped a throw blanket around my body, and stared out to the mountains. I had no idea how long I’d been on Ben’s porch, but I knew I wasn’t focusing on anything. I’d barely said a word since Ben brought me here. I didn't know what I was meant to say or how I was meant to react, so I began to shut down. I lifted the steaming hot mug to my lips and sipped on the soothing peppermint tea Di had made and brought out to me. She’d given me a soft look, told me drink up, and that she was here if I needed to talk. She was so nice. Everyone was inside. Drew had been waiting when we pulled up at Ben’s. Fury radiated off him as he pulled me against him and I never thought he was going to let me go, and to be honest, I didn’t want him to. He whispered things to me that only I could hear. Things that meant more to me than he’d ever know, and words I would keep with me forever. He’d only let go of me after he promised me that he’d make this right. I believed him. I always believed my big brother. After he’d let me go, he followed Ben and I inside and he hadn’t let me out of his sight. Di and Ronnie then turned up, meeting Drew for the first time under the worst circumstances. Then Crazy John burst through the door, pulled me away from Ben, then grabbed Drew, and wrapped his arms around both of us. Still I didn’t cry besides that one tear that had spilled over at Sass. Missy, Paige, and Gigi arrived soon after.

      They were here to support me, but the problem was that I didn’t know what I needed.

      “Darlin’, can I join you?”

      I glanced over at the door at the sound of Ronnie’s worried voice. I nodded before taking another sip of my tea and watched him over the top of the cup as he walked toward me. He joined me on the wooden swing and began to rock us slowly.

      “You’ve got a house full of people in there worried about you.” He broke the silence that had fallen around us.

      I twisted around and faced him. “I don’t know how I’m supposed to feel, what I’m supposed to say, or what I’m supposed to do.”

      “Just feel darlin’. If you want to cry, cry. If you want to scream, scream. If you want to smile, smile. I’ve lived in Monroe my whole life so I know a little about what happened. I saw your father change when your mother left but I also saw him become a stronger man because he had two kids to take care of. He was stronger than a lot of men would ever dream of being. I know you have that strength in you too, but you’ve got to know that it’s okay to feel weakness too. And today, tomorrow, next week, next year, you let it out, and we will all be here for you.”

      “He was the best man I knew,” I whispered, talking about my dad for the first time in a long time. “When she left it destroyed him but he never let it break him. Well, not in front of Drew and me. She left at the beginning of summer break, but I remember that summer break being one of the best I had all because of Dad. Even when I was confused and heartbroken, he made it his mission to make me smile. He spoiled me that summer. He showered me with so much love all the while he was facing the worst time of his life. All because of her. I can never forgive her for that. Then there is Drew. He was already at college, working toward his dreams but she stole that from him. He moved back to Monroe and came back home. Gave up his scholarship, his dreams and aspirations because he wanted to be there for Dad and me. I lost part of my brother back then. And I can never forgive her for that either.”

      He moved closer to me and wrapped his arm around my shoulder. “What did she steal from you?”

      I looked at him, and told him the truth. “She stole my worth, she stole my ability to think of letting anyone in, she stole any chance of me giving my heart to someone. If she could leave me, her own flesh and blood, why would anyone else choose to stay.”

      “Darlin’,” he whispered, and that’s all he had to say.

      He gave me silence while my head screamed at me. Time ticked on and I rested my head on his shoulder and he kept swinging us on the porch. “Got one more thing to say,” he said and I tensed. “For your peace of mind, and to keep on healing, I think you need to ask her why. The answer might not be pretty, and it might not be what you want to hear, but it will help put your nightmares to rest. You may be sitting here thinking this will destroy you again, but darlin’, this time you have a family behind you. More importantly, you have my son who will pick up every piece of your heart and will make it his mission to spend the rest of his days putting it back together.”

      “I really like your son,” I whispered, thinking about Ben and for the first time that day the briefest of smiles teased my lips. “More than I’ve liked a man before.”

      His body moved again and I knew he was looking down at me. “And I know my son really likes you more than he’s liked a woman before.” He gave me a squeeze and I slowly pulled away and sat up straight. “But I’m thinking that’s not a huge surprise for you to hear. Us Hunt men, don’t let women that mean something to us slip through our fingers.”

      As soon as he said the word surprise, I remembered the taunting text I’d received.

      Surprise.

      Why did alarm bells go off in my head when I thought of that text?  Then it hit me. Ben’s words from the other night.

      He has a surprise for you and Drew.

      “Oh my goodness,” I whispered as I jumped off the swing and rush back inside with Ronnie close on my heels.

      As soon as I hit the living room, all eyes came to me.

      “It was Edward,” I said, searching through the room until I found Ben’s eyes. “He did this.”

      Everyone became alert and it was only then that I noticed Carson and Austin had turned up.

      “What do you mean?” Ben asked as he crossed the room toward me, his eyes flashing with anger at the mention of Edward. “How does O’Leary have anything to do with this?”

      “I got a text message just before she turned up. I was reading it when she walked in. All it said was ‘surprise’. Nothing else, and it came from an unknown number. You told me that he said he had a surprise coming for Drew and me. I think he did this. He brought her back here.”

      You could have cut the tension in the air with a knife. Gasps and curses swirled around, and my confusion grew. Why would anyone want to do this to someone?

      “Where’s your phone?” Carson asked, stepping up beside me.

      Missy moved to my bag and found my phone being I responded. When she got back to the group, she asked, “What’s your code?”

      “Sunday,” I whispered, my eyes flashing at Ben.

      Missy tapped into my messages, opened up the last text, and handed my phone to Carson.

      I had no clue what he did next but he started tapping things on my phone and he stepped away to talk with Austin. Then Austin got out his phone and made a call. I didn’t ask, I just let them do what they had to do.

      Crazy John grabbed my hand and held on throughout all of this.

      “Can you find her number?” Drew asked, causing my neck to snap as I turned to him. “I want to know why she is here. If I get anywhere near O’Leary, rubbish is not going to end well.”

      “Drew, you don’t—” I started, but stopped talking when his eyes cut to me.

      “You’re standing here hurting, Sasha and it’s breaking my heart to see it. I’ve seen this look on your face before and she brought it on both times. We’ve just got you smiling again, so I’m sure as idiot not letting her take that away from me again. I protect you. It’s as simple as that.” Drew’s words were meant to be final but I had a few things I had to say too.

      “What about you, Drew?”

      “This is not about me. It’s about you.”

      “Drew, what about you?” I whispered, rushing to him and wrapping my arms around his waist. “What about you?”

      “We’ll talk about me another time. Right now, I’ve got to focus on you. Please let me do that. I need to do that.”

      His voice was thick, and I knew he was barely holding on. I chose to hide how I felt, but Drew made sure he destroyed any evidence of how he felt.

      “We’ll get you the number,” Ben said, and my eyes shot to him. “But you take someone with you.”

      “I’ll go,” Crazy John murmured. “I’ve got a few things I want to get off my chest and it would be a pleasure to say them to her face.”

      Oh goodness.

      “I’m coming too?” Missy piped up and at the rate I was whipping my head around, I was going to get a neck injury.

      “Missy, you—” I started, but once again I was cut off.

      “There is no way I’m not taking the chance to rip her a new jerk. She hurt my best friend. No one hurts my best friend. Ever.”

      “I want to be there too.” Gigi decided to enter the conversation.

      “Gigi,” Ben warned.

      “No, Benjamin. I’m going to be there. Blondie means something to you, she means something to me, and I need to make sure that woman knows exactly what she has lost.”

      Ben looked at Gigi for two beats before looking at me and offering me a smirk. “Sweetheart, it looks like you’ve got yourself a tribe.”

      For the first time all day, I smiled.
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* * *

      I started to undress for bed while Ben took a shower, but the pounding in my head became excruciating. Stumbling through the silent house in only my bra and pants, I stepped into the kitchen, flicked on the light and filled a glass of water. I had no clue where Ben kept his Tylenol but thankfully I had a stash in my purse. After taking two, and praying that relief would come soon, I washed the glass and placed it in the dish rack and took a deep breath. All I could do was hope that sleep would be my friend tonight.

      Ben and I had been on our own for an hour. After goodbyes and hugs, and promises to call me the next day, our family and friends left, and I fell back into silence. Ben had held me close while we watched television, he’d made me grilled cheese for dinner, and I barely took a bite, and he’d tried to get me to talk, but I just couldn’t find my words.

      I didn’t know what to say.

      Now, as I stood looking out the kitchen window into the darkness, I didn’t hear him come in. His heat hit my back, he swept my hair off my shoulder, and he kissed me softly just next to my bra strap.

      “You okay?” he whispered, his breath warm. “What can I do?”

      I twisted in his arms. “Hold me.”

      His hands went to my hair, and I sighed in relief when I felt the gentle tug as he wrapped my blonde locks around his fist. I concentrated on my breathing while getting drunk off the steady beat of his heart beneath my cheek. I prayed for strength to engulf me as I pressed against his bare chest, and held onto the man who was becoming my world.

      I found my voice and asked the question I’d wanted to ask him all day. “What am I going to do?”

      “Break, sweetheart.” His response was immediate.

      I sucked in a desperate breath, and my body went tight against him. “I can’t.”

      “Break,” he repeated.

      I shook my head and began to pull away. Resting my chin on his chest, I looked up at him. “I’m not the girl who breaks.”

      “You’re wrong,” he said, sweeping his thumb over my bottom lip. “You’re my girl, and if my girl is standing in front of me with the weight of the world on her shoulders, she deserves the right to break.”

      “Ben,” I whispered, choking on the emotion bubbling inside me. “I can’t.”

      “Let me pick up the pieces.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t.”

      “Let me work every day for the rest of my life to make you smile.”

      “Ben, stop,” I begged as I felt my walls begin to crack. After pushing thirteen years of feelings, thoughts, hurt and confusion deep inside me, they were now hurtling toward the surface. Every promise Ben encouraged them to show themselves. Over the years, I’d used every ounce of my energy to hide it all from the world. I was protecting myself from becoming the person I may have become if I allowed myself to face my demons head on. I had beautiful, supportive people in my life who offered me support, but I never wanted to burden them with my problems. That was just how I was. But being in Ben’s arms right now and believing every word he offered gave me strength. He was a man who I thought had the strength of a thousand warriors and the patience of a hundred saints, but what I was quickly learning was that he was just a man who wanted to give a woman the freedom to fly. He was giving me that. So, as I stood in his kitchen, in his arms, I felt the walls begin to tumble, and I didn’t panic. I began to feel free. And that was the absolute scariest moment of my life.

      “Let me be the man who gives you the life a woman as incredible as you deserves.” He hummed against my ear as I buried my face into his chest.

      Tears cascaded over my cheeks as the sob I’d locked away for so many years tore from my throat.

