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      Sign up to my Bad Girl Club to be notified of hot new releases and get my exclusive novel, Big Bad Billionaire for FREE!

      Click the link or enter

      https://forms.aweber.com/form/90/224002890.htm

      into your browser.
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      Blurb:

      I'm going to take her virginity - and then she's going to write about it.

      

      Stella Frisk:

      After years of worshipping my father, owner of a top fashion magazine, I now finally realize what a grade-A jerk he is. If he thinks he can mess over my career and our family without any consequences, he has another thing coming, because I have a plan.

      

      Step one: Get my father’s nemesis, Gabriel Winter, to give me a job.

      Step two: Make my father regret he ever lost me by landing a cover story in his rival’s magazine, one that gives a detailed account of how his adoring, only daughter lost her virginity.

      

      The only thing is, when I pitch my story idea to my new boss, I don’t expect him to volunteer for the position I’m advertising. I’ll admit, it would be the cherry on top of my revenge cake, but can I really sleep with my boss just to screw over my father?

      

      Gabriel Winter:

      The moment I meet Stella, I know I have to have her. She’s one of the sexiest women I’ve seen in ages, and her intelligence and natural writing abilities just add to her appeal. So when she waltzes into my office one day with an intriguing story proposal, how can I not offer to help her achieve her journalistic dreams?

      

      But she does the unthinkable: She refuses my offer. I know I could give her something to write about. I just need to find a way to provide her a little taste of what she’s missing out on without getting HR involved . . . 

      
      Turning down an opportunity to take Stella’s virginity will take every fiber of my being - I just hope I've got the self-restraint to do it.

      
      

      ***

    

  


  
    
      
        Personal Note

        Hi there. I’m Tia Siren. I’m not just an author of very steamy contemporary romance. But I’m also a bad girl. Well, not really. Just when I’m writing about my bad boys for you. So thank you very much for downloading my book. I’m sure the bad girl in you too will be spoiled. Rotten!

        

        After the main book, I’ve included some bonus stories for your enjoyment. If you like quick reads, then you’ll love the MC and BWWM collections. After those, I’ve included Big Bad Baller and an exclusive sneak peak of Big Bad Neighbor.

        

        So go on. Spoil yourself.

        

        xx Tia.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Big Bad Fake Groom: A Billionaire’s Virgin Romance

        

      

    
    
      I need a wedding.
      I need a bride.
      But marriage is my worst nightmare, so why not fake it?
      The only thing worse than marriage?
      A virgin who wants to wait ‘til the wedding night.

      
      I’m New York’s wealthiest bachelor.
      Oil is my business and women are my pleasure.
      And the sound of wedding bells makes me cringe.
      Until I find out my inheritance depends on me getting engaged.
      So I do exactly what I do best. I buy a solution.
      Paige Scott is the hottest upcoming painter on the NY art scene and she needs the publicity as much as I need my inheritance.
      A deal made in heaven, right?
      Almost.
      The virgin naturally insists that we don’t have sex before the wedding.
      Marriage and virginity, REALLY?
      But Paige is the biggest tease my cock has ever gone hard for. Well, I sure can RISE for this challenge.
      I’m going to make her wet. I’m going to make her ache for me. Then, I’m going to steal her virginity before the big day.
      And once I get it, I’m gone.
      

      But I never counted on actually wanting to say, ‘I do.’

      [image: ]
* * *

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter One

        

      

    
    
      Paige

      

      “Finer strokes, my dear Paige. Finer strokes.”

      She focused on doing what Professor Grey instructed her to do by adjusting her grip on the paintbrush. The strokes on the canvas were smoother then. Somehow he always knew exactly what needed to be done.

      Paige turned on her stool to give an appreciative smile to Professor Grey. He was an older man with gray hair twisted back into a ponytail and a white beard that reminded his students of a real-life Santa Claus. He even had the potbelly that poked out through paint-splattered shirts.

      “You are doing wonderful,” he said, patting her on the shoulder. “More advanced than some of my graduating seniors this year.”

      The compliment cheered her up instantly. Two months of living in the hustle of New York City had taken a toll on her emotionally. She dearly missed both her parents who were back in Wyoming. This was the first time in her life she had gone this long without seeing them face to face, and it was hard every single day to not feel homesick. It didn’t help that her mother cried every time they spoke on the phone at the end of Paige’s hectic days of classes and figuring out where all the dining places were.

      New York University was spread throughout several city blocks. It took forty minutes to an hour just to walk to a class from her dorm. She didn’t mind so much though, except in the winter when it was freezing.

      It was a drastic difference compared to the quietness of her hometown. There were only 5,000 people there, and they lived on sixty acres of farmland. Hearing the constant sound of cars, alarms, and late-night chatter was also drastically different.

      And there were times that Paige wondered if moving to New York had been the right thing to do after what had happened. She quickly shut that last trailing thought down. There would be a time to deal with all that later, not while she was in her freshman painting class.

      “Really?” Paige asked.

      He nodded and let out a soft chuckle. “Yes. That’s a scary thought, now isn’t it?” He gazed down at her with kind blue eyes. “How are you handling your first two months here at NYU? Feeling homesick at all?”

      “Yeah, a little. If I’m being honest, it’s been hard,” she said. “I miss my parents, but I assume that’s normal.”

      “Normal as can be. You came from Wyoming, correct?” He tilted his head to the side, watching her closely.

      “Yes. My parents own a farm, so the nightlight is a change of pace for me.” She shrugged, trying hard not to think about home. It would be far too easy to dive into another depression about missing her family and her old room.

      Professor Grey laughed. “I imagine it is. Well, try to stick to being here in New York. It’s a lifetime experience and a wonderful opportunity for a woman such as yourself.”

      He continued down the line of students. Paige finished up her painting with a pleased smile. It was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. That much she had recognized when opening the acceptance letter over a year ago to find out she had also been selected for a hefty scholarship that at least covered her food and housing. Everything else had fallen onto her parents’ shoulders, who insisted they had saved for a day when her dreams and talents would take her places.

      It had taken to her New York City of all places. The big city. And for a small-town country girl like her, it was different…even terrifying at times.

      She cleaned up her workstation as Professor Grey talked about next week’s student critique. He excused them a few minutes later with a bid for them to have a good weekend.

      Slipping the strap of her leather tote onto her shoulder, Paige filed out with the rest of her freshman classmates, but she didn’t bother talking to anyone. They were all nice, but several of them were too high class for her. They didn’t have problems with money. They were only going to New York University because their parents could afford it and they were required to go to school if they wanted access to a wealthy lifestyle. Students like Paige were the oddballs who wore cheap leggings and T-shirts to every class.

      She spotted Jessica Kindley waiting in the lobby of the fine arts building. Her heart lifted at the sight of a familiar and friendly face. Jessica lived in the room next to hers in their apartment building. She was on a full-ride scholarship to study English and Creative Writing. She came from a low-income home with five sisters, so that was the only way she had been able to come—through her writing.

      “How was class?” Jessica asked.

      “Fine,” Paige said. She stopped to wait for Jessica to gather her things from the couch she had been studying on. “I’m glad the afternoon is over though. Want to get some pizza tonight for dinner? I’m craving it like crazy, that thin crust New York style pizza that you can fold over and it still takes forever to eat.”

      “Absolutely.” Jessica grinned up at Paige before laughing. “You don’t have to ask me more than once if I’d like to have some pizza for dinner. Heck, you had me at thin crust.”

      Together, they stepped out into the warm afternoon and the bustle of people walking on the sidewalks. The sound of car horns filled Paige’s ears as they waited for a light to turn red before they could walk across in the direction of the freshman apartments.

      “I’m glad it’s Friday,” Jessica said. “I’m exhausted from all this running around my senior sister has been having me do.” She stifled a yawn with her hand and shook her head, as if trying to rid herself of the exhaustion that seemed to cling to her more often than not. “There should be a curfew against them getting us out of bed in the middle of the night.”

      “My senior sister hasn’t even really done anything,” Paige said, trying not to let her nerves show when Jessica glanced at her in surprise.

      Shannon Palmer was a glamorous and wealthy woman with a well-known reputation as the ring leader of her senior class. She was the popular and social butterfly with a half-brother who dealt with even richer people than their family. Celebrities. That was the rumor Paige had heard when a few freshman classmates had talked about Shannon Palmer picking her as a freshman sister.

      Except, the only times Paige ever saw Shannon were in passing on the street with a gaggle of senior friends around her. Sure, she smiled, said hello, but not once had Shannon asked her to do anything like the other senior sisters had asked their freshman sisters. She tried not to let it get to her though. Things like that didn’t matter. She wasn’t in New York to become popular or to hang around her rich classmates.

      They made it back to the freshman apartments thirty minutes later while they talked about their days. While Paige had a deep and profound passion for painting, she loved to read too. She and Jessica could spend all night pouring over the books they loved. They had gone several times to the bookstores around the city just to browse through, because they couldn’t afford to purchase much.

      “What are your plans tonight after pizza?” Jessica asked. “We can have a read-a-thon in my room. It’s a bit quieter than your apartment that overlooks the entire city.”

      Paige smiled as they swiped their cards through the card reader to enter the small lobby. The housing areas were located in the city as well but secured as tightly as possible. Strangers were not allowed in the dorms. The doors were locked as well past a certain time for security reasons.

      Her apartment overlooked a good portion of the city, which almost felt extravagant at times. The small living room had minimal walls. Instead, she had large glass windows. She enjoyed sitting in a chair at the end of the day while overlooking all the lights. It was beautiful. Dreamy.

      “How about getting a movie?” Paige suggested as they climbed the stairs to the top floor. “We could watch movies and eat pizza. My eyes hurt from all the reading I did today for history class.”

      “Wimp,” Jessica said, laughing. “Reading is part of the deal here at NYU. You’re going to find yourself with your head stuck in a book all the time if you’re not careful.”

      “I’ll do my best to watch out.” Paige crinkled her nose and gave her friend a funny smile. “God forbid I turn up a bookworm.”

      They reached the top floor of their building to find the last person they had expected to be in freshman housing—Shannon Palmer.

      She was as glorious as usual with her long blond locks curled perfectly, her smudge-free makeup, and her tight clothes that showed off her impressive physique. The smell of rich perfume filled the entire hallway.

      “Hi, girls,” she said, beaming at them both. “I was wondering if I’d catch you before the end of the evening, Paige.”

      “Oh,” Paige said, exchanging a look with Jessica, who looked as equally baffled by Shannon’s appearance. It was a rarity that Shannon focused on anyone but herself. Something was up… “I didn’t think you would be looking for me, honestly.”

      Shannon laughed. “Why wouldn’t I be? You’re my freshman sister.” She glanced over at Jessica, who shifted nervously on her feet. “I overheard that you two were making plans for tonight, and I hate to be the one who breaks them, but I have a specific thing for you, Paige, that I’d like us to do together.”

      Paige blinked a few times in confusion. She didn’t know what to think of Shannon’s sudden appearance after two months of nothing. After glancing at Jessica, who shrugged her shoulders indifferently, she looked back at Shannon hesitantly. “Okay. I guess that’ll be okay if you’re fine with it, Jessica. We had plans.”

      “Nothing important,” Jessica said. She nodded at Shannon. “Go ahead, Paige. I’ll see you this weekend.”

      “You sure?” Paige said, but she was quickly cut off.

      “Wonderful!” Shannon exclaimed, walking toward them on teetering high heels. “Do you have any dresses, Paige?”

      “No, not really. I just have shirts, leggings, and—”

      “You’re a bit petite, so I know you won’t fit into any of my things,” Shannon said, dragging her eyes up and down Paige’s form. “That’s okay though. We can go shopping before we hit the club.”

      “Club?” Paige repeated nervously. “I don’t know if—”

      Shannon took ahold of Paige’s hand. Her fingers were cool and strong.

      “I promise it’s not what you think,” she said. “I know you don’t like nightclubs. It said it in your ‘about me’ paper. That’s why I picked you. It’s perfect.”

      “For what?”

      The smile on Shannon’s face grew even bigger, which should have been comforting but wasn’t at all. It was downright scary. “You’ll see.”

      

      ****

      

      “See. Look at that. You look hot in this dress.”

      Paige tugged nervously at the hemline of the black bodycon dress Shannon had insisted she try on. It hugged her curves in all the right ways, but it was a bit short and snug. She looked down at the modest heels Shannon had brought over as well. None of this was cheap, either.

      She turned to look at Shannon, who grinned excitedly at her. Suspicion trickled in through her nerves. None of the senior sisters spent money like this on their freshman sisters.

      “I can’t accept these things,” Paige said. “It’s expensive. It’s too much.”

      “Oh, don’t worry about it.” Shannon waved an airy hand. “My brother is a famous publicist for celebrities. He flips me tons of money all the time. This is chunk change for me.”

      “Okay, well, I still don’t know why you’re doing this all of a sudden.”

      That gave Shannon pause. “Doing what all of a sudden?”

      “Paying attention to me,” Paige said. “You’ve never once asked me to do anything with you before this.”

      “Oh, that.” She tucked a long blond curl behind her ear with an apologetic smile. “I’m sorry about that. It wasn’t anything personal. School is just so busy sometimes, you know? I also travel a lot on the weekends, believe it or not.”

      That made sense to a degree. She never saw Shannon around on the weekends. Still, suspicion filled her at what had prompted Shannon’s sudden need to buy her nice clothes for a fancy VIP club.

      She was startled out of her thoughts when Shannon reached forward to unclip her hair.

      “I love your hair,” Shannon said. “I’m in love with the lob-type haircuts. I never have the guts to cut my hair.”

      “Thanks.”

      Paige stood still while Shannon fretted around her, fluffing up the natural waves of her hair and adding bits of makeup. It felt as though she were Shannon’s life-sized Barbie doll that needed a makeover.

      “This is perfect,” Shannon said. “Let me pay for our things, change into my own outfit, and let’s get out of here. We have to meet some people.”

      “Meet wh—”

      Shannon slipped out of the private changing room before Paige could finish her sentence. She turned to look back at the mirror in uncertainty. My mother would have a heart attack seeing me in this dress.

      She grimaced while gathering her old clothes from the floor to shove them into a plastic bag Shannon had brought along. Opening the door, she stepped out of the changing room right as Shannon stepped out in a gold sequin dress that barely reached her upper thighs. She sparkled as she walked with a confidence that Paige inwardly wished she had.

      “Are we ready to go?” Shannon asked.

      “I guess,” Paige said. “Can you tell me where we are going, or who you say we are going to meet?”

      They walked out into the store. Paige half expected a store employee to tell them off for wearing the dresses before they were paid for. None of them said a word. In fact, they smiled at them as they passed by.

      “My brother,” Shannon replied, handing over a credit card from her small black purse. “He’s a publicist for celebrities all over the world, but he invited us out for a few drinks.”

      “I’m not twenty-one though.”

      Shannon leaned in to whisper into her ear. “It doesn’t matter where we are going; trust me. They don’t care as long as you flash your credit card.”

      Her nerves didn’t settle as they climbed into a cab a few moments later. The sun had set behind the towering skyscrapers. Orange sunset light occasionally filtered through the alleyways and westbound streets. The entire cab ride over, Shannon talked amicably about her life in New York. Her parents were wealthy, but not like her half-brother, who had a knack for smooth talking. Shannon wanted to be a writer, but she had put that dream aside to help her brother manage his clients.

      “We travel all over during the weekends,” she said. “You’d never believe how many miles you can cross in one day.”

      “I imagine,” Paige replied, biting on her thumbnail nervously as the cab pulled up in front of a black building with security surrounding every corner of it. “Are we going in there?”

      “We are,” Shannon said, flipping a few twenty-dollar bills to the cab driver. “This is where my brother meets with his clients. It’s a good watering hole because paparazzi can't get in, and neither can fans. There is a list too, so strangers can’t just get in.”

      She didn’t doubt that. There were some beefy security guards strolling around the building with dark shades on.

      “How are we going to get in then?” Paige asked.

      Shannon opened the cab door. “They know my brother and me.” She slid out of the cab without waiting for Paige’s reply. “Come on. Let’s get a good table.”

      Paige followed behind as quickly as her dress and heels let her. She still had no clue why Shannon had brought her here to this lounge. She didn’t even know what had prompted this type of adventure in the first place.

      They were let into a nice lounge area with black tables and leather chairs. A waterfall roared down in the middle of it with soothing lights flickering off the water. The smell of rich perfume and cologne filled Paige’s lungs as she followed behind Shannon to a table next to a patio that overlooked the city. A small dance floor sparkled under the candlelight while a slow jazz song filled the atmosphere.

      Sitting down on the edge of the cool leather, Paige watched as Shannon scanned the lounge quickly. Unable to take it any longer, she asked, “What’s really going on? Why did you bring me here?”

      “Because I wanted to spend time with my freshman sister,” Shannon replied easily. She smiled warmly at Paige. “I’ve heard that you barely leave your dorm room during the weekends. It’s our job as senior sisters to make sure that you enjoy your time here in New York City— not hide away from a fun experience.”

      “Oh,” was all Paige could think to say. Still, something felt off, but she couldn’t pinpoint it. “I’m not much of a ‘get dressed and go out’ type of girl.”

      Shannon gave her a look. “I’ve noticed. You shouldn’t be trapped up in your dorm all the time. You’ll go crazy being homesick.”

      “Do you miss your parents then?” Paige asked.

      Dark shadows danced along Shannon’s tanned face. Her pink and glossy lips pulled into a thin line.

      “My parents aren’t around, so I’m used to being on my own. Their jobs require them to be out of the country most of the time.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

      “Oh, there’s my brother!” Shannon exclaimed. “And Luke is with him too. I didn’t know Luke would be here.”

      Paige turned in her chair to find two men dressed in casual business suits approaching them. Her eyes landed on the blond-haired man who stood tall and proud with muscles threatening to rip through the fabric of his shirt. His long blond hair was sleeked back while a shadow of a beard danced along his strong jaw. He walked confidently toward them, his eyes flicking to where Paige was seated next to Shannon.

      Her heart pounded when he raked an appreciative gaze over her bare legs. Shifting them out of sight, Paige gripped the edge of her chair as the two men sat down. The one with Shannon’s same eyes and hair color took a seat next to Shannon.

      “You must be Paige Scott,” he said, holding out a hand. “I’m Toby Patel. I’m Shannon’s older half-brother.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Paige said.

      “And this is Luke Turner,” Toby said, gesturing to the man who took a seat directly next to Paige. “He’s one of my close friends, but I’m also his assistant.”

      Luke held out a large hand that appeared to be covered in callouses. She gently laid her hand in his after hesitating for a moment. His skin felt warm, but his fingers were strong when they tugged her hand forward. Paige’s heart skip erratically at the sensation of Luke’s hot lips pressed up against the skin of her knuckles.

      “Pleasure is all mine,” he said smoothly. “I’ve heard many things about you.”

      Paige withdrew her hand from Luke’s before she could swoon even more. Cool it, Paige. He’s just a really gorgeous man kissing your knuckles like it’s the old days.

      “Like what?” she asked, her voice garbled with nerves.

      He didn’t answer. The waiter returned to their table with a platter of wine glasses. Picking her glass up, Paige took a tentative sip as slowly as possible. The last time she’d had wine had been with her parents when celebrating her high school graduation. Needless to say, she’d ended up throwing up all night from the fruity wine.

      Alongside her, Luke ordered a whiskey after downing his wine in one gulp. His eyes were riveted elsewhere, and it confused the heck out of her. One minute he had been charming and interested in her. Now he appeared to be distant and uninterested.

      “That you are a fellow student at NYU with Shannon,” Toby answered for him. “My sister travels with us a lot, you see. We usually leave the city on the weekends. She mentioned that she had a freshman sister she had no time to spend with.”

      “So that’s why we are here,” Shannon added with a smile, cradling her own wine glass with a contented sigh. “It’s nice not to be on an airplane tonight either. It felt good to just stay here in the city.”

      “What made you come to New York?” Luke asked abruptly. “A small-town girl like yourself, why are you here in the city?”

      Paige stared at him in confusion. “To go school, obviously. That’s the only reason I am here.”

      Is he this painfully awkward for being this attractive? Or is he just uncomfortable? She glanced over to where Shannon sat with her brother at ease. Maybe it was just his personality.

      “Did you go to college?” Paige asked.

      “No,” Luke said, shrugging his shoulders. He grabbed his drink from the waiter a second later. “I grew up with a nanny and tutor. I didn’t have time for college because I was too busy working with my dad in his business.”

      “What is your father’s business?”

      She bit her tongue when Luke arched an eyebrow at her, a silent “are you kidding me?” type of question in his eyes. She honestly had no idea who he was besides that he was probably rich judging from the expensive suit he wore.

      “My father died two weeks ago,” he said a bit harshly. “Turner Oil will pass down to me within the next few months. The college experience has never exactly been on my agenda.”

      Sensing a touchy subject, Paige let the conversation drop, unsure of what to say. She lifted her legs from where they were sticking to the leather chair. Oil. If he came from an oil family, there was no doubt in her mind about that. This whole night felt strange, off. She didn’t like places like this, and Shannon didn’t seem too keen on letting her know the real honest truth of why she had been brought along. She only seemed to irritate Luke, given the agitated and weighted glances he shot in her direction.

      “You’re a jerk tonight,” Shannon commented, signaling for another drink. “Maybe we should’ve left for the weekend. You need some stress relief apparently.”

      “Stress relief sounds good to me,” Luke said. His eyes drifted to Paige again, who squirmed under the weight of his gaze. She couldn’t read those expressions of his. They were utterly blank, but something was hidden behind them.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, leaning in with a sigh. “It was a very rough day for me at work. It takes a bit for me to calm back down. I’m honestly not a strange guy, or a jerk.”

      “It’s fine,” Paige said, smiling meekly. “Everyone has their bad days. I just don’t know how I ended up here to be honest with you.”

      He looked at her curiously. “Why would you wonder that?”

      Paige glanced over at Shannon, who was already wrapped up in a conversation with Toby about something on his phone. “Well, for starters, I’d never once spoken with Shannon until now. That’s different, and I normally don’t go out on a Friday night either.”

      “What do you do for fun then?”

      “I read books,” she said, shrugging. “Or I sketch, watch a movie. Normal things.”

      “I see,” he said, his eyes sparkling. “You don’t think this a normal thing? Coming out to have a few drinks with someone you might like?”

      The center of her cheeks flared hotly. It had to be the wine, but Paige felt herself drifting toward him a bit. There was just a pull about him that she couldn’t explain.

      “I just came here because my senior sister asked me to come out,” she said. “I really don’t have any motive for the night. Do you?”

      The corner of Luke’s lips curved upward. “I have some motive, but nothing I should honestly say out loud.”

      Her heart did that erratic thudding again. It occurred to her then and there that she might’ve made a mistake in coming out with Shannon in a short black dress that barely covered anything. And it terrified her to feel an attraction to a man she had just met only a few minutes ago, but who could resist a man like Luke Turner? She felt flattered just having him look at her with mild interest.

      Nothing will happen though. Nothing will happen even if he expects it to. She repeated that mantra to herself as Luke’s smile turned sultry. Swallowing the bulge of nerves in her throat, Paige looked away from that hypnotic stare that wanted to put her under a spell. God help me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    
    
      Luke

      

      Thirty days.

      That was how long Luke Turner had. He had thirty days to find someone, pop the question, and appease Roderick Turner’s lawyer, who had delivered the news that Roderick’s last request had been that his son be married before receiving his inheritance. Luke’s father was adamant that monogamy was right and natural. He had been married to Luke’s mother for over twenty years before she’d passed away from heart disease. His mother’s death had been a nasty and grievous divide between his father and himself.

      Roderick had turned to the bottle to cope. Luke had turned to the open legs of a woman to cope.

      He had never heard the end of it either. Since he was sixteen, Luke could remember his father’s stern lectures about treating women with respect. They were not sexual objects to gratify his desires. He needed to find the “right” woman to settle down with.

      Luke grimaced inwardly at the thought. Settling down was not, and never would be, on his to-do list. He was twenty-nine years old, and he had no intention of finding a woman to marry and start a family with.

      Except, he had thirty days to do it now. Even after death, Roderick Turner had found an effective tool to bully his son into marriage. If he wanted Turner Oil, or even a penny of his inheritance, he had to be engaged and on track to be married.

      That was why Toby Patel, his long-time friend and publicist, had suggested letting his sister find a naive freshman student at NYU to do the trick.

      And staring across the table at Paige Scott as she twirled a finger through a curl in her hair nervously, Luke had to give props to Toby and Shannon. They knew his tastes very well.

      Paige was every man’s fantasy, including Luke’s. She was a freshman student who’d never once been in a city like New York until college. She was a home-grown girl with waterfall curls and an innocent expression that took in everything around her with a sense of amazement. She didn’t come from wealth, either, from what Toby had told him on the phone. Both her parents were blue-collar and worked on a farm in Wyoming.

      And she was attractive, but either didn’t believe it or she didn’t see herself the same way Luke saw her—petite, nice-shaped breasts and rear, and a slender face peppered with adorable freckles. She constantly tugged at the hemline of her dress.

      He caught sight of Toby’s eyes. A wordless question echoed in them. Luke gave a sharp affirmative nod before turning in his chair to face Paige, who looked up at him with wide eyes.

      “So, I’ve been told you are from Wyoming,” he said.

      “Yes,” she said. “I grew up on a farm with my parents there.”

      “Wyoming is beautiful.” Luke grabbed his drink from the table. That part was not a lie. He did find Wyoming beautiful, what with its rugged, windy, and grassy landscape. “I regret that I never get to spend much time up there, but when I need a retreat from the city, that’s where I find myself gravitating too.”

      He saw the tension in Paige’s shoulders lessen a bit. She chewed on her bottom lip for a moment, and he had a flash of wondering what it would like to nibble it himself.

      “It’s a good place to get away from everything and everyone,” Paige said, her voice so quiet that he had to lean in to hear her. “Although, New York City is beautiful in its own way.”

      “It is,” he agreed, nodding. “If you’re into the hustle of it, New York is beautiful.” He caught sight of paint on the tips of Paige’s fingers. “Shannon tells me you’re an art student at NYU. You were accepted through a scholarship.”

      Paige glanced over at Shannon, who was busily talking to the people at the table next to theirs, not paying attention to their conversation. Toby wasn’t even paying attention. He looked bored as he scrolled through his phone with a whiskey in one hand.

      “How do you know so much about me?” Paige asked a bit coolly. She gave Luke a long and intense look. “No offense, but I still don’t understand why I’m here with you, or why you seem interested in me.”

      Smart and observant. He mentally added those two qualities to the list of things he did genuinely like about Paige.

      “Who wouldn’t be interested in you?” he asked bluntly. “You’re attractive. You’re smart. There’s a difference between a hot woman versus a woman who is beautiful and has actual goals in life.”

      “While I agree with you on the last part of that sentiment, I still don’t think I’m exactly your type.”

      “Why not?”

      He leaned in even more to close the distance between them. He could smell the pleasant aroma of sugar and vanilla on her skin.

      Paige scooted away while clearing her throat. “Because I am not from the same circle you’re from.”

      “That’s why I like you,” Luke said. “You aren’t from the same circle I’ve been in my entire life.”

      “You don’t even know me.” She shook her head at him. “We’ve only been talking for thirty minutes. You only know details about me.”

      “Enlighten me then.”

      “Why should I?”

      Luke chuckled deep in his chest. He had to give it to Paige. She wouldn’t make it easy for him, and that thrilled him beyond measure. She’d make it a challenge, unlike the other women who jumped easily into his bed.

      “I like you,” he said, and he did. He did like her. “You’re able to see through people’s trash.”

      “I suppose I can,” Paige said cautiously. “Look, Shannon is my senior sister. She asked me to come here with her, so I’m here only for that reason.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Do things like that really matter to you freshman students?”

      Shannon spoke up then, defensive. “It’s a tradition,” she said. “Don’t knock it down, Luke. You never went to college. You just did online courses.”

      “I was a bit busy running a business,” Luke replied, shooting Shannon a look that instantly quieted her. “Online courses were the only thing I could do at the time.”

      “And you’ve got life experience that most people would only dream of having,” Toby added, clapping Luke on the shoulder with a grin. “No one is knocking that down. The oil industry isn’t easy to navigate through.”

      “Not usually,” Luke said darkly. That was the last thing he wanted to talk about—work. The oil industry was always liquid gold, but there were constant bumps in the road. The economy affected a good part of his operations. Some were shut down while others kept going, and it flipped constantly. He lost money and then made money.

      He took a long drink before setting the empty glass on the table. Paige looked away from him to gaze out across the dance floor, where sultry jazz music had started up. The only reason he had picked this VIP lounge was because of the music they played. He hated the thumping nightclubs that Toby and Shannon frequented with Toby’s other clients.

      He needed to do something fast to win over Paige’s favor. Resting a hand on Paige’s forearm, he relished in the way her skin felt, so soft beneath his fingers. It sent jolts up his hand and arm. She looked down at his hand before catching his gaze.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m being a jerk. Do you like to dance?”

      “Maybe,” Paige said slowly. “I like this music.”

      Luke grinned. “So do I. Come on.” He stood up and offered her a hand. “Have one dance with me. I’m a pretty fun guy. Ask anyone in this lounge.”

      Paige glanced over at Shannon, who nodded encouragingly. She hesitated for a moment before placing her hand in Luke’s. Those delicate fingers that were stained with paint had his mind wondering what they would feel like on other parts of his body.

      He helped her out of her chair when she wobbled a bit on the heels she wore—a Shannon touch he was sure.

      Once they were in the middle of the dance floor, Luke twirled her expertly with a pleased grin when she followed his command without question. He pulled her close to him, closer than he knew she was comfortable with judging from how stiff her spine was againstt the palm of his hand. The hand resting on his shoulder tensed briefly, as though she were about to push him away.

      “Relax,” Luke murmured, resting his forehead against hers. “This dance doesn’t work if you feel like a stiff board.”

      “I can’t help it,” she said over the music. “You’re feeling me up.”

      He forced his hand from drifting lower to grab at her waist instead. “Sorry. We’re just up here to dance.”

      “Just to dance,” Paige said firmly.

      The corner of his lips quirked up in amusement. She thought she had control over him, or at least of the situation.

      The music took over. Luke led her expertly in a dance that Paige quickly picked up on. Her hips were fluid underneath his hand whenever he slipped down to guide her. For an innocent freshman, she knew how to dance, and she had no awareness of how sexy she appeared while doing it.

      Her body felt so taut but fragile in his arms. He could easily throw her across the room without any effort. His mind drifted to wondering what it would be like to have her underneath him, naked, squirming in pleasure with those perky breasts bouncing in time with his thrusts.

      His hand tightened on Paige’s waist after the song ended. He refused to let go of her right away when she took a pointed step back. Paige looked up at him in confusion, and he let all the desire he felt boiling in him show.

      It rendered Paige motionless in his arms, the way he wanted her to be. Her lips appeared soft and were a ruby red color. He leaned forward, ready to taste them, but Paige’s hand shot out to thump him on the chest with surprising strength.

      “One dance and you’re already trying to kiss me?”

      Annoyance filled him.

      “Do you have problems with a man wanting to kiss you because he thinks you're beautiful?” he asked, his tone sharper than he’d intended. He was drunk from the whiskey and aroused from Paige’s proximity.

      Paige promptly let go of his hand. Her eyes narrowed at him in indignant anger.

      “I realize that you never get rejected, but I’m not the type of girl to let a strange man just kiss me and then hop into bed with him.”

      He ran an aggravated hand through his hair. “You’re against that sort of thing?”

      “Yes, I am,” Paige said. “I refuse to be a whore.”

      “I never thought you were one.”

      “Because you would know what a whore looks like, right?”

      “I won’t lie about knowing what whores look like,” Luke said blatantly. There would be no charming Paige by dishonesty. She liked the truth, judging from the expression on her face. “Do you really want to know about my past with other women? I’m not going to lie to you. I’ve had my fair share of fun.”

      “So what are you expecting from me exactly?” Paige asked, crossing her arms.

      Luke sighed inwardly. Maybe Paige would be a bit complicated and hard to appease in thirty days. He had a gut feeling that she wouldn’t accept an engagement within a short amount of time, but he couldn’t let her know the real reason why Shannon had brought her here. He needed Shannon to be on Paige’s side to know what was going on.

      “I’m sorry,” he said again. “I just thought that we were having a good time and—”

      “Well, you thought wrong then.”

      “Apparently,” he snapped, and her eyes widened. “Wait. I’m—”

      Paige ripped away from him to stalk angrily across the dance floor. She didn’t listen to Shannon, who was out of her chair, trying to console her, and walked out of the lounge without sparing him a second glance.

      

      ****

      

      “What the heck?” Toby demanded when Luke sat down in his chair and snapped his fingers for another drink. “You’re supposed to be charming the trash out of her, not revolting her with being a sleazeball.”

      Luke glared at him. “Are you calling me sleazy?”

      “I’m saying that you can’t just make advances on her like that,” Toby said. “The reason Shannon picked Paige as a freshman sister is because she isn’t the type of woman to like that sort of thing. That is the type of woman Peter is going to approve of.”

      “She’s a headache,” Luke growled, grabbing his drink from the waiter’s hand. “Too much work, Toby. Way too much work for this arrangement.”

      “I don’t think so,” Shannon responded, shaking her head. “Paige is perfect for this sort of thing. You know it too, because I saw the interest in your eyes.”

      “Well, of course he’d be interested in her,” Toby said. “She’s a female who is attractive and has some goals that she wants to achieve in her life.”

      “It’s messed up that my father did this to me,” Luke said, rubbing his aching head. The rest of his body ached as well. “I know he wanted me to get married, but this is a bit far in my opinion. There has to be a loophole somewhere that I’m not figuring out.”

      “That’s because there isn’t a loophole,” Toby said. He shook his head. “Look, man, I’m trying to tell you that this is your best bet. It is. If you want that inheritance money, and your dad’s business, you have to do what the will is telling you to do.”

      “I hate it when you’re right.” Luke sat back in the leather chair to take another long drink. He needed something to calm him down. “You’re positive that this is going to work?”

      Toby nodded. “Positive. If it doesn’t work, you won’t have to cut me a check out of that inheritance of yours.”

      “I’d do it anyway,” Luke said. “You’ve been my friend since I was fifteen, man. I wouldn’t do that to you.”

      “I appreciate that sort of sentiment coming from you.”

      “So, Shannon.” He directed his attention to the busty blonde clothed in a gold sequin dress sitting alongside her brother, calm and quiet while they talked. I wish bro code didn't prevent you from banging your friend’s younger sister. He had a feeling that Shannon knew her way around a man’s body. Clearing those thoughts out, Luke leaned forward in his seat to look at her. “I guess I’m stuck with this Paige Scott, then, if we all want to get paid here by the end of the month. I have thirty days to get her to fall in love with me, accept a proposal, and possibly get married while convincing the old lawyer. Any suggestions?”

      Shannon gazed up thoughtfully at the ceiling. “For starters, I picked Paige because she isn’t from money. She’s got some humble roots that would look good. From what I’ve heard, she spends most of her nights locked up in her apartment. This was the first time in two months that she went out into the city.”

      “She likes to paint too, right?”

      “Yes,” she said, nodding. “Talented painter, and I mean that seriously. It’ll be interesting to see what she does in four years.”

      None of it interested him. It was things he could work off though.

      “I’m pretty sure Paige is a virgin too,” Shannon added. “I know her family is strictly Christian. I remember seeing her parents the weekend before classes started.”

      A virgin. Luke rubbed a hand across his jaw in contemplation. He had never slept with a virgin before. It was the one thing that he had personally steered clear of, because he knew there were certain emotions attached to it. He was a jerk, but not that big of one.

      It was tempting, though, the more he thought about it. If Peter knew that Paige was a virgin who had possibly vowed to stay that way until marriage, he’d be impressed. That was something his father would’ve liked to hear. Not to mention, it gave him a bit of a thrill thinking about being a first to someone.

      Paige Scott would work for a lot of reasons.

      “That seemed to arouse your interest even more,” Toby said with a grin. “Do we have a deal that Shannon has picked someone out for you?”

      “I’m in on this,” Luke said, nodding. “The only problem is that I’m pretty sure she hates my guts now.”

      He shrugged his shoulders indifferently. Maybe he had been a bit forward, but there was something different about Paige that drew him in. He craved a woman like her in a lot of ways. She was attractive, filled with goals, and couldn’t have cared less about the line of Turners he came from.

      “I’ll work on that,” Shannon said, flipping her hair up. “I’ll go outside to see if she’s waiting for a cab, or at least call to make sure she did get back to the apartments okay.”

      She stood up from the table. Luke watched as a few heads turned to watch Shannon stride confidently across the room to make an exit through the front door.

      “Your sister should be a publicist too,” he said, looking back over at Toby, who narrowed his eyes at him in warning. “I’m just saying. She’s dang good at what she does. Maybe even better than you.”

      Toby leaned back in his chair and folded his hands across his flat stomach. “I’ve tried telling her that a few times. I think she has this idea that if she graduates doing what our parents wanted her to do, they’ll take more of an interest in our lives.”

      “And people think rich kids have it easy,” Luke said darkly. He reached up to rub at the scars along the side of his neck. “No one ever guessed that my father liked to extinguish cigarettes on the side of my neck because I was being a trash to him. No, my father had money, so therefore I had money too. Everything was sunshine and daisies according to some people.”

      “The price of the rich and famous, bro. That’s our price. We were the punching bags of our parents’ misery from it all.”

      “No kidding.”

      They fell into silence while the music continued to play in the background. Shannon didn’t reappear, but Toby didn’t seem too concerned about it. He knew Shannon knew New York City better than anyone else.

      “So, you’re honestly going to be okay with this arrangement then?” Toby asked.

      “I don’t have a choice in the matter,” Luke replied, sipping more slowly at his drink. He still had to navigate his way home and get up early for a few meetings. Even if he wasn’t yet in charge of Turner Oil, he ran it like he was in charge. Business never slept. “I love this business. I’ll never want to do anything else besides oil. I’d be lost out there trying to find something else I’m good at.”

      “You’ll get the business,” Toby said confidently. “We just have to put on a good show for Peter in thirty days is all.”

      Luke dragged an exhausted hand along his face. Thirty days is not enough time to fall in love. He had a creeping suspicion that his father had planned it that way for a reason.

      “I don’t know if it’s even possible to do all of this in thirty days,” he said, exasperated at the thought. “I’m not a go-on-a-date type of man. You know that, but now I have to play a chivalrous gent to a woman who already has formed an unpleasant opinion of me.”

      “That’s where you can hook her, bud. Apologize to her. Make it up by explaining that you had too much to drink and you’re grieving the loss of your father, so it’s been hard for you. Play that emotional card.”

      “How though?” He narrowed his eyes at Toby. “When have you ever seen me be emotional? I didn’t even shed a blasted tear when I buried my father.”

      “Yeah,” Toby said, bouncing his legs anxiously, “but you did disappear for about a week with no phone or any way to reach you. That says a lot in my opinion. Where did you even go without telling me?”

      “Alaska.” At the shocked glance Toby gave him, he continued. “I went to Alaska because it was the only place I felt I could get away from all of it. Including my father’s ghost. I swear, he’s trying to haunt me from behind the grave.”

      “I wouldn’t do it,” he said dryly. “What did you do up in Alaska? Find some local native woman to bang?”

      “I didn’t idiot anyone while I was up there, since you’re so curious about it. I looked at a few places to set up for drilling. I talked to people who mine up there for gold too.”

      “Are you planning to branch out into gold?”

      “I’m thinking about it. If I get this inheritance in thirty days, I am investing in a mine up there that needs an extra boost in the money department.”

      Toby sat back with an impressed whistle. “You’re good. I don’t see how your father thinks you’d do horrible things to the company. You’re smart. You get how the world of business works.”

      “I don’t even care anymore,” Luke replied. Bitterness swelled up in him at the thought of his father. He had gone to Alaska to deal with his emotions privately, but also to look into expanding in the future. It had provided him the much-needed distraction from having to bury his father along with years of watching him decompose from the inside out. His mother’s death had been what had started all of Roderick’s violent and alcohol-fueled cycles. Before that, it’d been years since he had drank, but the day they buried Luke’s mother in the ground was the day Roderick had gone back to the bottle. Nothing could fix it, or convince him to do otherwise.

      It hadn’t been a surprise to get that phone call from the hospital in the middle of the night when one of the staff members had found Roderick passed out on the floor. There wasn’t one person Luke knew in the oil business who drank themselves until they were rich and happy, but his father had tried like mad to do it.

      The only reason Turner Oil had stayed afloat was because of Luke’s decisions. He had poured in the hard work to keep it going when his father had been too drunk to recognize what decisions he needed to make.

      And now, his father seemed to think a marriage would keep him from doing what he wanted to do.

      If he had to play the gent in order to win over Paige Scott’s trust, he’d do it, and maybe he’d get something more out of it. He wasn’t going to complain if Paige ended up in his bed by the end of the thirty days. If she did, he’d have his money by then, and none of it would have mattered.

      It was just business. That was all this arrangement would be. Just business until the end of the longest thirty days of Luke’s life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    
    
      Paige

      

      “So, he’s a billionaire, and he wanted you to come back to his apartment? And you said no?”

      Paige sighed in aggravation at the question. She looked up from her sketchpad to meet Jessica’s bewildered gaze.

      “Yes,” she said shortly. “I told you. I’m not that type of girl. I don’t just jump into some man’s bed because he has tons of money.”

      “It’s Luke Turner though,” Jessica said, shaking her head in dismay. “Have you even Googled him since Friday night?”

      “I made it a point not to.”

      “His father was an oil tycoon for years. The Turner family is famous for their business in oil. Luke is rumored to be taking over his father’s business soon.”

      “And your point in all of this?”

      “That he’s wealthy and in a way, famous. He was voted as one of the most eligible bachelors in the United States.”

      “That explains his cocky attitude,” Paige said wryly. “He’s had women flocking to him for a while.”

      “Come on, Paige. You’re telling me that you never once wondered Friday night what it would be like to be in this man’s bed?”

      Jessica sighed dreamily as she turned her computer around to show Paige a picture of Luke posing for a magazine. He was dressed in a sharp gray suit with a white button-up shirt underneath. His long blond hair was smoothed back, as it had been Friday night. Those cerulean eyes could cut through her even on the Internet.

      “No,” she said. “I try not to think about things like that.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because of personal reasons that I don’t want to talk about. That’s why.”

      Hurt flashed in Jessica’s eyes at Paige’s sharp tone. She slowly turned her computer back around without looking up.

      Guilt shot through Paige. Stop being such a jerk. “I’m sorry, Jess. I didn’t mean it rudely. It’s just—” She ran a hand through her hair with a sigh. “It’s a long and nasty story is all.”

      “I get it,” Jessica said. “I’m also your friend too. I mean, I’d like to think that you trust me.”

      “Of course I do. I just don’t know if I’m ready yet to tell you what happened.”

      “You can te—”

      The ringing of Paige’s phone cut Jessica off. Paige shot her an apologetic look before rummaging through her satchel for it. Like clockwork, it was her parents calling to check on her after the weekend.

      “I better take this,” she said. “I’ll be right back. I promise.”

      “Okay,” Jessica said. She grabbed her textbook. “You have to promise to tell me about it, though, when you get back.”

      Paige didn’t respond. She didn’t know how to respond besides with what she actually wanted to say. You see, Jessica, it’s not that complicated. There was a girl at my high school who got jealous that her football star of a boyfriend had an interest me. So, to get even, she forced him into a bet to see if he could get me to lose my virginity. The real kicker? It was in the back seat of his Jeep with the rest of our class secretly watching until the police car showed up.

      That bitter memory played in the back of Paige’s mind as she stepped out of the study office they were in to go down to the marble lobby. Her mother’s cheerful voice echoed in her ear, and the stairway, when she answered.

      “Hello, my darling daughter,” Marie Scott said cheerfully. “How was your weekend?”

      Paige grimaced, but there was no way she planned to tell her mother what had happened over the weekend. Both her parents were strict Christians, and she’d grown up with values of courtship—not dark, set-up dates with a billionaire who had obviously slept with many women.

      “It was fine,” she said. “We didn’t do much though. We just did our usual thing of studying and watching movies.”

      “You and Jessica?”

      “Yes.” She entered the marble lobby where it was a bit noisier and found an empty couch to sit on. Students always congregated throughout the lobby, while the serious studiers, like Jessica and herself, went upstairs to the quietness. “How was your weekend, Mom?”

      “Oh, boring as usual,” Marie replied airily. “I have no one to speak to or do things with since you left. You know how your father is.” She sighed into the phone. “He refuses to do anything that doesn’t involve the farm.”

      “Daddy’s a hard worker. That farm is his entire life.”

      “Trust me, I knew that when I married him almost twenty years ago. How is the city?”

      Paige glanced over her shoulder at the crowded sidewalk. “Busy as usual, Mom. Nothing ever changes about the city. It stays the same.”