      “Let me be your man,” he begged, his voice cracking.

      “You are my man,” I whispered with honesty and a promise.

      For the next hour, we stood together, me still in his arms, and him still wrapping me up against his warmth. My sobs unleashed thirteen years of torment I’d been dealing with on my own, but in Ben’s arms, I felt like I could take on the world. With every minute that passed, I felt something shift within me. My anger started to fade and in its place sympathy rose. I felt sorry for my mother. She’d abandoned two awesome kids who had grown into even better adults. She’d left the man who would have doted on her for the rest of her life, for what? She’d miss out of getting to know all of the people in my life who were the best people I knew. She’d never get the chance to witness her children find their true meaning in life. She’d live with regrets of what she’d chosen to throw away for the rest of her days.

      If that wasn’t punishment for bringing hell to your kids’ life, then I didn’t know what was.
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      I was beginning to realize that I didn't like waking up without Ben.

      He was making me needy.

      The aroma of fresh coffee hit me as I edged closer to the kitchen. My steps faltered as I hit the archway because of the awe-inspiring sight that greeted me.

      Ben’s eyes fixed me to the spot. He was bare-chested, wearing grey sweatpants, leaning against the kitchen island and in his hand was one of the bright pink mugs I’d bought.

      There was no word in the English dictionary that could describe how he looked. It was just wow.

      “Morning sweetheart.”

      “You left me in bed.” I pouted.

      He gifted me with a breathtaking smile in response. “I won’t make that mistake again.”

      “You better not,” I jokingly warned. “Are you working today?”

      I found my own pink mug sitting beside the coffee maker, ready to go for my first cup of the morning. Wednesdays were my least and second most favorite day of the week because Sundays had recently taken top spot. It meant new stock arrived at Sass, which needed to be sorted, stored, and displayed. I’d be working on my feet all day, but the craziness would end with Wine Time Wednesday with the girls, something we hadn’t done in what seemed like forever.

      Ben pushed off from the kitchen island, moved to the sink and disposed of his empty mug. My body became hyper alert when he moved up behind me, swept my hair off my neck, and kissed my neck tenderly.

      “I took the day off. After the scene with your mother yesterday, I wanted to make sure you were okay. I didn’t feel like leaving you alone.” He hummed against my ear, his warm breath sending a delicious shiver down my spine. “I was going to bring you coffee in bed, but you my lady, are just too quick for me.”

      My heart spasmed, and it wasn’t just because he got up to make me coffee, but because he called me his lady. “How are you real?” I whispered.

      His chuckle rattled through my back as he pressed his chest up against me. His lips hit my neck, and my eyes slammed shut.

      “I’m real, sweetheart,” he murmured as his lips caressed just below my ear.

      I tilted my head to offer him better access, and all I could offer in response was an incoherent whimper.

      “You hearing me?” His question vibrated against my neck.

      I gasped as his teeth grazed against my skin before I whispered, “I’m feeling you.”

      His hand slipped inside my silk robe and made its way across my stomach. My eyes became heavy, and my head fell back onto his shoulder. His fingers brushed over my heated skin before disappearing inside my lace panties. I sucked in a breath, before letting it out on a whispered, “Please.”

      “I’m as real as they come, sweetheart. So if getting up early to make sure you have coffee in the morning makes you happy, I’ll do it. If staying in bed and you awake makes you happy, I’ll do it. Idiot, I’ll do just about anything you want. So, you’ve gotta tell me you know I’m real.”

      He pressed his thumb against my clit, and my gasp tore through the kitchen. My breathing became sharp pants, and my desperation took over. Pushing against his thumb, I silently begged for what only he could give me.

      “Turn around,” he rasped, and I obeyed immediately.

      His thumb didn’t leave me as I spun to face him. My lower back dug into the counter as he pushed his body against mine. His eyes blazed at me, and I knew mine would be blazing right back at him. He had lessoned the pressure on my clit before he shocked my body back to life by plunging a finger deep inside me. As he thrust his finger in and out, he began circling my clit in tortuously slow swirls with his thumb again. He played with me like I was his favorite toy. His eager mouth continued attacking my neck with licks, bites, and kisses, and that combined with his finger working me sent my body soaring to stunning heights.

      “Ben, please,” I moaned, pushing myself harder against him.

      “Tell me you know I’m real,” he said, his voice raspier than usual. His finger halted, remaining inside me but not moving, and leaving me clinging on with need.  My eyes shot open, to find him staring at me. “Sasha, I need your words.”

      I knew he was real. He’d proven it time and time again, but I still had up walls. I was still holding my keys close to my chest. That would take time. I didn’t know how long, or if he had the patience to wait, but there was no doubt in my mind that he was the only man I could imagine myself handing them to.

      “I know you’re real, Ben,” I revealed, giving him what he needed, and what I wanted him to have.

      Like a shot of lightening in the night sky, his eyes flashed with the kind of beauty that left you speechless. His mouth crashed onto mine, and with a swipe of tongue, a nibble of teeth, and a murmur of my name, he stole my fears, my hesitation, and my breath in one go. I wrapped my arms around his neck and held on tight. Right here, in his black and white kitchen, was where I belonged. I forgot about my coffee, the busy morning waiting for me, and every nasty thing happening in my life because right then, all I knew and all I wanted was Detective Benjamin Hunt.

      “Can you take another?” His voice gripped hold of every part of my conscious, and I whimpered in response.

      He pushed another finger deep inside me, giving me little time to adjust. Our eyes locked fiercely, but I could barely see him through the bursts of pleasure flashing in front of me. Slowly, he began thrusting his middle and pointer finger deep inside me, before he unleashed. The sound of how wet I was washed through the air and blanketed us with erotic desires. Desperation crawled over my skin, my pleas for more, for Ben to go harder, and faster, and take me there, hit the air.

      “What do you need?” he growled, the thrust of his fingers inside me not lessening as he continued encouraging me to climb.

      “I need to come,” I panted, my body beginning to clench around him.

      He curled his fingers and pressed his thumb on my clit, and I started to crash around him.

      “You make me feel like the luckiest man in the world.”

      That was all it took to send me over the edge.

      I came around his fingers, panting his name, and clutching onto him with all my strength.

      He might have felt like the luckiest man in the world, but I felt like the most blessed woman in the whole universe.

      All because of him.
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* * *

      “Invite your girls here.”

      I glanced back at Ben in the mirror, my mascara wand mid-air, and arched a brow at him. He had to be kidding. There was no way Wine Time Wednesday was happening at his house. Especially not this week. I had been planning on calling it off, because after my mother’s reappearance I wasn’t feeling too celebratory, but then Ben gave me the best wake up of my life in the kitchen, and then we’d spent the day together because he didn’t want me to be alone, so I definitely had things to talk to the girls about.

      Nervously, I laughed. “You’re kidding, right? We can’t have Wine Time Wednesday here.”

      “Why not?”

      Oh goodness, he was serious.

      “What do you think me and the girls talk about when we have a belly full of wine?” I went back to swiping my lashes with another coat of mascara before recapping it and looking back at him.

      “Do I look like I have a pussy? I wouldn’t have a clue what you girls talk about. Shoes?"

      “Men,” I confirmed.

      He waited.

      “Ben, who am I currently having crazy hot sex with? And who finger banged me against the kitchen counter this morning?"

      He shook his head. “Goodness.”

      “So yeah.... I can’t tell my girls about you rocking my world with you hovering around.”

      “You and your girls talk about that trash?”

      “An orgasm before eight am, following a night of receiving three orgasms is not trash.”

      I kept my eyes on him as I spritzed perfume on my neck and in my hair. The blue eyes that were the best kind of aphrodisiac flashed with heat. If he kept looking at me like that, I’d be turning up late, and would be rocking some serious sex hair.

      “So, where are you going?”

      I smiled and swung around to face him. Wrapping my arms around his neck, I rose on my toes and touched his lips lightly with mine. Pulling back, I swiped my thumb over his bottom lip and removed the pink lip gloss I’d left behind.

      “My house. I have plenty of wine there, and Sasha Special mixers.”

      “You gonna be drunk when you get home?”

      Home.

      “Maybe a little.”

      “Take your panties off. I don’t want anything between you and your pussy when you get home.”

      “Ben,” I gasped.

      “That’s the stipulation for having wine time at your place. No panties and I want tipsy Sasha in my bed tonight.”

      “You’re negotiating with sex.”

      “Wrong. I’m negotiating with the promise of drunk sex.” He smirked. “You’re wild when you’re sober, so I cannot wait to see what you’re like when you’re loaded.”

      Twenty minutes later, I turned up at my place not wearing panties, and with the promise of hot, drunken sex with Ben circling in my head.
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* * *

      Wine time Wednesday was in full swing.  Three empty wine bottles, the remnants of Mexican layer dip and an empty chip bowl cluttered the coffee table. Missy sat on the couch beside me with a wine buzz going on, Shelley was in the oversized armchair and nursing her first virgin Sasha Special because she was driving, and Paige was bringing in another bowl of chips.

      “So, how’s Mr. Orgasm going?” Missy asked, lifting her glass to her lips and raising a knowing brow at me. “Any more five orgasm nights you need to gloat about?”

      “The thought of five orgasms in one night makes me tingle in all the right ways, but also clench and fear that it might wreck my vagina.” Paige breathed. “So, tell me, where do I find a five-a-night man?”

      We giggled, and then they all watched me with intrigue as I shared my morning adventures in the kitchen. Missy glared at me, which made me laugh even harder. Paige looked at me like I was revealing the secrets to solving world hunger, and Shelley watched with a look of complete shock.

      “You know what? I might hate you a little too,” Shelley said with a straight face before she grinned. “Curse you, Sasha Hamilton.”

      “Wait a minute,” Missy gasped, and I turned my attention to her. “So, you’re sitting here without panties because your man wants to forget you silly when you get back to his place?”

      “Dang right I am.”

      “Why are we drinking wine then?”

      “We should go to Hamilton’s. This deserves tequila and making it a real memorable night,” Shelley suggested

      That set off another giggling fit, before we opened another bottle of wine, and continued Operation Get Sasha Drunk.

      I had a man waiting for me at home who was expecting me drunk.

      I refused to let him down.

      So we called a cab and we headed to Hamilton’s.
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      My eyes were on Ben’s as I danced with Missy. Alcohol flowed through my veins, and all I could think about was the promise of what would happen when we got back to his house. In the cab on the way over, I’d sent him a flirty text to say we were going to Hamilton’s for tequila shots; I’d received a text a couple of seconds later saying he would see me there. As soon as he and Austin walked through the doors, he’d come to me, kissed me hard and hot, and then he’d moved to a table and had been sitting on a beer all night while his eyes remained on me. I’d never felt more turned on in my life.