      “I don’t know how you put up with it. I still can’t get over that noise and constant flow of people in a rush.”

      “You get used to it,” Paige said. “I don’t go anywhere besides classes with Jessica. We don’t wander around much.”

      “That’s a good thing, honey. I worry about you in that city all by yourself,” Marie said. “At least I know you aren’t hanging around those senior girls I saw when we were there. They look a bit, ahem, too experienced when it comes to the city life.”

      She swallowed while thickly thinking about Shannon and all her glamor. “Yeah, I suppose.” Her phone beeped to signal an incoming call. “Mom, I’ve got another phone call. I’ll call you guys next weekend, okay?”

      “All right, baby. I love you.”

      “I love you too.” She frowned down at the unknown number before answering it tentatively. “Hello?”

      “Hello. This is—”

      “Toby,” Paige said, instantly recognizing his voice. “Shannon’s half-brother. What do you want?”

      “Luke asked me to get ahold of you on his behalf to see if there is a time that you two can get together. He wants to offer his apologies for behaving the way he did Friday night.”

      “If he wants to apologize,” Paige said, scoffing, “then he can call me himself. How did you even get my phone number?”

      “Shannon,” Toby said bluntly. “Don’t be mad at my sister. We just thought that the two of you would make a good couple.”

      “Good couple?” she repeated dubiously. That same creeping suspicion came back. “How did you two even come to that conclusion? Your sister doesn’t know me besides from that ‘about me’ paper I had to submit. I’ve only talked to you, for, what? One minute?”

      “And counting,” Toby added sarcastically. “Is there a time we could work things out here? Luke’s a good friend of mine, and I work for him, but he really does have an interest in getting to know you.”

      “If he were that interested, I’d be talking to him, not you.”

      Paige hung up with an aggravated sigh. What are their problems? She couldn’t wrap her mind around why they seemed so adamant about pushing her at Luke. It didn’t feel right at all. You didn’t pursue people through other people, which in her opinion indicated that Luke Turner had something to hide.

      She just didn’t know what it was, and she didn’t care to know either. Finding a boyfriend in New York City was not on her priority list. It wasn’t even at the bottom end of it.

      “Paige?”

      She looked up at the sound of someone calling her name to see that it was Kyle Duncan, a fellow freshman in her math class. He was rushing toward her with a smile.

      “I’m glad I found you here,” he said. “I was wondering if you’d like to get some coffee with me.”

      Paige slipped her phone into the back pocket of her jeans. She hesitated in replying, because Kyle looked so eager and hopeful. He had invited her to hang out numerous times, even to study with him, but she always turned him down. He was a sweet guy, just a bit pushy at times. He didn’t understand her lack of interest in dating, or relationships.

      “I’m upstairs studying with Jessica,” she said as kindly as possible. His face fell. “I’m sorry, Kyle. I promise we will hang out when it isn’t so busy and chaotic with homework.”

      “I understand,” he said, but the disappointment didn’t fade from his eyes. “Well, I’ll let you ladies get back to studying then. I guess you can call or text me when you have a moment to yourself.”

      “I will. I’ll see you in class tomorrow morning, okay?”
      He nodded.

      Climbing the stairs again, she let out a strangled breath. In a matter of three days, she had been asked out by two very different men. Except, her interest in one of them felt more like a fairy-tale type of interest despite how much of a jerk he had been to her Friday night. Luke was a suave, silver-tongued businessman who knew what he wanted. He looked a Greek god too. That much Paige knew from his sleeked-back, blond locks of hair, the shadow of a beard on his strong jaw, and eyes that could melt any woman if he wanted them to.

      Except, he was a billionaire who got his way at all times. She couldn’t stand that type of mentality.

      Jessica looked up from her computer when she opened the study door. “That was a quick phone call. The quickest I’ve seen with your mom.”

      “I know,” Paige said. She sat down and looked over at Jessica in contemplation. “Luke’s assistant called me while I was on the phone with my mom.”

      “His assistant?” Jessica’s eyebrows furrowed. “That’s Shannon’s older half-brother, right? Isn’t he some sort of—”

      “Publicist, yes. He happens to be Luke Turner’s assistant and friend too.”

      “What did he want?” Jessica asked, closing her computer in interest.

      “He wanted to know if I would be willing to meet with Luke again,” Paige said. “I told him that Luke would have to ask me and also apologize for himself. Not his assistant.”

      Jessica whistled. “Dang, girl. You are certainly brave. I don’t think Luke knows how to talk to people normally.”

      Paige arched an eyebrow. “Why would you say that?”

      “Well, he’s rich. He’s probably had people do common things for him his whole life. Give him some slack.”

      “He assumed I was going to sleep with him after one dance,” Paige said. That same indignant anger came back just thinking about it. “He was totally normal and fine up until he thought I was just going to jump in the sack with him.”

      “Idiot, I would. He knows his way around a bedroom; I’m sure of it.”

      “That’s exactly why I don’t want to be around him.”

      The second those words slipped from Paige’s lips, she realized it was a mistake. Jessica’s eyes widened at her realization. “You—you’re a virgin? Is that what you mean by that?”

      She considered lying, shrugging it off, but there was no point in denying it. Jessica had already put the dots together judging from the look on her face.

      “That makes perfect sense why you are so freaked out by this,” she said.

      Paige shifted uncomfortably in her chair. “How am I freaked out by this?”

      “I can see that nervousness in your face thinking about how experienced Luke is in the bedroom. Only a virgin has that type of nerves.” She caught sight of the grimace on Paige’s face. “Not that I mean that offensively. I just meant that it makes sense that you’re always so jittery around guys. You don’t have to be ashamed of being a virgin. Heck, I think you’re great for it.”

      Despite Jessica’s quick rambling to make her feel better, it didn’t lessen any of those nerves for other reasons.

      “There’s a lot more to it than that,” Paige said eventually. “When I was sixteen, there was this girl at my school who—”

      Someone knocked on the study door before it opened. The scowl on Jessica’s face quickly fell when Shannon walked in.

      

      ****

      

      “Afternoon, ladies,” she said cheerfully. “I thought I might find you both here at the library.”

      There was no doubt in Paige’s mind why Shannon was there. It was because she had hung up on Toby and told him off for Luke being a prick. A headache pounded as she pointedly grabbed her sketch pad, hoping Shannon would get the hint as loudly as Toby had.

      “Can I speak with you alone, Paige?” Shannon asked.

      Paige sighed inwardly at the futile hope of peace. She just wanted to forget about Luke Turner. He was too much for someone like her. And for whatever reason, he had developed an interest in her within thirty minutes of meeting her, and that didn’t feel right despite the little part of her that felt flattered knowing a billionaire was interested in her.

      “I have homework to do,” she said. “So, you can talk while I sketch if it’s that important.”

      Shannon took a seat next to her. “It is.”

      She pointedly glanced at Jessica, who sighed reluctantly as she gathered her things from the table.

      “I’ll give you two privacy then,” Jessica said. “I’ll talk to you later, Paige.”

      “I’ll be back at the apartment within an hour if you want to get lunch,” Paige said.

      Shannon waited until Jessica closed the door before turning to look at Paige with an apologetic smile. “I know that I can’t apologize directly for Luke, but I am sorry that he acted like a complete rear to you. I honestly had no idea he was going to be in a mood the way he was.”

      “Does he get into moods like that often?”

      “Sometimes,” Shannon said honestly. “Luke has some money, but his childhood was a bit dysfunctional. He tries not to be that way, but a few drinks in him, and that’s when you see elements of Roderick Turner come out.”

      Paige lowered her sketching pencil. “His father was an alcoholic?”

      “Yes, a raging one. He used to beat the trash out of Luke all the time when he was drunk. Luke has a tendency to be a bit of backtalker and a rebel, so I know Roderick hated that.”

      “I would’ve never guessed that,” Paige said, feeling a stab of sympathy for him. “He said that his father died two weeks ago?”

      “That’s also why he’s a bit—” Shannon paused to think of the right word. “I guess mercurial would be the best way to describe it. Don’t tell him that though. You’ll get your head bitten off.”

      “I won’t have to worry about it,” Paige said. “I’m not going to worry about him because I don’t want to see him again.”

      Shannon sighed. “He’s honestly a nice guy, Paige. He has a good heart that’s just had a bit of damage done to it is all.”

      “I understand that.” She did get it. She was still reeling from what had happened to her over four years ago. “I just don’t know if it’d be a good idea for me and him to meet again. I mean, you look like his type more than me.”

      She caught a glimpse of pleasure in Shannon’s eyes. Still, Shannon shook her head. Her long blond locks were pulled into a messy bun that was clipped up.

      “As wealthy and powerful as Luke is,” she said, “my brother would still kick Luke’s rear if he ever tried anything with me. It’s some sort of bro code: Thou shall not have sex with thy best friend’s younger sister.”

      “At least he follows the rules of friendship then,” Paige said dryly. “I’ll consider seeing him again if you can answer one question for me.”

      “Shoot.”

      “What is the whole point to all of this?”

      Shannon’s eyebrows furrowed in confusion. “Point to what?”

      “Why did you bring me to that lounge Friday night?” Paige asked. “Was it to just meet Luke, or—”

      “It was to meet Luke,” Shannon said, nodding. “I’ve known Luke a while now, and my brother has known him since they were fifteen. We just get tired of all the nasty women who are only interested in him for his money. It wears him out too.”

      “So, you thought I’d be a good fix for that problem?” Paige asked, bewildered. “I’m only nineteen years old, Shannon. I don’t even know what it’s like to be on a date with a guy.”

      “That’s why you need to get out more. Take some risks. I’m your senior sister. Do you honestly think that I’d let you get hurt?”

      She shot Paige a hurtful look.

      “Of course not,” Paige said. “I’m just confused about everything. I honestly just don’t know if I could be around someone like Luke. He seems a bit full of himself.”

      “Aren’t all guys?” Shannon asked coyly. “You already agreed to let me arrange another meeting after I answered your question.”

      Paige hesitated. She was torn on what to do, or what to believe. One part of her wanted to believe that Shannon’s explanation was reasonable, while the other part screamed that something was not right. Rich, alpha-type billionaires didn’t strike up an interest in her after thirty minutes of conversation and dancing.

      “I guess,” she said. “Just promise me that you and your brother will be there with us the entire time.”

      Shannon’s face contorted. “I’m all for that, but I don’t know if Luke will be open to us tagging along. He’s a private person when it comes to this sort of thing.”

      “That’s all I’m asking. I’m agreeing to go and give this a shot if he apologizes directly to me and if I know you are going to be there too.”

      “I’ll do my best.” Shannon hesitated after rising from her chair. She sat back down after a few seconds. “Is there a reason why you never want to be alone with him?”

      Paige cleared her throat before looking away to hide the blush on her cheeks. There were a lot of reasons why she didn’t want to be alone with Luke. He could charm the heck out of her if he wanted to. It didn’t help that he was attractive and a temptation to go back on the promise she had made when she was seventeen.

      No sex until marriage.

      “It’s just a personal thing I have promised myself is all,” Paige said.

      If Shannon put the dots together on that, she didn’t show it. Instead, she nodded in understanding before rising from the table.

      “I’m glad you’re going,” Shannon said, opening the door to the study. “I don’t think you’ll be disappointed by what makes Luke Turner the man he is.”

      She closed the door before Paige could reply. What sort of man is Luke Turner? She was slightly curious to figure out who he was, but she had a gut feeling that Luke didn’t reveal much about himself to people easily. It seemed like the only ones close to him were people he had known for most of his life.

      Paige sighed as she pulled her sketchbook open. For now, she had to put Luke out of her head. She had five sketches due tomorrow, along with two papers she hadn’t even started yet. It was going to be a very long night of trying to play catch-up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Four

        

      

    
    
      Luke

      

      “I’m sorry, Luke. There is nothing I can do to change what your father asked me to do.”

      Luke drummed his fingers on the desktop as he stared coldly at Peter Anderson—his father’s irritating attorney who refused to do anything besides following Roderick Turner’s instructions from the grave.

      “There has to be a loophole,” he said darkly. “My father does not have the power to tell me that in order to inherit Turner Oil, or to receive my inheritance, I have to be married in thirty days.”

      “Not married exactly,” Peter corrected, unfazed by the anger radiating off Luke in steady waves. He interlaced his fingers. “On the way to marriage is what has been said in his will. There has to be a wedding date, and it has to be followed through on as well.”

      “That’s utter trash. Why wasn’t I told this before last week?”

      “Because your father passed away two weeks ago,” Peter said. “I had no way of reaching you after his heart attack. You went off the grid.”

      “I was coping with my father’s death,” Luke snapped, rubbing his head in exhaustion. “I was doing what any normal person would do when they lose a parent.”

      “I’m sure. I’m sure you found yourself a nice place to stay with a nice woman as well,” Peter said cynically.

      Luke shot him a dirty look.

      “That’s the behavior your father is against,” Peter said, shaking his head. “I can’t alter this will, Luke. It’s a legal contract. I can’t do anything about it.”

      “What about money?” Luke asked, pulling out his pocketbook. “How much would it cost for you to take your wife on vacation for a month?”

      Peter’s eyes narrowed at him. “I draft up wills for the wealthy, Luke. Money has no effect on my ability to do my job correctly. Look.” He leaned forward to catch Luke’s impatient gaze. “I don’t want to see Turner Oil in a complete stranger’s hands any more than you. I want it to stay in your family, but you have to do what this will says to do. You truly don’t have a person in mind who you could settle down with? You’re twenty-nine years old.”

      Luke bristled at the condescending tone. “I could if I had more time to search.”

      “You’ve had a few years to search.”

      “Well, I need more time then,” he snapped, rising from his chair to pace around Peter’s office anxiously. “This is ridiculous. I shouldn’t have to marry someone to appease my father. He isn’t even here.”

      “Yes, and I can tell that he is sorely missed.”

      Luke stopped pacing. His eyes glittering with anger, he leaned down over Peter’s desk. He felt a glimmer of satisfaction at the fear that sparked in Peter’s eyes.

      “My father was a fall-down drunk,” he said acidly. “He was an alcoholic. That’s what sent him to the grave early, that bottle of his. The only reason he stopped putting out cigarette butts on my neck was because of my mother, and after she died, I was too strong for him to take out his frustrations on. Sure, he treated my mother like the queen she deserved to be, but he treated me like trash.”

      “Then let this go to court,” Peter said. “If you feel that way about your father, walk. Walk out of this office now. You’ll be comfortable with what you have now.”

      “No. This is my life. As much as my father was a mean old mongrel at times, I loved working in this business. I can make it even better.”

      “I suggest you find a woman who is willing to take a spot with you then.” Peter glanced down at the file on his desk. “There is one name in here that your father mentioned isn’t acceptable.”

      “Let me guess,” Luke said, sitting back down as he let out an aggravated breath. “The name he put down is Alicia Poole.”

      “You’re correct.”

      Typical. Just typical. There was no doubt in Luke’s mind about how furious Alicia would be. They both only used each other for the type of sex they couldn’t get anywhere else, but she was an actress. She was just as cold as Luke could be himself.

      And she loved money. She grew up with a CEO of a bank on Wall Street as her father and a fashion designer as her mother. Neither of them had ever been around throughout her childhood from what Luke had gathered, but he didn’t care to listen to Alicia’s emotional issues. The woman was a beast in bed who knew what he liked, and she could handle whatever he wanted on any given day.

      Just thinking of her made him hard. It didn’t help that Paige Scott had been haunting his every step since Friday night. Having her in his bed would be ideal, but until Toby and Shannon convinced her to give him a chance, he had to rely on Alicia to satisfy himself.

      “I’d never marry a woman like Alicia anyway,” Luke said. “She’s tough and too much for any mongrel who has the balls and a bank account big enough to please her.”

      “Regardless of what you say, your father seemed to think you’d use her for that.”

      Luke shrugged his shoulders. “I guess my father knows me better than what I originally assumed.”

      “It appears so. Anyone else?”

      Chewing on the inside of his cheek, Luke thought of Shannon’s words on Friday night. It’ll take time, but trust me. She’s a romantic. She’ll give in if you play the cards right.

      “I did go on a date with a woman named Paige Scott,” he said. “She’s a student at NYU. She’s from Wyoming.”

      “Well, there you go then,” Peter said. Someone knocked on the door. “Excuse me, Mr. Turner. I have another appointment to take. I’ll call you next week to discuss this topic further.”

      “Fine.” Luke stood up from his chair and flourished his pocketbook at Peter. “Just think about what I said too. Money is no problem for me either.”

      He left Peter to mull over those words, pushing the door open to nearly hit the middle-aged secretary on the other side.

      “Excuse you,” she barked out.

      “Don’t care,” Luke said.

      The SUV was waiting in the spot Luke had told them to be in. He climbed into the back seat to see Toby grinning at him.

      “Don’t grin at me,” he snapped, slamming the door shut. “Back to my apartment. Now.”

      The driver didn’t even flinch. He merged calmly into traffic while Luke bounced his legs in irritation, thinking about his conversation with Peter. He hoped to heaven that Shannon had managed to convince Paige to go on a date.

      “What did you hear about Paige?” he asked.

      “You’ll be happy to know that Paige agreed to the setup,” Toby said. “The only thing is that she agreed to it with the rest of us around.”

      That only provided a small bit of relief. At least that part had turned out in his favor, partially. The only problem Luke had was with walking around with Paige on his arm while trying not to push things too fast with her. He had to be calm and patient and treat Paige as delicately as possible.

      A small bit of guilt trickled through his mind. What they were doing was messed up. He had no doubts about it. He didn’t bother convincing himself that he was doing this for her. He wanted that business and inheritance—something he had worked his rear off day and night for.

      “Whatever,” Luke said, sighing. “If that’s how it’s going to be just for us to get our money, then I don’t give a idiot. Sign me up. I don’t have much of a choice anymore.”

      “Not really,” Toby said. He lowered his phone to look at him. “Alicia called while you were in there with Peter.”

      “What’d she say?”

      “She said that she’d meet you at your apartment. She wouldn’t say anything else.”

      Good. I need to get this frustration out. He ached from that brief encounter with Paige. He needed a release to feel calmer.

      “I don’t recommend you messing around with Alicia,” Toby said, reading the thoughts in Luke’s head. “You know that jerk tends to get a bit crazy and possessive of you. Plus, I imagine your father said no Alicia in the will.”

      “I’ve gotta do something to feel better,” Luke said irritably. “Seriously. My entire body is going blue from that night we danced.” He ignored the odd look Toby gave him. “And yes, my father said no to her being a part of anything. Which suits me just fine, because she is not receiving a dime of money from me. She’s got her own wealth to live off.”

      “I don’t think that matters when it comes to Alicia.”

      “It doesn’t.”

      As they pulled into the parking garage, Toby nudged him in the shoulder. “Not trying to take away from your time with Alicia, but I think you’d win brownie points if you called Paige to ask her out. She refused to talk to me.”

      Luke stomped down on the annoyance building up in him. Thirty days of pretending to be in love was almost too much work. Still, he was at a dead end, and he needed to do something to get Paige to actually like him.

      “Fine.” He sighed and pulled out his phone. “Read the number to me.”

      They parked in front of the elevators that led directly up to his apartment. Luke dialed the number as Toby read it out. He half expected it to go to voice mail since it was the middle of the afternoon, but he was surprised when Paige’s voice answered warily.

      “Hello?”

      “It’s Luke,” he said. “Luke Turner. We met on Friday night, remember?”

      “I remember,” she said, still wary. “I'm surprised you’re calling instead of your assistant, who happens to be Shannon’s half-brother.”

      He clenched his teeth to keep control of his already fraying temper. “Yeah, sorry. I shouldn’t have let him do all my dirty work for me.”

      “Most people apologize themselves when they mess up.”

      “Well, that’s why I’m calling,” he said. He glanced at Toby, who gave him a cheerful thumbs-up. “I was wondering if Shannon had talked to you about coming out with me. I just wanted to ask you myself too.”

      He mentally thrashed himself for how awkward he sounded. He never asked women out. Never. Suck up your pride, Turner. Just suck it the heck up.

      “That’s a start, I suppose,” Paige said. “I already told Shannon that I’d give it a shot if you apologized to me for acting like a forward prick.”

      “I just know what I want,” Luke replied tightly. “But, forgive me for thinking you were beautiful and wanting to be with you.”

      Toby smacked his head in dismay. “Wow, bro,” he whispered, shaking his head. “Tone that trash down. Be normal.”

      “Okay, I’m sorry,” Luke said when Paige didn’t reply. “I’m a jerk, and I know it. I’m just not used to being a—”

      “Gentleman?” she supplied, a bit sarcastically. “I guess that will work for me. The apology at least.”

      “So, it’s set then?” Luke asked impatiently. He had a woman upstairs waiting for him, and he wanted to bury himself in her to get his frustrations out of the way.

      “We’re set,” Paige said. “See you Saturday.”

      She hung up without waiting for him to reply. Luke stared down at his phone, surprised to hear that timid and shy woman no longer there. Then again, what had he expected? He had basically tried to get her into his bed Friday night. That strategy wouldn’t work when it came to Paige Scott, so he had to resort to other measures.

      In the meantime, though, he stepped out of the SUV without waiting for Toby’s response. He had to take care of other business.

      

      ****

      

      As he expected, Alicia Poole was draped elegantly over one of the couches that overlooked the patio and city. She wore a long black dress with a slight all the way up to her right hip, and her short black locks of hair were curled carelessly. She rose from the couch to face him.

      “I was wondering when you would make an appearance,” she said, pouting prettily. “I’ve been waiting for you for hours it seems like.”

      Luke tossed his wallet and keys onto the table next to the elevator doors. He couldn’t stand it when Alicia dropped in without an invitation, but today he needed a release. He needed something.

      Her bare feet padded over the hardwood floors. His eyes hungrily took in the tanned skin of her thighs that flashed through the skirt of her dress when she walked. She stood on tiptoes to casually wrap her arms around his shoulders and then pressed her lips up against his in a kiss that he returned eagerly.

      “Slow down,” Alicia said, resting a hand on his chest. “I have nowhere to be today, so you can wait a minute. What did your father’s lawyer say?”

      Just thinking of their conversation brought on the need to drink. Luke untangled himself from the circle of Alicia’s arms. After stalking over to the bar, he grabbed a bottle of whiskey.

      “It was complete trash,” he snarled, taking a long drink. “My father still thinks he can control my life from beyond the grave.”

      “How so?”

      “He refuses to let me have my inheritance or the company unless I’m engaged, or married, within the next thirty days.”

      “That should be easy for you then.” He turned to glare at Alicia, who laughed in amusement. “I meant, I’m an actress. There is no possible way you can meet someone, get them to fall in love with you within thirty days, and accept a proposal. It’s not possible.”

      “And this involves you how exactly?”

      “Come on, baby,” Alicia said, rolling her eyes. “It’s been over three years now since you and I started seeing each other casually. I know you. You don’t ever return to the same woman more than once.”

      “You’d only want to get married to me because you’d get something out of it,” he said. “What’s the catch with you?”

      “There’s no catch. I just care about you is all.”

      She was careful not to mention the word love. That one word never felt good on Luke’s tongue. It opened you up for certain heartbreak, so he never said it to anyone. Even his own father had never said it.

      Luke took a long drink before pouring himself another glass. “Well, I appreciate it, but you were voted off that island a long time ago.”

      Alicia stiffened. “Come again?”

      “It mentions your name specifically in the will,” Luke said. “My father will not hand anything over with you tied to me.”

      “Mongrel,” Alicia spat, shaking her head. Her nice and pleasant attitude was gone, as he had expected it would be. “What does he have against me exactly?”

      He set his empty glass down on the bar top. “I have no idea. He’s apparently against me too, so don’t feel too nasty over it. He doesn’t want me to have his business; that’s for sure.”

      “What is your plan of attack then?” She crossed her tanned and slender arms expectantly. “There has be a loophole around that will of Roderick’s. Do you have a lawyer scouring that document yet?”

      “Already did,” Luke said. “He’s told me the same thing. There is only one way to get this inheritance.”

      “Find someone to love you in thirty days?”

      “Yes,” he said, and capped the whiskey bottle. “That’s what I’m going to have to do.”

      Hands were suddenly touching his chest. Deft fingers worked on the buttons of his shirt before slipping inside. Luke let his eyes close in pleasure as one of those hands meandered downward to the one place he really needed it.

      “I don’t know if I can stand the thought of someone besides me touching you,” Alicia purred into his ear before nipping on the lobe.

      His arousal hardened even more, aching to be released from the confines of his pants. He didn’t bother stating that he had slept with other woman besides her. The last thing he wanted was to have an angry confrontation with Alicia when all he needed was a good lay. She had a temper on her, similar to his own, and was unafraid of anyone or anything.

      Those skilled fingers sank past the waistband of his jeans to grasp him firmly. Luke let out a groan before reaching down with his own hand to guide her movements against him.

      “Someone has missed me,” she whispered, giving him a wicked squeeze. “You can’t tell me that there is someone else out there in the world who can take it in bed like I do.”

      She had him there. Alicia felt no pain. There were even a few times Luke had hesitated in fear that he had hurt her. He wasn’t afraid to be dominant in the bedroom, but not on the painful side of things. Still, Alicia would only murmur to keep going or flip him over to ride him wildly until release.

      Today, though, he was in no mood to let her be in control.

      Savoring the touch of her fingers against him, Luke whirled around to grasp Alicia’s head in a searing kiss. They kissed hotly while Luke ripped at the straps of her dress, shoving the thin material down her slender arms to bare her breasts to his touch. She hadn’t bothered with wearing a bra on her way to his apartment.

      He gripped at the tender flesh there while Alicia’s hands ripped steadily at his clothes. The fabric of his shirt parted, and he stepped back to shrug out of it quickly. He tugged the rest of Alicia’s dress down past her slender hips and legs. She was completely bare beneath the dress, and he hardened even more at the sight of her sex already moist for him.

      Raising a hand, he let his fingers slip into the wetness between her thighs. Alicia’s head tilted back as she moaned in pleasure. He set a hard and rough rhythm that he knew she could handle but would bring her to a quick climax.

      Sunlight danced between the valley of her breasts. A sheen layer of moisture covered her entire body. Her legs trembled, a sure sign of an impending orgasm. Blinded by the lust and frustration simmering in his veins, Luke withdrew his hand before she could go over the top.

      Alicia tilted her head down to look at him with a mischievous smile. She knew well that he liked the feeling of her orgasm while inside her.

      He didn’t give her a chance to speak. Swooping her up into his arms, Luke threw her down onto the same couch she had been lounging on while waiting for him to arrive. He unbuttoned his pants and then shoved the offending fabric down his legs, followed by his boxers.

      “Come to me,” Alicia said, holding out a hand and letting her long legs fall apart in a wordless invitation. “I know you want this.”

      He was so hard he couldn’t think coherently. Grabbing ahold of Alicia’s right leg, he propped it up on his shoulder while adjusting himself to sit comfortably between her bent legs. Her thighs immediately squeezed his hip bones in a silent encouragement.

      “Idiot me,” she whispered.

      Not needing any more encouragement, Luke thrust hard into her with a relieved groan. He thrust hard and fast, the pace as brutal as he could handle. Alicia let out whimpers of pleasure while her hands palmed at his backside.

      This sort of thing would never win over Paige’s affections. That thought trickled into the back of his mind.

      Virgin. It was messed up to think about it, but the thought aroused him even more. He thrust harder to the thought of Paige underneath of him, writhing in pleasure on the edge of her climax. He could picture it so vividly in his mind that when he glanced down, it took him a second to realize it was Alicia’s face contorted in pleasure.

      He could only imagine how it would feel to have Paige in his bed for the first time. He had no intention of sticking to her afterward, but it was for the better. He was too far gone to ever be in a normal, healthy adult relationship.

      Hot muscles constricted around him. Alicia let out a trembling scream as she bucked up against him in a series of moans and pants. Letting go of everything, Luke clenched his teeth as he thrust wildly into the tightness and wetness. His orgasm came barreling down hard on him.

      “Idiot, Paige,” he groaned out, sweat dripping off every inch of him.

      Hands shoved violently at his chest. Luke slipped away when he realized what he had said. Sitting up quickly, Alicia glared at him. Her face was also sweaty and flushed from their ardent activities. “Who the heck did you just call me?”

      “No one,” he said coolly. “Don’t worry about it.”

      Alicia huffed as she slid off the couch. “Right, don’t worry about it, Luke. Next time we idiot, I’ll make sure to yell out some other man’s name when I’m fantasizing about him with you on top of me.”

      Irritation shot through him. That sated feeling hadn’t lasted long. Alicia stomped over to the bar to grab her dress from the floor. Not in the mood to fight, Luke sat back on the couch to let the sunshine warm his naked body. He didn’t care if his neighbors in the other building got an eyeful. It felt relaxing, despite Alicia hurling insults at him.

      “Are you even listening to me?” Alicia demanded, thumping him on the shoulder hard.

      “No, I’m not,” he snapped, looking up at her with a glare. “Get out, Alicia. If you’re going to act like a psycho, get out. I’ve got enough to deal with without your crazy moods.”

      She hugged her dress close to her chest angrily. “Forget you, Luke. Just forget you.”

      After stomping across the floor, Alicia punched the elevator button. She stepped inside with her dress still clutched tightly to her chest, completely naked behind it. Her eyes narrowed at him before the elevator doors shut and he heard the whir of it heading down.

      There was no doubt that his team would get a good eyeful when she reached the bottom. Things like that never mattered to Alicia anyway. Heck, they had messed in a hotel elevator that had a camera at one time, the feed of which had been aired on TMZ a few years ago. He could still remember his father yelling at him over that one.

      This was revenge for all the times Luke had done everything he possibly could to defy his father’s values. Marriage, relationships, things like that had never been high on his agenda. He loved oil. He loved being in business. Those were the things that were the most important to him. Now he had to adjust those around in the next thirty days to win over Paige. Money obviously didn’t impress her, so he had to do something else.

      Even if it gave him a headache.

      “You’re a prick, Dad,” he said, shaking his head with a sigh. “I don’t think you realize how much of a prick you really are.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Five

        

      

    
    
      Paige

      

      “This is where Luke wanted us to meet?”

      Paige took in the jungle of greenery as they drove up a twisted and private driveway to a small restaurant centered in the middle of it all. It was still warm, even a bit balmy, when she rolled down the passenger window to inhale the scent of fresh herbs and greenery.

      “Yes,” Shannon said, gazing out the window as well with a smile. “It’s beautiful out here, isn’t it?”

      “I never imagined it’d be so nice here upstate,” Paige replied. She shook her head in amazement. “Who knew you all had farms upstate. It’s almost like being home.”

      A pang of homesickness went through her just thinking that. Her parents were most likely out working on the farm right now. It had taken all day with the three of them doing it together, but she imagined it took them longer now that she was gone.

      If her parents even knew about Luke. A headache pounded in Paige’s head as she imagined the onslaught of questions. She’d definitely get a lecture about dating an older man with tons of money. It wouldn’t be a “I’m so happy for you, honey” type of conversation. It’d be a “I don’t think you can handle that type of situation, Paige” type of conversation. They had never been approving of her possibly dating—even in high school.

      That was what had driven her to sneak around with Marcus after school. She had loved it back then, too. It had been thrilling to sneak around until that night Marcus had convinced her to make out in the back of his Jeep.

      After that, her hopes of finding a boyfriend like any other sixteen-year-old girl in her class had been dashed. Her parents had set a harsh rule that there would be no dating until she was eighteen and out of their house.

      Not that it had mattered anyway. She never trusted anyone again after finding out that Marcus had been in on it just to appease his ex and friends at the time.

      The car pulled up next to a large patio area with lantern lights wrapped around the porch railing. Luke stood on the porch with one hand tucked casually in the pocket of his dark jeans. Unlike the other time she had seen him, this time he wore a simple white shirt with a zip-up sweater. His blond locks were tousled but pushed back from his sharp face. He looked more at ease than the other time as he talked to Toby while they waited for the girls’ car.

      Nerves fluttered in Paige’s stomach when Luke turned to look at the car. Smoothing the silky fabric of her floral dress, Paige reached for the door to open it but found Luke already there.

      “Hey,” he said after tugging the door open. “I’m glad to see you here. You look beautiful by the way.”

      He smiled, revealing a set of white pearly teeth. Paige stared up at him as she tried to discern if any of that was fake, but she couldn’t pick anything up. He seemed genuinely happy to see her.

      “Hi,” she said, and she slid out of the passenger seat with help from Luke’s hand. He let it drop the second she was standing. “This is a beautiful place up here. I never thought there would be a place like this in New York.”

      “Upstate is different from the city,” Luke said. “I have a farm up here that I come to whenever I need a break from the city.”

      He extended a hand toward the patio. Paige stepped up onto it gingerly in her pair of strappy heels. Without pause, Luke held out an arm with a charming grin.

      Maybe Shannon is right. Paige took ahold of his arm, tucking her hand into the strong curve of his elbow. She felt his muscles flexing beneath his sweater as he led her around the corner with a chatting Toby and Shannon behind them. He is different when he isn’t moody.

      “I figured you would like this place,” Luke said. “I’m sure it’s a lot better than how crazy it was in that lounge.”

      “A bit better,” she agreed, tensing at the mention of last Friday night.

      Luke glanced at her with a contrite expression. “I am sorry about that night, by the way. Whiskey can get me in a bad mood if I’m not careful.”

      “I noticed,” Paige said, and grimaced at how jerky she sounded. “I’m sorry too. I have a tendency not to let things go easily.”

      “Duly noted.”

      A large greenhouse covered the back part of the restaurant. Flowers, vegetables, and herbs all grew around the tables that were in the middle of it all. Luke led them to a private table through a bush of flowers before pulling out Paige’s chair for her.

      “I know the chef here,” Luke said, giving her a small wink that made Paige’s stomach flip. “I had a feeling you were a pasta type of woman, right?”

      “Good guess,” she said. She looked over at Shannon, who smiled brightly. I told you so, was what her smile said. “Is this how you got all your previous girlfriends to like you in the past?”

      Toby broke out into a fit of coughs that sounded like hidden laughter. He shook his head when Luke glared at him.

      “Sorry,” he said. “I wouldn’t necessarily call them girlfriends.”

      “Shut up,” Shannon said, rolling her eyes. “Don’t listen to my brother. He’s an idiot sometimes.”

      “Yes, please don’t listen to him,” Luke said. “He has a habit of saying things that aren’t necessarily true.”

      Despite his glare, a playful grin tugged at Luke’s lips. There was an ease around the three of them Paige hadn’t noticed before that suggested years of strong friendship. It helped her nerves even when Luke scooted close to her. The smell of his cologne, a spicy musk, filled Paige’s lungs pleasantly.

      They talked absently about things to do in New York while they waited for their food to arrive.

      “So, you’re not a native of New York then?” Paige asked curiously.

      “No,” Luke said, sipping at his water. “I was born in Bismarck, North Dakota. I lived there for a long time. I worked on a few oil rigs under my father after I graduated from high school.”

      She stared at him in disbelief. “I have a hard time imagining you as a roughneck.” A blush filled her cheeks when Luke playfully glanced down at the muscles that wanted to bulge out of his shirt. “Never mind. I can see that you used to work on an oil rig. How long did you work there for your father?”

      “Until my mother died.” A dark shadow danced in Luke’s eyes. “After that, I came to New York to help the other side of the business.”

      Both his parents were gone—one of them recently. Paige had a hard time imagining that type of heartache, but she could see that Luke hadn’t necessarily come from a loving home. His sour mood Friday night was a testament to that.

      She didn’t push the subject though.

      Their food arrived a moment later. The smell of shrimp sautéed in rich butter and garlic caused Paige’s stomach to rumble happily. The food back at NYU wasn’t too bad, but it was never filling. Paige thought it was amazing that she had yet to put on a few extra pounds.

      They ate while they conversed about classes at NYU. Luke appeared genuinely interested in Paige’s classes and asked questions about art history. It wasn’t until they were finished with their meals that he told her about his fondness for good art.

      “That’s why I love New York,” he said, guiding her along the garden pathway out back. “There are some talented artists here with their galleries.”

      “Oh, I know,” Paige said, her heart swelling with excitement. “I’m hoping that one of my professors will let me showcase some of my work in his private exhibit.”

      “If you do, let me know. I’d like to see them.”

      She blushed. “I’m not that good. I mean, not compared to some of the artists I have seen here in the city.”

      “If you were accepted into NYU for your art, trust me, you’re good at what you do.”

      They reached the edge of a pond with goldfish happily swimming about in it. A small water fountain trickled peacefully. Paige sat down on the bench facing the pond, crossing her legs when Luke took a seat next to her with a relieved sigh. There was less than a few inches of air between them. Her heart skipped when she realized that Toby and Shannon had disappeared from the pathway behind them.

      They were utterly alone in the middle of a garden with no one to interrupt them.

      “You’re nervous to be near me,” Luke said, tilting his head back to let the sunlight warm his face. A smile tugged at his lips when Paige turned to look at him. “You’re always looking around for Shannon or Toby.”

      “Well, for one, I don’t want repeat of last Friday night,” Paige said. “Shannon promised me that wouldn’t happen.”

      “Do you honestly think I’m that type of guy?”

      He opened his eyes to look at her intently.

      “No,” she said, and then she shrugged her shoulders. “I have no idea who you are. You’re completely different now than you were on Friday night, and when you called me.”

      “I told you that I’m sorry. I try to steer clear of whiskey when I’m already pissed off about something that’s bugging me.”

      “Well,” she said hesitantly, “this is a nice change. I like this side of you better than the other one.”

      “I’ll make a note to work on it,” Luke said, and his eyes closed again. “Do you really believe that having Toby and Shannon around will prevent me from what I want to do?”

      The sultry tone dripping off Luke’s voice caused goose bumps to break out across Paige’s skin. A warm and hazy sensation crashed over her.

      “What do you want to do?” Paige asked breathlessly. “I still don’t know why I’m even here with you.”

      “For one,” Luke said, opening his eyes to look at her again, “you’re an attractive young woman. I don’t know why you think otherwise. You’re obviously smart and talented, because you're at NYU because of your passion, not because of money. Why wouldn’t I want you here with me?”

      “I-I guess I’m just still trying to figure things out in my life is all,” she said, twisting her hands nervously in her lap. “You’re billionaire. I’d think you’d have your eyes somewhere else than on me.”

      “Well, you’re wrong about that,” he said. “My money doesn’t dictate who I find attractive. Let’s just get that straight along with something else.” Reaching out a calloused finger, he stroked along her cheekbone before tucking a curl behind her ear. A shiver went up her spine at the simple but intimate contact. “You’re sexy in a lot of ways you aren’t even aware of. I want to kiss you too.”

      “Oh,” she said softly. “That’s what you want?”

      Luke shifted to bring their faces closer. She felt his warm breath wash over her as his hand smoothed down to rest on her shoulder.

      “Yes. That’s what I want.”

      “And that’s all you want? Because—”

      A finger pushed against her lips. Luke chuckled at her with a shake of his fair head.

      “You think too much, sweetheart. Just let me kiss you. That’s all that is going to happen today. Scout’s honor.”

      She couldn’t even respond. Having Luke so close, close enough for her to see the bristles of his blond beard, was intoxicating in a thrilling way. Their lips brushed lightly when Luke leaned in further to kiss her. The contact sent jolts of electricity down her spine. Her stomach fluttered erratically. It was a soft kiss, the softest type of kiss that left her yearning for more.

      

      ****

      

      The feeling of Luke’s lips moving against hers, coaxing her lips to open to him, was more than what Paige could handle. Her blood raced through her veins. Her heart pounded erratically against her chest.

      All from one single kiss.

      She gasped when the tip of Luke’s tongue caressed hers lightly. The taste of him overwhelmed every one of her senses. Luke’s fingers squeezed her shoulder gently before trailing up to rest on the side of her neck.

      While a part of her screamed to get away, to stop it before anything else could happen, the other part of her that wanted to be touched and kissed screamed louder.

      Reaching forward hesitantly, she placed her fingertips on the strong curve of his jaw. The bristle of a beard poked her sensitive fingertips. It felt too good, too entirely good to pull away. This wasn’t the same man at the lounge who had openly felt her up with lust raging in his eyes. This man was patiently kissing her while rubbing the side of her neck soothingly.

      He coaxed her head back to kiss her again, but this time, it was much deeper. It had undertones of lust in it that rendered Paige completely motionless from the crashing sensation.

      One of Luke’s hands found its way to rest on her bare knee. His thumb traced errant circles there, leaving trails of fire. Feeling emboldened, she let her hand fall from his jaw to rest on the center of his chest. She felt his heart thumping steadily against his ribcage.

      The pace increased slightly underneath her palm.

      Footsteps approached them. Paige drew back with a gasp to turn around as Shannon and Toby entered through a separate pathway. Heat filled her cheeks when Shannon arched a knowing eyebrow at them.

      “Well, well,” she said, crossing her arms. “Look what we have here. Ms. Scott didn’t want me to leave her alone, but she snuck off to have a moment over here.”

      “Don’t tease her,” Luke said, wrapping a strong arm around her shoulders. “You were the one who set this up.”

      Shannon grinned at him. “That I did. I should make money for what I do.” She motioned for them to get off the bench. “Come on. Let’s walk around this place for a bit before we head back into the city. I have homework to do.”

      “What about you?” Luke asked softly. His fingers rubbed her shoulder, and it felt nice to have someone strong to lean into. “Do you need to get back to the city to do homework? I don’t want to take you away from your studies.”

      “I do,” she said, but she loathed the idea of holing up in her apartment when it was still nice out. “It can wait until tomorrow though. Unless you have plans you need to take care off.”

      “Nothing that can’t wait. We could get some coffee. I didn’t sleep very well last night.”

      “It’s settled then,” Toby said. “We will drop Shannon off at NYU, and then I’ll disappear to give you two some space.”

      “That works for me,” Shannon said, shrugging her shoulders. “That okay with you, Paige?”

      She looked pointedly at Paige, silently asking her if she needed a way out, as they had discussed on the car ride up.

      The day was pleasant, and the mention of coffee did sound good. Chewing on her lip, Paige studied the relaxed expression on Luke’s face. He seemed much more at ease than before.

      “That’s fine with me,” Paige said. “Let's look around a bit. I want to see the rest of the garden too.”

      “Great,” Shannon said, grabbing ahold of Toby’s arm. “Come on, brother. Let’s look around the garden a bit.”

      They strode out in front of them, chattering away. Luke stood up wordlessly to hold out his hand for Paige to take. His fingers laced through hers as they walked slowly hand in hand behind Toby and Shannon through the rest of the garden.

      Once the air started to become chilly, they piled into Luke’s large SUV to drive back into the city. The entire time, Luke kept a hand resting on the bare skin of Paige’s knee, and it caused her stomach to flutter. She could hear her mother’s voice scolding her inwardly. Tell him to keep his hands to himself. You shouldn’t have worn that dress.

      She didn’t move his hand or ask him to move it. The heat and weight of it on her knee felt comforting as she half-listened to the three of them amicably chat about next weekend’s flight to North Dakota.

      “Maybe you could come,” Shannon said, twisting in her seat to look at Paige. “It’d be nice to have another girl with me.”

      Paige looked over at Luke, who had a frown etched onto his face. “I don’t know. I don’t want to impose or—”

      “You wouldn’t be,” Shannon said.

      “I have a lot of homework to do as well,” Paige said, unable to read the look on Luke’s face as he gazed out the window. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll stay behind.”

      Shannon pouted, but she let the subject drop as they pulled up to the freshman apartment building.

      “You still want coffee?” Luke asked a bit distantly.

      It was such a strange thing to see him so relaxed and then suddenly closed off again. It had something to do with that trip to Bismarck. Confusion filled her again.

      “If you want to still,” Paige said reluctantly. “I don’t expect you to spend tons of time with me.”

      “I want to,” he responded firmly, and then he opened the door for her to get out. “I’ll wait for you outside.”

      She nodded while pulling out her dorm card to swipe it through the card reader. Paige glanced over her shoulder right as Shannon slid out as well. She gave Paige a thumbs-up before sweeping a silent Luke into the conversation.

      Jessica’s door was closed when she made it up to her floor. Unlocking her door, Paige slipped out of the heels Shannon had insisted she wear with a relieved sigh. She managed to unzip herself out of the dress as well while pulling out a pair of black leggings and a T-shirt. She was done trying to impress Luke with clothes that she didn’t even own herself.

      Paige glanced out the window to find the SUV still there, but the sidewalk was empty. She pulled on the pair of leggings and had barely slipped into her T-shirt when the door to her dorm room crashed open, followed by loud voices. Startled, Paige fell into her bed in surprise as Jessica slammed the door shut.

      “Jessica? What is—”

      “You need to hear this,” Jessica said, panting as she flourished a hand in front of Paige’s surprised face. “I’m serious. You need to hear this trash.”