      I’d only had one shot, and then Carson started making Randy Andy’s.

      It was like an impromptu night out with all the gang.

      “Ben is looking at you like he is going to eat you.”

      “We can only hope Miss, we can only hope.” Winking at her, I informed her exactly the kind of eating I hope he’d do.

      “At the rate the sexual tension is shooting between you two, I think he might go for the record tonight. Might be a six orgasm kind of night.”

      I throbbed at the thought. “I’d die.”

      She rolled her eyes then wrapped her arm around my shoulders, and we danced over to Carson to order another drink. As I waited for my Randy Andy Cocktail, I rested against the bar and watched Shelley walk to a table toward the back with a towel hanging over her arm. Even when she wasn’t working, she was still working. I was watching her when it happened again.

      The lights above disappeared, and then Hamilton’s was blanketed in darkness.

      I couldn't believe this was happening again.

      Was I cursed?

      “What the heck? Again?” Missy said beside me, and she patted my arm as her hand moved to mine. “Let’s go.”

      After last time, I made sure I held on tight. Thankfully tonight there were fewer people, so it wasn’t as frantic to make our way to the front door. Ben had me in his sight, while Austin focused on Missy. There was no way anything was standing between me and getting to Ben tonight.

      I couldn’t believe it happened when I was so close to Ben. All I had to do was reach out, and he could have grabbed my hand, and now I’d be walking out with him whispering something dirty in my ear about how we were going to end the night. Instead, pain ricocheted through my head as I pulled away from Missy by someone ripping at my braid. I stumbled back through the darkness; I couldn’t see a thing. Whoever had me remained silent and their only concern was stealing me from the confines of safety. Panic crept through me, and the first thing I thought was that Edward had snuck in and grabbed had me. The more I struggled, the harder they pulled and the pain tearing through my skull was excruciating. I frantically tried to blink through the darkness. My only concern was finding Ben, Austin or Missy. As quickly as I was snatched and pulled away from Missy, I was let go and the tension in my head diminished to almost non-existent.

      Overhead blinding light illuminated Hamilton’s as the backup generator kicked in with a low groan. Gasps and cheers of celebration rang out from those people still inside, and most made their way back to the bar as if it was still a normal night out. But my body pinned to the spot. Unease crept over my skin and burrowed itself deep within me, as I saw for the first time who had ripped me from Missy grasp.

      Shelley’s eyes sliced to me, and her mouth twisted into a menacing grin. My brain screamed at me to run, but my feet refused to move. Her hand shot out and her fingers gripped my arm painfully before I was hurled toward her with enough force that my shoulder jarred, and I screamed out in agony. The intensity of my scream silenced the room.

      “Shelley, what—”

      The feel of something forced into my back silenced me. I’d never felt a gun pressed against any part of my body before, but something told me it was exactly what was happening. Fear trampled down my spine as I tried to wrap my head around what was going on. Why did my friend, someone I'd let into my circle, have a gun pressed into my back in the middle of my family’s bar? I'd never been more terrified yet furious in my life.

      “Shelley, what are you doi—,”

      “Shut up!” she screamed before whipping the side of my head with the butt of the gun. Pain flashed behind my eyes, and I swayed on my feet. “Do you every shut up?”

      “Put the gun down,” Austin yelled, edging toward us with his gun raised. “This doesn’t need to end like this.”

      “I didn’t think you’d last,” she said, ignoring Austin and redirecting her hateful gaze to a fuming Ben, who also had his gun ready and pointed at us. “Sasha never messed men more than once, well, besides that poor excuse of a man, Danny. That was her rule. The whole don’t-get-attached-to-people rule. But then you kept sniffing around this place, she kept opening her legs, and you kept taking. I should have known. Sasha Hamilton can do no wrong. Even her pussy is perfect. You two screwed up our plans.”

      A shiver ran down my spine and I winced at her words. “Shell—”

      How was this happening? What was she saying? Shelley was meant to be my friend. I’d let her into my circle. She was a part of my life, and now she was saying these disgusting things in the middle of Hamilton’s and pressing a gun in my back.

      Panic roared through me as Ben started to move forward, and Shelley didn’t miss his approach.

      “You take one more step, and this will not end well.”

      Silently, I pleaded with Ben to stay away. The tension in the room was suffocating, but I had to find a way to breathe. I had to breathe to survive. I looked at the people in front of me. People who’d been in my life for years, people who’d I’d only just met, and people who’d been coming here for longer than I could remember. They all stared back, different levels of anger on their faces.

      “Looks like we have all the gang here tonight.”

      Behind me, Edward’s voice cursed the air, and my heart felt like it shattered.

      Edward and Shelley.

      In on this together?

      What was happening?

      Slowly, I turned and as I did, a gut-wrenching cry tore out of me. Drew was hunched over beside Edward, clutching at his side and his white shirt was soaked with blood. The need to get to Drew overwhelmed me, and I clawed at Shelley’s arm, fighting to get out of her grip and not caring about anything besides getting to my brother. I was frantic and desperate. Her strength overcame my shock of seeing Drew, and her fist connected with my cheek, and I was momentarily stunned into submission. My cries of desperation became moans of hurt.

      “Edward, what have you done?” I cried out, anxious to get to Drew.

      “I took a little visit to see my old friend. He let me right in. Idiot, you Hamilton’s are way too trusting.”

      “You’re insane.” Drew groaned. “I’d never let you in my house.”

      “Fine, I waited on your porch. Same, same.”

      Shelley dug her palm into my back after ignoring my pleas, and she pushed until I started walking. With each step we took through the eerily silent bar, I stared at Drew. Finally, his heavy eyes met mine before they ran over me, making sure I was okay. My big brother, always in protection mode.

      “Sasha, you look…mmm…. fantastic tonight,” Edward sneered with an ominous grin as his wicked eyes scanned me from head to toe. Bile rose up in my throat knowing that his gaze was penetrating my body. I felt dirty and like a piece of meat, and he hadn’t even touched me. Desperate for clean, I looked at the one person who could give me that. Ben. His stance was unwavering, gun raised and ready, a furious look masking his handsome face, and his eyes were fastened on the scene unfolding. But he gave soft when his eyes found mine, because he knew that’s what I needed. Even as the room around us was drowning with the unknown and the promise of danger, he still gave me what I needed.

      He always did.

      I was in deep with this man.

      And that thought alone meant I had something worth fighting for.

      “He isn't going to help you,” Edward seethed. “None of them will.”

      “Have you worked it out yet, Sasha?” Shelley asked, sounding giddy with excitement once we stopped in front of Edward and Drew.

      I barely heard a word she said because I was too focused on the blood covering Drew’s hand that was clutching his side. Slightly, he shook his head, and I didn’t know whether that meant he was okay, or that he was struggling to hang on.

      “Worked out what, Shelley?  That you two are bat-rubbish crazy? That you messed me over? What? What am I possibly meant to work out?” I was pissed, scared, and anxious, and I had no control on what I was saying. My emotions were running wild. It probably wasn’t the best thing to do to cuss at a woman holding a gun to me, or in front of a man that had obviously hurt my brother some how, but I couldn’t control it.

      “Look at me,” she demanded so low that I almost didn’t hear her. She forced me to stand in front of her, using me as a shield between her and Austin and Ben. “Really, look at me.”

      So, I did. She looked nothing like the woman I was having Wine Time Wednesday with just a few hours ago. Or the friend who’d been in my house, my store, in my life. She looked wired and had absolutely nothing behind her eyes besides evil.

      “Why are you doing this?” I asked, narrowing my eyes. “How do you honestly think this will end?”

      Her hysterical laugh startled me. “Why are we doing this?” she continued to laugh as she turned to Edward. “She wants to know why we are doing this!”

      I waited. What more could I do but wait? I had a gun pressed against my back, my brother was bleeding in front of me, and I had two maniacs who were once classed as close family friends glaring at me.

      “I’ll give you a clue.” She leaned in until only an inch separated us and I could feel her breath on my lips. “My name isn't Shelley.”
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      Behind me, I heard murmurs and gasps, and beside me Edward’s low chuckle, but I kept staring at the woman who’d I known as Shelley.

      “Who are you?” I hissed, as my fear twisted into anger and began to rage through my bloodstream.

      “I’m shocked you don't remember me.” Her fake gasp hit the air. “That is just going to make our reunion even more special.”

      The more she spoke, the more out of control she became.

      “I’ll give you a few hints. You were Cinderella, and I was Snow White. We shared Barbie’s and dolls. We made mud pies, and you’d cry when your skirt got dirty.”

      I stared at her for a beat before memories of two little girls, giggling and chasing their brothers, swapping dolls clothes and having sleepovers rolled through my head. In disbelief, my eyes bounced between Edward and Shelley

      There was no way this was possible.

      She couldn't be.

      Edward O’Leary’s sister, Holly?

      “Holly?” I gasped, as I tried to find any similarities between the girl who'd been my friend and neighbor, to the woman holding a gun to me. Nineteen years had passed since I’d seen her. We were ten when she left for New York to attend boarding school, and I never saw her again. How could she think that I’d recognize her?

      “Surprise!”

      “Shelley, I don’t...”

      I grimaced as she hit me again in the same spot, but this time a trickle of blood ran down the side of my face, and I swear I blacked out for a few seconds.

      “My name is Holly,” she stated while glaring at me.

      “Ease up, sis, we have plenty of time, well unless Drew bleeds out and then trash will really get real.”

      I looked at Missy and found her staring at the scene in complete disbelief. Austin and Ben had taken a step toward us and were now watching closely and completely on guard and at the ready. I wanted to say so much to Ben, but the risk was too great. One flick of Holly’s wrist and I could either be shot or someone I cared about could be shot. This was about me protecting those that meant something to me. I was angry because I’d been played, and now I found myself here. But I was more angry at the fact that I’d just opened myself up to the best possible chance of happiness that has ever appeared to me, I was ready to give my all to Ben, and I find myself here with two maniacs with God only knows what vendetta against my family.

      “Why?” I whispered. “Tell me why.”

      “Your family took from us, so now it’s time for us to take from you. That’s fair, isn’t it?”

      “We’ve taken nothing from you. Why the heck would we want to?” Hostility rolled off Drew. “You’ve harassed yourself over one too many times, O’Leary. There is no way you are walking out of here, and now you’ve dragged your sister into it? You’re a jerk.”

      Edward’s glare locked on Drew, and in a flash, his fist connected with Drew’s his bleeding side, and his roar of pain bounced off the walls. “It’s about time you learned some respect.”

      “Would you stop!” I cried out. “What could our family have possibly done?”