      She caught sight of Jessica’s phone clutched tightly in her fingers. “Okay, if it’s that serious. Tell me what is going on.”

      “Don’t trust Shannon, Luke, and the other guy that’s with them,” Jessica said hurriedly. Her fingers danced along her cell phone screen. “I was walking back to the apartment when I overheard them talking. This whole thing has been a setup.”

      Paige’s heart dropped. “What do you mean?”

      “There’s a reason why Shannon picked you as a freshman sister. It has everything to do with Luke. He’s trying to—” She pulled up a video on her phone. “Here, listen to it.”

      “Just remember she’s a virgin, Luke.” Shannon’s voice echoed in the room from the recording. “I mean, I know it’s props right now for you because it’ll look good to your father’s lawyer.”

      “This has been too much of a headache for me,” Luke said. “It’s trash that I have to do this just to get my dang inheritance from my father’s lawyer. Who is that recording us?”

      The video cut out. Paige’s heart thudded hard against her ribcage, but this time it was out of sheer anger. She looked over at Jessica, who nodded grimly.

      “I heard them talking about it. The only reason Luke is trying to get you is so he can get his money.”

      It made perfect sense, every single bit of it.

      Tears filled Paige’s eyes as footsteps and a hushed conversation approach her dorm door. She stared at it while someone knocked on it a few times before slowly rising to her feet.

      “Don’t answer it if you don’t want to,” Jessica said, rising from the bed as well. “Seriously, don’t answer it, Paige.”

      She opened the door to see Luke standing there with a hand propped on the doorframe. Gone was his kind expression. It was cool and calculating, similar to the one she had seen at the lounge on Friday night.

      “I know what you probably think,” he said, sweeping an angry glance at Jessica, who stood resolutely behind Paige. “Just let me explain it first.”

      “Is it true?” Paige asked. Her fingers tightened on the doorknob. “Just tell me the actual truth, because that video says a lot.”

      Luke sighed in irritation. “Fine. Yes, it’s true. I won’t try to lie to you anymore about it.”

      “That’s a first,” she said coldly. “This whole thing was a setup for you to get an inheritance. Right?”

      “It was to a degree,” Luke said. “I’m in a bit of a situation right now, and Shannon mentioned you to me. I didn’t think any harm would come of it.”

      “Well, you harmed me in the process.”

      “Then name your price for this to work,” Luke said. He glanced at his wrist watch. “Look, I’ve got some place to be in an hour. If this isn’t going to work, then—”

      Anger ripped through Paige. It left her dizzy and breathless as she grabbed ahold of the door.

      “You’re out of your mind,” she cried, and she slammed the door directly in his face. “Go away. I never want to see the three of you again.”

      She collapsed on her bed with an aggravated sigh. “I knew it was too good to be true, Jess. I knew it like you did.”

      “I know,” Jessica said. She locked the door for good measure despite the retreating steps. “I didn’t want to think Shannon was in on it, but it makes sense, though, seeing that her brother is close to Luke.”

      “It makes tons of sense now. Every single bit of it does since last weekend.”

      “I wonder if they are getting a cut of money out of this,” Jessica said, sitting down on the edge of the bed next to Paige’s feet. “What do you think?”

      “Most likely,” Paige said, rubbing a hand over her face in exhaustion. “I just can’t believe I convinced myself to kiss that man.”

      “You kissed him?”

      “Yes, at the restaurant and garden today. He kissed me, but it was all an act, Jess. Don’t look too thrilled about it.”

      Jessica immediately wiped the ecstatic expression from her face. “Sorry. I was just excited for a moment. Even if the guy is a jerk, you have to admit he’s hot.”

      “The only thing I’m going to agree with is that he’s a jerk.”

      “I’m sorry they took advantage of you,” Jessica said, patting Paige’s knee in the same spot Luke’s hand had been. “It’s over though. You won’t have to worry about it now.”

      “Right, thankfully.”

      It wasn’t until Monday morning that Paige realized it wasn’t over, though, even though she wanted it to be.

      “I’m sorry, sweetheart,” Harry Scott said, sighing into the phone. “We just can’t afford it. Everything is slow around the farm. We can barely make the mortgage payments.”

      “There has to be something that can be done,” Paige said, rubbing a hand over her face. “I love it here, Dad. I don’t want to go to school in Wyoming.”

      “Well, honey, talk with NYU. See what they say, or if they have options for this sort of situation.”

      He hung up after telling her that he loved her. Paige stared down at the phone as tears filled her eyes. There weren’t any options for a situation like theirs. They were broke compared to some of the other students who went to school there. She couldn’t shake the feeling that while her parents had done all they could to make sure she went to NYU, it felt a bit perfect in timing for them. Not once had they verbally vocalized their support about her going to NYU.

      There was only one option that Paige could think off, and it involved Luke Turner.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Six

        

      

    
    
      Luke

      

      “Mr. Turner.”

      Luke glanced up from the email he had been reading through regarding one of his rigs drilling up in Canada. Annoyance filled him when his secretary, JoAnne Collins, poked her head through his office door apologetically.

      “I know you don’t want to be disturbed—”

      “That’s why the phone is unplugged,” Luke snapped, flourishing a hand at the handset he had unplugged to find some quiet. “What is it?”

      “I’m sorry, but there’s a woman on the phone for you,” JoAnne said. “She won’t let me go until I tell you to pick it up.”

      He tensed. “If it’s Alicia—”

      “It’s not. She says her name is Paige Scott.”

      He stared at her in disbelief. “You’re kidding me. Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure. She said it’s urgent, and that the two of you know each other.”

      “Thank you, Jo,” he said. He plugged the phone line back in. He couldn’t deny his curiosity over what Paige wanted after what had happened thanks to that freshman friend of hers. He picked up the phone after hitting the flashing line one.

      “This is Luke Turner speaking.”

      “It’s Paige.”

      “I’m surprised to hear from you,” he said, leaning back in his chair. “Something change your mind?”

      She ignored the coyness in his question. “Yes. Something did come up that I need to talk to you about.”

      The distress in her voice alerted him that something had happened over the past few days. Something that had changed her mind and would hopefully benefit the both of them.

      “All right,” he said. “I’m interested in hearing what you have to say.”

      “I’m sure you will be,” Paige said. “Is there anywhere I can meet you? I’m not going to arrange this on the phone.”

      Arrange? Hope and relief filled Luke. Still, he was cautious. He had no idea what had changed Paige’s mind. “I’m thirty minutes away from NYU at my father’s office. I’ll have one of my drivers pick you up if you give me the address of where you are at.”

      “I’m at the only Starbucks around NYU. I don’t know the streets yet.”

      “Just stay out on the sidewalk. He’ll see you in a few minutes.”

      He hung up the phone with a smirk tugging at his lips. This little twist worked out in his favor, no matter what Paige wanted to talk about. He had no intention of staying with her beyond the thirty days.

      Luke got up to pace around his office after sending one of his drivers to pick up Paige. He called Toby next while he waited for her.

      “I don’t know what she wants to talk about,” he told Toby eagerly. “I don’t care either. You realize that this will work out no matter what she says, right?”

      “I wonder who gave you this brilliant idea of a fake marriage,” Toby said sarcastically. “They should get a nice hefty bonus for thinking of it.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Money is always such a big deal to your greedy rear.”

      “No more than for you,” Toby shot back, chuckling. “I’ll be over to your office with the lawyer just in case. I know Shannon said not to underestimate how smart Paige is.”

      “I have no doubts about that either.”

      He tried to keep his giddiness under control when Paige arrived with Toby and his lawyer, Adam King, in tow. Even dressed in paint-splattered leggings, a pair of flip-flops, and a ripped white shirt, he still found her incredibly attractive. Her brown locks were pulled up in a messy bun that was pinned with what appeared to be the broken handle of a paintbrush. There was a blue smudge of paint above her right eyebrow.

      Despite all that bravery on the phone, Paige took a seat nervously in front of his desk when Luke motioned for her to sit down. She chewed on the pad of her thumb while Toby shut the office door behind them to block out the sounds of phones ringing and unwanted eavesdroppers.

      “So,” Paige started, bouncing her legs anxiously. “I’m here because of what you proposed to me on Saturday.”

      Luke arched an eyebrow at her as he took a seat in his chair. He folded his hands over his stomach while he studied Paige intently.

      “I have a feeling there is something you want out of what I proposed,” he said.

      She nodded. “Yes. There are some conditions I have thought of if you’re still desperate to get your inheritance.”

      The insult dripped off Paige’s words, but he let it slide. He didn’t care what she thought of him at the moment. It didn’t matter in the long run.

      “What are your conditions?” he asked, but he already had a gut feeling what she wanted. Money. There was a conflicted look on Paige’s face, and he waited for her to lay everything out.

      “My parents called me today to tell me that they are struggling with money,” Paige said. Guilt laced her voice. “They had taken out a second mortgage on their house to help pay for my college, but it’s not enough. If I don’t come up with the money by January, I will be kicked out of NYU.”

      “Touching story,” Luke said dryly. “How much are you going to ask of me?”

      Paige set her jaw. Anger glittered in her eyes as she gazed at him.

      “I need at least three hundred thousand dollars from this arrangement,” she said. “Two hundred thousand of it needs to go directly to NYU. The other one hundred I want to give to my parents.”

      He snorted indelicately. “You want to give my money to your parents?”

      “It’d be mine if you want me to do this,” she pointed out. “You are the one who is desperate for money too, remember?”

      “I already have money, sweetheart,” he drawled out, but he considered her amounts. It was chunk change in all reality compared to how much his inheritance was. “What other conditions are there?”

      “Because you’re actually well-known where I’m from, I want you to meet my parents.”

      “Fine,” he said, but he had no intention of ever meeting Paige’s parents. Thirty days went by fast, faster than what he suspected Paige thought. “What else?”

      “No sex before the date we set,” Paige said firmly. “I promised myself at seventeen that I wouldn’t give in before marriage, and I have no intention of going back on my word.”

      Toby coughed in the corner to hide his laugh at the scowl on Luke’s face. He stared at Paige in disbelief. “You’re kidding, right? You don’t believe in that type of trash, do you?”

      “I happen to, yes,” she said, frowning at him. “What’s so wrong with waiting for marriage?”

      “Nothing I suppose,” Luke replied warily. “If this is going to appear real, there needs to be that physical contact to make it look real.”

      Paige tensed. “Take it for what it is,” she said. “I’m not going to hop into your bed despite your best efforts.”

      “Is that a challenge?”

      Toby stepped in before Paige could reply. He rested a hand on Luke’s shoulder and gave him a warning look.

      “I think what she is saying is fair,” he said. “After all, we do owe it to her after everything we did. She knows now that Shannon only picked her as a freshman sister for this reason. We did mess up her experience in that regard.”

      “After everything you did,” Luke corrected sourly. He couldn’t get over how trapped he was between his father’s expectation from beyond the grave and the virgin who was holding the fate of his father’s business and inheritance in her tiny little hand.

      He craved a strong drink. A real strong drink.

      “If you tell Paige no, that’s it for everything,” Toby said as reasonably as possible. “Think about it, bro. This is your ticket, and you need to take it while you can.”

      Luke looked over at Paige as she continued to bounce her legs anxiously while waiting for his answer. If she wanted to set these conditions, that was fine by him. He only had one condition he planned to honor. The rest of those conditions were only a matter of time.

      “I guess we have an agreement then,” he said eventually. Looking over at Adam, he nodded his consent to the conditions. “Go ahead and draft up the documents for me, Adam. We’ll sign them here and now.”

      “Just give me a minute to type it all up,” Adam said. He excused himself from the office to borrow a computer.

      “I’ll leave you two to talk,” Toby said, glancing down at his phone. “I have to make some quick phone calls, start the whole publicity tour for you two.”

      Paige visibly blanched. “I just thought this was going to be for his father’s lawyer. There’s going to be press involved?”

      “It won’t be a problem, will it?” Toby asked.

      “No, of course not,” she said. She added sheepishly, “I’m just not used to cameras like you two probably are.”

      “You don’t ever get used to them,” Luke said darkly. He hated those reporters that followed him around the city, documenting whoever came and went from his apartment.

      Toby shot him a dirty look. “It won’t be anything major. Just a few events here in New York that Luke will be expected to be at.”

      He squeezed Paige on the shoulder in passing. For some reason, Luke’s chest burned hotly at the soft smile she gave Toby before he stepped out. He shook the feeling away before he could think about it.

      “Are you sure about this?” he asked. “Once we sign that document, you’re stuck with me for thirty days.”

      “As long as I get what I asked for,” Paige said. “It seems we both need each other more than we want to admit.”

      “So it seems,” Luke replied.

      They sat in tense silence for a few minutes while they waited for Adam and Toby to return to the office. It was Paige who broke the silence with a question.

      “I know you said before that your father’s office is here in New York, but why? Why not somewhere where there is an abundance of oil?”

      “My father came to New York when he was a teenager,” Luke said, shrugging his shoulders. “He loved the rich and the parties here. My grandfather started Turner Oil by himself. When he passed away, it went to my father, and he did return to Bismarck until he married. Once I was old enough to work on an oil rig, he came back here to the office to do the overseas business.”

      Paige’s eyes widened. “Overseas?”

      “Overseas,” Luke confirmed with a tense smile. “We have oil rigs all over the world, and in the oceans as well.”

      “Wow,” she said, sitting back in her chair. “I didn’t realize this business was that well-accomplished.”

      Pride filled Luke just thinking about it. For the past few years, he had navigated through the rocky market and international ties. His father had been far too drunk and beligerent to deal with anyone.

      The door to his office opened. Adam stepped in with the freshly printed document. He handed it over to Luke to glance over. He signed it after skimming it quickly and then scooted it across the desk.

      His heart pounded, much to his surprise, as Paige picked up the pen with a shaky breath. She looked up at him then, a vulnerable tinge in her eyes.

      “You aren’t going to screw me over, are you?”

      That question added to the small ball of guilt in his stomach. Not with the money portion of it. Ignoring that thought, Luke reached over to lay a consoling hand on her trembling one. Her skin felt clammy and sweaty against his dry fingers.

      “I don’t plan on it,” he said. “I can’t anyway, but don’t sign this unless you are confident in what you are about to do.”

      She chewed on her bottom lip. “My future is on the line too. I don’t want to lose sight of what I want either.”

      She picked the pen up again, and this time she signed her name neatly on the line.

      

      ****

      

      Luke stared down at Paige’s neatly scrawled name on the line. He tried to keep the pleased grin off his face, but he knew he had failed when Paige rolled her eyes at him.

      “Don’t look too pleased about all of this,” she said. “I still don’t want to sleep with you even if we are going to fake a relationship.”

      “I don’t fake sex, darling.” The center of her cheeks reddened. “How long do you plan on teasing me with that condition?”

      “I’m not teasing you. That is honestly how I feel about it. You signed the document, so you can’t convince me otherwise.”

      He sat back in his chair with a frustrated sigh. If she wanted to play that sort of game, then she’d lose. “We’ll see about that,” he said confidently, and when Paige’s eyes flashed defiantly, he continued. “Moving on though. That event Toby was talking about is this upcoming weekend, Friday night. Then I have to be at another party Saturday night. Right?”

      Toby nodded when he looked over at Luke.

      “Yes. We are busy this month with appearances he needs to do here in New York before returning to North Dakota.”

      “Why are you going back to North Dakota?” Paige asked.

      “To tour the oil rigs there,” Luke said, glancing down at the documents he had been going over before Paige’s phone call. “All business, sweetheart. I plan to squeeze a trip to Alaska in there too.”

      Paige’s eyes widened. “Alaska? All in one month you plan to do this?”

      “Yes,” he said, shrugging. “This is my life. You’re hitched to me, so get used to it.”

      “That’s fine and dandy for you,” she said, “but how am I supposed to do any of my homework? I have responsibilities here in New York too.”

      “Bring it along for all I care.”

      “What Luke is saying,” Toby said, shaking his head at his friend’s roughness, “is that we will work with you if you work with us. We’ve been in business for a long time. You can look at our business friendships if you are worried about us not being willing to work with you.”

      “I just don’t think either one of you understands that my schoolwork means a lot to me,” Paige said. She looked over at Luke, who shrugged his shoulders. “Your business means everything to you. My schoolwork means the same thing to me.”

      Luke felt Toby’s fingers dig into his shoulder. Wincing, he nodded mutely in agreement with her. “Yeah, I get it. I promise to respect that.”

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “All right,” Toby said, clapping his hands. “It’s settled then. We’ve got the terms spelled out for the both of you. Let’s just do some publicity leg work before we see Peter.”

      “Right,” Paige said, and stood up from her chair. She slipped the strap of her leather satchel over her shoulder. “I guess we’ll be in contact, then, when you need me?”

      “I’ll email you a list of everything and a schedule,” Toby said, smiling. “Just so you have a heads-up with your schedule.”

      She started in the direction of the door, but Luke stood up from his chair. He needed some air and food.

      “I can have my driver take you back to NYU,” he said. “I’ll walk down with you.”

      Paige hesitated before nodding. She waited patiently as he left instructions for his employees before they took the elevator down to the lobby. He couldn’t contain his glee, but neither could he contain his nerves. Paige was going to be perfect in Peter’s eyes, but he knew he had to keep things to himself for the next thirty days too.

      A group of reporters appeared in view when they stepped out of the elevator. Luke reached out to grab Paige’s arm before they could see them. He tugged her back into a small hallway out of their sight.

      “What is it?” Paige asked, confused. “I thought that was the way out.”

      “One of the ways,” Luke said, texting his driver to pull around into the private garage. “There are reporters out there. They’ll bombard us with questions the second they see you, along with plastering our pictures all over.”

      Her eyes widened. She glanced around the corner to watch the group of them mill about the front of the building with bored expressions. “Are they paid just to sit there and wait?”

      “They are paid for a story shot,” Luke muttered grumpily. He was in no mood for them to harass him before they were prepared to face the cameras.

      “How does an oil tycoon get front-page coverage?” She blushed when he looked at her sharply. “No offense. You aren’t a celebrity who is seen on the front page of magazines all the time.”

      “No, I’m not. I don’t like being there either.”

      “What put you there then?”

      It was the last thing he wanted to explain to Paige. What was he supposed to say? I got skunk drunk one night, had sex with a complete stranger in an elevator, and the whole thing was recorded on camera. Then, my father released a furious statement about it. That’s why they follow me. They thrive off that drama.

      His phone buzzed as the driver confirmed he was in the private garage.

      “This way,” Luke said, nodding to Paige to follow him. “I don’t care what people say about me in the papers, but it gets annoying to have cameras shoved up in your business when you step outside.”

      “I imagine,” she replied.

      Once in the garage, Luke opened the passenger door and helped Paige climb in before rounding the SUV to hop in himself. The second they pulled out onto the street, cameras flashed, but it was too late. They had already merged into traffic.

      Luke sat back in his seat with a relieved sigh. His stomach growled hungrily, and he looked over at Paige, who was toying with her phone nervously.

      “Do you want to get something to eat?” he asked.

      “What?”

      “There’s a diner that my mom used to own. No one knows about it besides a few people.”

      Paige chewed on her lip in contemplation. “I guess. I haven’t eaten today yet, but I need to get back to NYU soon. I have a class.”

      “We won’t be long. I promise.”

      They pulled up to the small diner ten minutes later. Just seeing it filled Luke with a painful nostalgia for the days when he would come in with his mother whenever they were in the city. Surprisingly, his father had been supportive of his wife owning a diner. She had a talent for cooking.

      The smell of chocolate milkshakes and cheeseburgers filled Luke’s lungs as he guided Paige inside. He nodded his hellos to the few employees who had worked there since his mother had owned it.

      “Just the usual?” one of the waitresses asked kindly. “Cheeseburger, fries, and a chocolate shake?”

      Luke nodded as he held up two fingers. “Make it double. She has to try my mom’s cheeseburgers and fries.”

      Paige looked mildly impressed as she gazed about the diner curiously. “I have to admit,” she said, looking back at him, “I didn’t think you’d be the type of guy to order a cheeseburger. You look like you count calories.”

      “Idiot no,” he said. “The only way I ever bulked up was eating meat and working on that oil rig for years.”

      “Makes sense.” Paige took a sip of water when the waitress returned with their drinks. “So, your mom owned this place?”

      “Up until she passed away,” Luke said, smoothing his hands over the tabletop. “She was a fantastic cook, but she loved dinner food in particular. My father encouraged it because it gave us something to do while we were in New York for business.”

      “It’s just so…” She trailed off while searching for the right word.

      “Random?” he supplied, and chuckled when Paige nodded. “It is, but it made sense to my mom at the time.”

      “Why don’t you own this?” she asked curiously. “If it was your mom’s—”

      “My father sold it,” Luke said, sharper than he meant. Anger bubbled in his chest still despite how many years it had been. “I was too young to run it when my mom died, so he sold it because he had no idea how to run it.”

      “Oh.”

      They fell into silence while Luke squashed the anger in him. This wasn’t the time to hash out the screwed-up things his father had done over the years.

      “Your childhood wasn’t the best,” Paige said quietly then. “Shannon told me about your dad. I don’t blame you for being so angry.”

      “I’m not anymore,” Luke said, even though it was a lie. “I channeled all of that into everything I do for this business.”

      As she ran a hand through the curly waves of her hair, Paige used her straw to stir her water around. “My parents aren’t perfect examples either. They didn’t even want me to come to New York in the first place.”

      “They’re strict Christians, right?” When she looked at him in surprise, Luke added with a smile, “Shannon told me about your family.”

      “Shannon is the middle woman here,” Paige said. He picked up the anger in her voice. She obviously still hadn’t forgiven them for how they had gone about trying to woo her into his arms. “To answer your question, yes. They got to church all the time. They don’t believe in sex before marriage. They didn’t agree with me coming here because they are afraid that I’ll go back on my vows.”

      “Vows?” he repeated, scoffing. “No offense, Paige, but this is the twenty-first century. People have sex before marriage all the time.”

      “And you’re a prime example of that,” she said cynically. “It’s a long story how I got to those vows. I’d rather not tell you about it.”

      “I don’t care to know anyway. I’m just saying that you’re an adult. You aren’t controlled by your parents here in the city.”

      “It’s different for you though. I have to rely on my parents to help me get through college. Their opinion does matter to me to an extent.”

      “So, you’re saying they’d disown you for having sex with me before our wedding?” Luke asked.

      That pretty red color returned to Paige’s cheeks.

      “First off,” she said, “it’s not a real wedding, right?”

      “It might have to be depending on what my father’s lawyer says.”

      “You’d be stuck with me then,” Paige said. “I don’t believe in divorce either.”

      Luke drummed his fingers on the tabletop. “It doesn’t work like that. You wouldn’t want to be stuck in a marriage with me, anyway.”

      “Why is that?”

      “I’m not a good guy to be with long term,” he said, catching her eyes. “I don’t believe in marriage, or waiting for the wedding night.”

      “Don’t you think it would be better to wait for thirty days?” she asked. “Imagine the anticipation behind that.”

      He couldn’t tell if Paige was teasing him intentionally, but it aroused him. He had no plans on waiting thirty days to persuade her into his arms. Even if he had to exhaust every move in his book, he planned on getting Paige Scott in his bed well before the date they set.

      “You don’t know me very well,” Luke said, grinning at her. “I’m a very impatient man. There is no such thing as anticipation for me. I can build it up in other ways that you don’t even know about yet, baby. Trust me on that.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seven

        

      

    
    
      Paige

      

      “I don’t know about this, Paige. Are you sure you can trust these people?”

      Paige clicked through the schedule that Toby had sent to her school email. Her stress levels rose just glancing through it. He hadn’t been kidding when he said they were going to travel a lot. Most weekends for the next thirty days, she wouldn’t even be in New York.

      “I don’t know,” she said, and turned in her chair to look at Jessica. She was going over the document, and she looked apprehensive. “It’s the only way, though, that I thought of to keep going to school here at NYU.”

      “Did you call to check with financial aid yet to see if he actually sent over a check?” Jessica asked. “I’d check there first before you commit to this event thing at the end of the week.”

      “Good point,” Paige said. She rose from her chair. “I’ll just go down there, and we can grab a bite to eat for dinner before I respond to this.”

      “It’d be smart,” Jessica said. “I mean, this man does business every single day of his life. I don’t want you to get screwed over in all of this.”

      It touched Paige then how much Jessica seemed to care. She smiled thankfully at her as they left the freshman apartments to head over to financial aid office. They ran into Professor Grey as he exited the glass doors.

      “Ah, good afternoon, Paige,” he said, smiling at her and Jessica. “I was just in there talking with a financial counselor regarding the question you asked me the other day.”

      “Oh, right.” She had completely forgotten about asking Professor Grey if there were any scholarships or ways that he could think of for her to keep going to NYU. “Did they say anything?”

      “Well, it was a bit strange,” Professor Grey said, frowning then. “We were in the middle of talking about what we needed to do for you when your counselor received a phone call from someone over at Turner Oil.”

      Her mouth dropped open in shock. There had been a very skeptical part of her that didn’t think Luke would hand out a check to pay for the rest of her college education. Then again, she supposed two hundred thousand dollars was chunk change to a man of wealth like Luke.

      Professor Grey was studying her intently. “Do you know who Luke Turner is?”

      “Sort of,” she said. “What did he say on the phone?”

      “It wasn’t him on the phone. It was his secretary arranging your financial account with NYU. The next three years are paid in full, including supply fees as per Luke’s instructions.”

      “Incredible!” Jessica exclaimed. “He did it.”

      She winced when Paige nudged her painfully in the side. Professor Grey watched their exchange before placing a hand on Paige’s shoulder. Concern stretched across his bearded face.

      “I know you are new to this city, but Luke Turner has a reputation among the female population that isn’t favorable. A man like him uses wealth to get what he wants out of a woman.”

      No kidding. Unable to stand the intensity of his gaze, Paige dropped her eyes to the sidewalk while she nodded quickly. “I understand, Professor Grey. You see, I promised him a painting.” The lie came to her surprisingly quickly. “It was an agreement, because he wants a painting in his office and I agreed to do it, and that was the price I asked for.”

      He didn’t believe her. The skeptical look on Professor Grey’s face spoke volumes regarding how much he doubted that.

      “I’ve dealt with Luke Turner quite a bit, believe it or not,” he said. “It isn’t in his nature or character to do something this charitable.”

      Desperate, Paige glanced over at Jessica, who seemed equally floored about what to do. She grabbed ahold of Jessica’s arm then. “We have to get going, Professor. It’s been a long day, we’re starving, and we have tons of homework to do.”

      “Get along then,” he said, but he stopped Paige before she could go. “I’m just warning you about him, Paige. I don’t want to see a good woman like yourself get taken advantage of.”

      “I’m not, Professor,” she replied thickly. “I’ll see you in class on Wednesday morning.”

      She hurried along the sidewalk with Jessica until they were both confident that Professor Grey was well out of earshot. Paige let out a strangled, pent-up breath when she looked over at Jessica.

      “I didn’t think he’d actually do it,” she said, still in shock. “I thought he’d wait it out for the next thirty days.”

      “I thought so too,” Jessica said. “What is he going to expect from you in return?”

      Paige’s throat clenched thinking about those conditions they had talked about. There was no doubt in her mind that Luke was not happy about the no sex condition. She had seen that challenging glint in his eyes.

      “I can think of a few things,” Paige said nervously. They entered one of the many restaurants on NYU’s campus that accept their dinner cards. It was busy, as expected for 5:00 p.m. on a Wednesday night.

      Once they had their sandwiches and bowls of soup, they sat down at an empty table in front of the windows that overlooked the sidewalk. The sun had started to dip down earlier than what they were used to, a sure sign of the pending fall season.

      He can’t honestly expect me to have sex with him. Paige looked down at her sandwich when a wave of nausea crashed over her. He signed that contract. He agreed to the terms of it.

      Except, she knew Luke didn’t follow the rules. He had enough money to buy himself out of legal troubles anyway.

      “He can’t force you to have sex with him,” Jessica said then, reading the expression on Paige’s face. “He really can’t. There are many things he could face if he did.”

      “He wouldn’t force me. As sleek as he is, he isn’t a guy who just goes around forcing women into his bed.”

      “That’s true I suppose. He’s attractive, so I’m sure it’s easy to fall for those charms.”

      “It is,” Paige said, sighing. “It’s just so strange, because there are times when he’s calm and relaxed. He seems completely at ease and normal, but then it changes within a matter of minutes.”

      Jessica looked thoughtful for a long moment. “Brooding is what they call that, but I’m pretty sure he had a rough childhood. That tends to play on people quite a bit.”

      “I know he has. I don’t know much about it besides what Shannon has said to me, or what he has said himself.”

      “If you’re in over your head, then back out,” Jessica said. “You have to admit that Luke is way experienced in certain areas that you’re lost in. I just worry that he’ll charm you before the end of this contract.”

      “He won’t,” Paige said firmly, even though she had her doubts too. “I vowed to myself a long time ago that I wouldn’t give in before marriage. He can’t change my mind no matter how hard he tries to.”

      Jessica gave her a long, hard look. “If you’re sure about that, Paige. I just know what marriage means to you because of the values you grew up with. I don’t think it matters if you even wait until beyond the wedding—he’ll still leave.”

      “I don’t think so. Something is—” Her phone vibrated in her back pocket. “Hold on. I need to take this real quick.”

      “Is it Luke?”

      Paige nodded in confirmation before rising from the table to go outside. Not that it was much better with the noise. She slipped into the alleyway next to the restaurant to answer her phone.

      “I wanted to call and confirm that I upheld my end of the bargain,” Luke said. He paused for a moment. “Where are you? I can hear cars.”

      “I’m getting dinner with my friend,” she said. “I’m standing outside, but—”

      “What type of friend?”

      She arched an eyebrow at the harsh question. Jealousy was in, and she smiled in amusement. She briefly contemplated telling him it was Kyle Duncan just to hear his reaction but decided to leave it alone for the meantime.

      “It’s Jessica,” she said. “That friend who blew the whistle on your plot.”

      “Right,” he said humorlessly. “What were you saying?”

      “I was going to tell you thank you for that. I didn’t expect it until the end of our arrangement.”

      “The other half you can get after thirty days. I wanted something in return for honoring a portion of my end of the contract.”

      Her heart started to pound. “Okay. Like what?”

      “I want to be able to kiss and touch you whenever I want,” he said. “We have to make this look real, and I’m going to have blue balls if you keep your distance from me.”

      She let out a shaky breath. It was exactly what she had assumed he would ask. “Toby told you that sleeping with random women in the meantime wouldn’t work?”

      “Not if I want this to work,” he replied, obviously not pleased with that. “I did what you asked, so it’s your turn to do what I’m asking.”

      “I’m not going to have sex with you,” Paige said firmly. “If we have to go through with this marriage, I’ll consider it then.”

      “Fine.” He sighed into the phone. “But we had an agreement. This is the only thing I’m asking for in the meantime. I’m going to go crazy if you tell me no.”

      “You sound like a typical teenage boy,” she commented, rolling her eyes. “Just kissing and touching. That’s it. Don’t think you’re going to get anywhere else.”

      “We’ll see about that.”

      He hung up without saying good-bye. Paige lowered her phone to stare out across the street with a racing heart. He was pushing her boundaries to see how far he could go. It wouldn’t be so bad… That wicked thought crossed her mind. It wouldn’t be like the last time she had been tangled up in someone’s arms. Luke’s hands never fumbled. He kissed expertly and passionately.

      There was obviously something there that kept women flocking to him.

      She went back inside to sit down at the table across from Jessica. Breathless, Paige sat in her chair, unable to think about picking up her sandwich.

      “What happened?” Jessica asked, lowering her own sandwich immediately. “I can see that something is up. What is it? What’d Luke want?”

      “I don’t know if I’m going to be able to handle being around him,” Paige said. “He’s just so experienced when it comes to everything in life. I’m just starting to figure it out, you know?”

      “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do. Is NYU that important to you?” Jessica shook her head. “It’s not worth it if it means you have to sacrifice a part of yourself in this messed-up situation.”

      “I just can’t imagine going back to Wyoming,” Paige said.

      Tears filled her eyes just thinking about it. She missed her parents, but the thought of returning home after two months of utter and complete freedom to do whatever she wanted—it didn’t sit well. She wanted to be a painter in New York City with her own gallery. It had been her dream since she could remember.

      She sucked in a deep breath.

      “It’s worth it if I can get to where I want to be,” she said. “If I have to do this one thing, then it’s going to be worth it.”

      Jessica shook her head in dismay.

      “The promises you made to yourself shouldn’t be a part of any of this,” she said. “Just remember that, okay? You matter too. Don’t let him convince you otherwise.”

      “I won’t,” Paige said, smiling at her friend in appreciation. “Thanks, Jess. I really appreciate you being here with me. Let’s eat so we can get back to studying.”

      

      ****

      

      Friday night approached faster than Paige anticipated. She had no idea what to expect besides from what Toby had said in his email. Shannon would be stopping by with clothes and makeup courtesy of Luke’s credit card before a driver would pick her up at 6:00 p.m. sharp.

      She climbed the stairs surreally after a long couple of days of staying up late to get homework done. She had no idea if Luke had any other plans for the weekend that involved her with him, but she didn’t want to risk it. Falling behind in classes was not an option for her while playing pretend with Luke.

      Jessica was waiting anxiously outside Paige’s door when she reached the top of the stairs.

      “I thought you might’ve forgotten,” she said. “You realize that Shannon will be here any minute, right?”

      “Yeah, I know,” Paige said tiredly. “I’m running late. I was trying to think of a good way to talk to my parents about Luke.”

      She unlocked her door before pushing it open to let Jessica in first. She left it cracked open for Shannon before sliding of her leather satchel with a relieved sigh.

      “Do you need to tell them?” Jessica asked, frowning. “I mean, would it hurt if they didn’t know about it?”

      “They would know about it, trust me. They keep up with the news surrounding oil.”

      “Right. I see your point.”

      They were quiet for a moment while Paige slipped out of her shoes, nudging them off to the side. She had no idea how she was going to explain a sudden relationship, let alone an engagement, to them. The only plausible thing she could think of was that she had started seeing Luke two months ago and had just never mentioned it because it was brand new.

      Oh, and he paid for the rest of my NYU education too. Don’t worry about that.

      “I’m screwed,” Paige groaned, burying her face in her hands. “I did not think this through, Jess. There is no way my parents are going to believe whatever excuse I give them.”

      “For tonight, just say that you’re seeing someone new,” Jessica said. “That’s all you need to say. You can think of another way to explain things to them later. Doing it all at once might sound over the top. I wouldn’t believe it either.”

      “I need to call them before I go. This event has cameras everywhere.”

      “For someone who is living out a fairy tale,” Jessica said wryly, “you don’t sound very happy at all.”

      “It’s a nightmare,” Paige said. She pulled out her phone to call her parents. “I better do it now before I psych myself out. They’ll see it in a paper back home.”

      “Do your parents know who Luke is exactly?”

      “Not exactly.” She dialed her parents’ house number. “They know Turner Oil though. I remember my dad talking about it one time.”

      “Hello, darling,” Marie answered. “I’m surprised to see you calling on a Friday night. Is everything all right?”

      “Everything’s fine, Mom. I, um, just wanted to share some exciting news with you guys.”

      “Exciting news? Oh, let me get your father on the other phone. Harry! Harry!” Paige winced at her mother’s excited shouts. “Pick the phone up. Paige has something exciting to tell us.”

      “Paige?” Harry echoed, equally confused about why she was calling on a Friday night. “Is everything all right?”

      “Yes, Dad,” Paige said, rolling her eyes. Maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad idea to skip on meeting my parents. It’ll be over before they could meet him, anyway. “I just wanted to tell you both that I met someone here in the city.”

      “You have? Oh, that’s great, honey,” Marie said, but suspicion laced her voice. “You never mentioned you were planning to meet someone while in the city.”

      “It just sort of happened,” Paige said with a grimace. “I wasn’t planning on it, but I met him through a mutual friend. My senior sister.”

      “I hope you stick to your values, young lady,” Harry said firmly. “Remember what we taught you. Some men out there are a bit fast for a young and kind woman such as yourself.”

      “I know, Dad. I’m sticking to the values that you taught me. I promise.”

      “What’s his name?” Marie asked.

      “His name is—”

      Shannon burst through her apartment door with a breathless huff, bags all up her arms.

      “I have everything you need per Luke’s command,” she said, gladly accepting Jessica’s help in taking them off her arms. “We need to get you ready. The driver is going to be here in ten minutes.”

      “Who is that?” Marie asked. “Is someone there with you?”

      “Mom, I have to go,” Paige said hurriedly. “I’m late for a get-together. I’ll call you guys later this weekend, okay?”

      “But—”

      She hung up before anything else could be said or questioned. Staring at the massive heap of bags on the floor, Paige mentally calculated how much it must’ve cost Luke with Shannon in charge of his credit card.

      “This is way too much stuff,” she said, shaking her head. “Seriously, I’m not going to wear it past this month.”

      “Consider it a token,” Shannon said, shrugging. “I’m just following Luke’s orders.”

      “Yeah, I know you are.”

      She froze at the surly tone in Paige’s voice. Shame filled her eyes then.

      “I know that I owe you an apology,” she said. “I shouldn’t have done what I did, and I’m sorry if it hurt your feelings.”

      “It did,” Paige said. “But, it’s in the past now. Let’s get this event thing over with.”

      Jessica exchanged a pointed look with Paige when Shannon immediately started to sort through the bags. “Be careful,” she mouthed, nodding at Shannon. Paige nodded back in wordless understanding as Shannon straightened to show off a gray and gold floral dress with a long see-through skirt.

      “This is your ticket tonight,” Shannon said. “Look at how beautiful it is. You’ll get rave reviews on this dress. I can guarantee it.”

      “That is a beautiful dress,” Jessica said, trailing her fingers over the soft fabric. “Try it on, Paige. I only see you in leggings and T-shirts ninety-nine percent of the time.”

      “Agreed,” Shannon said. “You have killer legs. You need to show them off. Try it on so we can see.”

      She slipped into the dress and stood in front of them nervously. “I don’t know if this is a paparazzi-ready type of dress.”

      “This is more for Luke than them,” Shannon said. She patted the bed before grabbing a black bag of makeup. “We don’t have much time. The driver Luke sent is a bit of a prick if you’re running behind schedule.”

      Five minutes later, her face felt freshened up with makeup and her hair was newly curled. Shannon moved about her gracefully without batting an eyelash, talking amicably with Jessica about everything she could think of. That was one thing Paige noticed about Shannon—she at least tried to make everyone around her comfortable.

      “Okay,” Jessica said as they walked her down to the sidewalk where Luke’s driver waited impatiently, “just stay calm as much as you can. Remember what we talked about the other day.”

      Shannon looked at her curiously, but she didn’t pry for information. She gave Paige her traditional, cheerful thumbs-up.

      “Go for it,” she said. “He’s going to have a hard time keeping his hands off you.”

      That’s what I’m worried about. Paige slid into the passenger seat and twisted the soft fabric of her dress around nervously as the SUV pulled away. This was going to be the night that started it all for the arrangement. In thirty days, she would possibly be married to one of the most eligible and wealthy bachelors in the United States, and while it was thrilling, a cloud of nerves was suffocating her.

      The SUV pulled up to the curb of a large, ritzy building where tons of cameras were lined up. People were already walking along, pausing for photographs, and then heading into the main lobby.

      Luke stood on the corner, away from all the commotion, with Toby at his side, talking about something on his phone. He looked up when the SUV parked in front of them. Relief sparkled in his eyes before everything went expressionless as he opened the door.

      “I thought you might have taken the clothes and makeup without any intention of showing up,” he said.

      Seeing her heels, Luke held out a hand for her to use to get out. It felt warm against her cool and sweaty one.

      “I’d care more about my college education than clothes and makeup,” Paige said. She looked down the sidewalk where all the cameras were lined alongside police tape. Her heart started to pound again. “Do we honestly have to walk past all those cameras?”

      “We do,” Luke said. He glanced at them as well with a sigh. “It’s part of what Toby told you. Much of this is going to be publicity, so don’t take it personally if I grab ahold of you. We have to make it look real.”

      The last part echoed his earlier sentiment. Paige brushed out the barely visible wrinkles in her dress as they walked toward the cameras.

      “Hold on to my hand,” Luke said. “It’s going to get a bit crazy with the camera flashes. You’re going to go blind if you don’t.”

      She quickly took his hand as they approached. Just as Luke had promised, the flashing lights nearly blinded her. Questions were hurled at them as well. It took all of Paige’s resolve to hold on to Luke’s hand and not dash in the other direction, away from it all.

      “This is my girlfriend,” Luke said in answer to one of the questions. “We’ve been dating for three months now.”

      “And these rumors of getting married to Alicia Poole?” one paparazzo threw out, clicking away on his camera.

      “Rumors,” Luke said firmly. “This is my woman here. My one and only.”

      If she hadn’t known it was all for show, her heart would’ve melted at those words. It did slightly before Paige reminded herself that it wasn’t real. All of it wasn’t real, but she kept a fixed smile on her face.

      “What’s your name, sweetheart?” another pap asked.

      Luke opened his mouth to reply, but she beat him to it.

      “Paige Scott,” she said. “It’s Paige Scott. I’m a freshman at NYU.”

      That seemed to fuel a fire. Alarmed by the rapid flashing, Paige tightened her hold on Luke’s hand. He tugged her away from the cameras and the questions with Toby right on their heels. It wasn’t until they were in the lobby of the building that Luke glared down at the cameras.

      “Why do they have to know so much information?” he asked moodily. “It’s none of their business.”

      “Just go with it,” Toby said, unfazed by his mood. “Come on, let’s get inside. They always have great food at these events.”

      He left them standing motionlessly by the glass doors. Luke glared out them at the cameras for a second longer before looking back at Paige. The anger in his eyes dissipated when he did, a smile tugging at his lips.

      “I know you don’t want to hear this,” he said, “but you honestly do look beautiful in this dress.”

      She didn’t pick up anything in his voice besides sincerity. The compliment touched her.

      “Thank you,” she said. “Your friend Shannon picked it out.”

      “She’s your friend too,” Luke said. “You’ll have to forgive her eventually. She was a pawn in my scheme in all reality.”

      “Maybe one day,” Paige said distantly. “We better go inside. I’m starving too.”

      “All right. Let’s start this campaign of thirty days of love.”

      He placed a hand on her bare back, splaying it out while he guided her through a crowded room. Even if all of it was a publicity stunt, it still felt good to have someone like Luke guiding her around the room. It felt good to have a roomful of people look at her with interest but never approach because of Luke’s steady presence behind her.

      She felt protected in an odd way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eight

        

      

    
    
      Luke

      

      “Look at this picturesque couple on the front page of the paper,” Toby said. He held up the paper with a grin to show Luke. “I still demand a blasted raise for all the leg work I’m doing for you.”

      Luke took hold of the paper to glance down at the photograph in mild interest. Despite how tense and nervous Paige had been while walking by those cameras, she appeared flawless in that halter dress that had bared her back for him to touch. Her smile was set and perfect in the photo as she leaned into him and he wordlessly guided her.

      It had gone beautifully—more smoothly than he had expected.

      “I imagine Peter will be calling soon,” Luke said, lowering the paper to grin at Toby. “He reads this paper every single morning too. Do you think it caught his interest a bit?”

      “Very likely,” Toby said. He sat down in the chair across from Luke. “Do we still have plans to head to North Dakota this week?”

      “Yes. I have to check on a few rigs,” Luke replied, sliding the paper across his desk. “I want to talk about numbers, too, with a few managers. Why?”

      “I was thinking that Paige should come along with us.” Toby held up his hand when Luke opened his mouth. “Hear me when I say this. Now that you have Peter’s attention, he’s going to drill the both of you on the relationship. He’ll ask questions that I’m sure neither one of you will have answers to. Questions about each other.”

      “You’re probably right,” Luke said, sighing. “What do you suggest?”

      “I have a questionnaire that you two can read and answer together. It would definitely bridge that gap in case Peter gets Paige alone.”

      “What type of questionnaire?”

      “Just basic questions is all,” Toby said, shrugging. “It’s not that big of a deal, is it?”

      “It is a big deal to me,” he said, hesitation building up in him. “I don’t need spill my entire life story to her.”

      “Just suck your pride up, bro. You know for a fact that this isn’t going to go over very well if you close yourself off.” He gave Luke a critical look. “I know it’s difficult for you to express human emotion at times, but this is your father’s business and your inheritance that’s up for grabs. I think you can sacrifice and afford to lose a bit of your privacy.”

      A headache pounded at Luke’s temples. Even though he didn’t want to think Toby was right, he knew Peter would eventually question everything. He picked up the phone to dial Paige’s number as he let out an aggravated sigh. All this work for just a few tantalizing kisses and touches. Nothing else.

      “Hello?” Paige sounded a bit breathlessly. “Who is this?”

      “Luke,” he said. Suspicion shot through him when he heard male laughter in the background. “Did I interrupt something? You know that the no sex with other people rule applies to you too.”

      The jealousy burning in his chest surprised him, and he twisted around sharply in his chair to guard his expression from Toby, who was watching intently.

      “I’m in class,” Paige said, anger filling her voice. “I don’t sleep around like you. What is it?”

      “I have to fly to North Dakota on Wednesday,” he said. “Toby thinks it’s best if you come along with us.”

      “On Wednesday? I can’t do that. I have classes to keep up with. You and Toby acknowledged that last week.”

      “He brought up a good point to me about us not knowing each other,” Luke said. “Our picture is on the front page of a magazine that my father’s lawyer reads every single morning. There are going to be questions, and we have to collaborate our answers.”

      Paige sighed into the phone. “I suppose you’re right. I really know nothing about you besides what you told me.”

      “Exactly. And if you want that credit card to stay active, we need to figure this out.”

      “Fine. I’ll figure it out somehow.” There was a loud crash in the background. “Incredible. I just dropped all my stuff on the ground. Just email me the time.”

      She hung up without waiting for a reply. Luke twisted back around to hang up the phone.

      “She said to email her the time,” he said.

      Toby raised an eyebrow at him. “Okay. I can do that. You okay, boss? You look mildly pissed.”

      “I’m fine.”

      Thankfully, JoAnne spared him from answering anything further. She spoke through the intercom on his phone.

      “Mr. Turner,” she said, “your father’s lawyer, Peter, is on line two. He wishes to speak with you right away.”

      “Just like clockwork,” Luke said as he grabbed the phone. He punched line two before bringing the phone to his ear. “What can I do for you, Peter?”

      “I saw something very interesting on the front page of the paper this morning, Mr. Turner. Care to explain this interesting turn of events to me?”

      “What is there to explain? A picture is worth a one-hundred thousand words.”

      “You would certainly know that from personal experience,” Peter said tonelessly. “Look, I was not born yesterday. I find this a bit suspicion given the conversation we had in my office two weeks ago. You’re just pretending to be in love on the front page of the paper.”

      Luke clenched his teeth. “It’s not pretending. I told you about her in your office two weeks ago. Remember?”

      “No,” Peter said shortly. “I don’t remember anything besides that you were very irritated at Alicia Poole not being included in this charade of yours.”

      “I have dumped Alicia Poole,” Luke snapped. “We weren’t ever together. I don’t know why you think that.”

      “Because Ms. Poole politely informed me this morning that she has every intention of marrying you. That was the voice mail left on my phone this morning.”

      Jerk.

      There was a part of him that wasn’t surprised. Alicia had never been afraid to let others know her displeasure over something.

      “She’s a liar,” he said. “I told her things were over at the beginning of this month. She didn’t take the news very well, obviously.”

      “Obviously not. I’ve done some research into this Paige Scott that is on your arm in the picture.”

      “She’s the same Paige Scott I told you about two weeks ago.”

      “Right. What is a nineteen-year-old freshman from Wyoming doing with you of all people?”

      Luke gritted his teeth as he fought to keep control of his fraying temper. He knew Peter was pushing buttons on purpose to see if he snapped.

      “We met through a mutual friend,” he said. “Two months ago to be exact. I didn’t mention her until now because I didn’t want Ms. Poole involving herself the way she always does.”

      He glanced over at Toby, who was watching him wordlessly. They needed to prepare Paige for that too. He didn’t want Alicia figuring out their plan either. She’d spread it around out of revenge.

      “I can see that,” Peter said slowly. “How long have you two been seeing each other then?”

      “It’ll be three months this month,” Luke said.

      “And the relationship is going well, I presume, if you brought her as a date to the event on Friday night?”

      “Everything is going well.” Despite the no sex condition. He ran a hand over his face with a sigh. “She’s special to me, so I didn’t want to bring her into anything too quickly. Everything is complicated with my father’s death, and she was there for me, too, when that happened.”

      “Your father never mentioned her before,” Peter said, suspicion lacing his voice again. “He seemed adamant that you were with Alicia Poole.”

      “I let him think that,” Luke replied, thinking quickly. “I didn’t want my father meeting Paige. You know the condition he was in during the past few months. Would you want a love interest seeing that?”

      Even if it was a lie, if his father were still alive, there would be no chance that Luke would ever let his father meet Paige. The last few months of Roderick’s life had not been graceful or easy. His liver had started to shut down. Bones had begun popping out everywhere from beneath his yellow-tinged skin. His eyes had been the worst though. Even Luke couldn’t shake the image of them: sunken in, bloodshot, and parchment yellow.

      Death had chipped away at his father for months until his heart and liver had both finally caved in. He had told the doctors to let him go. There was no point in saving a man who had literally drank himself to the bottom of every bottle of alcohol he had tastes. His mother had tried to help him for many years, but once she had passed away, there was nothing left to stop him.

      “You’re right,” Peter said, and Luke could hear his grimace. “I wouldn’t agree to that either. Your father was in horrible condition when I visited him in the hospital before he passed.”

      “He drank himself to death,” Luke said flatly. “What else did you honestly expect to see?”

      “Nothing. I expected nothing. Speaking of alcohol, I want to ask how your drinking has slowed down.”

      “Is that another term of my father’s?” Luke asked defensively.

      “No. It wasn’t brought up. Your father wasn’t going to tell you how to control your drinking when he couldn’t control his.”

      “Right, so it’s none of your business,” Luke said coldly. “All we are talking about here is Paige, and believe it or not, I have purchased a ring.”

      The second he said those words, Luke smacked his head in exasperation. The other line was silent. He had to find a ring fast now to back those words up.

      Toby sighed as he wrote that down on his pad of things to do.

      “You bought a ring for her?” Peter finally asked, surprise filling his voice. “Two months into dating and you bought a ring for her?”

      “Yes,” Luke said stiffly. “I did. Is there a problem with that?”

      “Here’s what I think,” Peter said. “I’m tired of you running games around me, trying to figure out how to get through a loophole that doesn’t even exist. If this relationship is real—”

      “It is real!” Luke said angrily.

      “Then you better have a strong connection with this Ms. Scott, because I will be asking questions that only couples in love would know. Got it?”

      “Whatever you say.”

      “Lose the attitude, Luke,” Peter said. “You aren’t going to get anywhere with me. I’ll schedule a meeting with you both in two weeks. I expect a wedding announcement in the paper along with a date, too. Have a good day.”

      He hung up before Luke could even think of a reply. Dropping the phone down onto the desk, Luke looked over at Toby with a scowl.

      “We’re in over our heads,” he said. “In two weeks I have to bring Paige to meet him. I also have to buy a ring, announce this trash, and set a date.”

      Toby scribbled that down on the paper as well. “We can manage these things, Luke. It’s not going to be a big deal.”

      “What if I have to go through with this entire thing?” Luke demanded, rubbing his aching head in distress. “I’ll have a divorce on my record then.”

      “It won’t matter,” Toby pointed out. “You’d have everything by then. Just settle with Paige on the amount if you have to go through with it. That’s all you really have to do.”

      “I want a drink,” Luke growled, standing from his chair. “This is too much work for me when I’m not getting anything in return.”

      “What? Sex?”

      “Yes. She won’t give in no matter what I say or do.”

      “Play it to your advantage,” Toby said sagely. “Someone like Paige is going to work when it comes to Peter. She’s not like the other women you’ve been with. I’m telling you to have some faith in what I’m advising you to do. Have I ever steered you wrong?”

      “No,” Luke replied, deflating. “You’re right. I just don’t know how much longer I can take this trash.”

      “Well, work that out with Paige. In the meantime, we need to find a ring.”

      

      ****

      

      The lodge felt pleasantly warm when they arrived in Bismarck the following week. A weight eased off Luke’s shoulders when he stood on the back patio, inhaling the crisp, fresh air. Nothing could ever replace the serenity he always felt in Bismarck when he came to check on the oil rigs. Compared to the pollution and the bustle of the city, it felt as though they were in a different universe.

      He sipped from a cup of hot tea while he waited for Paige to change her outfit. They had done a quick press appearance at Toby’s bidding to add even more publicity. Paige had played the part perfectly by sticking by Luke’s side without straying. He was relieved that there were only two cameras around this time rather than a swarm of them like the previous weekend.

      Now they had a dinner party to attend with some of his father’s old friends—to help spread the word to Peter more.

      The sliding glass door opened behind him.

      “Toby said you wanted to see me before we took off,” Paige said, stepping up alongside him. “Something about going over questions?”

      “We need to go over them soon,” Luke said. “In two weeks, we will go in to see Peter when he calls with a time. It’ll most likely be up here because this was my father’s life—this lodge at least.”

      Paige ran an appreciative gaze along the log walls. “It’s so beautiful here. I don’t blame him for loving it.”

      The chilly wind stirred the loose brown waves of her hair. Shivering, she crossed her arms over her chest to fight off the cold. While he loved the clothes Shannon had picked out for her, nothing beat the sight of her in a pair of tattered jeans, UGG boots, and a thick navy and gold sweatshirt that said NYU on the front. Her freckles were on vibrant display as well thanks to the gray clouds over them.

      “What?” Paige asked. “Why are you staring at me like that?””

      “I’m not,” Luke said, clearing his throat. “I was just thinking of something is all.”

      She gave him a skeptical look. “Right. I’m supposed to believe that. Do you know what the questions are about?”

      “Toby has a draft of questions for us to look at,” he said. Then he pulled out the small box he had been carrying around since the beginning of the week. His throat clenched before he shook off the feeling. “I got this because we need to put the rumor in the press that we are engaged.”

      Her mouth parted in surprise when he lifted the box up for her to take. Shaking her head, Paige took a step back with a grimace. “That’s way too much, Luke. I can’t take a ring from you. It feels a bit—”

      Real. That was how it had felt when he’d been picking one out, too. Luke kept his face straight as he pushed the box into her hand.

      “It has to look real,” he said tightly, and then he changed the subject before Paige could say anything else. “We’re going to go visit one of those oil rigs I told you about. Stay by me, because most of the roughnecks there haven’t seen a pretty woman in a long time.”

      She arched an eyebrow. “Don’t trust your employees?”

      “I trust them to do their jobs and to make money. That’s about it.” He glanced up at the overcast skies. “Let’s go before the snow comes in. First snowfall of the season too.”

      When Paige climbed into the SUV after him a short while later, Luke glanced down at her hand to find the ring glittering there. He looked away sharply when that unexpected and indescribable emotion filled him again. They spent the next few hours down at one of the rigs, Paige staying at his side as he had asked her to. Still, he caught the men’s lingering glances on Paige, and it caused his chest to tighten with possessiveness.

      The drive back to the lodge was a tense and silent one, aside from Toby chatting absently with the driver in the front passenger seat. A trickle of snowfall had started on the drive back from the rig, but now it was a downfall. The roads to the lodge were slick and snow-packed. They would be snowed in with Roderick Turner’s friends in his lodge, much to Luke’s frustration.

      At least the lodge was big enough to house twenty something guests in either separated or shared rooms. There were only two bedrooms that were private and away from everyone else’s—his and Paige’s.

      That realization caused him to harden with the possibility. He still had his hopes and plans to get Paige to back down from the no sex rule. Desire, lust—the feeling that had been in some of his employees’ eyes as they had looked at her—all of that swirled in Luke’s veins.

      He was going to burst if he didn’t find a way to release himself.

      They arrived back to the lodge to a fully cooked dinner and several of Roderick’s friends already drunk and happy. It took little on Luke’s part to convince them he had known Paige for a while now and had just kept their relationship out of the tabloids as long as possible to protect Paige’s privacy as a freshman student at NYU. The lies came as easily as his ability to drink without pause, and the stress lifted from his shoulders.

      Luke glanced down the dinner table they had been seated at to where Toby sat. He was in the middle of a conversation with John Miller, one of his father’s closest friends, and only glanced up at him in a wordless question. Maybe it was the whiskey, or the lust searing through him, but Luke reached underneath the table to place his hand on Paige’s knee.

      She visibly tensed in surprise at the contact, but the smile on her face never faltered as she continued the conversation she was in. She wouldn’t risk losing her precious NYU education. Everyone had their price when it came to helping him.

      Bitterness shredded through his heart when Paige shifted her knee away without even bothering to glance at him.

      Gritting his teeth in frustration, Luke tried to keep the scowl on his face under control. He reached for Paige again, but she shifted away with a pointed glare. That was when he felt Toby’s intense stare as well.

      “Let’s get up and go for a walk,” Toby said, grabbing him by the arm. “Sorry, gentlemen. We need to have a quick conversation. Paige?” He turned to look at her. “Do you mind coming with us?”

      She rose from her spot after hesitating for only a moment and grabbed ahold of Luke’s arm to steady him when he felt gravity give out. They stumbled down the hallway together as Luke breathed sharply through his nose to get control over the swaying world.

      “We need to slow the drinking down a bit, bud,” Toby said, sighing. “You’re about to rip everyone’s head off in there.”

      “I didn’t drink that much,” Luke growled, and he tugged away from Toby to lean on Paige, who stumbled under the extra weight. His lips and throat felt parched. “I need some water to get rid of this feeling.”

      “We’ll get you water,” Toby said. “Just come sit out here in this hallway with Paige while I get some water.”

      They coaxed him to sit down on the bench. Paige took a seat next to him as Toby hurried down the hallway. Burying his aching head into his hands, Luke tried to regain control of his rapidly fraying senses. Too much. Way too much.

      “Why do you drink like that?” Paige asked quietly.

      Luke looked over at her with surprising clarity on his part. “I don’t know. Maybe I have dark and horrible things to kill inside me.”

      “So you’re going to drown yourself in the process of trying to kill those things?”

      “It’s working to a degree,” he remarked snidely. “I don’t feel half those things anymore thanks to the bottle.”

      Paige chewed on her bottom lip. Concern filled her eyes when he sank back against the wall behind them with a groan.

      “Your father was an alcoholic, right?”

      His eyes fluttered closed when the world gave a nauseating tilt. “You could check every hiding spot in this lodge and still find bottles hidden in random places. Does that answer your question?”

      “It does,” Paige said. “I just see you doing the same thing now.”

      “I’m—” He couldn’t finish that sentence even if he had wanted to. That dark and ugly part of his father festered inside him too. They both tried to fill it with alcohol, but it was bottomless. It never filled up.

      Toby returned a minute later with a glass of cold water. He handed it to Luke, who snatched it immediately to down it and clench his thirst.

      “You need to get this drinking under control,” Toby said, gravely. “You’re going to kill yourself going this direction. You’re lucky your father’s friends are a bit too drunk themselves to notice this trash.”

      “I know,” Luke said, and he opened his eyes to focus on Toby. “No more for the night. Just let me drink this water with Paige for a few minutes. I’ll be down there as soon as it gets better.”

      Toby glanced over at Paige. “You okay with him here?”

      “I’ll be fine,” Paige said, nodding. “Maybe we can figure out the endless drinking part.”

      “Let me know what you find,” Toby replied, and he walked away to leave them alone in the hallway with the echo of their dinner guests’ chattering.

      Swallowing another blast of icy water, Luke looked over at Paige with a surge of gratefulness. He reached out to gently clasp her hand in his own. Much to his relief, she didn’t pull away from his touch this time.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “Who’d think someone like me is a prick?”

      Her lips curved up at the sarcastic question. “You’re not if you don’t drink. You’re normal when you’re sober.”

      “I don’t know if I’ve ever been sober,” he said, snorting harshly. “It’s always been one hazy blur for me.”

      “You can change that. It’s your life.”

      “You’re always so positive,” he murmured with a shake of his head. “I got lucky when Shannon told me about you.”

      Paige tensed. “I don’t want to talk about that, Luke. I’m still angry about all of it.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said, and he was. “It was messed up. I know it was, but wouldn’t you agree that we both benefit from the situation now?”

      “Benefit how?” Her eyes narrowed. “My life is complicated right now because I agreed to this. I changed my life to fit yours. And how is this benefiting you?”

      Anger crashed over Luke as he returned her intense gaze. “It certainly isn’t because the only thing I’m getting out of you is a few dang kisses that drive me crazy. I’m going crazy.”

      “Poor Luke,” she said, and stood up from the bench with an angry huff. “Someone is making you responsible for once. If you didn’t agree with my vows, then why did you ask me to do this?”

      “I didn’t have a choice,” Luke said, rising from the bench as well. Thankfully, the world didn’t sway beneath his feet. “You were my only option at the time. I didn’t know what exactly I wanted then.”

      “And what do you want now?” she snapped. “What do you want? You want your money? You want me? What is it that you want exactly?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

      

    
    
      Paige

      

      “What the hell do you want then? What do you want? You want your money? You want me? What is it that you want exactly?” Her words echoed in her head as silence surrounded them.

      Luke stood motionlessly on the other side of the hallway while the party inside the dining room continued. She watched the conflict in his eyes before something else entirely covered them.

      Desire. Lust. It made the cerulean color of his eyes go dark and stormy. It made him dangerous, and she instantly realized she was trapped. Run. What are you doing? RUN.

      “I want you to stay,” he said, his voice a low husky timbre. He stalked toward her with casual grace. “I want to kiss you again, badly.”

      Her heart pounded hard. Her back collided with one of the wooden pillars, and before she could slip away, Luke’s arms circled her, trapping her between him and the pillar. Her eyes widened in fright, but also from the desire she felt sparking inside her.

      “I want to kiss you,” Luke repeated, one hand reaching out to cup her jaw in his hand. “I just want to feel you underneath me, squirming in pleasure. That’s what I want right now.”

      “Th-that wasn’t what we agreed upon with your lawyer,” Paige said, her voice wobbly from his proximity. He smelled fresh too, like he had just jogged through the cool air outside. “Remember? We agreed that there wouldn’t be any physical contact unless—”

      “Harass that contract. I’m going to kiss you, Paige, and I know you want to kiss me too.”

      His lips crushed against hers. This kiss wasn’t like the one they had exchanged that day in the garden. It wasn’t a brush, a peck on the lips. Luke kissed her greedily and coaxed her lips open to sweep his tongue into her mouth. The taste of him overwhelmed every bit of her senses as his hands smoothed down the sides of her body to grip her hips.

      And Paige responded to the passion sparking inside her. Wrapping her arms around those broad shoulders, she kissed him just as fervently, letting out her pent-up frustration and tension. She poured herself into that kiss and took the opportunity to feel the strong muscles coiled under the fabric of his shirt.

      A low groan rumbled in Luke’s chest as he tore his lips away to trail down the column of Paige’s neck. She tilted her out of instinct, giving him better access while letting out a shaky moan.

      It wasn’t until Luke’s hand slid up the front of her torso to cup her right breast that Paige felt alarm shoot through her. What am I doing? She yanked herself out of Luke’s strong grasp to stumble away into the cold air of the hallway.

      Luke shook his head as frustration filled his eyes. “Paige—”

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered, shaking her head. “I-I-I can’t do this. I have to go.”

      “You can’t go,” Luke said, the picture of calm. “Look outside, dear. There’s snow coming down. My drivers have been drinking as well. You are stuck here with me whether you like it or not.”

      She glanced out the window with a sinking realization that Luke was right. It was snowing heavily, the first snow of the season, and no one was sober enough to drive her far into the night. She was utterly stuck with the one person who could undo her within a matter of seconds. And judging from his calculating expression, Luke had every intention of figuring out how to get her into his bed.

      Eventually.

      “Leave me alone,” Paige said, taking a step back. “I mean it, Luke. Leave me alone.”

      “You’re in my lodge,” he said, shaking his head at her. “You are not in control here.”

      He reached for her again, but this time Paige slipped away. She walked unsteadily down the hallway in the direction of her suite, Luke’s eyes threatening to burn holes in her back. Slamming the door shut, Paige sank back against it with a shaky sigh.

      “I can’t do this,” she whispered to herself. “I can’t do it. All of this is too much.”

      She needed to get out while she could. Curse the consequences, or how furious Luke would be for losing his inheritance.

      There wasn’t any cell service when Paige pulled out her phone from her purse. The snowstorm had effectively knocked out the cell towers, apparently. She moved through the front sitting room and to the joined bedroom, where she sat down on the edge of her bed to reach for the landline phone on the nightstand. It rang, much to Paige’s relief, after she dialed her parents’ house number.

      It went to voice mail a few seconds later.

      “It’s me,” Paige said shakily. “Can you guys give me a call back at this number? I need your help with something.”

      Hanging the phone back up, she started the process of unbuttoning her blouse to get ready for bed. There was no chance she would be returning to that dinner party to appease Luke or anyone else there. She was exhausted from trying to fight and pretend that the entire thing wasn’t getting to her head.

      The door to her room opened abruptly. Paige’s fingers stalled in sheer surprise when she saw Luke walk in without pause. “Excuse me! I’m getting undressed here. Get—”

      “Would you like me to help you with that?” Luke asked dryly. He shut the door behind him and then locked it.

      That click made Paige’s heart pound furiously in her chest. She rebuttoned the two buttons and pointed a finger at him.

      “Leave,” she said. “Get out, now.”

      “No,” Luke said, and took a step toward her with narrowed eyes. “I’m tired of fighting this attraction, Paige. I’m dang tired of fighting against it.”

      “Fighting against what?”

      She took a step back when he took another step toward her. Pivoting on her heel, Paige backed away from the side of the bed to the leather couch that sat directly in front of the fireplace. A fire still smoldered there from earlier. The heat of it touched the back of her bare legs.

      “I’m tired of fighting against the attraction I feel for you,” he said, a notable tremble to his voice. “Do you have any idea how hard this is for me?”

      “What? Keeping it in your pants?”

      He stopped walking. “It’s not a crime to be attracted to someone. I don’t know why you talk about it that way. Did something happen to you?”

      “I have my reasons,” she said flatly. “Don’t push it, Luke. This wasn’t in the criteria of information you needed to know.”

      Paige turned away from him, which proved a fatal mistake. Strong hands touched her shoulders then, but it wasn’t a sexual touch. It was a consoling and concerned touch that unarmed her immediately.

      “Hey,” he said softly. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know this was such a sensitive thing for you.”

      “You have no idea,” she whispered back, her eyes fluttering shut. “Please, Luke. Just let me be and go away.”

      “I’m not going to leave until you tell me why you feel the way you do.”

      “You don’t need to know any of this information,” she said, shrugging out from beneath his hands. “Why do you care?”

      “Because I—”

      He stopped before he could say the last part of that sentence. Paige opened her eyes as she turned around to look at him. Standing there in front of the fire, she watched an inner conflict wage a war in Luke’s eyes. Because I care. She could read that sentiment loud and clear, even if he looked uncomfortable letting it show.

      Running a hand through her hair, she debated whether she wanted to hash out what had happened with Marcus a few years ago. She had already had a few glasses of wine, and she didn’t want to become a blubbering mess over something that had happened four years ago when she’d been a teenager and an idiot.

      “Here,” Luke said, and he sat down on the edge of the couch. “Come sit down and just tell me what the issue is.” He smiled thinly. “Spare us both the fight, Paige. Whatever it is that is bothering you needs to be said.”

      He patted the leather cushion next to him. Paige lowered herself onto the couch while she twisted her hands nervously in her lap.

      “I honestly don’t know where to begin,” she said.

      “The beginning is a good start,” Luke said, shrugging his shoulders. “Just a suggestion. Start wherever you want.”

      “It was just a prank when I was sixteen that I can’t shake.” She trailed a hand over the cool leather to avoid Luke’s eyes. “It’s stupid. It was four years ago, but I was sixteen when the football star of my high school took up an interest me. I thought it was a dream come true, because no one had ever paid attention to me.” She swallowed thickly as that painful humiliation crashed over her again. “We had a class together, so we were spending tons of time together working on a project. We hung out behind my parents’ back quite a bit because they didn’t approve of me dating until eighteen. I knew something wasn’t right, but I kept hanging around him because it felt good to be wanted. Well, it was prom night when he asked me to go outside with him to his Jeep.”

      Luke’s hand reached for hers. Their fingers interlaced, and it provided a nice distraction from the swell of emotions in her. She concentrated on the feeling of Luke’s calloused fingers twined through hers as she continued. “We started to mess around in the back seat. I kept thinking we should stop, but I didn’t want to risk losing him. It was so painfully awkward too.” Her nose wrinkled at the memory of Marcus’s hands fumbling at her. “We didn’t go all the way, but what he did do hurt, and he wouldn’t stop when I asked him to. That’s when the cops rolled up to find us in the back seat, but I also found out that his ex-girlfriend had been filming the entire thing. She posted it on the Internet out of revenge, so it’s followed me every single day of my life.”

      “What a jerk,” Luke said, shaking his head. “People do messed-up things out of revenge. I know how it feels to have something recorded that you wish wasn’t.”

      She looked at him in surprise. “You do?”

      “It was years ago,” he said, nodding. “I had too much to drink and left the bar with this woman I barely knew. I know, a real shocker.” Paige straightened her face with an apologetic grimace. “We ended up having sex in the elevator, but neither one of us realized there was a camera there. It recorded us the entire time until we go out. An employee posted it to TMZ, and then reporters started following me around after that.”

      “It’s humiliating,” Paige mumbled, wiping at the tears that were stinging her eyes. “It follows you everywhere too.”

      “I know. I’m sorry that happened to you. It shouldn’t have happened to you. You don’t deserve that type of trash.”

      She shrugged while trying to fight back emotions. The past two weeks filtered through her along with the already conflicted feelings she had for Luke. Everything felt like a confusing blur as Luke pulled her sideways into his lap. He wrapped his arms around her while they sat together in silence, watching the fire smolder in the fireplace.

      Despite the warning bells still in her head, Paige let herself sink into the strength of Luke’s body as he pressed his lips into her neck. He then kissed his way up to press a gentle kiss to the corner of her lips, and it prompted her to turn to face him.

      Their lips met in a slow and heated kiss, their tongues tangling. They stayed like that for a long time with the dying fire glowing in the fireplace. Luke’s hands start to trail up her legs in a northerly direction, and those couple glasses of wine suddenly felt too much.

      Paige’s heart repeatedly slammed into her ribcage. She felt every inch of Luke’s calloused fingers as they ran up the curves of her legs and gripped in all right places to make her squirm in pleasure. When he reached for the hemline of her skirt, Paige shot a hand down to grab his strong wrist before it could continue upward, despite the ache between her legs that begged her to let him touch her.

      “Luke,” she warned, her voice hitched with desire. “We have to stop before—”

      “Before what?” Luke asked. His eyes were dark with desire, a cloudy and violent storm lingering over the ocean on a hot summer day. She sweltered under the intensity of it. “What is it that you want?”

      Those sinful fingers reached up to inch their way past the hemline of her skirt. Her fingers tightened around Luke’s wrist while indecision washed over her. He had to make it so incredibly hard—sticking to what she had promised herself years ago in high school.

      “You’re an adult, Paige,” he said smoothly. “Heaven is not going to crack open and smite you down despite what your family has told you.”

      “I never said it was because of that,” Paige said, a bit defensively. “I just—” Those fingers crept up even farther until they rested on her upper thighs. She bit her lip to keep herself as motionless as possible. He was teasing her, pushing her limits.

      Her eyes fluttered closed when his hand drifted up further to sensually trace the lace of her underwear. One touch wouldn’t be so bad. It’s only one touch.

      Luke let out a soft groan before leaning forward to press his lips against her neck. He teased the skin there, nipping softly and then trailing down to the crook of her shoulder. It was dang impossible not to feel the heat that wanted to consume her. Every little touch, every kiss, all of it, she wanted it. She couldn’t resist a man like him easily. He knew his way around a woman’s body even if she didn’t know what she wanted.

      His index finger dipped down beneath the elastic band of her underwear. Paige’s eyes widened in shock when she felt that finger move farther.

      “Luke—”

      “Shh,” Luke murmured against her neck. He shifted her easily onto his lap so that she sat sideways. It put her left thigh in contact with a hard and throbbing bulge in his pants. “Just relax, Paige. Just enjoy this.”

      His words were honeyed. They floated over her in a soothing wave that calmed the ebb of nerves in her. No one had ever touched her like this before. She had only ever experienced fumbling around in the back of Marcus’s car a few years ago.

      There was no fumbling when it came to Luke’s fingers. One strong arm curled around the back of her waist to steady her. The fabric of her skirt hitched up her thighs. Her fingers were still tight around Luke’s wrist as that finger inched closer and closer until it made contact with the center of her.

      The intensity of that brush of his finger against her nerves and core crippled her. A gasp escaped her lips. That flicker of heat and pleasure filled her rapidly. She dimly felt Luke growl into her neck before that finger was replaced with even more. His hand moved against her mound expertly, teasing her in a sensual rhythm that she was utterly powerless against.

      Luke’s lips pressed up against hers in a fluttering series of kisses to let her gasp and moan at the sensations spiraling through her body. She could feel the heat radiating off Luke as well while his hips ground up against her thigh with eagerness.

      “You feel so good,” Luke whispered hotly against her mouth. A finger dipped into her. “You’re so tight. I don’t even know how the heck I’m going to last in you.”

      “I-I—” Words were lost to her. She couldn’t even formulate a coherent thought with the feel of Luke’s fingers pressing against her intimately.

      He increased his rhythm then until her hips were twitching with pleasure. Sweat poured down the back of Paige’s neck as something delicious built up inside her. It caused her hips to twitch upward while an abrupt cry escaped her lips. She was dashing blindly toward what felt like a sweet orgasm.

      Her back made contact with the cool leather, but Luke’s fingers didn’t stop. Instead, he knelt between her bent knees while pushing her skirt all the way up. His eyes flicked over the exposed skin hungrily, and if it weren’t for that hot feeling coursing through her, she would’ve flushed with embarrassment.

      “Keep going, baby,” he said. “Let yourself go. I can feel how close you are.”

      Paige’s fingers clutched desperately at the leather to root herself there. It all became too much. She felt herself come hard in violent shudders that ripped through every inch of her body. Sated, she fell against the leather cushions and pillows while trying to regain her breath.

      She came back to when Luke reached down to unzip his pants. Nerves crashed down on her, chasing away that thumping pleasure in her body.

      “Luke,” she started, shaking her head, “we can’t do this here. Toby or someone is going to be here any minute.”

      That caught Luke’s attention. A wicked grin tugged at his lips.

      “You’re right,” he said. “So, I’ll settle for something else in the meantime.”

      Wariness filled her when Luke reached into his pants. Her eyes flicked down to take in his hard erection, and she swallowed the thick lump of desire at the back of her throat.

      He has every right to walk around the way he does.

      She stood stone still, taking in the sheer size of him. The tip of his cock glistened as he reached forward to grab her trembling hand.

      “Touch me.”

      Paige’s eyes widened at the command. “What?”

      “Do it quickly,” Luke said, guiding her hand to his arousal. “I can hear Toby coming up the hallway outside.”

      The heat and hardness surprised her as Luke circled her fingers around him. It would never be possible for them to have sex. The size, the length of him. Paige swallowed thickly as Luke guided her hand up and down him in a hurried fashion.

      Those nerves faded away as she watched pleasure contort Luke’s face. His head was tilted back slightly as low-throated groans left his mouth. His skin was a simmering rosy red while his hips bucked under her hand’s movement.

      “Keep going,” he gritted out, thrusting openly against her hand now. “Keep going, baby. Don’t stop.”

      His hand released her wrist to clutch at the couch when his body spasmed with his own orgasm. He let out a sharp cry while he released himself onto her hand and thighs. Paige let go of him quickly as the front door opened, followed by Toby’s voice calling out for them.

      Luke lifted his head to look down at her. There was something about this gaze that was different this time around. She couldn’t decipher it though.

      Footsteps approached the bedroom.

      “Better make yourself decent,” Luke said. “Although, I’m sure Toby’s used to stumbling in on me like this.”

      He laughed while quickly zipping up his pants. Distantly, she wiped herself dry with the edge of the blanket that was on the back of the couch before rising to her feet. Her legs threatened to give out from the conflicted feelings rushing through her. She couldn’t bring herself to look at Luke as he wiped his forehead clean of sweat.

      “I need to go back to New York,” Paige said. “I need to get back to my dorm to study for my exams I have to make up tomorrow night.”

      It was a flat-out excuse and lie to run from the intensity of the situation between them. Luke knew it, too, from the cool look he sent her.

      “You don’t have to regret what happened,” he said a bit sharply. “I don’t know the trash your parents put in your head—”

      Spite filled her at the mention of her parents. “Don’t talk about my parents like you know them, Luke. They are good people who raised and loved me.”

      “They filled your head with trash. It’s okay to be attracted to someone, and to be with them in whatever way you want.”

      “Get out,” Paige cried, rising from the couch to shove him in the chest. “Get the heck out of my room, you heartless drunk.”

      “Luke?” Toby called out, knocking on the door. “Are you in there?”

      “Yes,” Luke said. His eyes glittered angrily as he rounded the couch to the bedroom door. He paused before opening the door, giving Paige a look that rooted her to the spot. A long moment had passed between them before he opened the door to step out. Then the door slammed shut, vibrating in the frame, and she heard them walk away and out of her suite.

      She let out a trembling breath before collapsing on the side of the bed. There was no hope of escape tonight. Even if a part of her wanted to get behind the wheel and navigate through the blizzard conditions, Luke was right. She was stuck in the lodge with him no matter what happened.

      “What have I gotten myself into?” Paige whispered, rubbing at her face in frustration. She had told Luke about one of her biggest scars, but that hadn’t mattered when it came to the magnetic tug she felt between them. She didn’t think of things like that when she was with him, and that unnerved her more than anything.

      Rising, she readied herself for bed by slipping into a sleeping shirt. Sleep took her surprisingly fast, and it wasn’t until blankets were being tugged back from her legs that she woke to a completely pitch black room. The fire in her fireplace was now completely out.

      Luke’s spicy and familiar cologne filled Paige’s lungs. She lifted her head to gaze him as he slipped into the bed next to her, a mixture of alarm and sleepy confusion filling her.

      “Luke?”

      Strong arms wrapped around her waist in response. A scruffy and wet cheek pressed up against the back of her neck.

      “I’m not trying to do anything,” Luke said. The tremble in his voice disarmed the tension in Paige’s spine. “I just want to lay here next to you. Please.”

      She could smell the whiskey on his breath again, but true to his word, he didn’t make any advances. The muscles in Luke’s body relaxed a moment later, and the mattress shifted from the extra weight. He was asleep and snoring within a matter of minutes, one arm wrapped around her waist tightly.

      Paige let her head fall back down on the pillow, because it was pointless to try to move away. If she moved, he would wake, and her head already ached from their previous argument. She was still angry with him, though, for his harsh words—even if it had been the alcohol talking.

      These were the moments that made it hard to see Luke as any other man. He was the type of man haunted by demons who lashed out at anyone or anything. She also had a feeling he didn’t just sleep with anyone. Ever.

      Her heart skipped at the thought.

      It’s just an arrangement, Paige. She forced her eyes to close, trying to drift back to sleep with Luke’s strong body curled up against hers in a protective gesture. It’s just a business deal for us both.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Ten

        

      

    
    
      Luke

      

      Luke felt a warm body curled up next to him when the sound of the snow plow stirred him back from a drunk but surprisingly peaceful sleep. A pair of soft and shapely legs were tangled with his own beneath the blanket. His arm was curled over a slender waist.

      Luke forced his eyes open and stared at the back of Paige’s head as snippets from the night before replayed in his mind. He had kissed Paige out frustration after dinner. They had argued vehemently in her room, too, before passion had taken ahold of them both. He had been so close to having her. He could still remember the feeling of Paige’s thighs gripping his hips, the cotton of her underwear rubbing against him.

      He hardened just thinking about it. He was surely going to explode if he didn’t find a way to get Paige’s defenses down.

      And lying in bed with her, her curled up on her side and only wearing a large sleeping shirt, didn’t help anything.

      Lifting his arm slowly so as not to stir her, Luke let that hand slip beneath the hemline of her shirt. A strong back and warm skin greeted his fingertips as he traced the bumps of her spine with a painful longing. Of all the women in the world, this one was the perfect one, but she refused to let him be the one place he wanted to be.

      It hit him hard then why he had come stumbling back down the hallway drunk. It hadn’t been over the nightmare of his father. It had been because he’d craved that sense of comfort he found in Paige’s presence at all times.

      Luke swallowed thickly at the realization. He had to get himself in check before he let things get out of control in this area that was foreign to him. Falling in love was not on the agenda. Staying married was not on the agenda either, and he had a feeling there was a part of Paige that hoped they would remain that way.

      I’m going to break her heart by doing this.

      For a moment, though, he savored the intimate feeling of Paige’s warm body curled against him as she slept on peacefully, unaware of the torment raging inside him.

      He untangled his legs from Paige’s slowly and then slipped out of bed. He ghosted his side and then tucked the sheets and blankets back up over Paige’s shoulder before he left the room to return to his own for a shower. The entire lodge was motionless, as he expected at such an early hour.

      Father down the hallway, though, he heard the kitchen staff over the bubbling of freshly brewing coffee as they prepared for breakfast.

      His room was still toasty thanks to the now-smoldering fire he had made in the fireplace. The whiskey bottle and glass were still on the table where he had left them the night before. He realized it was a right dang miracle that he hadn’t done something irrationally stupid when he saw the level of the amber liquid. He needed to slow it down a bit. His head even ached from it.

      There were five missed phone calls from Alicia, too, when he checked his phone.

      “Who is this jerk I see you with all over the papers and tabloids?” she demanded in one voice mail. “This was your big and grand loophole and plan to get your inheritance? What sort of mongrel are you?”

      “The worse one,” Luke answered, and tossed his phone onto the table with a frustrated sigh.

      He let the hot shower water soak every aching muscle in his body. When he finished, he heard the rest of the lodge stirring awake as he walked into the kitchen. Toby was sitting at the breakfast bar with snowflakes dusting his broad shoulders.

      “Good morning, sunshine,” he said cynically. “Coffee?”

      “Yes,” Luke said, grimacing at the headache throbbing in his temples. “I need some Tylenol too.”

      He sat down on the breakfast bar stool next to Toby as one of the kitchen staffers poured a cup of coffee and handed him two Tylenol. He gulped them down with a hot swish of coffee.

      “Where is everyone at?” Luke asked, setting his mug down on the countertop. “Did my father’s friends leave yet?”

      “Yes. They plowed the roads and left while you were in the shower.”

      “What about Paige?”

      Toby frowned at him. “She didn’t get up and leave with them, if that’s what you are wondering.”

      “That was what I was wondering.” He felt the weight of Toby’s stare on him as he took another gulp of coffee.

      “You weren’t in your room this morning,” Toby said slowly. “Please tell me that you two—”

      “We didn’t,” Luke cut in, shaking his head. “Nothing happened between us last night. I just—”

      He had no explanation for what had prompted him to go straight to Paige’s room for comfort after a nightmare he couldn’t even remember. It had made sense to him at the time.

      And she hadn’t kicked him out either. They had slept curled around each other all night long without waking once until the snow blowers.

      “Nothing happened,” he repeated again. “That’s all I can think of to tell you.”

      “Well, whatever is going on between you two is working. Your father’s friends seem to think that you and Paige have some connection that is once in a lifetime.”

      “I’m sure Peter will love to hear that. They only wanted to eat and drink here to see if my relationship with Paige was real.”

      “And you made it real by disappearing for a good portion of the night with her. Here.” Toby scooted a pile of stapled papers across the countertop to him. “These are the questions you and Paige need to go over this week.”

      Luke flipped through the questions as he gulped down his coffee quickly. He raised his mug to ask for more when the kitchen door pushed open.

      Paige froze when she caught sight of him sitting next to Toby at the breakfast bar. Her brown locks were damp from a shower, and she was back in her normal attire of leggings, boots, and a loose gray sweater. Their eyes met. His chest clenched when Paige approached them after getting herself a cup of coffee.

      She didn’t want to talk about last night, or at least not a good portion of it. They needed to go over the questions, though, if they had to meet with Peter in a week. Ignoring the awkward tension between them, Luke scooted over onto another stool to give her a place to sit. He cleared his throat when images from the night before replayed in his mind.

      “These are the questions we have to go over,” he said, handing Paige a copy. “We should go over them on our way back to New York.”

      She glanced down at the questions. “Can we do this some other time? I really do have a lot of homework to do on the plane trip back.”

      “We should do them today,” Luke said. “I don’t want Peter finding some hole between us.”

      “Fine,” Paige said shortly. “I’m going to have my coffee in the study. Is that okay with you?”

      He didn’t know what to make of her abrupt change of attitude. Paige slipped off her stool with the papers in hand, leaving the kitchen just as quickly as she had entered it. Guilt lodged in his stomach when Toby looked at him with a sigh.

      “I know you don’t want to hear this—”

      “I don’t,” Luke snapped, grabbing his coffee as well. “I need to talk with her. I did and said some trash last night that wasn’t right.”

      “Whiskey makes you a mean jerk,” Toby said, shaking his head. “I’m telling you that you need to cut that trash down.”

      “I’ll figure it out,” Luke said.

      His hands were shaking as he walked down to his father’s old study. It was his study now, but he found himself raising a hand out of habit to knock. Not that it had ever mattered. There had been too many times in Luke’s life that he burst into his father’s study to find him passed out over his desk, in his chair, and even on the floor.

      Paige was standing in front of one of the windows that overlooked the back part of the lodge. She turned to look at him as he closed the door behind himself.

      “I wanted to talk to you alone,” he said. “About last night—”

      “I’d rather not talk about it,” Paige said abruptly. “Let’s just forget about it, okay? You were drunk, and I was upset. Things were said, and we did things we shouldn’t have done.”

      “What’s wrong with being close to someone?” Luke asked.

      He ran a gaze along his father’s study with a mixture of bitter feelings. A fine layer of dust had covered the bookshelves, and he had a feeling if he pulled out certain books, he’d fine empty shooter bottles—most likely full and unopened ones too.

      “I never said there was,” Paige said. She glanced around as well. “Was this your father’s office?”

      Luke nodded.

      “If you think my drinking is bad, pull out a few books to see what my father used to hide from the rest of the world.”

      Paige set her mug of coffee and the papers down on the desk. She pulled out a few books, and three plastic shooter bottles fell to her feet. Sadness filled her eyes as she pushed the books back onto the shelf.

      “Do you want to be like your father?”

      “No,” Luke said adamantly. “I don’t want to be like him.”

      “Not even the rich billionaire part of it?”

      “Maybe that part of it isn’t so bad. The other part, not so much.”

      Paige gave him a piercing look. “You do realize that you are walking in those same footsteps, right?”

      That dark and painful part of him gave a jolt just thinking of all the ways he had turned out exactly like Roderick Turner. They both enjoyed the bottle too much. His heart and insides hurt every single time he woke with the bitter taste of vomit and repulsion in the back his mouth. It was the same feeling that had pushed him to sex. At least that gave him a better feeling than whiskey.

      “You need some help,” Paige said. “I can—”

      “I don’t need any help. Try being me for a day, and then you’ll understand why I drink.”

      “All I’m asking is for you to tone it down. None of this is going to work if you are going to be a fall-down drunk.”

      She retrieved her coffee and the papers. “I’ll see you in the car to head back to the city. I’ll study these questions for the plane ride there.”

      She left him standing there motionlessly in the center of his nightmares. The money, the wealth, the power, it had caused all the Turner men to fall. It took a different amount of time for each, but it happened eventually.

      Luke reached out to smudge dust off one of the bookshelves. Pulling a book free, he caught a full shooter bottle of amber liquid. He didn’t hesitate in twisting the cap off to let the liquid burn the back of his throat.

      It wasn’t his time to fall just yet.

      

      ****

      

      “We seriously have to answer all these questions?” Paige asked. She flipped through a packet of questions that Toby had given them earlier.

      “Yes,” Toby said, looking up at them both in exasperation. “What’s the problem?”

      Luke shrugged his shoulders as he reclined in his seat. He glanced out the plane window at the blur of colors below.

      “Some of these questions are a bit personal,” Paige said. “More personal than what Luke really needs to know about me.”

      “If you don’t answer them, you’re gambling with Peter.” Toby reached forward to tap her packet. “I know he’ll be asking these types of questions. So, ask Luke a question, he’ll give you an answer, and you do the same.”

      Luke grinned when Paige, irritated, looked over at him.

      “Fine,” she said. “Where were born?”

      “Bismarck, North Dakota,” he responded. “You?”

      “Portland, Oregon. We moved to Wyoming when my grandpa passed away when I was two years old to take care of the farm.”

      “What do your parents do on the farm?” Luke asked. It wasn’t a question on the paper; he was genuinely curious. He didn’t plan on meeting them, though, despite what Paige thought.

      “They raise cows to be shipped out for meat,” Paige replied, flipping through the packet. “Do you have any siblings?”

      “No. You?”

      “No. What are your goals for the next five years?”