      “For six years your hussy of a mother was our father. We had the perfect family until she opened her legs, then our family turned to trash. Everything began to revolve around the Hamilton’s. Every holiday, every birthday, every weekend was spent with you. Because they wanted to see each other. Edward had already left home, but I was still there. Then I became an inconvenience to their affair, so I was shifted off to boarding school on the other side of the country. Dad wanted to get mom out of town, so he used me as an excuse, and off we went.”

      My gasp tore through the air, and I’m sure I also heard Missy’s.

      “Then when I would call Dad, all he would talk about were the Hamilton kids. Sasha this, Sasha that, Sasha, Sasha, Sasha. Drew this, Drew that, Drew, Drew, Drew. I was ten! Mom wasn’t stupid though. She knew what was going on and she decided to heal her wounds with booze. So, thanks to your mother, my mother was taking out her frustrations on me behind closed doors, while my father was practically replacing me with you.”

      I sucked in a broken breath as I tried to take in what she was saying.

      “Then my father got your mom pregnant. Paid her to leave town, bought a house for her a few towns over, promised her the world, as long as she said goodbye to her life in Monroe, including the precious Hamilton kids. That’s got to be tough knowing that she could get paid enough money to leave? That money was worth more than you. Talk about rejection.” She stopped for a moment as if she wanted to twist the knife that was sticking out of my heart in a little bit further. “But daddy dearest wasn’t the only one to make promises. She promised him Hamilton’s if they left town together. She was going to talk with her lawyers because now that they would have a kid together, that kid would have claim because she was equal owner.”

      I had another brother or a sister?

      My mother left for money.

      “You lying jerk!” I hissed, as anger pulsed through me. “You have no idea what you are saying.”

      “The truth hurts, doesn’t it? Especially after all these years of trying to work out why she left, when all it came down to is money. It’s always money Sasha. I bet I could offer you enjoy money right now to make you drop to your knees and suck my cock. There is always a price.” Edward stepped forward and got in my personal space, and he was all I could see, then he dropped his voice, declaring, “But I think it would be more fun if I forced you and got to see that fight in you.”

      “I swear to heaven O’Leary, step the heck back.” Ben’s voice was lethal, and the threat was not hidden.

      Edward swung around, and with venom in his tone, he declared war, “Would you shut the heck up? I’ve been dealing with your trash for too many years. Stole your cousin's woman, and now look where I find myself, getting ready to steal yours. You made it too easy when you started her.” He looked between Ben and me. “I could deal with two pains in my rear in one go! Holly, if any one else talks or moves, silence them, I’m trying to tell a story, and I want no interruptions.”

      He was insane.

      It as a simple as that, and Drew and I, and every single person here was at his mercy.

      “Now, where were we? Oh yes, that’s right, your mother. It was so easy getting her back to Monroe, again, money worked a treat, but in your mother’s case, I had money and blackmail on my side. Boy, she has some secrets. It’s almost disappointing how easy everything has been. Getting the contracts from Sass - a piece of cake. Holly got the key from your spare set, and she walked right on in, and no one even questioned why her fingerprints were in your office because you two were friends,” he said smugly. “And getting drugs in here. Now that was even easier. I harassed a couple of young pussy, gave them a taste of some free trash, and they brought it here. I got pussy, they got free drugs, Hamilton’s got yet another black mark against its name, and you two started falling from the pedestal. Brilliant all around.”

      “Why the heck did you need the contract?” Drew hissed from the floor. “It’s ironclad; you can’t do trash with it.”

      “That, I’ll give you.” Edward sneered. “Got to say I was mighty pissed when I saw your Dad had removed your mother from staking any claim. Your Dad was a smart man. If she’d still be on the deeds, it would have meant that our sister would have claim to this place, just as much as you two. Idiot, I was pissed when I found out. I’d been grooming our sister, fighting with that sassy mouth she has, to get her on board. Promising her the world, telling her she could run it when she turned twenty-one, idiot; I’d promised to buy her an apartment, basically whatever she wanted. One thing her and Sasha share, they are both stubborn as idiot.” I had a sister? “Holly and I had big plans for this place. There would no longer be anything family-friendly about Hamilton’s once I got my hands on it. Monroe wouldn’t know what hit it. Our sister was the stepping-stone to getting it, and you two were in my way. So, I decided I’d get it another way, by chipping away slowly and bringing in the drugs, the women, and scandal. Idiot, the trash with the mayor’s daughter was just an added bonus. I didn’t even know that was going to happen, but it worked a treat.”

      “You are a piece of trash.”

      “You really need to get your anger in check, Drew.”

      “You will never get this place,” I said confidently even though inside I was freaking out like never before. I had a sister. I couldn’t wrap my head around that. A sister I shared with the vilest people in the world. My mother left us because she got paid enough. I was so done. So done. “There is no way Drew and I would ever sell this place, so how did you honestly think you’d get it?”

      “I have my ways, Sasha. Look at what’s happening now. You’ve got a gun pointed at you, and I gotta say, Holly has some mega issues when it comes to you, so I’d be really careful, and Drew here, well he’s bleeding pretty heavily, and your mother? She’s currently working out how she’ll spend her share of the sale of this place, so trash’s not looking good in respect to you two. Also, I’m also sure your cop boyfriend has told you all about poor Jacqueline,” His smirk twisted into an evil grin. “She said no to me once, and look where it got her. If you’d said no about this place, I would have made sure you never spoke, messed, or walked again. Then your hero brother would have gone off seeking revenge on the men who brutalized you, and I would have come right on in and bought the place. The perfect plan really.”

      I turned to Holly. “Did you just hear what he said? He organized a woman to be raped, and he just insinuated that he would get someone to rape me. You're okay with that? As a woman, as a human being, you are okay with that?” I screeched.

      She rolled her eyes. “Paybacks tough, Sasha.”

      “This is all because you want revenge on something neither one of us had any say in. You two are messed.”

      “Sasha, calm down,” Ben voice echoed through the room. “Do not react.”

      “React? I’m not reacting. I’m pissed.” I had no idea where my strength had come from, but all I knew was that this was not how it was going to end. I refused to be a player in some screwed up game the O’Leary’s had come up with. “Tell me how this ends. What do you want?”

      “Now you’re negotiating,” Holly scoffed. “This should be good.”

      “Let Drew go, and I’ll stay,” I pleaded, begging to both of them to find some decency in their crazed heads. I had no idea if it would work, but I had to try everything because I knew there was no way Ben and Austin would let anything happen to me. That’s what I was holding on to. “I'll do whatever you want, as long as you let Drew go.”

      “Sasha, no,” Drew muttered, his voice sounding distant although he was right near me. “I’m staying.”

      “What do you want? Tell me,” I said, my voice getting louder, my desperation getting extreme. “Edward, what the heck do you want?”

      “Sasha, do not engage with him,” Ben yelled from the other side of the room. “Look at me.”

      “Do not look at him,” Edward hissed, and the evil that flashed in his eyes caused me to shudder with fear, and it took all of my diminishing strength to keep hold of his gaze. “That's a good girl.”

      “O’Leary, this is not going to end well for you, so step the heck away.”

      “Ben, stop talking,” I cried out as Edward’s face transformed to fury, and he took a step toward me.

      “Listen to her, Hunt. You’ve really pissed me off now, so I’m going to enjoy every minute of this and when you hear her screaming, know that it’s because of you.” Edward grabbed at my arm and pulled me away from Holly and toward Drew’s office. “Holly, if anyone moves, shoot them. Oh and just a warning, if I hear anything out here, I will kill her. If I hear the slightest indication that you’ve moved, I will kill her. Now, I’ve been waiting years for this moment, so it’s time I took it.”

      “What about Drew? That was the deal.” I said, my voice sounding stronger than I felt.

      Edward scanned the room and focused on Missy. “You take him out.”

      Missy rushed toward Drew who continued staring at me. All I could do was hope that he could see what I was trying to do. He had to know that I would do anything for him but it wouldn’t come to that. I was holding onto the hope that Ben and Austin would get us out of this. What was the point of living if you didn’t have hope?

      “Sash, I’m not leaving.”

      “You have to.”

      “This is trash,” He growled, as Missy put her arm around his waist. “You are dead O’Leary.”

      “Pretty sure you shouldn’t be making threats right now, Hamilton.”

      My heart felt lighter knowing that two people I loved were getting out, and I knew the minute they were outside that help would be on its way.

      Fear crawled up my spine when Edward pulled on my arm. With one final look at Ben, I found strength in the subtle chin lift he offered me. I hoped and prayed that it meant that somehow this was not going to turn out like Edward anticipated. I stumbled into the office, swaying on my heels, and Edward closed the door and stole away any thought of safety that I was clutching onto.

      “Been waiting a long time for this Sasha.” I slammed my eyes closed at his words. “Going to enjoy every moment of this. Where should we begin? Pussy? Mouth? Or Rear? I’m claiming every part of you tonight, but I’m a gentleman, so I’ll give you the choice of where we start.”

      How could he possibly believe he would get away with this? The look in his eyes as he mentally undressed me was an indication that he didn’t care about anything besides getting what he’d been trying to get since I was a teenager. He stalked toward me like a lion stalking his prey, and I backed up until the desk hit me and I was caged in.

      “Kind of wish we could bring your boyfriend in here. I would have liked to show him what I planned on doing to you but we know he has a temper and he’d probably phoo all up.”

      There was no way I was handing over my body to Edward.

      “Lay down on the ground,” he ordered, and after briefly hesitating, I obeyed. It was all part of a plan I didn’t quite know yet.

      What I did know was that I brought him in here to fight.

      He moved quickly.

      His hand disappeared up my skirt, and I froze. I wasn’t wearing panties. This was meant to be Ben. My body went tight as he hovered over my body, his eyes narrowing onto my heaving chest. My sense of fight kicked in. His plan was to ruin me, so I was going to fight him. I clawed, scratched, kicked, elbowed and punched. I connected at times and missed at other times. This was not going to happen. The first time his fist connected with my face, I gasped. Even though anything was possible when it came to Edward, I was still shocked that he hit me. Pain radiated through my face, and my cheek burned. Then I attacked again. This time harder, and this time I screamed. His fist was harder this time, and it connected with my lower cheek, and the taste of blood swam through my mouth.

      His hand kept edging up my skirt and disgust coursed through me. I couldn’t let him do this. He had strength, power, and weight over me, but I had to find something.

      “Stop moving,” he growled as I shook violently against him, trying desperately to remove his body from mine. “You keep moving, and I will tear your pussy to shreds once I get inside you. Do you want that? You want it rough?”

      I screamed in his face, hitting his chest before he hit me again. I didn’t know how many blows I could take, but I’d take as many as I had to, in order to stop him from doing this.