      “I’m tapping into the gold mining business,” Luke said, folding his hands behind his head. “Or at least, I hope to if I can get my inheritance.”

      “That’s what you plan to do with your money? Make more of it?”

      He tensed at her baffled tone. “What’s wrong with making more money?”

      “You already have an abundance of it,” Paige said. “Do you honestly need more?”

      “Everyone always needs money, sweetheart.” He ignored the cynical look she shot him. “What about you? What are your goals? Be a famous painter in New York City?”

      “That’s the plan,” she said. “I’d like to have my own exhibit.”

      Luke’s eyes landed on her sketchbook on the airplane tray next to him. “I still haven’t seen any of your work.”

      “That’s because I won’t show you anything yet,” she said, grabbing and holding her sketchbook possessively when she followed his line of sight. “If you’re that curious, you can see my finished pieces by the end of the spring semester.”

      “Right.”

      “Favorite food?”

      “Italian or Greek.” His head throbbed painfully. He needed another drink to curtail the headache. “Can I order a drink before we continue?”

      “You said you were going to slow it down,” Paige said harshly. “What’s the problem?”

      “I have a headache,” he said, and, miffed by her attitude, he grabbed her sketchbook from her hands to flip through it despite her protests. “I want to see where two hundred thousand dollars of my money is going.”

      “Don’t look at them,” Paige said, clawing at her sketchbook. “Nothing is finished.”

      He easily stretched out an arm to keep her back as he glanced through the sketchbook with interest. She had talent. He would give Paige that credit. Many of her sketches appeared to be done. They were mostly of Wyoming’s rugged landscape and what he assumed was her childhood home. She was close to her parents, too, judging from the tender sketch of them holding hands.

      Envy rushed through him. At the end of their arrangement, she would go back to a loving family in Wyoming while he would return to a business. He couldn’t even remember the last time he had been embraced with love.

      His attention shifted to where Paige’s hand rested on his upper thigh from her trying to retrieve her sketchbook. Realizing where it was, Paige quickly withdrew it before he could comment on it.

      “You’re talented,” Luke said, closing the sketchbook. He handed it back to her. “You’re going to do well in this area if you stick to it.”

      “I have two hundred thousand dollars of your money,” she said, tucking her sketchbook back in her satchel. “You’d hope that I’d stick to it now.”

      “Good point,” Luke said, chuckling.

      On of impulse, he reached his hand out to rest on Paige’s, which was on the armrest between them. She tensed, but she didn’t pull away as their plane descended for their approach into New York.

      They landed twenty minutes later to much warmer fall weather. The trees and shrubbery around the city had started to change, but it didn’t compare to the cold and early snowfall of North Dakota. The sound of usual traffic filled Luke’s ears as they waited in the airport terminal for his driver to pull up.

      It wasn’t until they were piled into the SUV that Toby turned to look at them with a frown.

      “What is going on between you two?” he asked.

      Paige looked up from her phone in surprise at the question. She looked over at Luke, who shrugged his shoulders.

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “Something has shifted between you two,” Toby said, looking back and forth between them. “I don’t know how to explain it, but something has shifted. I can see it.”

      “How so?” Paige asked.

      Toby’s eyes went to where their hands were clasped loosely between them. “Because you’re holding hands without any cameras around to prove your point.”

      Luke let go of Paige’s hand just as quickly as she let go of his. He ran a hand through his hair in agitation when he realized that Toby was right. Something had shifted between them over the weekend.

      He mentally flicked over the past weekend. What changed? He couldn’t pick a certain event with confidence. There was no, “That’s it!” type of moment that had happened over the weekend.

      Although, having Paige’s hands on him intimately was still a vivid memory he planned on acting upon again.

      “Nothing has changed,” Luke said, giving Toby a warning glare when he looked at them skeptically. “Don’t make trash into a big deal like you always do.”

      Toby snorted indelicately. “When do I ever do that?”

      “All the time. You do it all the time.”

      They pulled up to the curb of Paige’s freshman apartment. Luke immediately spotted two reporters, the same two who followed him all the time, standing on the corner. He glowered at them. “How did they figure out where Paige’s apartment is?”

      “What?” Paige asked, glancing over her shoulder to where Luke’s gaze was directed. Her face paled at the sight of them. “Are they are seriously waiting for me?”

      Their cameras were pointed at the SUV, poised and ready for her to get out with Luke.

      “She said she was an NYU student at that first event,” Toby said. “It was only a matter of time before they figured it out. I’m sure someone said that Paige’s apartment is here.”

      “I have to get out,” Paige said, sighing. “I honestly have so much work to get caught up on. What are we going to do?”

      “You get out,” Luke said, shrugging his shoulders. “I’ll give you a good-bye kiss, and they can talk about it in the papers. It’s all publicity.”

      It was also an excuse for him to kiss her again without Toby questioning any of it. Paige chewed on the inside of her cheek as she weighed out the suggestion. Finally, she grabbed her satchel from the floorboard of the SUV.

      “I suppose I don’t have much a choice,” she said. “Let’s just get this over with. I hope they don’t follow me around wanting information.”

      “If they ask questions, don’t reply,” Toby said. “They’ll eventually come find Luke to harass if they don’t get a story out of you.”

      Luke climbed out of the SUV and into the warm morning. The flash of the camera immediately followed. He reached out a hand to help Paige out of the SUV.

      “Please tell me they won’t follow me around,” Paige muttered, shouldering her satchel with an irritated sigh. “I really don’t want any more drama to deal with while I play catch-up with my schoolwork.”

      Luke didn’t bother turning around to face them. He knew their cameras were poised on them, ready to get the perfect shot. Which would be of them kissing.

      “If they bother you,” he said, “call me. I will phone in a couple of threats to their boss if they follow you around too much.”

      “Thanks, I suppose.”

      They stood in front of each other while a stream of people went by them without paying them any attention. He didn’t care that the reporters were watching them, along with Toby. Unable to resist it any longer, he cupped Paige’s cheeks in the palms of his hands.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, her eyelids fluttering.

      “I’m going to kiss you,” he said. “Not because of the publicity, but because I want to kiss you.”

      “Luke—”

      He pressed his lips against hers in a passionate kiss that effectively silenced whatever she had been going to say. Her lips were soft and tasted of vanilla lip balm. Pulling back, Luke grinned down at her stunned expression.

      “I’ll call you soon,” he said. “I imagine Peter is going to want to talk with us soon.”

      “Right,” she said. She cleared her throat. “I’ll see you when I see you.”

      Slipping out of his hands, Paige disappeared through the door that led to the freshman apartments. She peeked through the glass window before he caught sight of her retreating from going up the stairs.

      “Luke!” one of the reporters yelled at him. “Is it true that—”

      Luke slipped into the SUV and slammed the door shut with an aggravated sigh. He turned to look at Toby, who was gazing at him with a frown.

      “I can’t wait until the day they forget who I am,” Luke said. “You know what I mean? Find another person to follow around for a story.”

      “Your life is one heck of a story,” Toby said. “That’s why they follow you. I was serious before, though, Luke. What has changed between you two?”

      The SUV pulled away from the curb. Luke kept his face fixated on the traffic around them as he tried to think of a reasonable explanation. He didn’t have any answers for the shift.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “I can’t tell you what it is. I’ve never felt it before.”

      “I’m not going to tell you what to do, but keep your eyes focused on what you really want here. Don’t step all over that poor girl to get to it.”

      “What makes you think I’d do that?” Luke asked angrily. “I’m not that big of a prick.”

      “You can be,” Toby said, shaking his head. “I’m just saying that you know she’s saving herself for someone special. Don’t masquerade yourself as that special person.”

      Bristling, Luke reached into the pocket of his jacket to grab one of the flasks he had found in his father’s office before they’d left. He ignored the exasperated glance Toby gave him.

      “Maybe I happen to like her,” he said defensively. “Did it ever occur to you that I might like some love every once and a while?”

      The second that word slipped out, Luke grimaced while realization filled Toby’s face.

      “It makes sense now,” Toby said, and he grinned. “You’re falling in love with her. That’s why you’re having such a hard time. You are falling in love with her.”

      “I’m not falling in love,” Luke snapped, taking a long and angry drink to contain the part of him that agreed with Toby. “I’m not a good person to love anyway. This is just a business deal. She knows that.”

      “I know she knows that,” Toby said. “I’m just wondering, crazily, if you are the one remembering that this whole thing is a business deal.”

      “I just want my inheritance,” Luke said, repeating that inside his head. “That’s all I want from this entire situation—my money. That’s it. I don’t want anything else.”

      Even if he did, it wasn’t possible. Being around him had already complicated Paige’s life, what with the reporters already following her around in search of a good story to put in the tabloids.

      He wasn’t even confident he could remain in love with one person for the rest of his life.

      And someone like Paige, a soft and innocent type of woman, didn’t deserve to be tied to a prick like him.

      Keep your eyes on the prize, Turner. You’re only in this for the money. That’s it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eleven

        

      

    
    
      Paige

      

      She wasn’t surprised when she found Jessica camped out in front of her dorm door.

      “I knew you’d be back today,” Jessica said, rising from where she had been sitting on the floor with her laptop. “I didn’t want to risk missing you before you holed yourself up somewhere.”

      “The library is where I plan to go,” Paige said tiredly. “How long have you been sitting out here?”

      She unlocked her door. Grateful to be back in her private space, Paige collapsed on her bed with a long and relieved sigh. The past few days had exhausted her in a lot of ways, but it had also elicited a lot of confusion and guilt. She had caved a bit into her desires, something Luke had taken advantage of gladly. If Toby hadn’t walked in when he had, there was no telling what would’ve happened.

      “Just for a few minutes,” Jessica said, closing the door behind her. “So, how did this weekend go?”

      Paige lifted her head from where it was buried in her pillow. “I don’t even know how to explain how this weekend went.”

      “Why is that?” Jessica asked, frowning.

      “Because we—” She cut herself off, not even sure how she could describe what had happened over the weekend. If there was one thing she did know, it was that Toby had been right: something had changed between them. Neither one of them wanted to think about it either.

      Jessica took a seat next to her on the bed. A frown tugged at her lips as took in the uncertain expression Paige’s face.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      “We almost, you know…” Paige trailed off with heated cheeks while Jessica’s eyes widened in realization. “It didn’t happen, but it almost did. Things were just different this weekend.”

      “So you’re telling me that you almost slept with him this weekend?”

      “Almost, yes.”

      “And you think something changed this weekend?”

      “I don’t know if it did. It just—”

      “I don’t want to ruin this for you, Paige, but you need to remember that Luke is going to leave you after he gets his inheritance.” Jessica shook her head while pushing back a strand of her hair. “I don’t want to see you get your heart broken here. Luke’s older. He’s got experience on you. He could be making you feel these things on purpose because it has to feel real to his father’s lawyer.”

      “I don’t think so though,” Paige said, sitting up to look down at the engagement ring on her finger. She toyed with the gold band. “I don’t know how to describe it, Jess. It just felt so real.” She looked up at Jessica. “People can’t be that cruel when giving someone an engagement ring, right?”

      Jessica smiled grimly. “I’m not a good person to ask that question. I don’t think you’d like the answer if I told you the honest truth.”

      “You’re probably right. I don’t want to think any of this is fake. It feels so real now.”

      Tears filled her eyes. There was no denying it. The arrangement between them had transformed into something else entirely. Paige slipped the ring off her finger and placed it on the table next to her bed. Keep it off as a reminder that it’s only a business deal.

      “Are you going to be okay?” Jessica asked, patting her shoulder and giving her a sympathetic smile. “At the end of this, it’s only going to be you. Just try to remember that over the next few weeks, or else it’s only going to get more complicated.”

      Paige wiped at her eyes with an irritated sigh. “I know. It’s already complicated enough. Did you see the reporters out there? They took pictures of Luke and me kissing good-bye.”

      “It’s only going to get worse,” Jessica said. “And you should tone the kissing down if you aren’t sure what is real or not.”

      Paige opened her mouth to reply, but her phone went off from inside of her bag. She slid off the bed to dig through her bag, grimacing when she found it and recognized her parents’ house number. She had completely forgotten about calling them the previous night when she had been upset.

      “Incredible,” Paige muttered, briefly debating letting it go to voice mail. “I forgot I called my parents last night because I was upset with Luke. They’re probably freaking out from trying to get ahold of me all day.”

      “You better answer it then,” Jessica said. She got up from the bed. “Be honest with them too. Like I said, it’s only going to get more complicated the more you let this continue. Come find me when you’re ready to get something to eat, and we’ll talk more about it as we do homework.”

      “Thanks,” Paige said, smiling at her in appreciation. She hit the answer button. “Hi, Mom, Dad. Let me—”

      “Is everything okay, sweetheart?” Harry asked curtly. “We got this unsettling message from you last night. Your phone has also been off a good majority of the day.”

      “I know. I’m sorry. It was just a stupid fight that Luke and I had is all.” She grimaced at the memory of it. “Everything is fine now. I’m back in New York in my room.”

      “I don’t know if I approve of you traveling all the time,” Harry said. “You’re only nineteen years old. You shouldn’t be just jumping on a plane whenever he beckons.”

      “Oh, I think it’s okay, Harry,” her mother said with a sigh. “Flying is the safest form of traveling these days, but a heads-up would be nice, Paige.”

      “Right,” she said. “I will let you know.”

      “And what was this fight about?” Harry asked suspiciously. “This Luke Turner is ten years older than you, Paige. His grandfather and father are oil tycoons, too, from what I’ve read on the Internet.”

      “And we are hearing rumors that you two are engaged,” Marie said. “We saw the pictures of you two at an event when visiting Bismarck. Don’t you think this is moving too fast?”

      “The press is making it seem like that. Nothing is going fast.” She hesitated before saying the next part. It was the only thing she could think of that would appease them aside from being honest. “You can meet him if you want. Come down to the city on family weekend.”

      Not that they planned to be together still by then, but a part of her hoped that maybe the change she felt was a sign of something else brewing between them.

      “That would be a good idea,” Marie said. “Don’t you think, Harry?”

      Paige let out a relieved breath. “Yeah, Dad. Let’s plan for you two coming out here in two weeks.”

      “I suppose,” Harry said slowly. “I just hope you remember what we talked, about sticking to those values you were raised with. Men like Luke Turner have a tendency to be a bit fast.”

      No kidding. She swallowed thickly. “Yes, I know. Don’t worry about it, Dad. I’ll talk to you guys next weekend. I have a lot of homework to do.”

      As soon as they bid their good-byes, Paige dropped her phone on the bed with a sigh. She had no idea how this was all going to end, but now her parents were going to be affected by it too.

      It wasn’t until Wednesday morning when Luke left a voice mail on her phone telling her to call him back that Paige sucked up her courage to tell him what she had planned.

      “If you want me to do this, you have to meet my parents,” Paige said, washing out her paint brushes as Luke sighed in aggravation in the phone. “It’s the only way they aren’t going to disown me after all of this goes down.”

      “You honestly can’t live without your parents?” Luke asked.

      “No,” she said shortly. “I can’t. I didn’t come from a dysfunctional family like you.”

      “Is that supposed to hurt me?”

      “No. That’s the condition you agreed to. Remember?”

      “I guess I have no choice then,” Luke said dryly. “We need to fly out tonight by the way.”

      Paige lowered her paint brushes into the oil can she kept them in. She grimaced at the thought of getting on a plane when she had tons of homework to do already.

      “I can’t—”

      “You can,” Luke said. “It’ll only be for tonight too. We can fly right back if you need to get back to NYU right away.”

      “Why tonight?” she asked grumpily. “We were just up there.”

      “Peter wants to meet with us tonight. All you have to do is come with me, talk with Peter, and that’s it. We’ll fly back late tonight. I promise.”

      “I guess I have no choice then too,” Paige said, sighing. “Fine. As long as you bring us back tonight after meeting with Peter.”

      “I promise I will.”

      It wasn’t until they landed in Bismarck a few hours later that Paige realized with a sinking feeling there would be no flying back as Luke had promised. A snowstorm came sweeping through the northeast right as they pulled up to the lodge where Peter waited for them with a large smile. He led them into the living room, where he had hot tea waiting.

      “Let me first congratulate the both of you,” Peter said, swirling his tea bag in his cup. “I have to say that I’m impressed Luke found you, Ms. Scott. You are not the type of woman I expected to stick around.”

      Paige kept the smile on her face straight and fixed as Luke wrapped a strong arm around her shoulders. She leaned up against him without thinking about it, savoring the warmth and strength radiating off him.

      “Well, it happened a bit fast,” she said, catching Luke’s eyes. Her stomach fluttered at the grin tugging at his lips. It’s not real, Paige. All of it’s an act. “For us both, I think, but I can’t wait to spend my life with him.”

      A wintery blast of wind pushed against the lodge. The lights flickered off before the generator kicked the electricity back on.

      Peter glanced out the living room window with a sigh. “I suppose I’d best be going before this blizzard hits full force. I hate to cut this short because I have many questions, but when is the date exactly?”

      “Tomorrow,” Luke said immediately, and that filled Paige with a rush of heat. “We decided to make it official tomorrow privately. She has school, so we’ll do a celebration this summer with her family. We want to surprise her parents when they come in next week.”

      “Let’s talk tomorrow then,” Peter said. “I have to drive back to my hotel.”

      Luke’s face tightened in displeasure. “I’d rather do this now if—”

      “I don’t have the time, Luke. We will talk tomorrow. If this is real, as you both say, then you will be here tomorrow to do that marriage license.”

      Peter shot them both a smile as he set his teacup down on the table. Grabbing his jacket from where it was draped over the couch, he nodded good-bye to them both. As soon as the front door clicked shut, Luke lifted his arm from Paige’s shoulders with a sigh.

      “That mongrel is determined to see us through,” he said, shaking his head. “I’m sorry, Paige. We can’t leave tonight. Look outside.”

      Paige looked out the windows with a sinking feeling at the sight of the snowflakes blowing about the landscape. The lodge groaned from the strong wind. A second later, it went dark, and Luke let out a string of curse words as he rose from the couch.

      They were alone at the lodge with no electricity and heat. She couldn’t shake the fluttering sensation in her stomach she’d had the last time Luke had reach out to touch her in the dark. They were utterly alone this time with no one to bother them and their “wedding” tomorrow morning.

      God only knew what would happen.

      

      ****

      

      It was cold—so bitter cold that Paige couldn’t stand it any longer. She threw her lighter down in frustration before rising from her crouched position in front of the fireplace. Shoving her bare feet into a pair of UGG boots, Paige draped a wool blanket over her shoulders before hurrying out of the room she had insisted on having to herself. Luke hadn’t been able to fix the generator no matter how hard he had tried to figure it out. They were stuck using the fireplaces in their rooms, but Paige couldn’t get hers to light, and she had no intention of freezing to death.

      It’s back luck for the groom to see the bride before the wedding. She shook her head. It’s only bad luck if you’re actually getting married.

      The hallway was dark, and Paige found Luke’s door firmly shut. Firelight danced out beneath it, and she heard him flipping through what sounded like papers or a book. Nerves took over then, but her cold limbs won that fight. She knocked twice before taking a step back, hugging the blanket close to her.

      The door opened. Firelight spilled out, but it was the sight of Luke standing there in a pair of cotton sweatpants that dipped low across his hips and bare chested that took her breath away. His long blond locks were pushed back messily, and he gazed at her with a frown.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      “I-I-I can’t start a fire in my room,” she said, her teeth chattering from the cold. “I thought I could get it to work, but—”

      Luke reached out to grab her by the arm. “Get in here before you freeze.” She stumbled into the room. “I told you to let me know right away if you couldn’t get that fire going. It’s going to be -32 tonight.”

      “It certainly feels like it.”

      He shut the bedroom door. Ushering her to sit down in front of the fireplace, he got another blanket from the bed to drape over her. The heat of the fire warmed the chill on her skin, but so did Luke taking a seat next to her on the floor. He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and rubbed them to help her get warm again.

      “It’s so cold here,” Paige said. “I don’t know how you survived out on those oil rigs during the winter months.”

      “You get used to it,” he said, the corner of his lips curling up in a smile. “You should be used to this type of cold. You’re from Wyoming.”

      “It was never this cold there.”

      “Perfect time for the generator to go out too,” Luke said, sighing. “I need to have someone come up here to check everything again. No one has been here for months besides us.”

      Paige nestled into the warmth of Luke’s shoulder. “It must be nice to be able to have houses you can leave behind for months and not worry about. How do you even remember to pay for them?”

      “Everything is paid off. It was a long time ago.”

      “Debt free then, huh?” She tilted her head back to grin up at him. “Maybe I should tap into the oil business after tomorrow.”

      Luke chuckled. “I’d be in great fear of that competition.”

      “Shut up,” she said, laughing. “You better be afraid of me.”

      His eyes darkened then. Several emotions filtered through Luke’s gaze as he looked down at her and tucked an errant curl behind her ear. Paige’s heart quickened as the tension in the room changed into something electric.

      “I am afraid of you,” he murmured. “I don’t know how to explain it, but everything is just different with you now.”

      “Luke—” she started, shaking her head. This was not something they had agreed to—to let their feelings get in the way no matter how much she felt it.

      “I’m serious,” he said. “I'm not trying to play. That’s the God’s honest truth. I just feel something different about you.”

      “That’s because you’re going through the motions of a committed relationship,” Paige said. “It’s different than what you are used to. It’s a lot more secure than jumping around.”

      “Maybe.” He reached forward and grasped her hand, gently playing with her fingers. “I want you to know that I am thankful that you and I crossed paths last month. Even if I messed it up.”

      “You obviously didn’t if I’m here.”

      “I screwed it up,” Luke said resolutely. “You developed an unfavorable opinion of me because I was a jerk.”

      Paige lifted her head to look at him closely. Firelight danced off the long golden strands of his hair. Shadows flickered over his broad chest as he shifted underneath an invisible weight.

      “The alcohol makes you a jerk,” she clarified. “You aren’t too much of one when you’re sober.”

      “Thanks.” He chuckled deeply. “That should be motive to stay away from it then.”

      “Only you can stay away from it. Nobody can tell you what to do when it comes to that sort of thing. This is your life, not anyone else’s.”

      “It’s your life too,” Luke said, squeezing her hand tightly. “Your wagon is hitched to mine.”

      “Until you receive your inheritance in a few days,” she reminded him, but Luke shook his head at her. “What? You changed your mind?”

      “I think Peter is right about a few things is all.”

      “Like what?”

      That dark and stormy tone filled his eyes again. Hot waves of desire crashed down upon them both, but there was something else there, a subtle shift as Luke had commented on that she felt too. It was strong but indescribable. There was nothing she could do to fight against it.

      “That we feel things for each other,” Luke said quietly. “I know that I do for you.”

      Her heart pounded—a repeating gesture that seemed to happen quite a bit with Luke around.

      “And I don’t know if I can let you go,” he continued, dropping her hand to clasp the back of her neck with warm, strong fingers. “I know you can’t ever imagine yourself with someone like me—”

      “Of course I can,” Paige blurted out in a whispered confession. “Who wouldn’t imagine themselves in my position? I feel it too, Luke. I honestly do.”

      Those fingers on the nape of her neck curled protectively. “Then what’s holding us back from each other?”

      “You know what,” Paige said. She closed her eyes to keep herself steady. “You know how I feel about this.”

      “I know how you feel, but we are going to be married tomorrow. We have to see this through.”

      “And then what, Luke?” She opened her eyes to look at him. “We file for divorce after you get what you want from your father’s lawyer and me?”

      “I already told you,” he said firmly, passionately, “I don’t want to let you go. It’s the eve of our wedding, Paige. I don’t think you should use it against yourself for giving in eight hours before the actual night.”

      Paige chewed on her lip anxiously while those wicked fingers started to stroke through her hair intimately. She couldn’t bring herself to think of any logical reason to argue against Luke’s point. They were getting married tomorrow. Neither one of them had intention to let the other go.

      Still, nerves crashed down on her just thinking of being underneath Luke’s naked and muscular body.

      “I’m just nervous,” she whispered. “I just don’t know what to expect.”

      “Pleasure for one,” Luke whispered back, and he shifted around her. “I will make sure it feels so good for you.”

      She opened her eyes to find him kneeling on his knees in front of her. Strong arms straddled her waist. Heat seared through her as Luke shifted forward to press his lips against hers in a long and soft kiss that eased her nerves slightly.

      He pulled back to whisper against her lips. “Do you trust me?”

      Of their own accord, Paige’s hands smoothed their way around the strong muscles of his shoulders. Goosebumps erupted underneath her fingertips. A violent shudder went up Luke’s spine from it.

      “Yes and no,” she said honestly. “Right now, yes. I trust you.”
      “Good,” he said, and the corner of his lips curved up. “Just trust me through this, okay?”

      She nodded mutely before Luke leaned forward to gather her lips in a heated kiss again. This time, they held nothing back. The intensity of their kisses grew quickly in fervor as Luke’s tongue battled against hers. He nudged her to lay back on the fuzzy cotton blanket. A moan left both their lips when their bodies pressed against one another’s.

      Luke’s hands were everywhere. He only let their lips break contact so they could catch their breath, but he always dove back in while his hands explored. Trails of fire erupted on Paige’s skin wherever his hands went. Those expert and skilled fingers were squeezing her in all the right ways.

      Her mind was blissfully blank as Luke shifted to kneel between her legs. Both their bodies were under control, but also under Luke’s guidance as his lips tore from hers to nip their way down her neck.

      His hands had been massaging her hips, but he slowly let one slip up inside her sleep shirt so he could touch her. The touch nearly burned her, and her hips arched up instinctively.

      Luke groaned at the contact when her hips pushed against his. Taking advantage of the moment, Paige let her primal desires take control. Her hands smoothed up the strong curve of Luke’s back, feeling every muscle there coiled and ready. Years of working on the oil rig in harsh conditions had built him. The strength of him brought a trickle of fear and anticipation in her.

      His lips were back to trailing hot kisses down her neck. The hand that had been grazing the planes of her lower stomach gripped the hemline of her shirt. He looked at her for permission, and Paige held her breath as she gave a tentative nod. He helped her out of the shirt before tossing it onto the couch.

      It took all her shredded self-control to not cover herself as she lay there exposed in nothing besides a pair of underwear.

      “Finally,” Luke breathed, sitting back on the heels of his feet to gaze down at her. “This has been worth the wait, Paige. You’re gorgeous.”

      She blushed hotly. Leaning back over her, Luke kissed her until she was panting and squirming beneath him. The delicious feeling of his naked chest pressed against hers nearly drove her crazy with desire. His lips trailed down her neck again, past her collarbone, and down the slope of her breasts.

      A pink and taut nipple disappeared into his mouth, and he sucked tenderly but with enough zest to make her cry out in pleasure. Paige slipped a hand through the locks of his hair to grip there as he suckled at her breast without any mercy. Every touch, kiss, and suck was driving her toward oblivion. Nothing could beat the feeling of Luke’s hands hooking in the elastic band of her underwear, tugging it down her thighs, and then sliding them back up her legs quickly.

      The first brush of his fingers against her core brought an array of feelings—similar to the ones from before when he had touched her. Except, his lips were trailing kisses down her stomach with no hesitation or any sign of stopping.

      Nerves crashed through the haze of pleasure in her head. Propping herself up on her elbows, Paige glanced down at Luke as he flattened himself against the ground with his teeth sinking playfully into her hip. She jumped in response.

      “Luke.” He looked up from where his scruffy cheek was nestled against her pubic bone. His eyes glittered teasingly. Words were lost to her. “You aren’t going to—”

      “I am,” he confirmed, and pressed a hot kiss to her delicate skin. “Lie back, Paige. Enjoy it.”

      “But, I—oh.”

      A hot tongue flicked against her bundle of helpless nerves, and it rendered her into a hot and messy puddle as Luke’s mouth worked wonders on her. His fingers had brought a quick release before, but nothing could have prepared her for how good it felt to have his mouth sucking at her intimately.

      Bright lights popped in her line of vision. Paige stared up at the ceiling through watering eyes as her impending orgasm came crashing down on her fast and hard. She couldn’t have fought against it even if she had wanted to. It came hard and fast. Pain erupted in the back of her head when it thudded back against hardwood floor.

      Panting heavily, she looked down to see Luke grinning smugly as he massaged her thighs while he waited for her to ride it out.

      “Told you,” he said.

      He didn’t give her a chance to respond. Jamming a thumb in the band of his sweatpants, Luke shoved the cotton fabric and his underwear down his muscular thighs. His arousal throbbed hotly against the side of her leg as he kicked the fabric away impatiently.

      We’re actually going to do this. Her heart rate quickened for an entirely different reason this time around.

      Luke knelt before her, completely bare, gloriously naked, and all hers to have. He nestled himself comfortably between her legs. A hardness nudged her intimately, and she sucked in a quivering breath to keep herself under control.

      “Relax,” Luke murmured, pressing a kiss to her lips. “I promise it’s not going to be torture.”

      Her hands hovered over his waist as indecision crashed over her again. There was no possible way Luke thought they could fit.

      “Paige.” She looked up at him. Brushing her hair back from her sweaty forehead, Luke gazed down at her in concern. “I’m right here with you. Do you honestly think I’d hurt you?”

      “No,” she replied, her voice trembling. “I don’t think that at all. Keep going. I’m just—”

      “Nervous, I know.”

      His hips rolled forward gracefully. Digging her fingers into his forearms, Paige gritted her teeth at the painful sting of Luke entering her in one smooth thrust until he was buried to the hilt. She let out a wavering breath as tears slipped from the corner of her eyes.

      Luke pressed soft kisses to her temple. “Take a deep breath. Every inch of you is stiff as a board.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Relax. The pain is going to fade, trust me. Just breathe.”

      She sucked in a harsh breath through her nose. True to his word, the pain radiated away into something else entirely as her muscles adjusted to the intrusion. Luke glanced down at her in a wordless question, and she nodded in response.

      Inhaling sharply, Luke rolled his hips back before thrusting gently. He continued that rhythm while Paige gripped his forearms as pleasure quickly overtook the stinging pain. Instinct took over again under the movement of Luke’s hips. Wrapping her legs around his waist, she squeezed his hips in encouragement to pick up the pace.

      A low groan rumbled in Luke’s chest. Pleasure filled his face as he gripped her hips, and thrust deeper and faster. His eyes popped open a second later to gaze down at her desperately. Sweat beaded at his hairline.

      “Paige—”

      “I know,” she panted, squirming against him when that familiar warmth of an orgasm pressed against her.

      She cried out in pleasure a few seconds later and felt Luke follow right behind. He grunted low in the back of his throat before going rigid inside her. Something hot and wet filled her from the inside before Luke collapsed against her with a satisfied groan.

      Their sweaty and sated skin meshed together as they lay there together, tangled up in each other’s limbs, for a long moment.

      Paige rested her chin on Luke’s quivering shoulder as she rode out her twitching muscles. Her eyes fixated on the ceiling again as a strange feeling took over her. She had no idea what it was, but it was chased away when Luke’s arms curled around her possessively. He pressed a kiss against her shoulder, and she couldn’t think of anything else for the rest of the night besides Luke’s strong body pressed against hers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twelve

        

      

    
    
      Luke

      

      He didn’t know what startled him awake hours later, but all Luke knew was that Paige slept peacefully on next to him. Her warm breath fluttered across the plane of his chest. Every inch of her naked body was pressed against his right side.

      Two times in a row. Luke swallowed thickly at the realization. Two times he had allowed himself to fall asleep with her.

      Images flashed through his head from the night before, of Paige naked underneath him, squirming in pleasure. Everything he had fantasized about before didn’t compare to the actual feeling of finally having Paige in his arms.

      And there was a part of him that felt quite confident that he would never be able to let her go. Falling asleep with women had never been something he could do, but with Paige, everything was different.

      Cold morning light filtered through the curtains of the bedroom. The entire lodge was eerily quiet without the sound of electricity. Carefully, he shifted his head to glance at the fireplace. The fire he had built the night before had lasted all night, but it was in desperate need of more wood before it fizzled out. The room felt chilly, but not frigid like he imagined the rest of the lodge felt.

      Sucking in a deep breath, Luke debated whether or not he wanted to stay curled up with Paige at his side and catch a few more hours of sleep before having to face the rest of the world. He glanced down at Paige as she continued to sleep on, oblivious to the conflict brewing inside of him.

      After he had exhausted every trick in the book to get her in bed next to him, guilt filled him thinking about the upcoming weeks. Peter had promised to sign everything over when they went in with their marriage license, but he couldn’t bring himself to stir Paige awake for that. It would be the end of their arrangement, and he felt empty thinking about it.

      She doesn’t deserve to be hitched to a man like me. I have all the money in the world, but I can’t even find it in me to keep it to just one drink. I don’t even know if I could stick with one woman for the rest of my life.

      He relished in the feeling of her soft skin pressed against his for a few minutes longer before slipping out of bed with reluctance. Much to his relief, Paige didn’t stir from her sleep as he placed more logs in the fireplace to keep the room warm. He slipped back into his thick cotton sweatpants, a shirt, and a sweater to fend off the cold.

      Pausing with his hand on the doorknob, Luke glanced back at Paige with a pang in his chest. One of her arms had curled over a pillow, holding it tightly to her chest in her sleep.

      What was going to happen when she woke? The question caused apprehension to rise inside him. There was a part of him that wanted to wholeheartedly believe Paige hadn’t given into her passions because she truly believed they were going to remain married. Even if he had his doubts about letting her go, the concept of marriage didn’t sit well with him.

      There was nothing they could do anyway until the snowstorm cleared out. Luke slipped out into the frigid hallway and closed the door behind him with a soft click. His breath puffed out in front of him as he walked down the motionless hallway to the basement door. Outside, snow had piled up on the patio deck and would need to be shoveled off. He couldn’t even see the fence that surrounded the property line.

      Fifteen minutes later in the chilled basement air, the generators booted up, much to Luke’s relief. The electricity kicked on with a gentle whir, followed by the furnace. He returned to the main floor to turn off the living room lights. Grabbing the phone, he dialed Toby’s cell number.

      “I don’t know when I’m gonna get out of here,” Luke said, closing the door to his father’s office. “It snowed like a jerk here last night. I’m sure it’s a mess on the roads and at the airport too.”

      “You guessed right,” Toby said. “Give it a few hours. The roads and airport should be open by then. How did the meeting go with Peter?”

      “It was cut short because of the snowstorm. He left before he could hand over any paperwork.”

      “It sounds like he wants to make sure you and Paige actually get married.”

      “I have no idea,” Luke said, running a distressed hand through his hair. “I just need to get out of here, Toby. I’ve gotta leave before Paige wakes up.”

      “Why? What happened?”

      He let his pointed silence do all the talking.

      “Oh, bro,” Toby exclaimed, sighing into the phone. “I warned you not to cross into that area of being a prick. You slept with her?”

      “I couldn’t help it,” Luke said. “I just couldn’t resist it any longer, and she didn’t fight against it because she thinks—”

      “That you love her and won’t leave her even though you plan to?”

      Luke grimaced at the harshness of it. “Idiot. I’m a piece of trash for doing what I did, but I can’t think like that right now. I’ve gotta get to Peter’s office here before catching a plane back to New York.”

      “And what about Paige?” Toby asked. “You’re just going to leave her there while you drive off in the snow?”

      “Just send someone to come get her,” he said flatly. “I can live in heck with this decision if it saves Paige from marrying a man like me.”

      “What’s so wrong with you staying married?”

      “I just can’t stay married.” He ran a hand over his eyes. “Why can’t you understand that I’m trying to do the right thing here?”

      “You’re not trying to do the right thing, Luke. You’re running away from your feelings. You’re running away from Paige because this is what Roderick would’ve wanted you to do.”

      Luke tensed. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “That means that if your father approved of it, you hated it. You’d do everything you could to fight against it.”

      “I would not. My father is the reason I am the way I am.” He glared at the dusty bookshelves around him. “I’m going to go tell Paige good-bye. She’ll understand once I explain it to her.”

      “I doubt she will,” Toby said. “No one understands you. I don’t even understand who you are.”

      “Just arrange a blasted car to get Paige to the airport later this afternoon. I’ve gotta go do what I need to do to get my dang business.”

      He put the phone back down in its cradle. Opening the door, Luke stepped out and jumped in surprise when he found Paige standing there wrapped in a thick blanket. Her eyes were narrowed at him with an unmistakable look of hurt.

      “Did I hear you right?” she asked quietly. “You were going to just leave me here in the middle of an icy lodge because you’re too much of a cent coward to face me?”

      “I’m not afraid to face you.”

      “Really? Why aren’t you able to look me straight in the eye then?”

      He brushed by her to continue down the hallway. “You knew this was going to end today. I never once told you I planned on staying committed.”

      Angry footsteps followed behind him. Luke found a heavy coat that smelled of dust and years hanging on the coatrack by the front door. Slipping into it, he checked a pair snow boots for spiders before stuffing his feet into them. The entire time, he couldn’t bring himself to look up at Paige, because she was right.

      He was a blasted coward, but he refused to regret what had happened between them. It had been everything they’d both wanted for weeks—it hadn’t been just his own lust and desire.

      Straightening up, Luke finally turned around to face her. There were tears in her eyes, but not the type of tears that fell. These tears were the true and painful ones. He couldn’t stand it any longer.

      “I’m sorry that trash got complicated,” he said. “Last night—”

      “Last night was apparently a mistake,” Paige said flatly. Her eyes glittered up at him. “I hope you’re happy with yourself.”

      His temper flared. “I’m not happy with myself. I think it’s rather obvious that I am not happy.”

      “So you think inheriting this new money of yours will fill in what your precious alcohol bottles can’t?

      “It’s worth a cent shot,” Luke snapped, yanking the door open. Cold and snowy air came billowing inside. “You got your end of this arrangement. Now it’s time to get mine.”

      

      ****

      

      Peter’s office was uncomfortably warm when Luke stepped into three hours later with a sullen Paige in tow. He paused before opening the office door to look over his shoulder at her.

      Every inch of Paige’s body was rigid with tension. Her eyes were bloodshot from undoubtedly crying in the shower while he had shoveled off the snow from the SUV and driveway. She refused to look directly at him, and her lips thinned into an angry line.

      “That’s not the look a newlywed has,” Luke said.

      “I don’t care,” she said. “Let’s get this over with. I want to go back to New York.” She paused to look at him. “You don’t have a good look on your face either.”

      Luke gritted his teeth as he forced a smile on his face. “I have something that will fix that on the plane ride home.” He opened the door. “You’re right though. Let’s get this over with before the entire thing falls apart.”

      “It already has.”

      Paige pushed by Luke to step into the office. Much to his relief, it wasn’t Peter sitting in the office. It was his secretary, Chelsea, with the papers for Luke’s inheritance and his father’s business.

      “Peter apologizes for not being able to be here,” Chelsea said, handing Luke a pen. “He wishes he could’ve come in to speak with Ms. Scott, or, should I say, Mrs. Turner." She beamed at Paige, who didn’t even return the smile. “Except he is snowed in at his home right now. I think he personally just didn’t want to come into work this morning. It’s quite chilly.”

      Luke glanced over the papers as he half-listened to Chelsea chatter away about nonsense. He signed his name on the dotted lines as instructed by Chelsea, and then he set the pen down. His relief was short lived when Paige abruptly turned to him.

      “I want more than what I asked for,” she said.

      Chelsea immediately stopped talking.

      “I’m sorry. You want more what?”

      “Money,” Paige said coolly, fixing her gaze on him. “I want more than what I asked you for.”

      “We agreed on what we agreed on,” Luke replied through clenched teeth. “I am not going to discuss this with you here.” He turned to look at a startled Chelsea. “Can you scan these documents so I can have a copy for my lawyer?”

      “Don’t scan them,” Paige said, looking over at Chelsea, who looked between them in confusion. “He doesn’t deserve this money if he isn’t willing to share it.”

      “He should be,” Chelsea said, baffled. “If you two are married, and you didn’t sign a prenup, then half this money is yours.”

      Hot anger seared through Luke when Paige looked at him. Neither he nor Toby had thought of that detail. Judging from the look on Paige’s face, she hadn’t thought of it either until now.

      “That’s a good point,” Paige said, a bit too sweetly. “Never mind, honey. Go ahead and scan those papers. We’ll just go on down to the courthouse to sign our marriage license.”

      Chelsea paused in mid-shuffle of the papers. “You haven’t done the license yet?”

      Desperate to regain control, Luke grabbed ahold of Paige’s elbow to squeeze there tightly. She grimaced in response but yanked herself free to stomp out of the office. The door slammed shut behind her.

      “I’m sorry,” Luke said, forcing a charming smile on his face. “We had an argument this morning. Typical couple fight.”

      “I can’t let you have these papers yet, Mr. Turner,” Chelsea said. “There are some very intricate instructions in here, but Peter warned me that he had his suspicions about your relationship with her.”

      “Suspicions?” he echoed, spitting the word out. “Why would he be suspicious? He only talked to us for a few minutes yesterday.”

      Chelsea gave him a long and critical look.

      “No one believed you in this office when you first appeared with her in the papers. It just seemed to be too much of a coincidence.”

      A headache pounded in Luke’s skull. He needed a drink—a stiff one without any fillers. Just a straight shot of alcohol to help his brain process what he needed to do.

      He didn’t bother replying. Stomping out of the office, Luke fumbled through his pockets to find his phone as he came out into the lobby. He scanned the area for Paige and spotted her sitting on a leather sofa facing the large windows.

      “I hope you are happy now,” he gritted out, pulling up Toby’s number. “They won’t even consider giving me the papers until we get that license.”

      Paige looked up at him with tears streaming down the sides of her cheeks. “I don’t care anymore. The money doesn’t matter to me. It only matters to you.”

      “It mattered to you when you walked into my office that day and named your price in all of this.”

      “Then take it. Take it all back,” she said, rising from the sofa. “I’m done. This isn’t my problem any longer. Your problems are no longer my problems.”

      “And neither are your problems mine,” Luke said coldly. “What is the point behind all of this? To get revenge on me?”

      “There was no point to any of it. I’m not going to do this anymore.” She wiped at her cheeks in aggravation. “Not after last night. I’m not going to put myself out there for your benefit.”

      “The last I checked, you didn’t tell me no, and you were enjoying yourself. Don’t act so innocent about it.”

      Paige reeled back at those words. His fingers clutched his phone numbly as she stood up on wobbly legs and gazed at him sadly.

      “I feel sorry for you,” she said, her voice trembling. “I may be young and all, but I know better than to be this stupid when it comes to having a good thing in front of you. I wish you well, Luke. I hope you figure out how to get your money.”

      She looked down at her left hand then. Slipping the ring off, Paige set it on the coffee table in front of the leather couch. Her eyes were distant and cold when she looked back at him.

      “Maybe you can pawn this,” she said. “It’s obviously worth something since money is the center of your universe.”

      Not sparing him another glance, Paige slipped out into the frigid morning. He followed her petite figure with his eyes until it disappeared out of sight before he slowly walked across the lobby to grab the ring. The morning light glittered off the diamond as he twirled it between the pads of his finger and thumb.

      It was indescribable, but another hole had opened wide within him. There was nothing he could say or do to make anything right with Paige. He had pushed for what he had desperately wanted, and now it was gone before he could even hold on.

      The media would have a field day knowing that their arrangement had been a setup for his inheritance.

      Luke sank down into the couch cushions with a heavy sigh. It didn’t matter how much it hurt. He deserved it.

      He had a creeping thought that this was his father’s lesson from beyond the grave. Roderick Turner never missed an opportunity to provide some sort of life lesson he felt was critical for Luke.

      “I didn’t get the papers,” Luke said when Toby answered the phone. “We came into the office, but Paige walked out.”

      Toby sighed. “Do you blame her for feeling the way she does? I told you not to get involved, but you didn’t listen to me, as usual when it comes to things like this.”

      “I don’t need the lecture right now. I just need you to contact Adam so we can—”

      “I think you need to figure some other things out first,” Toby cut in firmly. “You’re turning into your father, Luke. I know you don’t want to hear that, but you are. That’s exactly what you are turning into.”

      “How am I turning into my father?” Luke demanded angrily. “If I were my father, I wouldn’t have seduced someone into a fake marriage. You know how he felt about this sort of thing. That’s the only reason I’m in this position.”

      “You’re different in that regard, but the both of you are mongrels to deal with. And you both go to the bottle every time to deal with unwanted things. It’s no wonder Paige told you off.”

      Luke opened his mouth to retort, but the reality and truth hit him harder than any shot of whiskey ever could. Along the way of trying so desperately to be different from his father, he had turned into him in a lot of ways. It had cost him something that could have been greater than in his inheritance too.

      “I messed up,” Luke said, cradling his aching head in his hands. “What do I do now? I lost Paige. I lost this business.”

      “I have a suggestion,” Toby said. “Now, listen to me, and it could save you both things if you listen with an open mind.”