      The harder I fought, the more I prayed for my adrenaline to remain. I would not lose to him. As I pounded my fists on his chest, something out of the corner of my eye flashed and caught my attention. Desperate for Edward not to see, I took a chance and rolled onto my back, which allowed him to cover my body with his. He pressed his erection against me, and I swallowed back the bile that rose, and it enticed me to fight even harder. As he began to grind up against me, I twisted my face to the side and caught sight of David standing on the other side of the window with a finger to his lips.

      I hadn’t seen him since he’d met Jerky Sasha when I’d stormed into the police station after the break in at Sass, but right now, he was the greatest thing I’d ever seen.

      At the same time as I heard ‘Go! Go! Go!’ being yelled by who I thought was Carson out in the bar, a piercing shriek tore through the office, after the window shattered and rained glass over me. Then everything stopped. Edward groaned, and rolled off me, and then there was silence. He was no longer moving, and when I looked at his lifeless body beside, I saw the blood leaking from his chest.

      I couldn't look away. I’d never seen a dead body before, let alone the body of someone who was, without a doubt, going to rape me.

      “Sasha, look at me, are you hurt?” David asked as he squatted in front of me wearing a bulletproof vest.  The worry on his face made him look so much older than he was.

      “My cheek hurts, and I think I have a cut. But I’m okay.” I reached out and grabbed his hand, offering him the smallest smile. “You are getting so many candles for this,” I whispered, and my body went slack as the tension floated away. “Whatever you want, for life.”

      The door behind David burst open, and Ben rushed in, coming straight for me. He was the most beautiful sight in the world. Tears flooded my eyes as soon as he pulled me to my feet and crashed me against his body. Warmth, protection, and safety engulfed me, and I clutched onto his shirt. He was my lifeline.

      “Idiot, sweetheart. Are you okay? Did he…?” He asked, his voice rushed and deathly low.

      “I’m okay, and no,” I whispered, looking up at him. “What happened out there?”

      Relief swarmed Ben’s face, and then he quickly turned to David. “I owe you.”

      David shook his head. “She mentioned she was bringing me candles. Get her to forget the candles, and we are even.” David said, low.

      Before I could say anything to David, Ben grabbed my hand and took me out of the office and away from O’Leary’s body. The shakes had started to overcome me. Shock was setting in. Silently, we walked through the main bar, and I kept my head down because I had no idea what had happened to Holly, and I didn’t want to see another body.

      The cool night air smacked me in the face when we exited Hamilton’s. Police cars surrounded the building with their lights flashing. I clung onto Ben’s hand even harder.

      “What happened in there?” I asked, repeating my earlier question. “Where’s Drew? Where’s Missy?”

      We came to a stop, and Ben spoke low. “Carson was on break and was making a call outside when it went down. As soon as the lights went out, he got into a position where he could see but couldn’t be seen. He called in for back up and worked on the plan with David. Idiot, if David hadn’t got that shot…”

      “He saved me,” I whispered. “But I went into the office knowing that you wouldn’t let anything happen to me. One way or another, I would be saved. I just had to get Drew out of there, and that’s the only way I could think of. Is he okay?”

      “Drew’s okay. He was taken to the hospital. Idiot, you are the strongest woman I’ve ever met.”

      I gave him a weak smile. “I don’t feel very strong right now.”

      “Sasha, Ben.” David’s greeted as with a weak smile.

      I dropped Ben’s hand and crashed into David with such force that he stumbled back. I wrapped my arms around him and held him tight. “Thank you,” I whispered as fresh tears hit my eyes. “Thank you so much. But are you okay? That was…”

      He squeezed me gently. “No need to thank me. And yeah, I’m okay.”

      I pulled away and took a step back so I can look at him. “Remember what I said in there. Candles for life, even if you don’t want them.” I grabbed his hand and squeezed it gently. “And if you don’t stay being okay, please come and see me.”

      His mouth twitched, and he nodded. “I’ll remember that.”

      I pulled away and moved back to my favorite place.

      Ben’s arms.
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      “Are you sure you’re okay?” I asked for what was probably the hundredth time. The look Drew shot at me told me it was more like the thousandth. “Okay, okay, gees, sorry about being worried about my brother who was stabbed!”

      “It was a flesh wound,” he muttered as if it was nothing. “I was almost asleep so shush.”

      “Did he just shush me?” I asked Ben in disbelief. “Is he supposed to sleep?

      Ben, Drew, Austin and I had just left the hospital and to be honest I couldn’t wrap my head around the fact that Drew was in and out of hospital in a few hours.

      I’d been cleaned up, and the cut on my head needed two stitches, which would result in a little scar. I’d have a battle wound. I didn’t think there was anything wrong with that. If you survive the battle, the scars that remain are reminders of the resilience you possessed.

      “Squirt, I’m fine. I’m going to go home, take some meds, and sleep this nasty night away.”

      “There is no way you are going to be on your own. You are coming home with us. I’m going to look after you.”

      “You’re kidding yourself. I am not coming home with you, and you are nothing looking after me.”

      “Yes, you are.”

      Ben’s arm tightened around my shoulders. “Sweetheart, leave him be."

      I twisted and looked at Ben. “Since when have you two been best friends? You should be on my side."

      “Man, just come to my place and sleep for a few hours. Let her think she's won.”

      "You do realize I'm sitting right here, don't you?" I scoffed, glaring at Ben, who smiled in reply.

      “Believe me, we all know you are here, Sash." Austin laughed from the driver's seat.

      Silence fell throughout the car, and I snuggled up against Ben and rested on his shoulder. Out the window, I watched as an orange haze washed over Monroe as a new day began. People were out jogging, early morning risers were heading out for the day while we were just ending our night.

      Exhaustion began to settle within me, and as my eyes closed and I felt myself relax, the car began to slow down before coming to a stop.

      “Incredible,” Austin muttered, and I opened my heavy eyes. Cars that I recognized lined both sides of the street, and Carson was standing out front with Ronnie, and both of them were staring at the car.

      “You okay to face this?” Ben asked softly after Austin and Drew had left the car. My eyes were locked on Ronnie pulling Drew in for a hug, and Carson shaking hands with Austin. “You want them gone, they'll be gone, but they are here because they love you and I don't think Crazy John will leave until he sees you are okay.”

      "I want to see them, but then I just want to be with you."

      His face softened. "I've never been as scared as I was watching what went down last night. I want you all to myself, so we will go in there, let them see that you are okay, and then I'm making them leave because you are not leaving my arms at all today." He grabbed me and pulled me against his body and held me tight. I began to shake against him. Finally being in his arms made me realize this was all over. Tonight, I witnessed two people I grew up with become monsters because of something that neither Drew nor I were a part of. I'd seen a man die tonight, and I felt no remorse. I felt relief for those people who will never have to suffer at the hands of him. And Holly who I still thought of as Shelley, she wouldn't see freedom again. How did they possibly think this was going to end? It was a question that would forever be unanswered, and I was more than happy to lock it away. But the one thing that was startling to realize was that I was okay. I was remarkably okay.

      "It's over," I whispered, as I grabbed ahold of his shirt. "It's over, and I'm okay."

      He pulled away and leaned his forehead softly against mine. "Yeah, sweetheart. Thank forget you are okay."
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* * *

      Di, Gigi, Paige, Austin, Missy and Crazy John were waiting in Ben's living room when we walked in the house, and we were closely followed in by Ronnie and Carson. Gigi and Di were fussing over Drew, making sure he was comfortable and Gigi was asking him what his favorite type of cake was. I had a feeling he was going to get added to the cake rotation after this. It only took a second before I was pulled away from Ben and engulfed in a Crazy John hug. He didn't say a word to me, but the strength of his arms around me told me everything he couldn't say.

      “I'm okay," I murmured against his chest and ran my hands over his back. "We are okay."

      Against me, I felt his body shake, and that was all it took for the emotion of the past twenty-fours to overflow. I stood in the middle of Ben's living room and cried in the arms of the man who'd been my family since I was six. I cried for my dad who was taken from us way too soon, I cried for the thirteen years I’d spent worrying about a woman who never worried about me, but mostly I cried as I said goodbye to the broken woman I was and welcomed in the brand new version of me.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Where are my babies?”

      As if the nightmares of the past twenty-four hours weren't enough, I couldn't believe I heard the voice behind me. Everyone in the room reacted. Ben sitting beside me shot off the couch, Drew’s anger spiked through the air, and Missy came straight to me.

      Our eyes connected and with the briefest nod, she knew what she was about to witness, and a smirk flashed across her painted red lips.

      "Love you, Sash," she declared softly so only I could hear, and it was the added ammunition I needed.

      "You are not here," I snapped, pushing myself up from the couch, and spinning around. “You did not just walk into my boyfriend's house uninvited.”

      My mother stepped into the living room, dressed to the nines, with full hair and makeup and looking like she had the best sleep of her life. What she didn't look like was a mother who'd been worried about her children who'd just experienced a new kind of torture. “Sasha, I need to expl—”

      "What part would you like to explain first? That you were Mr. O'Leary for six years? That I have a sister that I didn’t even know existed? Oh, wait, how about we start with you turning up after thirteen years because the O'Leary's were messing over your children and you were coming back to see what kind of money you could get.”

      It was time to cuss, and I didn't care who was around.

      "They were blackmailing me!" she cried and rushed toward me.

      Carson cut her off. "Don't even think about it,” he warned.

      I sighed in frustration. "With what?"

      Her eyes dropped to the ground, and she refused to look at anyone. "There's a tape."

      I glanced at Drew, and he looked like he was barely holding on. His face was frozen, his jaw tight, his eyes narrowed, and his fist clenched. Paige sensed my escalating concern and rushed to him before he did something that might get him in the world of trouble.

      When I knew Drew was okay, I turned back to my mother. “So, you only came back because there is a tape of you doing heaven knows what and the O'Leary's threatened they'd release it? It had nothing to do with getting paid?” Her face blanched and her throat bobbed as she swallowed. “Yes, mother, he made it very clear to us that you were part of this. How could you do this? What did Dad ever do to you?"

      “He was never home! He left me with two kids while he took over Hamilton's and spent all of his time there. When he was home, all he wanted to do was sleep. How do you think that made me feel?”

      “So, he was working hard to provide for his family, and making it so you didn't have to work, and you were frustrated because you had to stay home with your kids?" I stared at her and scoffed, "Sorry for being such an inconvenience to you."

      I jumped when Crazy John’s roar came from the other side of the room, and I spun to find him glaring at my mother.

      “Get out of here.”

      “Clancy, you don’t understand.”

      Crazy John’s glare intensified. “Woman, there are only a handful of people in this room that have the right to call me that, and you are not one of them." He stormed toward her, and she began to retreat. "You got Sasha and Drew hurt, you messed up their business, you've been messing up their lives for thirteen years, and now you've walked into Sash's man's house uninvited, and you didn't even are if they are okay? And this is all because of some messed up tape?”

      "They threatened me," she cried and looked around to everyone. "What would you have done?"

      "Jerk, none of us would have cheated in the first place, and we sure as trash wouldn't have filmed it."

      "Did you just call me a jerk?" my mother gasped, her eyes bugging out at Austin.

      He smirked. "I call it how I see it, and you are a jerk."

      "Are you going to allow your friends to call me a jerk?" She shot me a look, and it was then that I realized what I had to do.

      "You didn't even ask if your kids were okay?" Di whispered, as a look of disappointment only a mother could feel swamped her face. "You still haven't asked."

      "Are you okay?” my mother finally asked, and there was absolutely no concern in her tone or on her face.

      "You know what? I'm perfect because I know this will be the last time you see me." My voice was strong while inside I felt fragile. "Every single person here loves me, and they make me feel so loved. Do you know how long it took for me to accept that? How long it took me to believe that I deserved that, that I was worth this kind of love?”

      My eyes shot to Ben, and his worried expression softened when I gave him a smile reserved only for him.

      “From the moment Ben met me, he would always say ‘worth it.’ I had no idea what he meant, but he was telling me that I was worth it. Every time I tried to push him away, he'd hold on tighter. He fought for my love because he knew I was worth it. He makes me feel like I am worth everything. He could have left so many times, but he stayed because he saw something in me that he wanted. I lived for thirteen years thinking I wasn't worth anything because the one person who was never meant to leave and should have always had been there left. Did you ever think about how that would have felt? I was fifteen years old!" I sucked in an unsteady breath and quickly wiped away the tear sliding down my cheek. "I will not cry for you. I will not wish that things could have been different. Because today, I begin a new life with a family who are amazing in every way possible, old and new friends who are beyond special to me, and a man who makes me feel like I'm the most treasured person in the world. Ben gave me this. He didn't have to, he could have left so many times when I tried to push him away, but it just made him hold onto me tighter.”

      She took a step toward me but was stopped by Austin stepping between us. “They threatened me. I have a husband and family to think of,” she cried out, and that was the final nail in her coffin. She had a new family. As soon as she said it, she realized her mistake.

      "You're a piece of work,” Crazy John unleashed, and I stepped back into Ben. “I watched these two kids break when you left. Sasha lost her spark and Drew lost his softness. You did that. That is on you, and I hope you go to your grave knowing that. So don’t stand here making up trash excuses. Know one thing. These two kids are mine. I don't give a harass that they are adults, and have lives of their own. Idiot, they’ve been mine since we lost Dean. When they have babies, I’ll be their baby’s granddaddy. When Drew finds his woman, and she gives him soft again, I'll be the one to welcome her into the family.” Crazy John turned his attention to me, and the fury in his voice disappeared when he asked softly, "You okay with me being your babies granddaddy?"

      All I could do was nod.

      Then he turned to Drew. "You meet your woman, and she gives you soft, I’m gonna want to meet her. You okay with that?"

      “Be proud to introduce you to a woman, Crazy,” Drew’s thick voice declared.

      “Now, we are done with your trash, so disappear again, and don’t come back this time. You are dead to all of us,” Crazy John spat with fire in his voice. He didn’t wait for an answer, he stormed out of the living room and threw open the sliding door that led to the back deck, and disappeared out into the darkness.

      "Drew?” my mother said softly, clutching at straws, for anyone to give her attention. I almost laughed that she'd thought Drew would be that person.

      His voice came out as a growl that rattled my bones. "You're dead to me."

      It was as final as that.
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* * *

      I stood in front of the mirror and stared at my reflection. I was a mess. Gently, I touched my swollen, bruised cheek and winced; then I zoned in on the stitches near my hairline. There was still evidence of my blood there. Even though I was a mess, I knew how lucky I was. Things could have ended up so much worse, and there was the very grave possibility that I may not have been standing here, and may not have spent the day in Ben's arms as he promised. My thoughts drifted to Jacqueline and what she had to endure at the hands of Edward's men. I didn't know if I would have been able to survive what she went through, but thankfully because of my rescuer, I didn't have to.

      I sucked in a deep breath, and when I released it, I smiled at my reflection. I'd survived. Again. But this time it wouldn't just be me and Drew against the world. It wouldn't just be the Hamilton kids taking it all on. As Ben once said to me, I had a tribe now, and with a tribe, I could do and face anything.

      You couldn't get much luckier than that.
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        BEN

      

    
    
      I barely slept. Even with Sasha curled up and safe against me, nothing settled the torment raging in my head. I could have lost her. It was as simple as that. Seeing her with a gun aimed at her and bleeding kept replaying in my head. I’d seen some messed up trash on the job, but that was the worst experience of my life.

      After everyone had left yesterday, we had a visit from the Captain and Sasha gave her account of what happened at Hamilton’s. Then I’d spent the day exactly how I told her we would; with her in my arms. We watched movies, dozed on the couch, showered together, and we were in bed before sundown, and she fell asleep within minutes of going to bed.

      I spent the night staring at her, and listening to her breathe.

      “Happy Birthday, Detective.”

      At the sound of Sasha's breathy greeting, I tilted my face down, and in the early morning light blanketing my bedroom; I met her sleepy gaze. In the craziness of the past week, I’d completely forgotten that my birthday was coming up. But it would seem someone hadn’t forgotten. She shifted up my body, her naked chest gliding over mine, and she kissed me good morning.

      Our kiss began soft, with gentle tongue, tender nibbles, and soft caresses. My eager hands roamed and memorized her smooth skin and luscious curves. I pulled her tight against me until her softness meshed perfectly with my hardness. Her breathy moans floated through the air as I ground my cock against her naked pussy. She might not know it, but every time she sighed against my lips, she breathed life back into my lungs.

      “I need to give you your birthday present,” she hummed, pulling away slightly and resting her lips just above mine.

      “Does my birthday present involve you riding my cock?” I growled, grinding against her so she could feel exactly how ready I was for her.

      She stared down at me with lust filled eyes. “That’s part two. Now, let me get up.”

      With a groan, I loosened my arms, and she slid off me. I sat up, leaned against the headboard, and admired her as she moved to the chair in the corner of the room. She was so beautiful. Naked and safe, and rummaging through her bag for my birthday present. I don’t know what I did to deserve it, but I was claiming the luckiest man in the world title, and I'd be willing to fight for it. After pulling something out from deep inside, she glanced over her shoulder and shot me tender eyes.

      "Close your eyes,” she demanded quietly. “And no peeking."

      I grinned at her, then obeyed and shut my eyes.

      I heard her take a deep breath and then listened as she moved tentatively toward the bed and hesitated briefly. Her nervousness filled the room, and even though I had no idea what to expect, I loved the thought of her surprising me with something that obviously meant something to her.

      The bed dipped beside my hip, the scent of her shampoo roamed around me, and I waited to see what she'd do next. She probably had no idea what she was doing, but she was delivering the best kind of torture, and she was in full control. Something she didn’t usually have in the bedroom. She straddled my waist, and I hissed as her thighs barely touched my cock, and waited as she got comfortable. My hands, like magnets, shot to her bare hips because I couldn’t stop myself from touching her. Softly, and with tentative fingers, she placed something small on my stomach.

      "You can open your eyes," she spoke soft, almost nervously. "I hope you like it."

      My eyes shot open, and on my stomach I found a small rectangle box, wrapped in blue paper and with a silver bow tied around it. I had no expectations or any idea of what it could be. Removing my hands from her hips, I lifted the box and gently pulled on the ribbon. The sound of her taking a deep, unsteady breath caused me to look at her, and I found her staring back at me with a nervous smile.

      “You’ve changed me, Ben," she whispered, and now it was me that sucked in a desperate breath. "You’ve given me so much, and every day I have you in my life, you give me a little more. I’ve always been a sucker for romance books and movies and hearing other people’s stories, but I never wanted that. I was terrified of that. But then I met you. With you, I’m living the most beautiful kind of romance. You’re bossy, ridiculously stubborn, and you have caveman tendencies, but you’re mine.”

      She was killing me. But she wasn’t done. I braced for more.

      “You’re the only man I want to have my key. The key to my heart, my thoughts, my future, my everything. All that I am, every part of who I was, who I am today, and who I'll become is yours. I am so in love with you, Ben, and I know I have been for a while; I was just so scared to admit it. But I’m not now. I want you and everyone to know.”

      I wrapped my hand around the back of her neck and pulled her down to my mouth. I devoured her lips like I was a famished man. My tongue swept over hers, and she didn’t hesitate in letting me in. The kiss felt like our first, tenth, hundredth and thousandth kiss rolled into one. A kiss of promise, of confirmation and, most importantly love. Hearing her tell me she loved me was incredible, but knowing she gave me the keys was life changing. All I wanted to do was heal her hurt, and this was the invitation to keep doing what I was doing. Her content sighs licked the air and offered the confirmation I needed.

      I got the girl.

      “Idiot, sweetheart. I've been waiting a long time to hear you say that to me,” I murmured against her lips. “Love you too, sweetheart.”

      “You’re the first man to say that to me,” she admitted in a whisper. “Can you say it again?”

      I grinned up at her. “I love you.”

      “Yeah, I like that a lot.” She leaned in and brushed her lips over mine quickly, before sitting back up and stealing her mouth from me. “You need to finish opening your present.”

      I picked up the box that had fallen off my stomach and landed on the bed beside me, then continued to untie the bow and unwrap the present. Glancing up at Sasha, I saw her bite her lip, and her eyes sparkled at me. I lifted the lid, and my chest tightened at what I found. Resting on the crisp white tissue paper was a silver key and chain. I pulled it from the box and dangled it in front of me. The chain was long, and the key polished. It looked like a restored antique house key. In the morning light, I read the inscription.

      
        I AM YOURS, AND YOU ARE MINE. ALWAYS.

      

      “Do you like it?” Sasha whispered, hope echoing through her words.

      Emotion jammed in my throat as I looked up at the woman who would be mine forever.

      “I’ve always wanted to be a cop. I finished high school, did my training, moved through the ranks, and finally became detective. That was my dream. My dream changed the day you put your hands on me at Missy’s, and now you've cemented it.”

      I changed our position, twisting our bodies so she was under me. Her arms wove around me, and her hands rested on my back.

      “You’re my dream now, Sasha. You giving me your key is life changing. So yeah Sash, I like it, and I love you so much.”

      Her face softened, and she lifted her mouth to mine. Before our lips collided, I had one more thing to say. “Best birthday ever, sweetheart.”

      Her giggle rang out through the bedroom before I stole it with a kiss.