      Luke swallowed thickly. “Anything,” he rasped. “I’ll do anything you say at this point.”
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      Paige

      

      “Oh, honey. I wish you would’ve come to us before you got yourself into this type of mess.”

      Paige wiped her eyes dry as her mother set a mug of steaming black tea in front of her.

      “I know,” she said. “I should’ve told you both the truth about what was going on, but I just loved New York too much to let it go.”

      “We understand that you wanted more independence to do what you loved to do,” Harry said, nursing his cup of tea. “You’ve done so well on your own, but this mishap is hard to look past.”

      “I know.”

      Tears filled Paige’s eyes again just thinking of the past week. She had no idea where Luke had gone after leaving Peter’s office. The lobby had been empty when she’d returned an hour later after sitting in a small cafe drinking coffee to calm her wavering emotions. And for some unknown reason, that had stung worse than everything that had happened.

      It had left her with no option besides calling her parents for a plane ticket home. She had called Jessica from the airport to explain that she wouldn’t be coming back to New York right away—if ever besides to gather her things from her dorm.

      Luke was a businessman. They had signed a legal contract, and knowing how much money meant to him, he had probably already called NYU to cancel the payments. She had gone back on her word.

      And then she’d done the one thing she knew would sting him just as much as he had hurt her—publicly admitted that the entire thing had been fake just to benefit him.

      “It was my mistake,” Paige said. “I should’ve listened to my heart when it said this wasn’t going to be a good thing.”

      “You’re right,” Harry said coolly. “You should’ve listened to what I told you about the kind of man Luke Turner—”

      “Harry,” Marie cut in, giving him a pointed stare. “Now is not the time to lecture our daughter. She’s having a tough time.”

      “I am not lecturing. I’m just angry at this man for taking advantage of our daughter for his own financial benefit. It’s been a week, and not once has he called to apologize?”

      “I don’t know if he has tried to call,” Paige said. “I turned my phone off after telling Jessica that I needed some time at home to figure things out.”

      “I guess we will wait and see what happens then,” Harry replied, sighing. “I doubt Mr. Turner is going to give up this easily when it comes to contracts.”

      Paige chewed on the inside of her cheek. It had been a week, and no repercussions had come just yet despite her anticipation for it. Nothing. Nothing had happened. She scoured the news every single morning, but there was nothing there to provide clues on what Luke’s temperament was.

      She spent the rest of the day helping her mother clean around the house before they ventured into town together to do some shopping. Even if she loathed the idea of never going back to New York, it still felt good to have the comforting presence of her family around her. It provided a distraction from the horrible ache in her stomach whenever her mind started to wander back to the night before they’d gone into Peter’s office.

      She never wanted to admit it out loud, but she had fallen in love with Luke in such a short amount of time that it was surreal. She had a suspicion that Luke had fallen in love with her too. No matter what he said, she couldn’t forget that look in his eyes while they had made love. It was the type of look she had read about in books and seen in the movies—a hardened heart letting someone in to get close enough to love them.

      The color of the trees had changed overnight it seemed, Paige noted while walking slowly down the sidewalk as she waited for her mother to finish up the grocery shopping. She took a seat on one of the benches. It seemed so strange that in North Dakota, there was already a couple feet of snow. Winter had hit there first, and while it felt chilly in the shades of the trees, the sunlight was warm.

      A part of her did burn with curiosity to see if Luke had at least tried to call her. Reaching into her purse, Paige pulled out her phone to power it on with a pounding heart. There were a few text messages from Shannon asking what had happened, but nothing else besides a voice mail from a number she didn’t recognize.

      “Paige, it’s Toby Patel.” She held her breath. “I know your phone is off, but when you get this message, call me back. It’s urgent.”

      Don’t call. It’s none of your business anymore. It doesn’t matter. Her finger pressed down on the number anyway to call it back.

      Toby answered within two rings. “I’m glad you finally called me back. I was wondering what had happened to you.”

      “You were?” she asked skeptically. “I figured you were calling to yell at me like I’m sure Luke wants to yell at me.”

      “I have no reason to yell at you,” he said. “I’m on your side here, Paige. I warned Luke not to mess with you, or else it would get very complicated for you both behind the arrangement.”

      “Well, it is complicated. That’s for sure.” Paige tilted her head up to feel the warm sunshine on her face. “What is it that you needed to talk to me about?”

      “I wanted to make sure you’re okay first off.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “And then I wanted to make sure you got back home okay.”

      She opened her eyes. “How did you know I went home?”

      “Shannon asked your friend if you had gone home or if you planned on coming back to New York.”

      “And what did Jessica tell Shannon?”

      “That she had no idea what you planned on doing exactly,” Toby said. “You didn’t give her a straight enough answer.”

      “That’s about right. I have no idea yet.” Bitterness washed over her. “I’ll probably stay here in Wyoming, maybe take some online classes.”

      “What about NYU?” Toby asked, and she could hear the frown in his voice. “You were so adamant about staying enrolled there and not putting your education on hold for anyone.”

      “I’m pretty sure my days are limited there,” Paige said. “Why are you asking me about it anyway?”

      “I’m just confused is all about—” He cut off abruptly before changing topic. “You haven’t heard from Luke at all?”

      “No,” she said tensely. “Why? Should I have?”

      “No phone calls or messages?”

      “No,” Paige replied impatiently. “Why do you sound so surprised about that?”

      “No reason, I suppose. I just thought he would’ve contacted you by now judging from the last conversation I had with him.”

      “What was the last conversation—”

      A beeping sound filled Paige’s ear.

      “I’m sorry, Paige. I’ve got to take this phone call real quick. Call me tomorrow to let me know what happens.”

      “What—” The line went dead.

      Paige stared down at her phone in bafflement. She had no idea what Toby knew exactly, but knowing he was close to Luke, she summarized he knew something about Luke.

      He just didn’t want to tell her.

      

      ****

      

      The drive back to the farm was a long twenty-minute drive in silence. Paige gazed out at the blur of scenery along the highway as she replayed her brief conversation with Toby.

      What is Luke up to?

      It made her uneasy knowing that he was up to something. What it was exactly, she had no idea, and Toby hadn’t seemed too keen on telling her anything. She tapped the screen of her phone as she debated calling Luke’s cell. He won’t pick up. Why would he? He got what he wanted from you, partly.

      She was caught on that part of it all. Luke had taken something he knew meant the world to her and then trampled all over it on his way to get what he truly wanted—money.

      “Mom,” she said, turning to look at Marie with a grimace. “I have to tell you something that I hope you won’t tell Dad. Just woman to woman.”

      Marie looked at her with a grim expression. “I had a feeling you needed to tell me something. What is it?”

      Paige spent the next ten minutes explaining everything that had happened over the past thirty days—including the night she had given in to her passions with Luke.

      “It makes sense now how you feel,” Marie said once Paige had finished telling her everything. “Sex brings out complicated emotions. I’m not surprised you feel the way you do.”

      “I’m not crazy then?” Paige asked, wiping her eyes dry. “I feel like I’ve gone crazy trying to figure out why I feel the way I do.”

      “It’s a big thing, Paige. That’s why your father and I have tried to tell you that it’s better to wait for someone you love.”

      “I thought I did love him.” She looked out the window at the acres of sweeping land filled with evergreen pines. “I do love him. That’s how I feel, and I know he feels the same way about me. I don’t know how to explain it.”

      “You can love someone with everything you have but not have it be the right time, Paige.”

      “I know. It wasn’t the right time.”

      Marie reached over to pat her on the knee. “Everything is going to be okay, honey. We’ll help you through whatever you need help with.”

      Paige smiled in appreciation. “Thanks, Mom.”

      A black truck was parked in front of the farmhouse when they pulled up a few minutes later.

      “Who on earth is that?” Marie asked, leaning over the steering wheel to stare at the truck in confusion. “I don’t recognize that truck. Do you?”

      “No,” Paige said, also leaning forward to look at it. She caught sight of the paper tags on the back. “It looks like a rental though. Maybe dad knows whose it is.” She scanned the fields where he had been cutting hay. “I don’t see him in the fields, so he must be talking to whoever drives the truck.”

      “Must be.”

      Once the engine was cut, they hopped out of the truck to head around to the back door that led into the kitchen. Her arms full of groceries, Paige entered the kitchen and nearly drop them in sheer and utter surprise when she found her father sitting at the table with Luke directly across from him.

      “Luke?” she gasped out, holding onto the bags before they could fall to the ground. “What are you doing here?”

      Luke rose from the table where he had been nursing a cup of coffee. He reached out to grab the grocery bags from her hands.

      “I needed to talk to someone about a few things,” he said. “You talked about how wonderful your dad was at giving advice.” He set the bags down on the counter. “And you’re right. He is.”

      She was at an utter loss for words.

      Paige swiveled to glance at her mother, who stood rooted in surprise as well with groceries in her arms. Her heart pounded furiously against her ribcage as she ran her eyes over him, willing him to disappear like she was in a dream, but he remained standing there.

      He looked worn out from the dark bags under his eyes, but in much better shape than she had seen him in Peter’s office. His blonde hair was tied back. A bristle of a beard covered his strong jaw, and he wasn’t dressed in his normal attire of fancy clothes. He was in a pair of tattered jeans, sneakers, and a sweater.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked, crossing her arms over her chest. Just seeing him for the first time since in Peter’s office brought a fresh wave of emotion over her. “If you came here to tell me off for going back on our deal, then—”

      “I’m not here for that,” Luke said smoothly. He glanced back at her father, who nodded in some sort of understanding. “Can we go for a walk together? I only have an hour before I have to get on a plane to go to Florida.”

      “Florida?” Paige echoed, but she reluctantly let her arms drop. “I guess we can talk since you’ve obviously won my father’s stamp of approval.”

      Harry stood up from the table to help his wife with the bags of groceries. He sighed at Paige in exasperation.

      “I am not heartless,” he said, and he patted Luke on the shoulder. “Mr. Turner arrived here after you two left to go to town. He came clean to me about everything that has happened between you two.”

      Paige’s eyes widened. “And you're okay with that?”

      “Not all of it,” Harry said. “I made my opinions very clear to him, and he has responded with respect. He respects what I told him.”

      “What did you tell him?”

      “Go for a walk,” her father said, ushering Paige out the door with Luke in tow. “Listen to what he has to say.”

      Dizzy with confusion, Paige stood on the back patio as Luke gazed at her with an indescribable expression. There was nothing she could think of to say. She had no idea why Luke had come all the way out to Wyoming, and it unnerved her that he had just shown up without warning.

      It gave her little time to sort through her feelings.

      “I thought you would be in New York,” she said finally. “I’m a bit surprised you’re here.”

      “I wanted to come find you,” Luke said. He glanced out over the acres of land stretched in front of them. “The only place I could think you’d go to was your parents’ house—even if you didn’t want to go back.”

      “I was confident that if I went back to New York, I’d be kicked out for lack of payment.”

      Luke sighed as he shook his head. “I know you’re upset—”

      “Dang right I am,” she blurted out, fresh tears streaming down her face. “How could you do what you did to me?”

      “I’m sorry, Paige. I shouldn’t have—” He stopped talking and turned to look at her. Gathering her cold and sweaty hands in his own, Luke looked at her with a passionate gaze. “Just hear me out. Yes, it started out with me not caring if I got you into my bed; I just wanted you there. But things started to change for me over the past thirty days. You saw parts of me that even Toby doesn’t see.”

      Her eyes fluttered shut as confusion crashed over her. “Don’t do this to me, Luke. I’m already confused enough about how I feel toward you right now. I don’t even know if I want to see you.”

      “Well, I know how I feel about you,” he said firmly. “After you left Peter’s office, I got drunk—drunker than I have ever been in my life—because I knew what I had to do to make all of this right.”

      “Which was what?”

      “I needed to tell you that I love you.” Her eyes opened in surprise at hearing that. “I had to tell you that in person, because I do love you. It took me some time this past week to figure out why I ran from you, but it’s because I love you. I didn’t want to prove my father right, but I realize he wanted me to be in love. He wanted me to have a good life and not turn out like him.”

      Paige scanned his face intently for any flicker of deception. There was nothing but genuine love and care there. She couldn’t even remember the last time she had seen Luke appear so honest and carefree.

      “And that involves me?” she whispered.

      Her heart lifted in relief when Luke nodded. His strong and steady fingers gave her hands a tender squeeze.

      “Yes,” he whispered back. “I came out here to apologize to your father too. I told him everything that’s happened, and what I plan to do to fix all the damage I have done.”

      “What’s your plan?”

      “I managed to get into a treatment center in Florida for alcohol abuse,” he said plainly. “I’m getting on a plane today to go there, but I had to see you first.”

      “What about—”

      “My inheritance?” he supplied, smiling slightly. “Peter agreed to look over my father’s business while I still run it after I take some time to myself. I want to do things properly— the way it was originally set up.”

      Pressing a kiss to the back of Paige’s knuckles, he fished something out of the pocket of his jeans. Paige’s heart skipped a beat when she realized he was holding the ring she had taken off back in North Dakota.

      “I still want you to be my wife,” he said. “Not tomorrow. Not even at the end of sixty days when I’m done with this program. I want it to be when you’re done going to school, or when you feel the time is right.”

      He slid the ring on her finger with a smile. “This ring belonged to you in the first place. I know it’ll take some time to forgive me, but I hope that you do.”

      It had to be a dream. That was all Paige could think as she stared up at Luke with the chilly fall breeze stirring his hair. But it wasn’t a dream. The past two weeks seemed to fade away from them.

      He had come all the way to Wyoming to apologize, to tell her that he loved her and planned on waiting as long as it took to get her back. She couldn’t have asked for anything else.

      “I love you,” she said. “I’ll be waiting for you too.”

      Luke smiled at her before leaning down to kiss her. They kissed each other with a cold breeze circling them, but they were warm in each other’s arms.

      

      THE END

      [image: ]
* * *

      
        I sincerely hope you enjoyed Big Bad Fake Groom. If you would like to read more about Luke and Paige, go to the DELETED SCENES in the table of contents.

        

        I’ve also included some bonus stories for your enjoyment. If you like short stories, then check out the collections. If you prefer longer stories, then check out BIG BAD BALLER and a sample of BIG BAD NEIGHBOR. At any time, please check the table of contents to decide what to read next.
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      MOTORCYCLE Romance – Outlaw Bad Boy Biker
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      Jennifer Walters groaned as her six-year-old son leapt atop her. She was in bed, and after opening one eye and squinting at her alarm clock, she saw it wasn’t even seven in the morning. In fact, it wasn’t even six thirty.

      “What are you doing up so early?” Jennifer asked the little boy. His name was Jaxson, and he had the same blond hair his mother did, though his green eyes were his father's. That man was long gone, out of the picture and out of the state. It was just Jen and Jaxson, together in Arizona, in a small town named Harrisburg. It was dusty and hot, and Jennifer owned a small bar right at the end of the main drag, a place called Chuck’s, named for the man she had bought it from. Chuck’s was the local biker hangout, and there were plenty of bikers in and around Harrisburg.

      “It’s not early, is it?”

      “Six twenty is pretty early,” Jennifer groaned. “Go back to bed.”

      “I don’t want to. I’m too excited about school.”

      Jaxson was in first grade, and he loved it. He was bright and was already reading far beyond his level.

      “Why? You go five times a week. How could you be excited?”

      “Today is Chris’s birthday, and he’s bringing in cupcakes,” the little boy said with a huge grin.

      “You got me up so early because you’re excited about cupcakes?”

      “I guess so,” Jaxson said.

      “Do you know how late I worked?”

      “Yeah. You didn't pick me up until two in the morning. I woke up as we were driving home.”

      On nights that Jennifer worked, which was most of them, an older woman named Barbara, who lived down the street, watched Jaxson. After leaving the bar, Jennifer would swing by and pick him up. Being a single mother was tough, but Jennifer wouldn’t have had her life any other way. Jaxson’s dad had been a jerk, one of those tough guys Jen always found herself chasing after, and when she had gotten pregnant, he had disappeared. She was better off without him.

      Jennifer’s mother lived across the country and wasn’t able to visit much, and she’d had no money to send when Jennifer had needed help.

      Buying Chuck’s had been a big gamble, but it had paid off. Jennifer hadn’t gone to college. She had worked in the dingy bar for a couple of years. And then, when she was twenty-three, Chuck retired and offered the bar to the few employees he had. Jennifer was the only one who had expressed interest in buying it. She got a loan and did so. She wanted to make a better life for herself and for her son.

      Twenty-three turned into twenty-four, and that gave way to twenty-five, and the bar stayed afloat, finally giving her a monetary cushion. She wasn’t living paycheck to paycheck anymore.

      But she did stay up late, and she was tired, and she felt as though she was missing out on Jaxson, particularly since he was in school until three and she went to the bar at five, six times a week.

      “Turn on the TV, but keep it low,” Jennifer groaned as her son cuddled up beside her. He searched for the remote, tossed among the blankets on the bed, found it, and turned on the TV that sat on a long dresser against one wall of the bedroom. Blue light flooded the dim room, and Jennifer groaned once more for good measure before pulling her pillow over her head and going back to sleep.

      When she awoke again, it was because her alarm was going off. Seven twenty, time to get her son ready for school. Cartoons were on the TV, but Jaxson was sleeping beside her.

      “Get up,” she said, nudging her son.

      “I’m tired now.”

      “Moms are allowed to sell kids, you know.”

      After they climbed out of bed, she made breakfast and got him dressed. He was at school by eight, and she was back home ten minutes later. She collapsed into bed and went back to sleep.

      Jennifer rose again just after noon. Her cell was ringing. She searched for her shorts; her phone was still in the pocket, and she had taken them off just before getting back in bed. She found her phone and looked at the screen. A name was there across it: Ryan.

      Ryan was a nice guy. Maybe that was why she didn’t like him. He came into the bar sometimes, completely out of place among the blue jeans and leather. He always looked nice. He was a fit guy, a bit on the thinner side, and he wore khakis and polo shirts. His shoes were nice and shiny, and his arms were bare of tattoos or scars. He was wholesome. He had a good job—he was an accountant at a company twenty miles to the east, in a much bigger town called Grove.

      And he was interested in Jennifer. He hit on her whenever he came into the bar. In fact, she was pretty sure he only came in to see her. She wasn’t sure how he had come to find his way into Chuck’s the first time, but he had seen her behind the bar and kept coming in. And he kept asking her out. For over a year now. She flirted with him, teased him; she found it fun. She was stringing him along, and she knew it. He was handsome, tall, and dark, his skin tanned, his smile dazzling. It was just those khakis. She didn’t like those kind of guys. Something was wrong with her. She needed a good guy. She knew it. So maybe she would give one a chance.

      She answered her phone.

      “Hello?”

      “Oh, hey. It’s Ryan.” The man sounded surprised, as if he hadn’t expected her to answer. Probably because she usually never did.

      “I know. What’s up?” the young woman asked. She lay back against her pillows, holding the phone to her ear.

      “What are you doing?” Ryan asked. Jennifer smiled to herself.

      “Lying in bed. I’m not wearing pants.”

      She giggled. She knew that would drive Ryan crazy, and she knew that was rude, but she liked messing with the man too much. She heard him gulp, and she found herself thinking that it was cute how intimidated he was by her.

      “Oh, I can let you go,” Ryan said.

      “Why did you call?” she asked.

      “I was wondering if you wanted to go out with me on Saturday. I have a work thing, down in Tempe. I know it’s a bit of a drive, but it’s a dinner. I’m, uh, getting an award, and it’s a get-dressed-up sort of thing and go have a free meal, listen to boring people talk about boring accounting things, and I don’t know why I’m even bothering to ask you, because it’s starting to bore me just talking about it.”

      “You’re getting an award?” Jennifer asked him.

      “Yes.”

      “Wow. I’ve never known anyone who got an award. What’s it for?”

      “I’m the Arizona accountant of the year,” the nervous young man said.

      “Ryan,” Jennifer said, “I will go with you.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay. I can pick you up, uh, at three? We’ll be there by six then, and it starts at seven, but we can mingle, grab a drink or whatever.”

      “Sounds great,” Jennifer said, and she hung up. She bit her lip as she stared at her ceiling. She wondered what she was doing. She needed a good man, a good guy. Someone who had a good job and had to wear a tie to the office. That was who Ryan was. She found herself feeling nervous suddenly, her stomach in a knot.

      She stood up and took her T-shirt off. Then she unclipped her bra and let it fall to the floor before sliding her panties down to her feet and stepping out of them. She padded into her bathroom on bare feet and stopped in front of the sink. If she backed up far enough, she could see most of her body: her face, her chest, her flat stomach. She was attractive. She always had been. She’d been the first girl in school to develop, and now, at twenty-five, her breasts were round and heavy. Her pubic hair was trimmed, a small strip above her pink slit. Her hair was blond and long, loose and framing her shoulders. Her lips were plump, and she had a small beauty mark above her lip on the right side. When she smiled, there was a dimple in just her left cheek.

      She was hot. Beautiful. And she had never been with a good man. Ever. Ryan was a good man. She was excited to go with him to Tempe that weekend; she was excited to go on a real date with a good man. The last man she had gone on a date with was Michael. He was a jerk, to put it simply. He never took her out; he just expected sex, and even then he never made love to her. It was just hard, hair pulling, rear grabbing.

      Looking in the mirror, she wondered what kind of lover Ryan was. Would he pull her hair? Would he grab her breasts so hard that it hurt her? Would he smile when she yelled out in discomfort, or would he let up? Jennifer found herself wanting to know. She took a hot shower, thinking of Ryan. She let her hand fall between her legs, her fingers sliding over her slit. She came, and then she washed, and then she got out and dressed.

      She spent a couple of hours cleaning the house, and then she went and collected Jaxson from school. They hung out for a while at home, but soon it was time for Jennifer to go to work. She dropped Jaxson off with Barbara and then hurried to her bar.

      She employed two other night bartenders, a guy in his thirties named Steven and a girl younger than her, with bigger belly and a more vacant expression, named Brittany. It was Thursday, and Steven was working. One guy manned the bar during the day, seven days a week, an old man named Bert. He only had to come in from two in the afternoon, when the bar opened, to five, when the night tenders took over. Jennifer liked all of her employees, even if Brittany was rather vapid and air-headed. She also had two cooks in the kitchen who worked part time, alternating days. On that Thursday, the cook was Andre, a tall black man who had once been headed to the NBA before an injured knee brought him to the world of cooking. He was smoking a cigarette at the rear of the building when Jennifer pulled into the employee lot.

      “Hey, boss,” Andre said, and he smiled. He was always smiling; Jennifer wasn’t sure she had ever met a friendlier person.

      “Hey,” Jennifer said. “How’s the wife?”

      Andre was married to a petite white woman four years younger than him. She was eight months pregnant and looked as though she was ready to pop at any moment.

      “Sherry is fine,” Andre said.

      “I thought you were kicking the cigarettes,” Jennifer said.

      “Before the baby comes,” Andre said with another grin. “He ain’t here yet, is he?”

      “Not yet,” Jennifer agreed, and she went inside. She got to the bar just as Bert was leaving. Steven was already there, filling a beer for the only customer in the place, an older woman with a tattoo of a rose on her throat. Everyone called her Rose, and she was a regular. She came in every day at two, shot the trash with Bernie, and then left half an hour after he did, drunk as a skunk. Jennifer liked her, though she was pretty sure her name wasn’t really Rose. She was also pretty sure Rose didn’t have a job and was getting disability due to the fact that she hobbled everywhere on a cane and could afford to do nothing but drink all day.

      “Hey, kid,” Rose said.

      “Hey, Rose,” Jennifer replied. The old woman always called her kid. Rose was a tough woman, a biker chick, clad in jeans and a black T-shirt with a Harley on the front, but she was warm and nice with Jennifer, taking on an almost motherly role.

      The day wore on and the night came fast, the burning Arizona sun dropping quickly from the sky. As it grew darker, the place filled up.

      If there wasn’t at least one fight that spilled out into the parking lot, it just wasn’t Chuck’s. That night the fight came early, just past eight, when two men started screaming at each other over a game of pool. Punches flew, Jennifer screamed at them to take it outside, and they did so, with three-fourths of the other patrons slipping out behind them to watch. Jennifer took advantage of the sudden slowdown and did some cleaning behind the bar. When she spun around, she was greeted by Rocky.

      That wasn’t his real name of course, but then Jennifer didn’t know his real name. Rocky was close to her in age, if not a couple of years older. He was the definition of a bad boy. He was a member of one of the local motorcycle clubs, a rowdy group of men who called themselves the Reapers. They all wore black leather vests or jackets, and on the back they had sewn large patches of a skull-faced grim reaper in tattered black robes, holding a long scythe.

      Rocky was handsome, with a square chin and dark brown hair grown a bit long. He had a scar just below his lip, and he drank too much. Jennifer knew she shouldn’t be interested in him, but she couldn’t deny the attraction. She had fantasized about the man so often, though she had never acted on it. He, of course, had tried. He kept trying with her, and Jennifer knew he wasn’t used to being turned down, judging by how many different women she had seen sitting on his lap in the bar.

      “Hey,” Rocky said. “Can I get another beer?”

      “All right,” Jennifer said. She turned and grabbed a bottle of the brand she knew he drank and placed it in front of him. He grabbed it and took a swig. She expected him to turn and go outside to watch the fight, but he didn’t. He pulled the bottle from his lips and looked at her. She giggled. “What do you want?”

      “I want you to come back to my place so I can forget you all night,” Rocky said.

      Jennifer laughed, and though she felt a stirring between her legs, she shook her head. “You’re bad news,” she said.

      Rocky laughed. “That’s true,” he said, and then he turned and walked away. Jennifer watched his rear as he did so.
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      Saturday came around, and Jennifer found herself in Tempe with Ryan. The drive was nice; they made idle chit chat, and she learned about his childhood. He had grown up in Ohio and gotten a job there. The company had sent him to Arizona three years previously. He liked it, but he missed his family.

      Jennifer didn’t tell him much about her childhood. She had been born and raised in Maryland, where her father drank too much and her mother cheated on him constantly. They divorced when Jen was fifteen, and she got into her car and left the day after she graduated from high school. Her car broke down in Arizona, and that was where she had stayed. It wasn’t as nice or quaint a story as Ryan’s. He wouldn’t want to know about her jerk father or stepmother.

      The dinner was actually nice, and Jennifer felt a strange sense of pride when Ryan was given his award. He went up to the stage to accept it and give a small speech. Jennifer found herself feeling a little sad for the man as well. He would have much rather shared the moment with those he cared about back in Ohio. When he got back to the table and they finished dinner, Jennifer brought up old girlfriends.

      “I’ve dated a few women out here,” Ryan said with a shrug. “It never works out.”

      “You’re cute,” Jennifer said. “You have a good job. What’s the problem?”

      “They aren’t you,” Ryan said truthfully, bolstered by the three glasses of wine he had drunk.

      The dinner wasn’t over until nearly ten, and Ryan’s business had comped him a room at a nearby hotel, but he insisted he could drive her home that night.

      “I’m sure you want to get back home to your son,” he said.

      “He’s fine, and you can’t drive,” Jennifer countered. “And neither can I. We can sleep it off and head home in the morning. The sitter won't mind.”

      And that much was true. Barbara adored Jaxson, and it only took a phone call to make sure the older woman was okay with having him through the night. They were close enough to the hotel to walk—it was only a few blocks—and Jennifer and Ryan did just that.

      Jennifer stood with him in the hotel lobby, waiting as he checked in. She was feeling frisky, a bit lightheaded, and she felt like playing once more with the man who had such a massive crush on her. She pinched his rear and slid her hand into his pocket, brushing along his hardening member with the tips of her fingers through the material of his pocket, playing it off like an accident.

      “Looking for gum,” she said with a grin when he gasped and looked at her. Ryan got a keycard to the room and they rode in the elevator to the fifth floor. Ryan led the way down the hall and opened the door to the room.

      It was a nice room, spacious and with one bed. Ryan saw it and his face fell. “Oh, I didn’t even think,” he said. “I can sleep on the love-seat.”

      Jennifer laughed and slapped his arm playfully. “That’s a big bed. I’m sure we’ll both be fine in it,” she said, and she went in and kicked off her heels. She had dressed up for the dinner, a tight black dress that was low cut enough to show off her massive breasts, but not so much as to make her look trashy. It was short as well, but she had the body to make it work. She wore dark hose, stockings only, and when she sat on the end of the bed to take her earrings out, she crossed her leg and hem of the dress came up, her creamy, milky thigh showing above the material of the stocking.

      She saw Ryan looking and grinned. She kept her earring in, instead reaching down to her leg with one hand, running her fingers up the material of the stocking. “I love thigh highs,” she said in a soft voice, practically purring. “Don’t you?”

      Ryan was near the door. He nodded. She looked him over, smiling to herself when she noticed the bulge in his pants. The man might be a bit nerdier than most men she had been with, but it looked as though his cock was large.

      “Come touch them,” Jennifer said. She was telling him to do it. It was an invitation she didn’t expect him to turn down. She ran her index finger up her own thigh, catching the hem of her dress and hiking it up even farther. Ryan went forward. He stopped in front of her and reached down, but she slapped his hand away. The men she was usually with, they were in charge. Always. But with Ryan, Jennifer knew she could be in charge.

      “Kneel down,” she said. Ryan nodded again and did so. She wondered if he would be able to speak.

      He reached out for her again, but she slapped his hand once more. She stood up.

      “Do you think about me when you jerk off?” Jennifer asked the man. She felt her pussy growing hot, her juices beginning to flow.

      “Yes,” Ryan breathed.

      “You hold your cock, you milk it, you make yourself come, thinking about me?”

      “Yes.”

      “What do you think about?”

      “Let me touch your stockings,” Ryan said.

      “Tell me what you think about first, and then you can,” Jennifer said.

      “I think about you.”

      “How?”

      “Every way. Bent over the back of my couch.”

      “Did you jerk off while you thought of me last night? Knowing you were bringing me here?”

      “Yes,” Ryan said. “Let me touch you.”

      Jennifer was enjoying herself too much. She knew she would let the man have her, but she was having fun with him. No man she had messed before would have asked her permission to touch her. Ryan wanted her so badly, and it was driving him nuts, and it drove her nuts in turn.

      “Tell me what you pictured me doing last night, and then you can.”

      “I pictured you sucking my cock as I drove here.”

      “Road head?”

      “Yes,” Ryan said.

      “Did you come in my mouth?”

      “Yes,” Ryan said.

      “Did I swallow it?” Jennifer asked.

      “Yes,” Ryan said.

      “Touch my stockings,” Jennifer said. Standing in front of the kneeling man, his face was eye level with her waist. He reached forward, a hand on each leg, starting at her calf and working up. His wrists met the hem of her dress and pushed it up. He kept raising his hands, and soon his fingers touched her skin, leaving the top of the stockings. He stopped then and worked his hands back down, onto the thigh highs.

      “Are you hard?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you want to see my pussy?” Jennifer asked.

      “I want to eat it,” Ryan said.

      “Lift my skirt up,” Jennifer said, and Ryan ran his hands back up her legs. He got to the dress and pushed it upward. She reached down to help him, taking the hem and pulling. She pulled the dress off in one motion, tossing it onto the floor. He looked up to her, his hands on her thighs, his fingers kneading the skin there beneath her stockings. She was wearing a black lacy thong and a matching bra with sheer cups. His eyes were on her rosebud nipples, hard and straining against the mesh.

      Ryan looked down then, to her pussy, to the lacy crotch of her thong soaked with her juices. Jennifer still wanted to be in control. She turned and walked away from the bed. Ryan watched her.

      “I didn’t mean to be too forward,” he said.

      “Stop apologizing,” Jennifer said, trying to sound stern. “Stand up.”

      Ryan followed her instructions, climbing to his feet. His cock pressed against his dark pants, and he still wore a shirt and tie.

      “Take off your tie,” Jennifer commanded.

      Slowly, Ryan did so. He draped it over the back of a chair.

      “Incredible, you can’t even crumple up your tie? Put it on the floor,” Jennifer snapped. Ryan reached over, took the tie, and dropped it onto the floor. “Good,” Jennifer said. “Now take off your shirt.”

      She watched as Ryan started slowly unbuttoning the shirt, and she grinned and shook her head. With three quick steps she was in front of him, the fingers on each hand sliding into his shirt between the buttons. She pulled quickly and the shirt was open, some of the buttons popping off and flying across the room.

      “Do you want to mess me?” Jennifer asked, standing so near him. She moved her hips forward so her pelvis pressed against his erection, still restrained by his pants.

      “Yes,” the man breathed.

      “Later,” Jennifer said with a laugh. She pulled the open shirt from his shoulders and then stepped back. She sat on the end of the bed and then lay back, scooting upward as she did so. “Taste me,” she said, looking down at the man. He obliged.

      Ryan came forward, crawling onto the bed and positioning his head between her legs. She still wore her thong, and she was sure he would pull it off her, like any other man would, but he didn’t. Instead, he placed his lips against the tender and sensitive skin of her thigh. He kissed there, nibbled there, and she moaned and reached down, running her fingers through his hair.

      Finally, he was done teasing her. She felt his fingers pull aside the crotch of her thong, and then his tongue was on her, lapping up her steamy juices as it ran up and down her pink slit. His tongue focused on her clit then, and his fingers entered her, one at first and then two, pushing into her slowly as he sucked on her engorged clit and then curling upward to probe at her G-spot.

      Ryan put more care and love into eating her pussy than anyone ever had. It was obvious that he was eager to please her, to make her come, instead of worrying about coming himself. And come she did, a body shaking quake of passion erupting from her loins, clenching her stomach muscles, sending her pussy into spasms. Ryan rode it out, probing her with his tongue as she came, and then he backed away, kneeling on the bed.

      “Stand up,” Jennifer panted, wanting to stay in control. Ryan did so, and she slid down the bed so she was sitting in front of him. She still wore a bra, still had the thong on and the thigh highs. She reached up and undid his belt, and then she unzipped his fly. She reached in and freed his cock. It was massive, bobbing in the air in front of her face with each beat of his heart. “What do you want me to do to you?” she asked as she smiled up to the man.

      “Suck it.”

      “Suck what?” Jennifer asked. She had just come, but she was aching to have his big cock inside her, but she would tease him and reward him first. She put her hand on his member, jerking him slowly. He was cut, his bulbous spongy head an inch from her ruby red lips.

      “Suck my cock,” Ryan practically gasped. Jennifer giggled. And then she kissed the head of his penis, a light touch that drove him wild. She didn’t know why she liked teasing the man so much, why she liked being in charge. She was never in charge. It had to do with that. Ryan reached down, placed his hand on the back of her head, and for a moment she thought he had finally had enough, that a bad boy was hiding somewhere in him after all, that he would hold her head still and harass her face if she wasn’t going to do it. She prepared herself for that, but instead he chose to be gentle yet again. His fingers became entwined with her hair, but he didn’t force his cock into her mouth. He just gripped her hair, and he looked down to her and whispered.

      “Please,” he said.

      “Okay,” Jennifer said, and she took him into her mouth. His hard cock was long but wide, wider than any she had ever seen, and it stretched her lips to the limit. She sucked him slowly, her tongue twirling deliciously in her mouth as she took him as far as she could go, her lips almost at the base of his cock. And then she would rock her head back, and he would slide almost completely out of her mouth, his cock shining in the soft light, wet from her saliva.

      She kept her eyes on his as she blew him, but it didn’t take long until she couldn’t take it anymore, and she let his cock fall from her mouth completely. “Lay down,” she said as she stood. Then deciding he wasn’t moving fast enough, she shoved him onto the bed. She gripped his pants by the legs and pulled them off, so finally he was nude. She did the same then, sliding out of her thong and unclipping her bra before crawling on top of him. She reached down and steadied his throbbing cock with one hand as she lowered herself upon it.

      His ginormous toe felt like pure bliss in her tight pussy. She let him fill her, sliding up and then pushing down quickly so that her rear cheeks slapped audibly against his thighs. As she rode him, Ryan sat up, taking one of her nipples into his mouth, groping at the other breast with one of his hands.

      Jennifer rode Ryan furiously, tired of the teasing, tired of the soft touches. She made him harass her hard, and she was coming for the second time before long. She yelled out loud, so loud that someone banged on the wall from the other side, but she didn’t care. She groaned and moaned as the second orgasm of the night rocked her body. Ryan kissed her to shut her up, as she was still shaking, her pussy gripping tightly on his cock as her juices flowed out of her around it, running down his pelvis and his balls.

      Ryan was a nice guy, but he could only take so much. Finally, his animal instincts woke up, and as Jennifer continued to ride him, panting after her orgasm, he pushed her aside. She landed on her back and went to spread her legs, but Ryan just shook his head and grabbed her by the hips, rolling her over and pulling her up so she was on her hands and knees. His cock neared her, and she reached down to grip his cock and guide him into her pussy, but he grabbed her hair tightly and shook his head.

      “Not there,” he said, and pushed his slick toe, shining with her spit and pussy juices still, into her rear.

      Jennifer wasn’t an anal virgin, but she had never had a cock as big as Ryan’s in her butthole. She yelped as he pushed into her, and she gripped the sheet on the bed, so tightly her knuckles were as white as ghosts. His balls slapped against her pussy when he was fully inside her, and then he pulled back.

      It didn’t take long for the man to come—her jerk was even tighter than her pussy—and she was both relieved and disappointed when he finally pulled out of her. Ryan used his hand on himself, jerking twice before he sprayed hot, thick ropes of cum onto her rear cheeks. As he was spraying his spunk on her skin, Jennifer tried to catch her breath.

      He collapsed next to her, and she laid on her stomach. She looked over and laughed.

      “Who would have thought you had that in you?” she said.
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      Over the next few weeks, Jennifer and Ryan saw more of each other. They messed like rabbits, and they began to go on dates. Jennifer liked the man. He always had money; he always treated her to dinner; he bought her flowers. She had never dated a man like that. And the sex was wonderful. Best of all, Jaxson really liked Ryan, and for his part, Ryan seemed willing and able to spend time with the boy.

      The only thing Jennifer wasn’t sure about was why she was still so attracted to the big burly bikers in her bar, particularly Rocky. He drank there almost every night, the same as the rest of the Reapers. He must have known she was seeing Ryan, because he came in even more frequently, and Jennifer wasn’t ashamed to be with a good guy for once, so they would kiss and hug when he was in the bar. Still, it didn’t keep Rocky from hitting on her, often right in front of Ryan.

      Almost exactly two months to the day that Ryan and Jennifer had gone to Tempe, Jennifer’s life changed forever. She was bartending alone on a lazy Tuesday night. It was just about closing time, and the only people left in the bar were two strangers. They were both men in their fifties, bikers with long hair and beards. She guessed they were passing through; they wore vests with a snake and knife logo she was unfamiliar with.

      “You guys drink up; I’m about to lock up,” she said.

      “All right,” one man said, draining his beer and standing up from the bar.

      “I’ll catch you in a minute,” the other man said; he still had half a beer to go. His friend left some money on the bar and headed out. Jennifer smiled at the man who remained.

      “Where you from?” she asked.

      “I don’t want to talk to you,” the man said, and then he grinned. It was predatory, his teeth white and gleaming. “But there is something I would like to do.”

      “Sorry, I don’t think so,” Jennifer said, and the man made her so uncomfortable that her heart started beating fast as adrenaline pumped through her.

      “I don’t think I made myself clear,” the man said. “I wasn’t planning on giving you a choice.”

      “Why don’t you call it a night,” Jennifer said, backing up from the bar. The man leaned forward, darting like a coiled snake, and took hold of her arm. He wrenched her toward him, toward the bar, as she screamed. Her stomach hit the edge of the bar and the wind was knocked right out of her. Her scream fell short as she gasped for breath. He kept pulling, and before she could stop herself, Jennifer was on the bar, being dragged across it. Once across, the man forced her to the floor, and the petite girl could do nothing but cry.

      When it was over, she was left bloody and crying on the floor, her shirt torn, her jeans down around her ankles. The man left after splashing his cum across her stomach. He threw the money he owed her for his beers on top of her, some of it falling into the salty mess. Jennifer didn’t move; she didn’t even watch him leave. After he was gone, she still didn’t dare move, even when her cell phone began ringing from the spot behind the bar where she always kept it. It was Barbara, she guessed. It was past time to pick Jaxson up. Finally, after gaining control of her tears, Jennifer got up.
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      Jennifer had called Barbara, told her what had happened. The old woman had told her to call the police, but Jennifer had something else in mind. At four in the morning, she was standing in front of a small house with a grungy, unkempt yard, knocking on the door. It took some time, but finally the door opened.

      “What are you doing here?” Rocky asked her. She opened her mouth to speak, but instead she started crying again. The young biker took her inside, and she sat on his couch and told him everything.

      “I’ll kill the jerk,” Rocky said. He reached over and pressed his hand to her knee. She flinched.

      “Relax,” he said. “I’ll handle it.”

      That was all he said, and Jennifer knew that he would handle it. She left, got her son, and went home. She didn’t know what Rocky was going to do, and she didn’t want to know.

      She tried to put the situation out of her mind over the next week and a half, but she was assaulted by unending nightmares every night.

      She took some time off from the bar, putting trust in her employees. One night she had just gotten her son to sleep when there was a sharp knock on her door. She opened it without thinking and was surprised to see her rapist standing there on her porch. He had a black eye and a cut on his forehead.

      “You jerk,” he said. She didn’t let him finish; she slammed the door shut.

      “Your boyfriend won’t save you now!” the man yelled, mistaking Rocky for her significant other. She ran for her phone as her son came out of his room.

      “Mommy, what’s wrong?” he asked as the man outside began to pound on the door.

      “Go into your room; lock the door!” Jennifer yelled at her poor confused child. He rushed to do as he was told, and she got Rocky on the phone. He only lived a few minutes away, and even as she was talking to him on his cell, she heard his bike roar to life.

      She thought then of Ryan. She hadn’t been seeing him much, hadn’t been speaking to him. The sexual assault had changed her somehow. He wasn’t a man who could protect her. She liked him, but if she had gone to him, he never would have been able to help her. Not like Rocky could.

      She heard Rocky’s bike roaring down the road, and the pounding on the door quit. Minutes later there was a knock, and Rocky was there. She told him about the man with the black eye, and Rocky searched her property. The man was gone.

      Jennifer got her son back into bed to sleep, and when she returned to the living room, Rocky was still there.

      “You don’t have to stay,” she said.

      “I will,” he replied.

      She nodded, and then they sat on her couch and she curled up beside him. He kept an arm around her the whole night.

      When Jennifer awoke, light was filtering in through her living room windows and Rocky was looking down upon her. He smiled and kissed her suddenly.

      “What the heck are you doing?” Jennifer asked, pushing him away and standing up quickly.

      “I stayed here all night!” Rocky said, surprised.

      “So what, I should kiss you?”

      “At least!” Rocky said.

      “Do you know what that guy did to me?”

      “That’s different,” Rocky said. “You want to mess me.”

      “Get out!” Jennifer yelled, trying not to wake up her son but unable to help it. Rocky stood.

      “I can’t believe this. Blue balls for this trash? You owe me,” he said, and then he left.

      Jennifer sat on her couch, her heart pounding. She couldn’t believe what the biker had been thinking. Even worse, she didn’t know why her loins had begun to stir when he’d kissed her. She wanted him. She always had. But…she wasn’t ready. He was a bad boy. He would be rough with her. She didn’t need that. She needed Ryan.

      When she got Jaxson to school, she called Ryan. He agreed to come over on his lunch break. She told him why she had been distant, what had happened. He held her. She kissed him. They made love. Afterward they lay together. He had been gentle, caring, sweet and tender. It had been what she’d needed, but it made her realize Ryan wasn’t the man she needed. Why couldn’t he look and act like Rocky but make love to her like he did? Couldn’t a good guy be a little bad? Or a bad guy be a little tender? Was that too much to ask for?

      Ryan went back to work, and Jennifer knew she was going to break up with him. She needed a man who could keep her safe. She knew Ryan couldn’t. Sex had been the furthest thing from her mind as of late, but safety had been forefront in her mind. Somehow the two were mixing.

      Jennifer didn’t like confrontation, something she had picked up by dating jerks. They were short tempered, and confrontation always led to fights, so she almost called Ryan when she knew he would be home from work. But she felt as though she owed the man more, so she went to see him after dropping Jaxson off with Barbara.

      “Hey, hon,” Ryan said when he opened the door, but he must have seen something in her face, because he sighed. “Uh-oh.”

      “How’d you know?”

      “Go check in the mirror,” Ryan said glumly.

      “Listen, it’s not going to work.”

      “This afternoon…” Ryan said, but he trailed off, his words hanging in the air between them.

      “I know,” Jennifer said. “You’re the best guy I’ve ever dated,” she added. “That’s no joke. I’m being serious.”

      “Then why would it not work?”

      “Maybe I’m not good enough,” she said with a shrug. “I don’t know. Maybe you’re too good.”

      “I’m too good to date?”