      I finally had all of my woman.
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* * *

      We spent the morning in bed before showering and celebrating my birthday again on the bathroom floor. After her stomach growled, she’d pulled me to the kitchen and then made me chocolate chip pancakes for breakfast. Our peace was shattered an hour after our late breakfast by the arrival of my family. Half an hour after they’d arrived, Austin, Crazy John, Missy, and Carson turned up. And Gigi turned up five minutes later carrying a cake.

      Happy Birthday was sung, cake was eaten, the girls fussed over Sasha, and I couldn’t take my eyes off her.

      “How's she doing?” Austin asked, stepping up beside me and handing me a fresh beer.

      Sasha was on the couch between Dad and Crazy John, the three of them talking quietly and both watching her with expressions of both admiration and concern. It was no secret that she’d gone through hell, not just over the past week, but over the past thirteen years. She'd repeatedly got knocked down, but she always found the beauty in life to get back up. Her past would have destroyed many. But the strength she possessed was immeasurable. She was determined and stubborn. Fierce yet gentle. And that was why she was going to be okay.

      “She’s okay,” I answered truthfully.

      As if she knew she was the topic of conversation, she looked over at us, and when she saw us both looking, she gave a little wave before turning to Crazy John and laughing at something he'd just said.

      “We’ve gotta tell her what’s going on. I dropped in and told Drew on my way here. He showed nothing. No emotion, no reaction, no nothing. We are going to keep an eye on him, make sure he handles the trash that’s been piled on him,” Austin sighed, running his hand through his hair as frustration rolled off him.

      After leaving my place the night before, Austin had gone to the station and had the messed up job of spending the night talking to both Holly O’Leary and Abigail Hamilton. When he arrived, he’d waited until Sasha was locked in an animated conversation with Missy, which resulted in Missy blushing and Sasha holding up three fingers, and then he’d told me about the conversations. Messed was the only word I could use to describe what I was told.

      “Sash, can you come here for a minute?” All eyes in the living room focused on Austin and me, then Sasha stood from the couch and slowly walked toward us.

      “Is everything okay?”

      “Sash, Austin has some things to talk to you about in regards to Holly O’Leary and your mother.”

      “Can we please start referring to her as Abigail Hamilton?” Sasha requested firmly.

      Austin shot me a look, took a deep breath and then unloaded. I focused on Sasha.

      “Okay, I’m just going to say it, and we can talk about it once I’m done. But brace, babe because some of this trash isn’t good.” He waited until she acknowledged with a nod of agreement and then he divulged what he knew. “Abigail Hamilton was brought into the station this morning for questioning, and later today she is going to be formally charged with extortion, and there could be the possibility of some additional charges. Evidence is piling up against her and the O’Leary’s. Holly O’Leary confirmed that Edward organized the hit on the victim that was found in the warehouse. Apparently, the victim, a known dealer in the next town over, was detrimental to the plan to get drugs going through Hamilton’s so a hit was ordered to wipe out the threat. Abigail Hamilton has been working with the O’Leary’s on the plan to get you and Drew out of Hamilton’s from the beginning. The more I learn about this, the more messed up it gets.” He sucked in a breath and then his eyes darted between Sasha and I. “I also found out about the tape.”

      She visibly tensed. “Tell me.”

      “I don’t thi—”

      “Austin, tell me. I want to know it all.”

      “The tape was of her and O’Leary. It was while she was still living in Monroe, and he was young. I’m talking underage, so it was before she started his father.”

      “What!” Sasha screeched, and everyone turned to look at her. “Oh my goodness! I just, oh my goodness. I feel like I’m going to be sick.”

      “What was filmed as a teenage boy’s fantasy has been used as a way of blackmailing your mother to be involved in this. When she got word of what they were planning, her involvement grew, and it twisted into some wild fantasy that she was going to get Hamilton’s back, and then destroy it with the help of the O’Leary’s.”

      Sasha began to pace as everything started sinking in.

      “So, let me get this straight, my mother helped organize this, got her son stabbed, me with bruises and stitches in my head, and almost raped, just because she was jealous and felt entitled, oh and because she had sex with a teenage boy over twenty years ago?” Her bewildered face turned between us. “This is messed up.”

      I grabbed her hand and stopped her pacing and pulled her toward me. “Sash, you okay with all this? This is a lot to take in.”

      “She hasn’t been in my life for thirteen years. What I found out about her just confirms that I want absolutely nothing to do with her. She brought this on herself, and I feel no remorse toward her. If that makes me a bad person, then I’ll deal with that, but to be honest, this makes me relieved that she won’t be able to come back here. I’m shocked and disgusted, but I’m not going to let her destroy any more of my life. Wait, does that make me sound like a jerk?”

      I watched her as she stared back at me. Idiot, I was a lucky mongrel to have this woman. “No, it doesn’t make you sound like a jerk.”

      “You are a strong woman, Sasha.” Austin gave Sasha a look of admiration. “This would have destroyed a lot of people.”

      “I’m not going to lie. This hurts, a lot. But I’m not going to let her actions control me any longer. Drew and I have a bar that we need to get back to what it was, I have a life to start living, and a man to keep loving. I’m pretty sure those three things deserve to take up my time.” She kissed me quickly and then turned to Austin. “And I have a woman to find for you, so please don’t tell me that you are one of those men that have a particular hair color you like? I do not want stipulations as to who I find for you.”

      “As long as she’s breathing, he’ll like her.” I laughed, and excitement ran wild over Sasha’s face, and the tension in her body releasing.

      “Can you please control your woman?” Austin groaned although I knew he secretly loved the attention. “Babe, I’m not looking for a woman. But if you are so concerned about my 'loneliness,' how about you and I have a date night once a week?”

      “Ohh, dating another hot detective on the side?” She leaned in close to him but spoke loudly enough so I’d hear. “We’d have to do it secretly because my boyfriend is a bit of a caveman. If he found out, he’d find us and storm in, throw me over his shoulder, and walk out thumping his chest and saying ‘mine.’”

      “Dang right I would.”

      Sasha burst out laughing and wrapped her arms around my waist, and just like that, she decided to take control of her life. I was excited to be sitting right beside her when she did.
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* * *

      “Am I moving to your place, or are you moving in here?”

      It might not have been the most romantic way to ask the woman you loved to move in, but the question had been sitting on my tongue since the first time she was in my bed, and I was done with waiting around. I had no plans to settle, no plans on finding ‘the one,' and no plans on needing a woman. But all that changed with one flash of those green eyes, and a dose of that sassy-as-idiot mouth. My mother and grandmother had been waiting for this moment, and my grandfather had warned me it would hit with a force I’d never experienced before. It would send me out of control and encourage me to imagine the unimaginable. It would be the moment my other half became a reality. When the universe decided it was my time to become fragile. To become fluid. To become open to a brand new forever. Sasha was my moment. I knew without a shadow of a doubt that I’d spend the rest of my days taking on her fears, healing her scars, and stopping at nothing to give her the freedom to fly.

      She swung around from the sink, the dish she’d been washing now dripping bubbles onto the floor, and she stared at me.

      “What?” she whispered, her eyes shimmering with unshed tears.

      “I want you to be the last person I see before I fall asleep and the first person I see when I wake. I don’t want a suitcase sitting on the bedroom floor anymore. I want to leave work every day knowing I’m coming home to you. I need that. I’m never going to stop needing you, Sasha.”

      Slowly, and without breaking our stare, she gently placed the plate back into the sink and slid off the rubber gloves. With soft steps, she glided across the kitchen, a single tear sliding over her flushed cheek, and a smile started tugging at her lips.

      “I like your bed,” she whispered, and her eyes went soft when she placed her hands on my chest and gazed up at me. “I like your back deck. I like Gigi. I like the sunlight in the kitchen in the morning. I really like that this is where we spent our first night together, but most of all I love that this is where we each said I love you for the first time. So, I want this to be our home.”

      I dipped my face to hers and claimed her mouth in a kiss that we’d remember forever because right then, this was the beginning of something bigger than either of us had experienced before.

      “Welcome home, sweetheart.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

        SASHA

      

    
    
      BEN: I’ll be home at eight. Wear what’s on the bed. We’re going out.

      Nothing had changed. Well, that's a lie. A lot had changed, but Ben was still his bossy self, and I loved it.

      Six months had passed since my world changed— since I said goodbye to my mother for good, and said hello to my beautiful new life.

      I'd moved into mine and Ben's home the day after he asked me. I had told him I didn't want to wait, and after we celebrated by making love on the living room floor, he started making calls. It took him and Drew, Austin, Carson, Crazy John, and Ronnie half a day to pack up the furniture we were keeping and move it in. The day after, the girls and I went and packed up my ‘girly trash,' as Ben liked to call it, and then I was in my new home.

      I thought I’d be sad about leaving what I thought was my dream home, but as I switched off the lights for a final time, I knew it was just a house, and it would end up being someone else’s forever home.

      “Idiot.”

      I jumped at Ben’s voice behind me and spun around. The black dress he’d picked hugged my curves, sat just above my knee, and was low on my chest. I’d matched my outfit with my favorite silver pumps, silver hooped earrings, a layered necklace, and a simple silver bracelet. My makeup was dramatic, and my hair ironed straight. I felt sexy, confident, and ready for whatever my man had planned.

      “I’ve made a huge mistake.”

      My heart dropped.

      “How the heck am I supposed to look at you all night and not want to hitch up your dress and forget you?”

      My face split into a smile. "Well, it is my birthday, so I hope there will be some naked celebrating at some stage."

      Today was my thirtieth birthday.

      It was also a Sunday, so it had been a ridiculously awesome birthday. I'd woken up to Ben sliding inside me, and gifting me with slow, sensual sex, which led to three orgasms before nine am. He had to drag me out of bed to the bathroom, and he ran me a bath, and I relaxed with a book and mimosa for an hour before he joined me. We talked, laughed, made plans for a trip to Hawaii, and argued about the color I wanted to paint the living room. Gigi banging on the front door interrupted us, and she brought with her a five, yes, five-layered chocolate cake with chocolate and vanilla frosting dripping off it. She'd stayed to have coffee and cake, and then she left us after making me promise that I'd take her shopping for a new date outfit during the week. The rest of the day I spent wrapped up in Ben's arms. We kissed, cuddled, talked, kissed some more, and he decided that he'd give me orgasms number for of the day with his mouth on me. At six pm, he got a text about a case he'd been working on, and he had to duck out. I got the text about being picked up at eight, ten minutes after he left.

      "You better not be wearing panties under that dress,” he growled as he tugged me close and kissed me softly. "Idiot, sweetheart, you are a knockout."

      "And you are handsome," I whispered, looking him up and down. He wore dark denim jeans and a black button-down shirt, and because it was the weekend, he hadn't shaved, so I got his stubble.

      "Happy Birthday, sweetheart,” he said for what felt like the twentieth time today, and every time he said it, I'd start swooning. "Turn around."