      Jennifer sighed. “This is hard, all right, Ryan? Thank you for everything. You’re really something else, in a good way. You’re different than any man I’ve known.”

      “I can give you time,” Ryan said. “I know what happened, and this afternoon, maybe we shouldn’t have, but you started it. I would wait; I will wait.”

      “I don’t think you could keep me safe from that monster,” Jennifer finally said truthfully. “Maybe I need a monster of my own.”

      And with that, she left the man, his mouth hanging open behind her, as though he were about to say something else. She didn’t give him the chance.
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      Finally, almost three weeks after she had been raped on the bar floor, Jennifer returned to Chuck’s. Brittany was behind the bar when she got there, and Andre was in the kitchen. He hugged her when he saw her.

      “If I would have been here,” he started, but Jennifer smiled and shook her head.

      “I know,” she said. “How’s the baby?”

      Andre grinned. His wife had given birth less than two weeks before. “Fit as a fiddle,” he said. “You got to come by and see him, all right?”

      “I will,” Jennifer said, and she went out behind the bar. Brittany gave her a hug too, but the younger woman didn’t know what to say, so she stayed quiet. Rose was at the bar, and she slid a shot across to Jennifer.

      “On me, kiddo,” she said, and Jennifer took it, slamming the empty glass down on the bar when she was done. Her throat burned, but she started to laugh.

      That night Rocky came in with a couple of his biker club pals. He paid Jennifer no mind, and she thought it would stay that way, but just after midnight he approached the bar and leaned against it.

      “Can I talk to you?” he said.

      “I’m a little busy.”

      “No you ain’t. Come talk to me,” he said, and he reached for her hand.

      “Out back,” she said with a sigh, not taking his hand, and then she disappeared into the kitchen, heading for the back door. Rocky went out the front and walked around the building.

      “What?” Jennifer asked when she saw him. She was leaning against the wall next to the back door.

      “I wanted to say sorry,” the biker said. “I was being a jerk.”

      “You think?”

      “I’m trying to apologize,” Rocky said, and she softened.

      “All right,” Jennifer said. “I do appreciate what you did for me.”

      “I would do anything for you,” Rocky said, and then he laughed. “Good lord, I sound like that dork you’re dating.”

      Jennifer laughed and shook her head. “I broke up with him a couple of days ago.”

      “How come?”

      Jennifer paused for a moment, and then she shrugged. “He wasn’t you.”

      Rocky tilted his head to the side and raised a brow. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I’m an all right guy, you know,” he said. Jennifer laughed.

      “No, you aren’t. How many times have you gone to prison?”

      “I’m an all right guy for having gone to prison a couple of times.”

      “You ever killed a man?”

      “No,” Rocky said. “But the night’s young. I will kill that jerk when I find him. He might be long gone, though; they were heading out when I found him the first time.”

      “Good riddance,” Jennifer said. “Let him go.”

      “What if he comes back?”

      “You better be there to protect me,” she said with a grin. Rocky stepped forward and they kissed.

      He hung around Chuck’s that night and then followed her home on his bike. She asked Barb to keep Jaxson overnight, and then they went into the bedroom.

      “Be gentle,” Jennifer said, as Rocky pulled his shirt over his head. “Can you?”

      “Of course I can,” Rocky said, and then they were kissing again. He broke the kiss long enough to pull her shirt up and over her head, and then he was touching her back, his fingers moving up and down her spine, making her skin tingle. His touch was light and soft though his hands were that of a man’s, hard and calloused. She put her hands on his chest, felt his firm muscles there, and a warmth flowed through her crotch, soaking her panties.

      Their kisses were tender and slow; their tongues danced together. Slowly they lay upon the bed, Rocky holding himself over her. She reached down, pulled off his belt, and unzipped his pants. He wriggled out of them, clad then in just his boxer shorts. Her fingers found their way through the flap at the front and wrapped around his member, half hard then, but growing rigid against her palm and fingers.

      He tasted of beer and cigarettes, and Jennifer knew she was with the right man.

      He got her bra off, and his eager lips found her nipples, but she could tell he was taking it slow, being gentle, and it meant so much to her. She smiled with her eyes closed and moaned in his ear. “Idiot me hard,” she said.

      “Thank goodness,” Rocky said. He ripped her panties down her legs, tossing them over the edge of the bed. His kisses on her breasts became bites, piercing nibbles on and around her nipples that soaked her pussy even more. He had a hand down there, two of his fingers working in and out of her, the pad of his thumb grinding gently against her clit.

      “Idiot me,” she moaned, and he did so. He pushed inside her, working at a furious pace, their skin slapping together, her juices flowing. Her breathing grew labored, and he knew she was about to come, so Rocky leaned back, still her but reaching down and rubbing her clit.

      “Shoot!” Jennifer yelled as an orgasm rocked her, his massive cock thudding in and out of her tight pussy as it contracted around him. When she had come, he pulled out of her, standing and bending over to pick her up. He tossed her over his shoulder, her juices leaking from her snatch and running down her legs and onto his arms. They went to the living room like that, and he sat down in a chair next to the TV and he pulled her into his lap, facing away from him.

      Jennifer braced herself with her hands on the arms of the chair and her feet on the carpet, her legs together as she sat on his cock. It pushed into her tight snatch, and she brought herself back up and then slammed down, riding him at a furious pace. He reached up and pulled her hair, yanking her head back until she screamed. His other hand slapped her rear, big and round and bouncing on his lap.

      “Idiot me,” she screamed, over and over until he pushed her off him and then down to her knees. He stepped in front of her, and she opened her mouth so he could harass her face. He held her head still, letting his hips control the pace. She was choking; her eyes burned as tears slid down her cheeks.

      “Jerk me off onto your face,” he commanded, and Jennifer was being used once more. But the fact that he had been willing to be gentle, to go slow, it meant she was fine with it. She wanted him to use her for that; a woman should be used in the bedroom, at least sometimes. And sometimes a man should be used. Rocky was a man who was willing to go both ways. One wasn’t better than the other. She gripped him in her hand and jerked him until he came, his thick white come sloshing across her lips, her face, and up into her hair. When he was done, she smiled. She knew it was the beginning of a wonderful relationship.

      *****

      THE END
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      Sherry Loveland hated her new job, but at least it was paying the bills. And it was a good starting point, with a lot of opportunities to move up within the company. She lived in Texas, near the border, in a small town called Happy. Happy, Texas, was anything but, with dusty roads and small squat homes and shops along Main Street.

      Sherry had always been good with numbers, and she had found a job as an accountant for a small company that sold plastic to larger companies who then molded the plastic into something. Water bottles mostly. It was boring work in a boring building with boring people. But, maybe, boring was exactly what Sherry needed.

      Growing up most of her friends had called her Love, a play on her name and the fact that she burned through men the way other people burned through underwear. Sherry was short with round hips and big breasts, and she had long blond hair that men loved to take hold of while they were in bed.

      Sherry had grown up in Oklahoma, and it was right after high school that she met Randy, a tall, athletic man a few years older who played minor league baseball. He had swept her off her feet and then revealed his true colors. He was, to put it quite frankly, the way Sherry had said to her best friend, Sue, a jerk. The relationship had lasted two years; the whole time Sherry had been telling herself to leave. Finally, she did. And when she did something, she did it right. She didn’t just leave Randy; she left Oklahoma.

      And she ended up in Happy and got her boring job. She had been there a little over three months, and the only thing in Happy, Texas, that she found made her happy was Earl’s, a shady biker bar on the outskirts of town. It was filled with rough men, loose women, and a blaring jukebox that hadn’t been updated since the eighties. It was exactly the kind of place Sherry had always loved.

      It was Friday night when Sherry met him, the man who would change her life. She left work and headed straight for Earl’s. She had worked late, trying to win favor from her boss, an old man named Michael who was stingy with money. She could use a raise; the small apartment she rented near the center of town had a bug problem and an obnoxious neighbor problem as well. There were a number of nice little homes in town, empty and waiting for her. On her salary, though, she couldn’t afford one.

      One step at a time; that was what Sherry kept telling herself. She was young still, just twenty-one, and she had just left a horrible man who didn’t deserve her. She had left everything behind in Oklahoma—her friends, her family, the stupid nickname. She wasn’t Love anymore; she was herself. Sherry. She just needed her job, and Earl’s, and she would make it.

      Earl’s was a wooden building that seemed as though it might fall over in a stiff breeze. The parking lot was gravel, and there were always a few cars in it, and a long line of Harley’s at the entrance. Sherry pulled into a spot near the door and headed for the bar.

      She was a bit overdressed, she knew; most of the women in the bar would be dressed like the men: blue jeans, T-shirts, leather vests. Biker chicks. Sherry was attracted to bad boys, but she would never call herself a biker chick. She was dressed for work, with a short skirt and heels and a tight-fitting blouse. She knew her boss, Michael, had hired her for her big belly more than her way with numbers, though her way with numbers was just as impressive as her bust, so she played up her good looks in hopes that the man would want to keep her around. Sherry was smart, and she had no problem playing to any strengths she had, including the looks she had been blessed with.

      She had worked late enough that, as she stepped into the bar, the sky outside was rather dark, the sun just a bright line on the western horizon. Heads turned as she made for the bar, sitting on a stool there and folding one hosed leg over the other.

      She had come to recognize some of the faces, older men and women who came every day, or at least every Friday and Saturday like Sherry.

      But there was a new group now, in the corner, seven or so men and a few women. One man seemed to be holding court, sitting at the head of the long table and downing beer from a massive glass stein. He was relatively young. Sherry wouldn’t put him past thirty, while a lot of the men in Earl’s had thick gray beards that put them near fifty or even sixty. This man was clean shaven, or at least for a biker, which he clearly was; stubble grew on his chin and upper lip, dark like his hair. He wore a black vest with nothing underneath, and as Sherry sipped at a beer and watched him, he turned, and she saw a coiled snake sitting atop a skull on the back of his vest. Other men at the table wore the same symbol, as well as one of the women, a thick girl with red hair.

      The man saw Sherry and kept glancing in her direction, and Sherry was sure he was going to come up to her. But before he ever could, the night wore on and a fight broke out.

      There had been scuffles at Earl’s almost every night Sherry had been there, but this one was something more. A man in a vest with a different insignia came up to speak with the young man with the stubble. Their voices grew louder, and then fists were flying. Other men came to join them, and then the whole place was nothing but yelling and fighting and punching.

      A switchblade came out and one man was stabbed. He fell back on wild feet, knocking into the bar, shaking it so violently that Sherry had to reach forward and steady her beer. Earl himself was behind the bar most nights, and he was a big man with a beard that fell almost to his belly button.

      “Enough!” he roared. “No stabbing in here, you idiots.”

      The fight stopped for a moment, and then one man yelled for everyone to go outside, and they did. Sherry had always been drawn to excitement, so she followed the brawl outside and stood near the front door with the other women. Almost every man in the bar had chosen a side and was fighting, and Sherry saw that even the man who had been stabbed was fighting once more, a hand clamped determinedly over his bleeding gut. The bikers were all careful to keep away from the row of motorcycles; that much was plain. But they paid no such respect to the cars in the parking lot. And as Sherry watched on in horror, the handsome man with the chin stubble lifted a fat guy into the air and slammed him onto her car. Her car. The windshield shattered.

      Without thought, Sherry marched into the midst of the fighting and tapped the man with the stubble on the shoulder. He spun around, his fist raised as if to strike her. But when he saw it was a woman, he put his hand down.

      “What do you want?” he snarled. “I’m busy here.”

      Sherry saw that his name was sewn onto the lapel of his leather vest, or at least a nickname: Colt.

      “That’s my cursed car!” Sherry shouted. She had been with an abusive man for too long to be afraid of Colt.

      “Get out of here. You’re going to get hurt,” Colt said, and he took her by the arm and led her back to the entrance of Earl’s.

      “What about my car?”

      “Why don’t you go order us a couple of beers, sweet thing, and when I’m done kicking rear out here, we can talk it over.”

      And with that, he turned and dove back into the ruckus. Sherry fumed, but she did as the man had asked. She went in and claimed a small table after ordering two beers, and twenty minutes later the cops had been called, the fight had broken up, and a few men had been carted off to jail. Colt wasn’t one of them—even though the fight had started with him and the other man—and he came in and sat across from Sherry. She waited for him to speak, but first he took his beer and downed the whole thing.

      “You only got me one?” he asked, smiling across the table.

      “You broke my windshield. I can’t drive like that. I can’t afford to fix it.”

      “Well trash, if it’s all just money,” Colt said, and he pulled out a thick wallet and tossed a couple of hundred dollar bills in front of her. “That should cover it. And I can give you a ride tonight.”

      Sherry didn’t know what to say. Colt grinned and held out his hand. “I’m Colt,” he said. Sherry shook it.

      “That’s a stupid name,” she said, and Colt laughed.

      “It’s not my real name. It’s like the gun. Big, powerful.”

      “You aren’t that big,” Sherry said. She was annoyed by the man’s bravado, and she was even more annoyed that she felt a strong attraction to him.

      Colt just laughed, but Sherry was pretty sure he flexed his muscles a bit as he did so. She couldn’t help but smile.

      “You new here?” he asked her then. “I ain’t never seen you before.”

      “Moved her a couple of months ago. I’ve been here every weekend. Where you been?”

      “I like to ride,” he said, and he didn’t elaborate.

      “That’s a fancy vest,” Sherry said.

      Colt frowned as he looked at her, trying to decide if she was making fun of him or not. “You heard of the Vipers?”

      “No. Is that your club?”

      “Yeah. My daddy started it. I run it now.”

      “I don’t know much about motorcycles,” Sherry said truthfully.

      “Then why you hanging out in a biker bar?”

      “Cheapest beer,” the she said with a grin, and Colt couldn’t help but return it.

      “You want another one?” Colt asked as he stood, and in answer, Sherry slammed her head back and downed her beer.

      They had a few more drinks. Time passed and soon it was after midnight. When Sherry and Colt stepped out of the bar, the sky was as black as pitch, except for the millions of stars shining among thick gray clouds.

      Colt led the way to his bike, a monstrous thing made of chrome and metal, and offered her a helmet he had sitting on the back of the bike. He didn’t put one on himself. Sherry slid the helmet over her head and then climbed on behind him, having to forgo modesty in her short skirt.

      The handsome, muscular man backed the bike out of its spot and then kicked the engine on. The thing roared like an animal, and they were off.

      Sherry had never been on a motorcycle before, and she found the whole thing exciting and liberating. Colt was practiced and the ride was smooth, but he twisted the handlebars back far and they flew down the empty streets. She had told him where she lived before they had started riding, and she realized he had asked her then because everything was so loud that he never would have heard her while they were riding, even if she yelled in his year.

      Her arms were around his waist, and she was worried for a moment that she was holding on too tight, but she didn’t dare lessen her grip. Her long hair, which stuck out from under the helmet, whipped in every direction in the wind, and the ten-minute drive back home became a five-minute one on the back of Colt’s bike. He pulled up in front of the two-story apartment building, one foot on the curb as he cut the engine. Sherry climbed off the bike and handed Colt her helmet. He put it behind him, using a strap or two to keep it in place.

      “You going to invite me in?” he asked, grinning. She noticed his teeth were as perfect as any she had seen before, white and straight. Holding on to him had been intoxicating, even more so than the beers she had drunk. He smelled like a man should: He was clean, a hint of soap, but there had been stale sweat, beer, and cigarette smoke mixed into his musk as well. The bike had been roaring and vibrating, and Sherry had enjoyed the sensation between her legs. She very much wanted to invite Colt in, but she knew she shouldn't. She had left Oklahoma to get away from a man; she didn’t need to come to Happy, Texas, and find another one so quickly.

      “Invite you in? For coffee?” she asked, a playful smirk spreading across her plump lips.

      “Do I look like the kind of guy who drinks coffee?”

      “Then what do you want to come in for?”

      “I want to forget you,” Colt said, and she appreciated that he wasn’t the kind of guy who beat around the bush. But still, she wasn’t going to give in to him, and certainly not that easily.

      “I don’t think so,” she said. “Thanks for the ride.”

      And with that, she turned and headed inside. As she unlocked her apartment door, she heard Colt’s motorcycle roar to life, and then it screamed as he sped away.

      Inside, Sherry undressed and climbed into bed. She stared up at the ceiling, thinking about Colt, and before she knew what she was doing, she was imagining him there with her, naked in her bed, a throbbing cock jutting out from his pelvis. She thought of him taking her, and her hand snaked between her thighs.
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      The morning after Sherry had met Colt, she used his money to have her car towed to the local body shop and a new windshield put in. The body shop was only a few dusty blocks from her apartment, so she walked down to pick her car up when they called her to tell her it was ready.

      It was Saturday, and Sherry busied herself during the day with running errands. She stocked her fridge and pantry and then bought a few new blouses for work. The whole day she only had one thing on her mind, though. Colt.

      She managed to wait until seven at night before she rushed over to Earl’s, hoping the man would be there. She wasn’t disappointed. He was sitting in the corner once again, with the same group of men with the same insignia on their backs. The Vipers.

      He noticed her as soon as she walked through the door. Since she hadn’t come from work, Sherry was dressed in shorts and a T-shirt, though she was by far the most beautiful woman in the place. She sat at the bar and drank a beer for ten minutes before Colt made his way to her. She wondered if he was trying to seem uninterested. If she were in his place, and that was the case, she would have waited at least twenty.

      “Hey there. Got your car figured out?” the man said as he sat on the barstool next to her.

      “Yeah,” Sherry said.

      “Good,” Colt said, and he ordered a beer for himself. It came quickly, and he sipped from it.

      “You hang out here all the time when you’re not on the road?” Sherry asked.

      “Yeah, pretty much. Best bar in Texas.”

      Sherry nodded in agreement. “Okay, so Colt. How’d you get that nickname?”

      The man laughed and drained half his beer. “I told you, it’s like the gun, big and powerful.”

      “And I told you that you aren’t that big.”

      Colt laughed again. She liked when he did so; he sounded kind, even though he didn’t look it.

      “It’s a horse, too, so maybe it’s from that.”

      “You don’t know where your nickname comes from?” Sherry asked.

      “No. It’s a nickname. I didn’t give it to myself. You got a nickname?”

      “I did growing up.”

      “Did you give it to yourself?” Colt asked.

      “No.”

      “There you go,” the man said. “What was your nickname?”

      “Love.”

      Colt burst into loud laughter, and he slapped a hand down on the grimy bar, making his beer bottle jumped up and clattered over. He picked it up before any beer could spill and drained what little remained. When he was done, he looked over at Sherry. “Your nickname is Love, and you’re giving me trash about my nickname?”

      “My last name is Loveland,” Sherry clarified.

      “I don’t care. That’s a stupid nickname. What’s your real name?” Colt asked her.

      “Sherry.”

      “Sherry. You know, I gave you a ride and didn’t even learn your name.”

      “You tried to do more than give me a ride,” Sherry said.

      “No. That would still be giving a ride. I like the girl on top,” Colt said, and he winked at her.

      “Tell me those terrible lines and winking doesn’t really get you laid,” Sherry teased.

      “All the time,” Colt said. And it was true. He had always done well with the ladies, even while he had been in a pretty serious relationship, which had recently ended.

      “So what’s your real name?” Sherry asked.

      “Colt,” the man said with a grin.

      “You said it was a nickname.”

      “It is. I don’t tell people my real name.”

      “You’ll tell me, won’t you?” Sherry asked.

      “I don’t know. It depends.”

      “Depends on what? If I sleep with you?”

      “If I say yes, will you sleep with me?” Colt asked.

      “No,” Sherry said.

      “Okay, well then no. That’s not what it would depend on.”

      “Then what would it depend on?” Sherry asked.

      “If I fall in love with you or not.”

      “You only tell people what your name is if you love them?”

      “Yeah,” Colt said.

      “So who knows?”

      Colt smiled. “My momma and dad.”

      Sherry rolled her eyes. “I think you’re full of trash,” she said.

      “I’m not, scout's honor,” Colt said, putting one hand over his chest while he flicked a finger of the other in the air for another beer.

      “There’s no way you were a boy scout,” Sherry said, and they both laughed.

      They drank together all night, and then it was time for the bar to close, so they headed out to the parking lot.

      Sherry was too drunk to drive, so she called a cab. It had to come from the next town over, so she had a bit of a wait. Colt had offered to give her a ride again, but she was pretty sure he didn’t need to be driving either, so he waited with her, sitting on the back of her car next to her.

      The cab came, interrupting idle chit chat, and she climbed into it. Colt watched her go and then walked on wobbly legs to his motorcycle.

      He straddled the machine and kick-started it. He headed home, which was a ways out of town, a small house built of brick that stood in a dirt yard. Texas, this close to the Mexican border, was practically desert, and he even had a cactus in his front yard. Colt was used to other Vipers coming and going, and he wasn’t disappointed that night. There were three men and two women there, one a little young thing named Ashley who was always good for a quick lay. He did just that, but even as he was inside the girl, he was thinking of Sherry.

      Colt wasn’t used to women turning him down, and Sherry had managed to do it twice in two nights. Dang. Colt fell asleep thinking of her.
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      When Colt awoke, it was past noon and the sun was high in the Texas sky, angry and hot. He walked out into his living room in nothing but his boxers, where he found his best friend, Davey, sitting and talking on the phone. Colt sat next to him, and Davey soon hung up.

      “You remember that little trash Greg Hosson?” Davey asked him.

      “Yeah, I do,” Colt said. Greg was a wannabe biker, with a crappy little motorcycle and a bad attitude. He had stolen some money from the Vipers, hoping to make a name for himself. Instead, it had just gotten him sent to the hospital and banished from Happy once he could walk without crutches.

      “He’s back in town,” Davey said. Davey’s real name was Michael, and Colt had no idea how he had come to be called Davey. Davey was a big man, ten years older and fifty pounds heavier. He wore his hair long and had massive sideburns that wrapped down to his chin before stopping.

      “Where’s he at?” Colt asked. “Who were you talking to?”

      “One of the River Horses saw him, wanted to know if he was still supposed to be gone.”

      “He’s always supposed to be gone,” Colt said. “Where is he?”

      “Rosebud Apartments,” Davey said, and Colt grinned. That was where Sherry lived, and since it was Sunday, there was a good chance she would be home. He knew roughing up a snot-nosed punk would get him riled up, and if she were there to help him come down from a fighter’s high, all the better. He wanted the woman, and he would get her.

      That was a problem, though. He really didn’t want a woman, not in the long term. He had just had a taste of that, and it had been too much for him. He had tried to be good in the relationship, had tried to stay faithful, but it all went against his nature. And then the woman, a beautiful Latina named Christina, had started making demands, and Colt had called it all off.

      But he wanted Sherry, and he would get her, and then he could be done with it. Her didn’t mean he needed anything else.

      “Let’s go pay Greg a visit,” Colt said, and he went to get dressed.

      By the time Colt and Davey rolled into town, they had been joined by two other Vipers, a strong black man called Blade and a skinny bald white man they called Wizard. They rode their noisy machines over to the apartments and pulled to a stop in front of them.

      “You got an apartment number?” Colt asked Davey, but he shook his head.

      “Got to do it the hard way,” Davey said.

      “I like the hard way,” Wizard said, speaking up as they made their way into the building. Colt knocked on the first door they came to. After a moment, a little old lady opened the door.

      “You know a guy named Greg?” Colt asked. The old woman shook her head, and the bikers moved on to the next door. Eventually they found Greg himself after knocking on a door upstairs. He opened the door, his eyes went wide, and he tried to slam it shut, but Colt was already stepping forward, wedging his foot against the door so it wouldn’t shut. Greg gave up trying to shut it and turned and ran, heading into his small apartment and through to his bedroom. He slammed the door shut and locked it just before Colt could grab the doorknob and force it open.

      “Come on, Greggy,” Colt called from the other side of the door. “Don’t make me break the door down.”

      Sherry didn’t know her neighbor well. He was a young guy who looked too skinny, and he always had dark circles under his eyes. When he smiled at her, and he usually did, she always saw his missing tooth, the rest of which were yellow. Still, he was a nice guy, always offering to carry groceries for her if he saw her hefting them up the stairs. She could never remember if his name was George or Greg, but on Sunday morning, while she was watching TV and drinking coffee in her living room, she heard someone on the other side of the wall yelling his name and pounding on something.

      Sherry set her mug on the coffee table in front of her and went to her door. She opened it a crack and peeked out into the hall, but she saw no one. She hesitated. She could tell Greg’s door was open ten feet down the hall to her left, right next to the stairs. And the banging and yelling was coming from inside. She could hear Greg, pleading for someone to stop, and then there would be sickening thuds that she was pretty sure was fists slamming into Greg’s body and face.

      And then she heard a voice she recognized, and she made up her mind. She swung her door open and marched out into the hallway, over to Greg’s open doorway. Inside was Colt and three of his friends. They were all wearing their little vests with the snake and skull on the back. Colt was standing over Greg in the living room, holding him up by the collar of his T-shirt. Greg’s face looked like a pile of hamburger meat: shapeless and red.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Sherry asked, and the men turned and looked at her.

      “Mind your business, lady,” Wizard said, but Colt let go of Greg and turned to face her.

      “Hey, I forgot you lived here,” he said slyly.

      “I doubt that,” Sherry said. “What are you doing?”

      “He stole from us. We told him not to come back. Here he is,” Colt said, as if that were a good reason to be beating the life out of someone.

      “Leave him alone. He’s my neighbor.”

      “I’ll tell you what: Let me take you out for a ride tonight, and I’ll let it slide with Greg here.”

      Sherry folded her arms over her chest. “You aren’t being serious.”

      From the faces of Colt’s friends, it looked as though they wanted to say the same thing. The men were breathing heavy, adrenalin coursing through their system. They had come to kick some rear, and it looked as though it might be ending too quickly.

      “I am being serious,” Colt said.

      “Fine,” Sherry said with a sigh. “Pick me up at seven.”

      “Let’s go, boys,” Colt said, and he led the way out. “See you at seven, Love,” he said as he passed Sherry, and she tried but failed to hide a small smile. When they were gone, she helped Greg to his couch and then cleaned his face as best she could.

      “Thank you,” Greg said, and when he spoke Sherry saw he was missing another tooth.
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      Seven came and went, and Sherry sat waiting for Colt in her living room. Finally, at eight ten there was a knock on the door, and she thought about not answering it, just to show the man she was annoyed with him. But she didn’t want him getting angry and knocking on Greg’s door instead, so she opened it and looked up at Colt.

      “You’re late,” she barked.

      “I know,” he said, stepping inside. She put a hand on his chest.

      “I thought we were going for a ride?” Sherry said. She had dressed for that, jeans and a hoodie.

      “I was thinking of staying in,” Colt said, and he put his hands on her hips and bent to kiss her. Sherry was going to turn her head, was going to deny the man a kiss, but she didn’t, and his lips pressed against hers. He was strong, and his kiss was strong, forceful, his tongue pushing past her lips to explore her mouth. He tasted of beer and whiskey, and Sherry realized she didn’t want him to stop kissing her.

      His hands rode up her sides, lifting her sweatshirt with them. Sherry lifted her arms, letting the man pull the hoodie up and over her head. She was wearing just a bra now, black and lacy with cups that were semi-translucent. He palmed her breasts, one large hand on each cup, and she felt her nipples harden at his touch. He hadn’t broken the kiss yet, and she was unwilling to do so.

      His tongue danced with hers, his hands groped her, and Sherry felt a warmth spread in her loins, and as her slit moistened, she knew the kissing and groping would lead to sex, and she wanted it.

      Colt was a strong man. Sherry put her hands on his stomach, up under his shirt, her fingers tracing along his well-defined abs. He was hotheaded. A bad boy. He wanted her, and she knew he was going to take her. She stepped forward, grinding her hips against his, and she could tell he was already hard, even through his jeans.

      Finally, Colt broke the kiss, and Sherry opened her eyes to look at him, expecting him to speak. He didn’t say a word. He just lowered his head and used his fingers to pull the front of her bra down, so her large pale breasts spilled up and over the cups. One hand continued to grope and squeeze the fatty tissue of her belly, rough fingertips pinching her nipple, while his mouth went to the other breast, the tip of his tongue dancing over her nipple there.

      Sherry threw her head back in ecstasy. Her nipples had always been sensitive, and she remembered one time in high school when her boyfriend had fumbled awkwardly under her shirt in the backseat of his car. Just his fingers on her nipples, pinching and pulling them, had been enough to make her orgasm. She had rewarded the boy with his first blowjob. It looked as though something similar was on Colt’s mind. He pulled away from her breasts, looked her in the eye, and then moved one powerful hand to the back of her head. He gripped her hair and pulled her down, so she was forced to drop to her knees. She looked up at him, taking in his bulging package, his hard cock pushing against the fly of his jeans. He was watching her. He still hadn’t said a word. She knew what he expected her to do, and she was eager to do it.

      Sherry reached up and unzipped his fly. Then she unbuttoned his jeans and pulled them down, taking his boxer shorts with them in one motion. Free from the denim and cotton prison, his hard member swung out, throbbing and bobbing in front of him, ending at the base in a wiry grouping of pubic hair.

      His cock was huge and the tip was red, angry and demanding, just like the man it belonged to. She wasn’t going to let it or him down. She took him near the base of his hard-on, her small fingers wrapping around his considerable girth. She began to move her hand back and forth in small, slow strokes, jerking him off as she leaned forward and teased the tip of his cock with her tongue. The man groaned and tilted his head back as she parted her lips and took his toe into her wet, hot mouth.

      She tried to take him all into her mouth, the head of his cock pushing against the back of her throat, but she couldn’t. She didn’t even need to move her hand from the base of his cock. He was by far the biggest man she had been with.

      He let her suck him for some time, standing in her living room, guiding her to a quick pace by holding her hair, his hand at the back of her head still. Then he couldn’t wait anymore. He pulled her away and up, tugging on her hair painfully. He pushed her over to the couch and stepped out of his jeans and boxers, which had still been around his ankles. She went to sit down on the couch, but he stopped her by grabbing her by the hips, turning her around, and bending her over the edge.

      He reached around and unbuttoned her jeans with a practiced hand, and then he yanked her pants and thong down quickly. She spread her legs for him, and he pushed his throbbing cock inside her.. She was wet and hot, and he harassed her hard. Colt gripped her ample rear, a hand on each cheek, and his fingers left red marks on her pale skin.

      Sherry was in a world built of ecstasy. She felt her orgasm nearing, and then the man reached forward and cupped one of her breasts in his hand, her nipple rubbing against his rough palm, and it pushed her over the edge.

      “Idiot!” she moaned aloud, and the orgasm overtook her, tightening the walls of her moist pussy as it bubbled over from the pit of her loins and caused the muscles in her crotch to contract.

      The orgasm faded, and there was just him, her, pulling on her hair, slapping her rear. She thought he was going to come in her, and the idea scared her, but then, just as he was about to come, he pulled out and grabbed her hair, forcing her down to her knees once more and spinning her around. His cock was slick with her own juices, but she opened her mouth to it obediently, tasting herself on his rigid member just as he came, spraying sticky string after sticky string of hot semen into the back of her mouth, making her gag and her eyes tear.

      She stood up and Colt grinned at her. “Got anything to eat?” he asked, and Sherry couldn’t help but laugh.
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      Sherry and Colt had a purely sexual relationship, and it stretched on for just over three months. It was hot and heavy, and often it was just. He liked to bend her over, and he really liked to have her on top, pawing at her breasts while she rode him. He came everywhere, in her mouth, across her face, on her belly or rear, and often inside her. Sometimes he would be gone for a few days or even more, and then he would be there late at night, knocking on her door and coming and taking her sexually. He was in control at all times, and she loved it. He got into fights, he drank too much, and yet she loved it. He wasn’t dating her. He didn’t take her out, didn’t buy her anything. It was just what Sherry wanted.

      Sometimes he opened up to her. They were lying in her bed one night, sweating and panting. He had been her after eating her out, and then her with her legs thrown over his shoulders.

      “You aren’t like other girls,” he said once he got his breathing under control.

      “What do you mean?” Sherry asked, looking over at him.

      “Most chicks want things, dates…commitment,” he said with a grin in the darkness.

      “Harass that,” Sherry said, and they both laughed. “I came here to get away from a bad relationship,” Sherry said. “I just want to be messed. Make me come and we’re good.”

      “See, you aren’t like other chicks.”

      “That’s a good thing. Tell me your name.”

      Colt laughed. “I don’t love you. I love to forget you, but I don’t love you.”

      For some reason that stung, even though Sherry was pretty sure she didn’t love him either.

      Colt went on. “I was in a bad relationship too. She was a nice chick, good lay, but she just wanted too much from me. Kids. Getting married. I’m not that type of guy.”

      “I can tell,” Sherry said, and they both laughed.

      A week or so passed after that, and Colt knew he needed to break things off with Sherry. He was starting to really like her, and he was wanting more from their relationship. He wasn’t ready for all of that, and wasn’t ready for another woman to be wanting him to change his ways either. If there was going to be a future with Sherry, surely she would want him to stop fighting and drinking, and worse yet, she might want him to hang up the biking gear and get a real job. Colt had barely graduated high school; there was no way he could hold down some nine to five.

      He showed up at her apartment when he knew she would be done with work. The sky was the deep purple of evening, and when she answered the door she was in a towel, fresh from a shower or bath. He hadn’t planned on her one last time, but as soon as she saw him, she dropped the towel, and he was lost in her body.

      He took it more gently, knowing it might be the last time he slept with her. His kisses were tender, as was his touch. His fingertips traced along her collarbone, down to her nipples. He planted a kiss on her lips and then trailed downward, over one of her breasts, dropping to his knees just inside the door so he could kiss down her flat tummy and along her shaved pubic area. She lifted a leg and hooked it over his shoulder, and, bending his neck, he trailed his tongue along her wet slit.

      The tip of his tongue was like velvet as it flicked back and forth over her engorged clit. No man had ever eaten her out while she was standing, and the whole thing was so exotic and tender that it wasn’t long before she was coming, her juices flowing over his chin as he sucked on her clit and her fingers gripped his hair.

      He stood and undressed, and they went into her bedroom. She tried to take charge, tried to be rough, attempting to push him back so she could ride him, but he took her by the wrist and guided her until she was lying down.

      Sherry breathed in, soaking up the purple light that came flowing in through the bedroom window. “You going to mess me?”

      “I’m going to make love to you,” Colt corrected, and he moved atop of her, kissing her deeply as he used his hand to guide himself into her.

      The biker usually harassed her hard, his hips flying, their pelvises meeting and slapping audibly together in a blur, but now he was pushing deep inside her slowly, and when his skin met hers he pulled back, almost pulling fully from her pussy.

      “Oh goodness,” Sherry said, wrapping her legs around him as he rocked slowly atop her, pushing in and out.

      His lips explored her body, her neck, her lips, her breasts, anything they could reach. She came again, her pussy spasming around his cock, and still he rocked slowly, unwilling to give in to the urge to just harass her hard and fast.

      She ran her hands along his back and then down along his side, feeling the muscles there. When he was about to come, he pressed his lips to hers, their mouths open together as his cock jumped once, twice, three times inside her, filling her with his seed.

      They lay together then in the darkness, the purple of evening having given way to the black of night while they made love. Colt fell asleep inside her.

      In the morning, he broke things off with her.

      “Are you serious?” she asked, fresh from a shower and getting dressed for work. He sat naked on the edge of her bed, watching her pull stockings on.

      “It’s just…over,” he said with a shrug. He was trying to look as though he didn’t care, but the truth was that it hurt him to call it all off.

      “Forget you. Get out,” Sherry said, and she tossed his clothes at him.

      He didn’t argue. He didn’t even speak. He just dressed and left.

      A month went by. Sherry missed him, realizing that for her at least, it had ended up being more than just sex. He was a bad boy, he did bad things, idiotic things, but she knew the real him. He had shown her his true self. He was kind. He was caring. His father had been a biker, and he had grown up in a certain life, ending up just like his father, a man who was in prison and would be for the rest of his life.

      And then Sherry missed her period. She let it stretch on for a week, but finally she couldn’t put it off any longer. She bought a pregnancy test and took it. She was pregnant.

      Another month went by and she went to the doctor. The baby was healthy, growing well, and would be there right around Christmas. Sherry smiled when the doctor told her this, but in her car in the parking lot outside the clinic, she cried. What was she going to do?

      There was no question about who the father was. Colt may have been sleeping with other women while they were together—she didn’t know one way or the other—but since moving to Happy, he was the only man she had been with.

      She would keep the baby; she knew that much. After a few days of deliberation, she decided Colt needed to know and needed to help her. She went to Earl’s one Saturday night.

      Colt was there, holding court with his fellow Vipers. They laughed and drank, and Colt had a young blond girl on his lap who was wearing a short skirt and, as anyone could plainly see, no panties.

      Colt saw Sherry but didn’t move to come speak with her. That was okay with Sherry; she wanted to say what she had to say in front of a crowd so they would all know. Maybe his friends would talk sense into Colt if he reacted the way she feared. She walked to his table and the talking stopped. Every man and woman there looked at her.

      “I’m pregnant,” she said, looking only at Colt. From the corner of her eye, she could see some mouths drop open.

      Colt just laughed. “Congratulations.”

      “It’s yours.”

      “I’m too young and good looking to be a father,” Colt cracked, and the other Vipers all laughed.

      “I need your help.”

      “I’ll pay for the abortion.”

      “I’m keeping it,” Sherry said, anger rising in her voice.

      “I don’t care. I won’t have anything to do with it. You’re probably just lying, trying to get me to take you back. It was just about sex, Love. I like to mess.”

      Tears stung Sherry’s eyes, salty and hot, and she realized she had been an idiot. Of course he would be like that. He wouldn’t ever do the right thing. She turned and hurried out of the bar.
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      Days passed and Colt felt worse and worse. He had played the part he was supposed to in front of his friends. He had said what he was expected to say, not what he had really wanted to say. He’d now had a few days to focus on what Sherry had said. She was pregnant. It was his. He could be a father, maybe a better one than his own old man. Surely he could do better than that jerk ever had. He could teach the kid right and wrong, be there for him or her—like his own father never had been.

      He made up his mind and went to see Sherry. He knocked on her door one evening, but she didn’t answer. He knew she was home; her car was parked in the lot behind the apartment.

      “Sherry, I want to apologize,” he said.

      She didn’t speak to him, didn’t even let him know she was there. Eventually he left.

      He came back the next night, and then the next. A week of that went by, and on the ninth straight evening of him coming to speak to her, she let him in. She was dressed in sweatpants and an oversized T-shirt. Her belly was already showing.

      “What?” she asked as he stood in her living room and she sat on the couch. He rubbed his arms. He was heavily tattooed, and he suddenly doubted he looked like most fathers.

      “I want to make it work,” he said.

      “No.”

      “Please.”

      Sherry sighed. “I don’t need you.”

      “I fell in love with you. That’s why I ended it. I fell in love with you and I freaked out,” Colt said.

      “That’s nice,” Sherry said. Her face was one of anger and sadness, a perfect mix.

      “Come with me to Earl’s,” he said. “I want you there for something.”

      “You aren’t serious,” Sherry said.

      “Please?”

      She sighed but relented. She drove her car, and he led the way on his motorcycle. They went inside, and the Vipers who were there drinking were surprised to see them together.

      Colt stepped to the head of the table. Sherry hung back, her arms over her belly protectively.

      “I’m resigning as president of the Vipers,” Colt said, and the other members gasped.

      “Why?” Davey asked.

      “I want to be a father. I want to be with the woman I love,” Colt said, turning to look at Sherry. “It’s time I do the right thing. I love you all, I always will, but sometimes…you just have to grow up and do what’s right.”

      The Vipers begged him not to go, and they angrily indicated that Sherry was behind it all, but Colt told them to shut up and deal with his decision. He and Sherry walked out of the bar. She turned on him by her car and jabbed a finger in his face.

      “You think that’s enough?” she asked. “Enough to make me forgive what you said? How you acted? Colt, you have to be real.”

      “Rupert,” the man said softly.

      “What?”

      “My name is Rupert.”

      Sherry looked at him, her mouth open wide. “Rupert?”

      “I know, it’s stupid. It was my great grandfather’s name. I never liked it.”

      Sherry burst into laughter. “It makes you sound British.”

      “I know, I know.”

      “I see why you go by Colt.”

      “Are you going to keep making fun of me?”

      Sherry stopped laughing, but she went back to looking stern. “You deserve it.”

      “I know I do.”

      “I love you too, by the way.”

      Colt smiled, and Sherry stepped into his arms. They kissed.

      They were married around Halloween, with a small service that included her family and friends from Oklahoma and his big biker friends with leather vests and with long gray beards.

      The baby came six days before Christmas, and Colt teased Sherry, making it seem as though he wanted the little boy to be named Rupert like him.

      “I don’t think so, Rupert,” Sherry said from the hospital bed, holding the little pink baby to her chest.

      “At least it’s not a girl,” Colt said. “I couldn’t deal with calling my daughter Love.”

      “Come on, be serious. Help me think of a name.”

      “How about Viper?”

      Sherry laughed. “Are you ever going to grow up?”

      “Did you think I would ever grow up this much?” Colt asked, and Sherry grinned and shook her head.

      “No,” she said.

      Colt leaned down and kissed her, and then he pressed his lips to his son’s tiny forehead. He still looked mean, covered in tattoos, and he favored jeans and T-shirts, and his anger rose up sometimes, but looking down at the woman he loved and their son, Colt knew he would never go back to the man he had been.

      

      *****

      THE END

      

      MOTORCYCLE CLUB Romance – Bad Boy Biker SEAL
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      Rebecca Roberts loved the feeling of the air on her face, whipping her long blond hair behind her, the bike rumbling and roaring between her legs. She was riding alone, as she had so often in the last few months. She wore her colors on her back, her club’s logo, a skull with two crossed hammers beneath it, on her black zip-up hoodie. She had never been one for the leather vest, and these days a lot of the younger members were putting the logo on shirts or jackets instead of on black leather. Riding in a motorcycle club was evolving—for the first time in decades.

      Of course, some things would never change. Rebecca knew that firsthand. She was beautiful, just shy of twenty-five, with long blond hair and blue eyes. She was petite, with well-rounded hips and large breasts. Every man who saw her wanted her. If they were into bikes, they wanted her even more. There was just something sexy about a woman who could fix up a Harley, and no woman could do that better than Rebecca. She had been serving as the Hammers’ mechanic since she was twenty. She loved the work, and even as the rest of her life crumbled down around her, she found solace in sitting in her garage, her hands black and greasy, her mind on one thing: a bike.

      Jason Alder was pushing thirty, a large man with muscles growing upon his muscles. He was good looking, with an angular face and a close-cropped beard, his hair black but with flecks of gray already making an appearance. He had been the leader of the Hammers for three years, and a member for a lot longer than that. The Hammers were based out of Oklahoma City, where Rebecca had been born and raised. Her father had been a member and had taught her everything she knew. He had died when she was only fifteen, shot by the police after the Hammers and another local crew had a massive dustup that led to a total of seven people dead, including one cop and one civilian who was simply in the wrong bar at the wrong time.

      Jason was the kind of guy who thought that since he was boss, he should get what he wanted. And what he wanted was Rebecca. Her last serious relationship had ended when she was eighteen, and though there had been a string of men since then, when Jason went for her, she didn’t put up much of a fight.

      The relationship had lasted a little over a year. The sex had been good, but everything else had been bad. She had really fallen for him, and he had told her he loved her, but by the time she found out he had cheated on her for the third time, she knew he was full of trash.

      Rebecca had been crushed. She’d left Jason, and he had seemed determined to make her life hell. He had yelled at her, put her down in front of everyone, and managed to turn most of the club against her.

      “Why don’t you just leave?” he’d asked her one night.

      “I love the bikes,” she had said quietly. He had laughed at her, and she had cried.

      She had taken to just cruising around a lot. She worked during the day, keeping the Hammers’ bikes in good condition. As evening came on, she would ride well into the night. That night it was almost three in the morning before she returned home to find Jason waiting for her, sitting atop his bike in her driveway.

      Rebecca lived in the same house she had grown up in. After her father had died, her mother stuck around for a few years, but as soon as Rebecca turned eighteen her mother split, heading back to Florida, where she was from. Rebecca hadn’t seen her since. She had almost been moved to Florida three years before she turned eighteen, but she had made a deal with her mother: stay in school and her mother wouldn’t move her. It had been the only thing that had kept Rebecca in class.

      “What do you want, Jason?” Rebecca asked as she rolled her bike past her ex and opened the garage door. She parked inside and then closed the door by hand, slapping a padlock close.

      “Call me boss. If you won’t leave the club, at least respect me,” the man said, throwing one leg over his bike as he climbed off it.

      “No one else calls you boss.”

      “The girls I idiot do.”

      “We don’t idiot anymore,” Rebecca said, rolling her eyes and pulling her house key from the pocket of her tight jeans.