      I did as he said, and giggled when he stole my sight with a blindfold. “Where are we going?”

      I felt him lean in, and then his hot breath on my ear as he spoke made me gasp. “Trust me.”

      “Always,” I responded immediately.

      With his hand on the small of my back, Ben led me through the house, slowly down the front steps, and then wrapped his arm around my waist as we carefully walked down the path and toward his car.

      "You good?" he asked after he buckled me in.

      I nodded and gave him a huge smile.

      As soon as he reversed out of the driveway, I lost all sense of direction, and I was completely at his mercy. I had no idea how long we'd been driving for, whether we were headed to Main Street, or completely out of Monroe, or if we were just driving around the block.

      "Can I have a hint? Just a teeny tiny one," I asked, shifting in my seat and turning toward him.

      "Nope," he laughed.

      "What if I promise to give you the best blow job of your life?"

      "You love giving me head so I know I'll get it anyway."

      "Touché," I said with a sigh, knowing that was true. I loved having him in my mouth. "What about I promise to be naked next Sunday. All day and all night and we can have fun with frosting again."

      A month ago, Gigi had brought over a Red Velvet Cake for our usual Sunday Cake Fest, and I decided to eat a slice in bed while watching a movie, and frosting had fallen onto my nipple. Let's just say that started a feeding frenzy and the movie was forgotten, frosting was all through the bed, and Ben's cock tasted even more delicious covered in frosting.

      "You're doing it wrong. Promising me sex, blow jobs, hand jobs, frosting fun, idiot, anything relating to sex isn't going to make me tell you, because I know I'll get all of that from you anyway. You're a sex-fiend, Miss Hamilton, you can't live without it."

      "Did you just call me a sex-fiend?" I scoffed. "That's it. I'm banning you from sex."

      His laughter roared through the car and continued until the car started to slow. He took a sharp left, and then we came to a complete stop. I still had no clue where we were, and that excited me.

      I jumped when the door beside me opened, and with my hand in his, Ben pulled me out of the car, and we began to walk. After what could have been a minute, or five, we stopped, and a door to my left opened. Warmth hit me, and Ben came up behind me and wrapped his arms around my waist and pulled me against his chest.

      “I love you, sweetheart,” he breathed into my ear, sending shivers down my spine. "So much."

      My heart stammered. Ben wasn’t afraid to tell me how he felt about me, but when blindfolded, and completely at his mercy, it seemed so much more intimate.

      “I love you too,” I whispered, turning my head toward him.

      His fingers worked on undoing the knot of the blindfold, and when it dropped, a loud chorus of 'Happy Birthdays' hit me.

      I gripped onto Ben’s arm as my legs became wobbly. Everyone was here. Ben's family, Drew, Crazy John, Gigi, Missy, Paige, Austin, and Carson, and they all came to me with hugs, kisses, and gifts.

      "Happy Birthday, Sassy," Crazy John kissed my cheek and pulled me into a tight hug. "Love you, my girl."

      Oh goodness, I was going to cry. "I love you too."

      "Blondie, you look hot tonight. I feel it's baby making time," Gigi hooted and grabbed my hand and kissing me square on the lips. Since I'd moved into Ben's, Gigi's visits had increased as had her obsession with Ben and I getting married and having babies. She was relentless.

      Missy was next. "We are doing our usual birthday routine tomorrow because your guy wanted this to be a surprise." She then leaned in and whispered, "Try not to be too sex hungover tomorrow. It’s hard to hate on you when we are celebrating your birthday."

      I burst out laughing and then Paige, Austin, and Carson all said their happy birthdays before Ben’s family swarmed me and then disappearing into the crowd with Ronnie asking where the chicken wings were, Di declaring that she needed to try a Randy Andy special and Dee wanting to know when she could start dancing.

      I took the quiet moment to admire Hamilton's. There were pink and purple balloons everywhere you looked, massive ‘Happy Birthday Sasha’ signs plastered on every wall, and enough food to feed an army. Through the crowd, my eyes found Drew’s.

      Since everything happened with our mother and the O'Leary's, Drew and I were closer than ever, but the torment sitting on his shoulders grew by the day. We had a sister somewhere out there. We didn’t know if she knew about us, the likelihood was that she didn’t, and we were still trying to come to terms with it. Our lives had changed in more ways than one. I was worried about him, but he was always more worried about me, and anytime I tried to bring it up, he'd change the subject.

      "You did it, Sash,” he said when I reached him.

      Confused, I asked, "Did what?"

      "You got your second chance. I've never seen a man more in love with a woman before,” he said, his eyes flashing over to where Ben stood laughing at something Austin had said. "He's a good man."

      Tears hit the back of my eyes. "You'll get yours and when you do she is going to be amazing because a man like you deserves the best."

      "You give me a niece or nephew one day, and they'll be my second chance." His thumb came to my cheek, and he wiped away a tear that had fallen. "Dad would be so proud of you. I am so proud of you. Happy Birthday, Squirt."

      I crashed into him, and I didn't care that I started crying in the middle of a packed bar.
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* * *

      "Ben planned all of this."

      "What?" I gasped.

      Paige smiled and nodded. "Yep, he wanted to do it all. Even went balloon shopping although he did take Lily and me because he wanted to make sure he got the right colors."

      "I don't even know what to do with that info," I laughed. "Wait, yes I do. Be right back."

      I didn’t care that I was wearing seriously high heels, that my dress wasn’t made for running, or that I was in a packed bar. I took off, running as fast as I could and launched myself at Ben. Thankfully, his arms wrapped around me, our chests collided and I pulled his face down to mine. I kissed him like it was our very first kiss. I kissed him hard, passionately and feverishly. My lips craved his, my soul demanded him, my heart was his. Completely.

      His hands dropped to my butt, and I was lifted, moved through the air, and placed on top of the bar. I didn’t care that we had an audience, I didn’t care that his parents were there, I didn’t care that I was probably showing way too much leg. All I cared about was showing Ben how much this meant to me.

      “For idiot's sake. When will you two realize you’ve got a house to do that in? Sassy, get your rear off the bar. Carson, where’s my drink?”

      I giggled against Ben’s mouth at Crazy John’s outburst and pulled back slightly.

      "Thank you for my birthday party."

      Ben tucked my hair behind my ears and stared deep into my eyes. “Are you happy?”

      “I am so happy," I whispered. "Like ridiculously, amazingly, tremendously happy."

      “That's all I want."

      “I want to have your babies,” I blurted out, not even caring if anyone could hear me. “Lots of them. And I hope they are all like you. Well, maybe not super bossy because I can barely handle one bossy Ben, but you know what I mean."

      His laughter circled me. “Idiot me, you are something else.”

      I pouted. “You don’t want me to have your babies?”

      “Sweetheart, I wanted you knocked up from the moment I met you. So, yeah, I want you to have our babies. But I want all boys because I don't think I could handle having mini Sasha's running around Monroe and spraying their sass everywhere. I can barely handle you.”

      "You love it,"

      "Oh, I do."

      I didn’t want to let him go, but I knew I couldn't stay sitting on top of the bar all night. This was a party, and I needed to dance. Someone had switched on the jukebox and loaded it with my favorite songs, and my eyes swung to Missy’s when the recognizable intro of mine and Missy’s favorite Bon Jovi song hit the air.

      “Sorry Ben, but I need my girl. We need to dance our rears off to Bon Jovi, and Carson needs to pour us some Randy Andy Specials. Get behind the bar, pretty boy!”

      "Did she just call me pretty boy?" Carson laughed.

      "Enough talking, more shaking. Make mine extra strong. I have some drunk birthday sex ahead of me, and I want it to be super wild," I demanded, and he shook my head.

      He looked at Ben. "How many drinks has she had tonight?"

      "Scarily, she's sober."

      "Goodness."

      "Woman, get your rear out here! I can't be Richie if I don't have my Jon."

      "Gotta go, air guitar calls." I kissed Ben quickly on the cheek, before running out to the dancefloor and joining Missy for some serious air guitaring. Paige joined us soon after, and the three of us spent the next hour dancing to classic eighties with a couple of modern day songs thrown in.

      Best birthday ever.
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      Toward the end of the night, and after drinking way too many Randy Andy's, I leaned against Ben with my head resting on his shoulder. Hamilton’s was rocking. The dance floor was crowded, the bar packed, Drew even had to start working, and at one point Carson had started working beside him.

      Usually, I would have wanted to stay and continue dancing, but tonight I just wanted to go home to bed with Ben. I would leave the dancing to Missy, Paige and Gigi, yes, Gigi was currently in the middle of the dance floor grinding up against a man that looked to be at least forty years her junior, and singing Cher at the top of her lungs.

      “Can we go home and start part two of birthday celebrations? The ones that involve me naked?"

      His eyes flashed with heat. "We have one more stop, and then I'll take you home."

      I had no idea where we would be going. It was after midnight and everywhere besides Hamilton's and Missy's Diner would be closed. But I grabbed his hand, did a half wave to the dance floor, and followed him out to his car.

      I hummed along to the radio, my eyes closed, and enjoyed the cool air sneaking through the opened window. Ben detoured off the main road and headed up the mountains, and I smiled when he turned into the parking lot of the lookout. The scene of our first kiss.

      I smiled over at him, and the smile he returned was spectacular. He got out of the car, moved around the hood, and opened the door beside me. Holding my hand, he pulled me out and the cool night air swam around us. Tonight the full moon blanketed the lookout with light, which allowed me to see his face perfectly. We moved to the bench seat, which offered a striking view of Monroe, and he pulled me down onto his lap. As I looked out over the town that had seen the best and worst of my life, Ben kissed my neck softly and pulled me closer to his warmth. My eyes fluttered under the sensation, and at that moment, I knew I had everything I could ever want.

      "Present time," he whispered, and I shivered against him.

      He handed me a nearly identical box to the one I'd given him on his birthday. Excitedly, I untied the ribbon and lifted the lid. My gasp rang out around us. Inside, on pink tissue paper, was the same key I'd given him, and the same key he wore around his neck every day.

      "Six months ago you gave me the key to your heart, so this is me giving you the key to my future. I’ve made no secret that you’re mine, and being mine means forever. One day, maybe tomorrow, maybe next month, maybe in six months, I am going to get down on one knee and ask you to be my wife, but this tells you that you’ve already unlocked our future."

      "Yes," I whispered. "The answer is already yes. It'll always be yes."

      His lips crashed into mine, and in the same spot that he'd kissed me the first time, I knew I'd found forever with him. I had a lifetime of moments to share with him, and I got them because he fought for me, and never gave up. Nothing felt as beautiful as finding someone who was the calm to your chaos. Ben was my calm, and I was his chaos.

      He accepted all that I was.

      He wanted all that I am.
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