      “Look, I just came over to tell you that I’ve been missing you, and I think we should put this behind us and go into your bedroom.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Rebecca said, shaking her head. She unlocked her door and stepped into her modest home, turning to stand in the doorway.

      “You aren’t going to invite me in?” Jason asked.

      “No.”

      “You’re a jerk. That’s why you’ll always be alone. You run off every man who comes to you. Or in you.”

      “Forget you, Jason,” Rebecca said, and she went to slam the door, but he called out, and what he said made her freeze.

      “Hull is back.”

      “No, he isn’t.”

      “Yeah. I hear he is, and he wants in.”

      Hull was the first man Rebecca had ever loved. His name was Christopher Hullard, but everyone just called him Hull. He had been in the Hammers since he was sixteen, and he had been fast-tracked to become leader. His own father had been the leader, but he’d been nearing retirement age, and Hull had been his last kid out of five, and his only son. Hull and Rebecca had fallen in love, and when it ended the way it had, he decided to join the Navy. He became a SEAL, and Rebecca had been sure she would never see him again. Two years after he left, his father died, and he didn’t even come back for the funeral.

      “You going to let him in?”

      “He wants my job, so idiot him,” Jason said. “Just telling you, because he probably still hates you for what you did to him. I was coming to protect you.”

      “He wouldn’t do anything to me,” Rebecca said softly, her voice fading into the dark night air.

      “War changes people,” Jason said with a shrug.

      “I’m going to bed,” Rebecca said suddenly, wanting the man to leave.

      “All right. Weasel is bringing his bike over tomorrow, told him you’d take a look at his gearshift. It’s sticking.”

      “All right,” Rebecca said, and she shut the door.

      She went and filled her tub with water so hot that steam rose from it in her cool bathroom. She disrobed and sank into the water. She was tired, but her mind was racing. She couldn’t stop thinking about Hull. She wondered if it was true, him being back in Oklahoma City. And if it was, she wondered if she would see him. She had been the one to end their relationship, after a pregnancy scare. She had been young, hadn’t wanted to go down that road, but he had seemed so ready to do so. He had been twenty, two years older. He was going to be the president of the largest motorcycle club in Oklahoma. He wanted to marry her, to be a father. It had all scared her. She had cut him off, and he had become so heartbroken that he ran to the military, risking his life every day just to be three thousand miles from her.

      Rebecca sat in the bath until the water was lukewarm, and then she stayed a bit longer until it was downright chilly. Finally, she climbed from the tub and dried off before heading to bed. As she drifted off to sleep, she thought about Hull, and she wondered if she would see him.
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      Rebecca didn’t have to wonder if she would see the first man she had ever loved for long. The next day she was working on Weasel’s bike. Weasel was a Hammer, a big bear of a man with a wiry white beard and long hair he kept in a simply ponytail. He was in his sixties, and he looked the part of grizzled biker. But he was a friendly guy, with a booming laugh and a warm smile, and he was one of the few Hammers who hadn’t given Rebecca trash since breaking things off with Jason.

      The big man had brought his bike over in the back of a beat up pickup truck in the morning, and then he’d spent an hour or so kidding with Rebecca in the garage before he left. She had promised him his bike would be ready by six, and then she had gotten to work.

      Just after noon, she realized she would need a couple of parts she didn’t have on hand, so she went inside to wash up and then headed to a local motorcycle shop. As she stood by the counter in the shop, waiting for Dave, the man who ran the place, to grab the parts she needed from the back, her stomach rumbled. She would need to grab lunch on the way home.

      Embarrassingly, her stomach was so loud that someone behind her heard it.

      “Hungry?” a male voice asked, and Rebecca turned around. Her mouth fell open. There, standing behind her, was Hull. He looked the same, but entirely different somehow too. His head was practically shaved, just had small dark dots to show he wasn’t really bald. He had always been muscular, but now he gave Jason a run for his money. He was tall, and he wore a gray T-shirt that was stretched tight across his muscular chest.

      “Hull,” Rebecca said, feeling foolish. Even as his girlfriend she had never called him anything else. No one called him anything else.

      “I should have known I’d find you here.”

      “You were looking for me?”

      Hull smiled, an easy thing, kind but sarcastic. “No. I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “Oh,” Rebecca said, feeling a burst of heat on her cheeks as she blushed. “I heard you were back.”

      “I wanted to see everyone. I think I’m going to stick around.”

      “You going to join back up?”

      “With the Hammers?”

      “Yeah,” Rebecca said, leaning back against the counter.

      “I think so,” Hull said, and he nodded. “It’s good to see you.”

      Rebecca nodded.

      “So you’re hungry. We could grab a bite to eat if you have the time.”

      “All right,” Rebecca said. “I’m working on a bike, though, so it will have to be fast.”

      “Did you ride here?”

      Of course she did. Rebecca nodded.

      “Me too, but my bike needs some work. It’s been sitting in a storage locker while I’ve been gone. We could grab something and take it back to your place if you don’t mind sharing your garage.”

      Rebecca nodded, but she couldn’t believe her ears. Hull was back, and he was talking to her like an old friend, and he wanted to come use her tools. They got the parts they needed and then rode over to a small burger place, taking a couple of greasy paper bags back to her place. She opened the garage door and they rolled the bikes out into the sun, where they ate and worked at the same time. Their conversation was easy, like two old friends touching base.

      “So what happened with the Navy?”

      Hull shrugged. He was bent over his bike, a few fries sticking out of his mouth. He chewed them and swallowed before answering. “It wasn’t what I wanted to do forever. I put in my time, felt like I should go.”

      “Back to the world of motorcycles, huh?”

      “It’s more than just that; you know it is. The club…the club my father was a big part of… I want to steer it back to the right path. Since Jason’s been running the show…I don’t know. I’ve only been back a few days, but some people aren’t happy.”

      That was a fair enough assessment. The club had always done well in the area, and they made a lot of money doing bad things, but Jason seemed to think being a boss meant he needed to entertain people. Everything was big, flashy. He brought attention down on the Hammers—attention they didn’t need.

      They spent a couple hours working on the bikes and talking. It was almost as if no time had passed at all, even though it had been five years since they’d last seen one another.

      A little after six Weasel came by, and he and Hull took a few minutes to get reacquainted. Then the fat man loaded his bike into the back of his truck and drove off.

      “Well, I guess I can call it a night,” Hull said, wiping his hands on an old rag as Rebecca pulled the garage door down and locked it. “Mind if I wash my hands?”

      “No. Come on in,” Rebecca said, leading the way. “You remember where the bathroom is?”

      She turned to look at Hull, expecting him to be heading toward the bathroom, but instead he was standing directly behind her. She went to speak, but he leaned forward, placing his hands on her hips and bending so that he could kiss her.

      She shut her eyes and parted her lips to his tongue. He explored her mouth, and he tasted like the mint gum he was almost always chewing. She wrapped her arms around him without even meaning to do it.

      The kiss broke, and Rebecca opened her eyes. The man she had once loved was looking down at her.

      “I’m sorry. I couldn’t help it.”

      “It’s fine,” Rebecca said. She went to step back, but he caught her by the arms and pulled her close. They kissed again. Rebecca didn’t know what she was doing. She knew she shouldn’t be kissing the man who had joined the Navy just to get away from her, the man she had crushed, the man who had a broken heart because of her, but she couldn’t stop herself. So she did kiss him, and her hands travelled along his back as his slid up from her hips, taking her shirt with them.

      They broke their kiss long enough for her to pull the shirt over her head, and then they were kissing again, with Rebecca in only her jeans and a bra. She placed her hands on Hull’s stomach, reaching under his shirt. His abs were hard and defined. His hands were on her back, but one slid around to her chest, his fingertips brushing along her soft skin until he was at her bra. He groped her, her nipple hard and pushing against his palm. His finger hooked into the top of her bra cup and pulled it down, freeing one of her breasts, large and pale with a dark red areola.

      His fingers found her nipple, pinching and rolling it softly between his thumb and index finger. He broke the kiss next, lowering his head so that he could kiss her exposed breast, planting a series of small kisses around her nipple before finally he was done teasing her and his lips brushed against her nipple before they parted and his tongue snaked out, the tip flicking back and forth over the sensitive nub.

      Rebecca tilted her head back and groaned, her eyes shut. Her hand found the back of his head, rubbing his buzzed hair. He sucked on her nipple steadily but softly, pulling and pinching it with his teeth as his tongue worked its magic. Hull ground his hips forward so that his pelvis rubbed against hers, and the young woman felt his hard cock, trapped by his shorts, yearning to get out.

      Soon her other breast was out, her bra tugged down but still on, and his lips were there, sucking on the newly freed nipple. Rebecca bent, careful not to break Hull’s hold on her breasts, and reached down to feel his rigid member through his shorts. He responded by grinding forward again against her palm. She gripped him, flexing her thin fingers around his cock. He pulled away from her breasts, and she knelt down before she could stop herself, sitting on her knees just inside the foyer. She reached up to the man’s fly and undid his zipper. Hull helped her, unbuttoning his shorts and pushing them and his boxers down. His cock sprang forward, large and throbbing, the base disappearing in a bush of wiry pubic hair.

      Rebecca took his cock in her hand and gave it a soft squeeze, and Hull moaned. She smiled up at him, and he looked down at her.

      “Suck it,” he said, and the young, beautiful woman did just that.

      She leaned forward, parting her lips as she did so. His hard member slid past her lips. She went slowly, using her tongue to tease him, sliding it back and forth on the sensitive underside of his cock.

      Hull’s hand went to the back of her head, his fingers taking hold of her hair there. He controlled the pace, working her mouth back and forth over his cock. He pushed his hips forward when he pulled her head in, shoving the bulbous head of his toe down her throat. She gagged, but she took it.

      Hull was the one to stop the blowjob, pulling her hair so her lips slid off his penis. He pulled her up by the hair and pressed his lips to hers again.

      “Bedroom,” he breathed as the kiss ended. Rebecca nodded and turned. As they walked, they disrobed, a trail of discarded clothes leading the way from the front door to her bedroom. She stood naked at the end of her bed, turning to see the man she had once loved. He was nude too, hard and strong. He pushed her back onto the bed and then lowered his head between her legs.

      His tongue on her wet slit was ecstasy. She took hold of her sheets, her body writhing as he flicked the tip of his tongue over her engorged clit. He slid a finger into her as he licked, and then two, sliding them in and out of her. She was coming in no time, an intense wave of pleasure exploding from her groin, her juices flowing freely and coating the bottom half of Hull’s face.

      When she was done, sweaty and spent and lying back upon her bed, he positioned himself over her, his pelvis between her legs. He reached down, using one hand to guide himself into her.

      Rebecca groaned as he pushed fully into her. He was big, the biggest man she had ever been with, his cock rock hard and pulsing inside her tight pussy. Hull rocked back and forth, sliding into her until his pelvis met hers, and then he would pull out, until nothing but the tip of his cock was inside her.

      His pace was swift, his humping furious, and Rebecca knew he wouldn't last long. But still, somehow, she beat him, having another orgasm. It was just like their relationship all those years ago; he was the only man who could ever get her off more than once, usually within a span of minutes.

      She dragged her nails down his back as she came, shuddering as he continued to buck. She cried out, not a name, not to heaven, but just a cry, a long moan as the orgasm shook her to her core.

      Then it was Hull’s turn. The man thrust deep inside her and stayed there, throwing his head back as he came, one hand holding him up over her, the other groping at one of her breasts, the nipple hard between his thumb and forefinger.

      His cock jumped inside her, once, twice, a third time, each time spraying a long line of sticky cum deep inside her pussy. With a groan, he pulled out of her when he was finished and rolled onto his back on the bed beside her.

      “Wow,” he said.

      “Yeah,” Rebecca said.

      “Oh garbage. I should have used a condom,” Hull said.

      “I’m on the pill.”

      Hull leaned up on one arm and looked at her. “You have a boyfriend?”

      “Not anymore,” she said.

      “Perfect,” Hull said with a grin.

      She looked at him, propping herself up on her own elbow, the mirror image of him. “Why is that perfect?”

      “We can get started again and I don’t have to kick anyone’s rear.”

      Rebecca sighed and shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

      “What? We just messed.”

      “Yeah, and that’s that. We messed. It doesn’t mean anything.”

      “I see,” Hull said, and he climbed out of her bed and went down the hall to the front door, pulling on his clothes as he did so. He didn’t say anything, and neither did Rebecca. When he got to the front door, he opened it and stepped out. She didn’t try to stop him. The door slammed shut, and a minute later his bike roared to life. She listened to it as the sound faded, and then she knew he was gone. Rebecca didn’t know why exactly, but she started to cry.
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      Days passed since Rebecca and Hull had had sex, and Rebecca’s mood didn’t improve. She didn’t know why she was so against dating the man again. She had loved him once, and she was sure she still loved him. But…she had hurt him…and she was scared. She didn’t know why; she didn’t know of what. She just knew she was scared. She had been scared by how easily Hull had taken to the idea of being a father. It had sent her running, which in turn had sent him running. Apparently she was still scared.

      Besides Weasel, the only other friend she still had in the Hammers was Gloria, an older woman in her fifties. She was a true blue biker chick, all blue jeans and black leather. Her hair was white, but she dyed it blond, and it sat on her head in a big way, puffy and in a style that hadn’t been seen in most places since the seventies. She always wore too much makeup, and she was loud and always ready for a fight. Rebecca loved spending time with her.

      On a Saturday they got together to ride, heading into the country, whipping past barns and farmhouse that were nothing but a blur as they sped by on their Harleys.

      They ended up in a little country bar called Hank’s. No one in the Hammer’s frequented it, so it was a nice getaway for Rebecca since the bars closer to home were full of other Hammers, most of who made her feel uncomfortable and unwanted since she had broken up with Jason.

      Rebecca parked her bike next to Gloria’s and then followed the older woman into the bar. It was early afternoon, and there were just a few people at the bar and another three, all biker women, at one table in the corner. The women wore their colors, their black vests bearing a black rose. That was their name, the Black Roses, and Rebecca knew they were a club for women only. They also had a reputation for being a bunch of hotheads who caused trouble wherever they went.

      Rebecca felt eyes on her and her friend as they sat at the bar. An old fat man with a bad comb-over took their order and set two beers in front of them. Rebecca had only taken two swigs by the time one of the Roses was at her side.

      “Don’t see many Hammers up here,” the woman said as Rebecca looked at her. She was younger than Gloria but older than Rebecca. She had bright red hair and a face full of freckles.

      “Don’t see many women as ugly as you,” Gloria said, leaning over her friend. Rebecca sighed and closed her eyes. She knew there was going to be a problem. That was who Gloria was.

      “You’re in our neck of the woods,” the red-haired woman said. She had her name sewn into her vest. It said Red.

      Gloria snorted. “Red, huh? They give you all imaginative nicknames out here.”

      “My daddy called me Red his whole life,” the woman with the flaming red hair said. “You talking bad about my daddy?”

      “Is he dead?” Gloria asked.

      Rebecca smirked. She could see what was coming. She picked up her beer and down it.

      “He is,” Red said, “God rest his soul.”

      Gloria took a drink. “I’ll drink to that. He’s in a better place. Anywhere you don’t have to look at your ugly mug is surely a better place.”

      “You jerk,” Red said. She glared at the two other women at the corner table and they got up. Rebecca glanced back at them. There was a woman about her age with a shaved head named Mabel and a dark-haired beauty of about fifty named Holly.

      Rebecca had been in fights before, but she had never started one. But something about Red, and something about the way Rebecca had been feeling since sleeping with Hull, made her want to hit someone. And so she did. She stood up quickly and set her feet, and then she sent her closed fist flying into Red’s face. She felt the woman’s nose snap under her knuckles, and when she pulled her hand away, she saw blood gushing from Red’s nostrils, as crimson as her hair.

      Red stumbled back. Rebecca saw Gloria turn to take on Mabel, and then Holly was upon her and she had to focus on that. She turned just as the woman shoved her, and Rebecca fell hard into the bar, slamming her ribs on the edge. She gritted her teeth and grabbed her empty beer bottle. She swung it at Holly’s head, but the pretty woman ducked it and planted an uppercut on Rebecca’s chin. Her head snapped back and she saw stars. She almost fell, but the bar kept her upright, and Rebecca shook the pain away with two quick twists of her head. Then she stepped forward, throwing the bottle at Holly.

      The woman ducked, but Rebecca was already following up with a roundhouse punch, and it connected with a dull thunk to the side of Holly’s head.

      “Get out of here with that garbage!” the fat man behind the bar shouted. The bottle Rebecca threw flew through the air and broke against the far wall. “I mean it!” the bartender said again.

      No one paid him any attention. Red was getting up, her hand over her bleeding nose. Holly rushed forward and slammed Rebecca against the bar. She looked over and saw Gloria and Mabel on the floor, trading punches and kicks. Red went after Rebecca, standing behind Holly and throwing punches when she could.

      “Get out!” the man behind the bar yelled, and then Rebecca heard a loud click. The women froze and turned to the man. He had pulled a shotgun from beneath the bar and had pumped it. He aimed it in the women’s general direction. “Ain’t none of that trash welcome here.”

      “All right old timer,” Rebecca said as Holly let her go. She held her hands up. “Don’t shoot.”

      She giggled, and so did the other women, Hammers and Black Roses alike. They left together, and Rebecca wondered if the fight would continue, but everyone had gotten their licks in, so they climbed upon their bikes and parted ways on somewhat good terms. Rebecca and Gloria headed back to town.

      They stopped in front of Gloria’s place, a small and dingy trailer on the outskirts of town.

      “Something's getting to you,” Gloria said. “Still a problem with Jason? Look, he’s a dipincredible, and the rest of the guys are too. I know you love the club, and things will work out. Stick with it.”

      “It’s not that,” Rebecca said truthfully. “Hull is back in town.”

      “He is? What a fine hunk of man. He didn’t come to see me.”

      Rebecca laughed.

      “So what’s the problem?”

      “He…wants to start again.”

      “Start again. He’s a good man.”

      “Something is just wrong. It feels wrong.”

      Gloria sighed and climbed off her bike. “You young women, you think too much about everything. Figure it out. Figure out what you want, and then do that. It’s that simple.”

      “So you say.”

      “Get out of here. I’m going to drink some beers by myself. You get into too many fights.”

      “I get into too many fights? Didn’t you get into a fight during your wedding?”

      “Which one? The first one or the second one?” Gloria asked.

      “Both of them,” Rebecca said with a laugh.

      “Oh, right,” Gloria said, and then she laughed and headed into her trailer, leaving Rebecca to start her motorcycle and head home.
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      When Rebecca got home, she was surprised to see Hull waiting for her. The man had his motorcycle parked in her driveway, much like Jason had a couple of weeks before. She parked her bike next to his and climbed off. He smiled.

      “What’s up?” she asked him.

      “I don’t know what your problem is, but I feel like I gave you enough time. You ready to figure this out?”

      Rebecca sighed. “I don’t know what I need to figure out. I don’t want to be with you.”

      Hull shook his head. “I don’t believe that.”

      “Well, you better start believing it. I don’t want what we had, all right?”

      “I love you,” Hull said, trying to take her hand, but she pulled it away. “I love two things,” he went on, “the Hammers and you. I want both of you back.”

      “You’re going to take on Jason?”

      “I’m going to get the Hammers back, and I’m going to get you back.”

      Rebecca felt anger rise in her chest. “I don’t want to be gotten back. I’m a person, not a club. Not something you own.”

      Hull sighed. “I don’t know why you’re so angry. I love you. You hurt me, but seeing you, I…I want to fix it.”

      “There’s nothing to fix,” Rebecca said, and she left the man standing in her driveway.

      Hull stayed true to his word, in both aspects. He sent her flowers a couple of days later, and he somehow got a hold of her cell number. He didn’t drown her with attention—it never went from yearning for her to creepy territory—and Rebecca found herself wondering why she was being so hard on the man.

      As for the Hammers, Jason made it clear that he had no plans to let Hull into the group, and Hull made it clear that he didn’t want to be in the Hammers; he expected to lead them. The contention between the two men grew so much over the weeks that Jason forgot about his campaign against Rebecca, and the young woman found herself enjoying being in the group once more.

      Her love life and the club drama came to a head the same night. Rebecca was in Drive, a small biker bar not far from where she lived. The Hammers hung out there a lot, and they had taken over most of the bar that night. Rebecca was shooting pool with Gloria, her head bobbing to the rock song pumping out of the jukebox, when Hull made his way into the bar.

      Every set of eyes was on him. Most of the Hammers knew him from before he left, and they had known his father, and those who didn’t knew him now that Jason was fighting with him. Jason was near the back of the bar, and he tensed up, but Hull ignored him, instead going straight to Rebecca.

      “Can I speak with you?” he asked.

      Rebecca sighed. “I’m busy.”

      Gloria leaned over the table toward Hull. “You can speak with me all night, honey,” she said.

      “If she keeps turning me down, you’re on,” Hull said with a grin. Rebecca couldn’t help but smile.

      “You have two minutes,” she said. “Say your peace and let me get back to pool.”

      “Let’s go outside,” Hull said.

      “Fine,” Rebecca agreed, and she let the young biker lead the way to the parking lot. They stood off to the side of the dingy bar, in the gravel lot. The sky was dark, the only light coming from the silver moon that hung in the sky and the cars that passed by on the four-lane highway the bar was situated off of.

      “I want to speak, and don’t interrupt me,” Hull said. “You always interrupt; it’s one of your worst qualities.”

      “Are you trying to get me back?” Rebecca said with a smirk.

      “Hush,” Hull said. “I know you got scared when we were younger. I know you didn’t want to be a mom. I was ready to be a dad, but only because I wanted you. I would have done anything for you, and coming back, seeing you again, I realize that I still would do anything for you.”

      He stopped speaking, and Rebecca waited for more. Hull laughed. “I thought that would take longer, but that’s it. I would do anything for you. I don’t know why you hate me.”

      Rebecca sighed and shook her head. “I don’t hate you, Hull. I love you. I think…I think I hate myself. I know that’s it. When I freaked out and you ran away—and you ran far, let’s be honest—I hated myself for it. And now I’m scared that if I ever do something to make you run again, I’ll hate myself forever.”

      “Well, don’t make me run,” Hull said, and he smiled and reached for her hand. Rebecca let him take it. She stood on her tiptoes and pressed her lips to his.

      “Let’s go to my place,” she said with a grin when they broke their kiss.

      “Let’s grab a beer first.”

      Rebecca frowned. “Jason is in there.”

      “I’m not afraid of him.”

      “Come on, do you need to be macho right now?”

      “It’s just one beer,” Hull argued.

      “Fine,” Rebecca relented. “One beer, and then come home with me.”

      “Deal.” Hull grinned. They went inside. They were at the bar for only a moment before Jason was there, tapping Hull on the shoulder. Hull rolled his eyes and spun around on his barstool. “What?” he asked, not bothering to keep the annoyance out of his voice.

      “You aren’t welcome here,” Jason said.

      “It’s a free country, right?”

      “This is a Hammer bar.”

      “I was a Hammer. My father was the whole dang thing.”

      “He’s dead. Now I’m the whole dang thing,” Jason snapped.

      “Let’s have a vote. I know you have your cronies, but some people remember what the club used to be, how great it was,” Hull said.

      “It’s still great,” Jason said. “Greater than ever.”

      “Then let’s take a vote, see how many people agree with you.”

      “We don’t vote; this isn’t seventh grade. You know how we do it here.”

      Rebecca put her hand on Jason’s chest and shoved him back. “Get out of her with that macho trash,” she said.

      “No one is talking to you, jerk,” Jason said. Hull was up in an instant, right in Jason’s face.

      “What did you say to her?”

      “You heard me. Don’t get your panties in a bunch. Let’s settle our trash first. Fight. Tomorrow at midnight, out at the old Harris plant.”

      “All right,” Hull said. “Winner gets the club?”

      “Scout’s honor,” Jason said with a grin, holding three fingers up.

      “You wouldn’t know honor if it messed you in the rear,” Hull said. “But I know the others heard everything, so they’ll hold you to it. See you tomorrow night.”

      Rebecca wasn’t sure it was going to be that easy to get rid of Jason, but he just nodded and headed back to his table. It was true what Hull had said. While the two men had been talking, the whole bar had been deathly quiet. There wasn’t a Hammer in the place who hadn’t heard about the fight tomorrow, and the stakes.

      When they got back to Rebecca’s that night, she turned on the man who had so recently come back into her life. “Can you please grow up? A fight? Are you in sixth grade?”

      Hull laughed. “He started it.”

      “I can’t deal with you men,” Rebecca said. Hull stepped forward and took her hands. She tried to pull them away, but he didn’t let go. Instead, he pulled her closer.

      “Come to bed,” he said. “Please?”

      “I don’t want to. I’m not tired,” Rebecca snapped.

      “Good. Neither I am. I want to make love to you.”

      Rebecca shook her head, but she couldn’t hide the small smile that spread across her face.

      “I need to take a shower,” she said, and she turned and headed into her bathroom. She wasn’t sure if he was following her, but she still felt some annoyance from Hull’s pissing contest with Jason, so she swung the door shut behind her.

      Within minutes she was in the shower, standing under the hot water, steam rising off her body. She heard the bathroom door open as she was pulling a sudsy bath pouf across her breasts, and she couldn’t help but smirk. A moment later the shower curtain was pulled back and Hull was there, standing nude in her bathroom, his eyes on her soapy body.

      He was hard, his cock pulsing in the steamy air.

      “I’m pretty dirty too,” he said with a sly grin.

      “I think we’ll just get dirtier if you come in here,” the young woman said.

      “Let’s find out,” Hull said, and he stepped into the shower. He was behind her, and she went to turn around, but he stopped her. He pressed his body against hers from behind, his hard cock shoved against her rear cheeks. His arms went around her, one hand squeezing one of her breasts, the other taking her shower pouf from her and using it to wash her flat stomach.

      “Don’t get me clean before you make me dirty,” Rebecca said, and Hull laughed and dropped the pouf to the floor of the shower. The young woman ground her hips behind her, pressing against his throbbing cock. Then she turned around, keeping herself in his arms, and they kissed, the hot water flowing down their entwined bodies.

      They kissed until Hull couldn’t take it any longer. Then he turned her back around and guided her into a bent position. Rebecca used her hands to brace herself on the silver faucet on the shower wall, and Hull used two fingers to spread her pussy lips, wet from the shower and her own juices.

      He slid into her slowly, easily, his hands exploring her back and her rear as his hips went forward, his cock sliding farther into her. Rebecca gasped as he pushed in as deep as he could go. As he rocked back and forth, building to a quicker pace, the young biker chick used one hand to reach between her legs, her fingers taking turns rubbing her own clit and then reaching back farther and stroking Hull’s cock as he pulled out of her.

      He had said he wanted to make love to her earlier, but in the shower it was just. The hot water was almost oppressive, hitting her lower back, running down her body, some of it heading toward her head, soaking her hair, running into her face.

      Hull harassed her hard, his fingers gripping painfully onto her hips. She continued rubbing herself, rocking back and forth with his thrusts, the rhythmic slapping of their wet skin against each other guiding how quickly she moved her own fingers.

      Soon Rebecca was coming, and her wet pussy was flooded, her juices running down her inner legs to mix with the water at her feet. She groaned and moaned as her pussy contracted around his cock, and he pulled a hand back and brought it down roughly on her rear, spanking her with a wet slap.

      She was feeling lightheaded bent down the way she was, so Rebecca was glad when Hull slid out of her and began to position her differently. She let the man guide her to how he wanted her, and she ended up kneeling in front of him, the hot water slapping against the back of her head as she parted her lips for his massive cock and took him into her mouth.

      She went to move her head forward, but he put his strong hands on either side of her head, holding her still. Instead, Hull moved his hips, the same way he had when he was her pussy, only now he was her mouth, roughly, without concern for her. Hull was using her, and Rebecca wanted him to. It was different than when Jason had used her for sex. There was something that had been missing then, a tone of desire. She knew Hull loved her, and even though the sex was rough, it made it better.

      Hull didn’t last long, her hot, wet mouth. He pulled from between her lips suddenly, and without needing to be told, Rebecca reached up, wrapped her thin fingers around his massive member, and gave him a few pumps as he came, throwing hot sticky strands of cum across her face. One landed beside her nose, running into the corner of her eye; two more went directly across her lips.

      “At least it’ll be easy to clean up,” Hull cracked, and they laughed together under the hot water.
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      After the shower, they made love, slow and sensual and long into the night. The next day they didn’t get out of bed until after noon, one more time in the morning, leaving Rebecca’s pussy full of Hull’s hot spunk.

      As the day wore on, they got up and showered, separately this time so they could actually get clean. They ate and laughed and watched TV together. Night fell, and Rebecca turned to the man she had once loved, and now loved again.

      “Don’t go tonight. I can leave the club. We can forget about it.”

      “My father made that club what it is,” Hull said. “It’s my club.”

      “Jason is big…”

      “I’m big too. You don’t think I can take him?”

      “I know you can, but he’s a jerk. He doesn’t play fair.”

      “It’ll be fine,” Hull said. “I’ll go kick his rear, he’ll slink off to lick his wounds, and I’ll do what my father would have wanted me to do. You worry too much.”

      Rebecca sighed. “I worry for the both of us since you don’t worry at all.”

      Hull laughed and kissed her. “Some things never change,” he said. And then, right there on the couch, they made love again.

      The Harris plant was an old factory on the outskirts of Oklahoma City that had long been closed down. It was on a dusty and desolate road, and the cops never went out that way. It was the perfect place for a brawl.

      Hull and Rebecca both rode their bikes, side by side, down the empty highway. They pulled into the plant’s lot. Once it had been paved, but now it was broken and mostly gravel. The plant itself stood behind the lot, a giant long dead, the windows shattered and the gray paint peeling.

      Jason was there already, along with what looked like all of the Hammers. Hull parked and Rebecca parked next to him, both throwing the kickstands of their bikes down and climbing off them. Hull was wearing blue jeans and a black T-shirt, and Jason was decked out in full Hammer’s gear: chaps and a black leather vest with their sigil on the back.

      “Let’s just go,” Rebecca said, keeping her voice low. Hull shook his head, turned to her, and kissed her.

      “I love you,” he said.

      “I love you too,” she replied, and then he turned and made his way into the center of the circle that was forming. Jason stood in the center, the circle made up of the club. Rebecca made her way to the front and stood next to Gloria.

      “Rules?” Jason asked after Hull was standing in front of him.

      “You tell me,” Hull replied.

      “No weapons. Punches, kicks. Fight like men.”

      “Do you know how a man fights?” Hull asked, and a soft titer rose in the crowd.

      “Are you ready to get your rear kicked?” Jason asked, putting his fists up.

      “Let’s go,” Hull said, and he stepped forward. The fight was on.

      Hull landed the first hit, and then the second, both powerful punches to Jason’s body. Jason could scrap, but Hull had learned how to box while he was a Navy SEAL. Jason was worried about his face and left his body wide open. Even after only two hits, he would have a massive purple bruise on his ribcage the next day.

      Still, Jason wasn’t a slouch. He had no finesse, but he was powerful, and he landed a skull-rattling punch to Hull’s jaw that sent the man backpedaling and kicking up dust from the gravel.

      “Let’s go, jerk,” Jason said, and he stepped forward, swinging at Hull’s head again, but Hull ducked under the punch and brought his own fist up, slamming it into Jason’s jaw and sending the man sprawling. He tried to get up, but Hull was upon him, pinning him down and slamming his fists into his head, his neck, and his chest. It hadn’t been much of a fight.

      When Hull was sure Jason was done, and he could tell just by looking at him—the man’s face was a sea of red and purple and blue, his eyes already blackened, blood pouring from a broken nose and a mouth now missing a few teeth—he got up. “I win,” Hull said, and about three-quarters of the crowd began to cheer.

      Rebecca had been tense, worried, but now it all fell from her, and she smiled and began making her way toward Hull. He grinned when he saw her and opened his arms to her. He didn’t see Jason standing up behind him, rushing forward as he pulled something from his pocket. Others saw it, and they hurried to stop him, but they weren’t fast enough. Jason held a switchblade, and the blade flashed out from the handle with a glint of silver and an audible clack. And then the blade was buried in Hull’s back, just before the first of the bikers reached Jason and wrenched him away, throwing him to the ground.

      “No!” Rebecca yelled out as Hull fell to the gravel. She dropped beside him, pulling his head up into her lap. She had no way of knowing at that point, but a doctor would later tell her that the blade had pierced both his kidney and his lung. It had been placed in the worst spot it could, and Hull had no hope.

      He was looking up at her now with glassy eyes.

      “He’s a cheater,” Hull said, and he tried to smile but he couldn’t. Perhaps he knew there was nothing to smile about, that there was nothing anyone could do to keep him alive.

      “You’re fine,” Rebecca said, hoping against hope. Not far away a couple of massive bikers were holding Jason down, kicking the trash out of him. She thought they might kill him, pissed off about his cowardice, and she found herself hoping they would.

      “I love you,” Hull said, his voice shaky and sounding as if he were far away.

      “I love you too. Be quiet. Someone will call an ambulance.

      Hull opened his mouth as if to say something else, but he never did. His eyes darkened, his last breath came out in a ragged sigh, and then he was gone, his blood pooling around him and the woman he loved.

      Rebecca cried, that night, the next, and for a hundred after it. The men did end up beating Jason to death, and then the Hammers disposed of both bodies themselves, to keep the police from being involved. Jason and Hull just became two men missing, never to be found. Weasel became the president of the club, and he visited with Rebecca, making sure she would stay on as club mechanic. She told him she would. She had nothing in her life other than the Hammers now. The club had taken everything from her, until it was the only thing left standing. She rode her bike, she fixed the club’s bikes, and motorcycles became her life once more. It was the only thing she could do to keep her mind off everything. As long as she lived, she would never be able to mend herself. But a motorcycle was loud enough to drown everything out, even a broken heart.

      *****

      THE END

      

      MOTORCYCLE CLUB Romance - Bad Boy Biker’s Bride

      Five years was a long time to be away. It would have been longer if my mother hadn’t up and gotten sick. She was an old bat, crazy as they came, and to me, she always seemed invincible when I was younger. I guessed I had been wrong.

      I’d hated her while I was growing up. We never saw eye to eye. She was devout and resolute in her beliefs. I was always the carefree spirit, ready to hit the road when the whim took me. She probably hated that about me, kept wanting me to settle down and start a family. She should have known that just wasn’t who I was.

      When the taxi dropped me off in front of the old house, I wanted nothing more than to set the place on fire and leave, as I almost had when I was younger. Too many memories had been made in this house, and most of them I wished I could forget.

      The house looked as it always had, rundown but taken care of. The paint was faded and cracking, and the windows were so grimy they couldn’t be seen through. The small white picket fence was still there, almost entirely knocked over now.

      I wondered what my dad would have thought of it after all these years. I always thought of his grizzled face staring down at me from whatever cloud he was sitting on, judging as he always had. I had received messages from him the entire time I was away, but they stopped after he caught a bullet. I guessed if you lived as loud as he did, you’d end up in a grave sooner rather than later.

      “Hey, Momma,” I shouted from the front door.

      “Tara, is that you?” she replied from the den.

      I clomped around the house in my old motorcycle boots till I found her.

      “Yeah, it’s me, Momma. How you feelin’?” I asked.

      “How do you think I’m feeling? I can barely get up to take a piss. Get over here and give your momma a hug,” she said.

      I had learned at an early age that you didn’t say no when your mother asked you to do something. I leaned over her and gave her a solid embrace.

      “Can I get you anything?” I asked.

      “You can get me the last twenty years of my life back; that would do it.” She laughed, only to start hacking and coughing.

      I patted her back in a vain attempt to help her. I looked through her prescriptions, one of which was empty—looked like painkillers.

      “How about you just get me a refill on that before my aches start acting up again? I was just going to watch TV anyway.”

      “All right, Momma. I’ll be back.”

      “I think your old bike is still in the garage, if you want to use that to get around. I haven’t had a car for a couple of years now.”

      “I’m glad you never got rid of it,” I said.

      “Some things you can’t get rid of,” she replied.

      I gave her a kiss on the forehead and took the pill bottle, tucking it into my pocket.

      I went back outside and circled around to the old garage. My dad’s old car was still sat there, waiting for someone to care. I eyed my old motorcycle, peeking out from behind the canvas sheet I’d thrown over it years ago.

      My hand moved automatically, tugging the sheet away. She was a killer ride, and I wondered how I’d gone so long without her in my life. The day to day just didn’t have the same feel as it had when I was younger and more irresponsible.

      I ran my hand along the gas tank, wiping away the layers of dirt she was covered in. She wasn’t the biggest bike, nor was she the fastest, but she was mine, and that was all that mattered.

      I threw my leg over, and a cloud of dust met me as I settled into the seat. I jerked down on the starter, and just as she always had, she turned over on the first crank.

      I hadn’t ridden in so many years; I started to get antsy. She wanted to be taken out to flex those old muscles. I walked my way out of the garage, carefully avoiding the old car.

      I started feeling that sense of freedom I’d had all those years ago: the freedom I’d had when I snuck out late at night to meet up with my old boyfriend, the nights when I’d make a mistake and come home in handcuffs, even the nights when I wouldn’t come home at all—the memories were all flooding back.

      I steered myself away from my old home and joined up with the road. There was a canyon road that had some of the finest sights in the area, and I felt it was the perfect time to see them; Momma could wait a few more minutes.

      When I was free from the town I let loose, my hair whipping in the wind and the sun warming my face. I opened the bike up and leaned into the corners; I had all these roads memorized and could ride them blindfolded.

      Then the familiar rumble of a motorcycle gang filled the canyon. I sense of dread befell me; if it was the person I thought it was, then I had no idea what I’d say to him. I pulled my cycle off the road and clicked her off.

      From the bend in the road, a band of motorcycles filed out. I didn’t recognize any of them, which left me with a feeling of relief. But the guys still made eyes at me as they rode by.

      I was used to it. I’d had a lot of guys fight over me in the past. But none had been as strong as Buck. I once saw him beat up three guys at the same time just for looking at me. He knew how to impress a woman.

      There was a time when I would have done anything for that man, but he could never see me as his one and only. I’d always catch him with another girl, and he never understood why I thought it was such a big deal. If he wanted me to be his, then he needed to be mine.

      Two of the bikers from the gang pulled off, and I knew what was coming.

      “Hey there,” said the taller of the two who stopped.

      “Howdy,” I replied.

      “Who do you ride with?” he asked.

      “I’m with Buck and his boys,” I replied.

      The two of them looked at each other in a sort of horrified way.

      “Pleasure meeting you,” they said as they turned and zoomed back to their motorcycles waiting nearby.

      I laughed; Buck’s reputation was still just as serious now as it had been before. He had a bad temper and a lousy habit of letting everyone know.

      Despite all his faults, I still wanted to see him. I somehow felt that he deserved to know I was back in town. Not a single member of his crew would come through without at least paying homage to the leader. I felt no different.

      I slung myself back into the saddle and kicked the old girl back on. I tore down the road and toward the old bar that had raised me; it wasn’t very far from where I was.

      The Whiplash Tavern was a sort of landmark in these parts. The sign outside was well past any state of repair. The front of the bar was full of motorcycles of all shapes, sizes, and colors. The signs in the windows hummed their neon tune as I eased my cycle into an empty place.

      Before I could finish pulling in, I heard a loud crash echo from inside the bar, then what sounded like glass breaking, followed by the sound of a gunshot.

      Then I saw Buck, sauntering out the front door with another man, who he held by his collar and belt.

      “You take your trash and stay out of my town,” shouted Buck in his grizzly tone.

      He threw the man to the ground as though he were a sack of flour.

      “You’ll regret this,” said the man on the ground.

      “I get told that a lot,” said Buck, “but I’m still waiting.”

      The young pup picked himself up from the ground and sprinted to a nearby motorcycle. Another man, about his same size, ran out of the tavern and joined him. They looked like they were in a hurry.

      Then Buck turned to me. It was the first time I’d seen him in five years, and it looked like he hadn’t aged a day. He was still the barrel-chested and grizzled man I’d known since I was a girl. He towered over nearly every other man I knew, and when he wasn’t the tallest, he was still usually the biggest. His cropped and disheveled beard was starting to show slight signs of gray, giving him a distinguished look, and his tattooed arms still looked just as strong as the first day I met him, maybe even a little bigger than before.

      He clenched his jaw and let out a grunt before disappearing back inside. SO maybe he wasn’t excited to see me, and that made me a little nervous.

      I entered quietly, but I recognized everyone, and they all recognized me. A loud cheer echoed throughout the small establishment, and I waved a meek hello.

      “Thought that was your bike comin’ down the road,” Buck said as he walked back behind the bar.

      “I’m amazed you can always tell,” I said.

      “I nearly built that bike myself,” he replied. “I know my own work.”

      He shoved a beer in my direction. I took it and sipped anxiously.

      “What brought you back to town?” he asked.

      I couldn’t bring myself to look him in the eye, so I just stared into my drink.

      “My momma’s sick,” I said.

      He stayed silent and washed a glass with his dishrag. He wasn’t one for words.

      “I’ll be here a couple of months till she either gets better or dies,” I said, “and I don’t know which one would be better.”

      “That old hag won’t die,” Buck said. “Paul knew how to pick his women, and he picked a good one.”

      Paul was my dad’s name; he used to run the gang here. Buck had always been his second, and when Dad finally kicked the bucket, all his assets went straight to Buck: the bar, his bike, and, to some extent, me.

      “Whatever happens, I just don’t want to be here too long. I got a new life to get back to.”

      Buck slammed the glass he was cleaning on the counter so hard that it shattered.

      “Why you gotta go sayin’ stuff like that? You just got back, and you’re already fixin’ to leave.”

      “I’m not fixin’ to leave nowhere yet. But my eye is always on the door,” I replied.

      “I’ll never get what made you take off the first time.”

      “The train of girls that was always walkin’ out of your bedroom would be a good place to look.”

      “I quit all that, and you know it,” he said.

      “I never saw any of that.”

      “Well, maybe if you stuck around like you were supposed to, you would’ve seen it.”

      I turned to look him in the eye. He still had that soulful glare; I could never tell if he was getting ready to break something or kiss me, but sometimes I was sure it was both.

      “I’m here now, Buck.”

      He started sweeping the shards of glass from the bar with his hand.

      “That’s right, you are,” he said.

      The men around the bar seemed entranced by our conversation, but as I looked around at them, they all did their best to return to their normal conversations.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked.

      He leaned over the bar, which cracked and groaned under his weight, and whispered in my ear.

      “Now that you’re here, I’m going to make you remember why it was so hard to leave. You always get me hard when you walk into the bar in those tight jeans.”

      I wanted to have him, but I knew if I did, I would regret it for the rest of my life. I needed to keep that part of my past closed. His boyish charm was the hardest to resist.

      I leaned over and whispered a reply in his ear.

      “I can’t do it, Buck. I can’t go back to that life.”

      He stood back up only to lean on the back bar. I made the mistake of letting my real feelings show in my eyes, and he knew it. I’d always had large, expressive eyes, which were both a blessing and a curse. Buck told me once that he could tell what was on my mind by what showed through my eyes. I didn’t want to believe it, but I knew it to be true.

      “What the heck, Tara,” he said in frustration.

      “I know what I want, and I know what I need,” I said. “You’re what I want, but not what I need.”

      He snapped his fingers to a couple of guys in the back of the bar, and the two of them hopped right up.

      “I’m goin’ for a ride, and this time I’m ridin’ solo. You’ll come around, but I can’t be here waitin’ for you till you do.”

      He stomped his way out of the bar, and my eyes followed him. Buck climbed onto the largest bike outside, beautiful and black glossed. The bike was still covered in scratches and dings from road wear and tear, though. It roared to life, a deafening rumble that shook my glass, and he pulled away.

      “You probably shouldn’t have made him angry,” said one of the guys behind the bar.

      “He’ll go off and do something stupid like he always does. Except this time I hope it doesn’t get anyone killed in the process,” said the other biker.

      “I’m leavin’ my number. If he does something stupid, you make sure to call me.” I polished off my beer and tossed some cash onto the counter.

      I had a feeling things were about to get a lot worse.

      

      2.

      I wondered how long I would have to wait before getting a call. It was nearly one in the morning when the phone rang.

      “Hello?” I said, fighting away sleep.

      “Tara, you better get down here quick. It’s not good,” said one of the bikers from earlier.

      “I’m on my way,” I replied.

      I threw on my clothes from earlier in the day and hopped back on my bike. I walked a couple of blocks down the road so that I wouldn’t wake up my momma when I started the bike.

      I was reminded again of when I used to have to sneak out of the house late at night for just this same reason. Buck was more than just a trouble maker; he was a trouble magnet. I couldn’t remember a day when he didn’t go off and do something stupid.

      I rode swiftly along the road, taking in the night breeze. The crisp air stung my lungs, and I loved every second. The moon illuminated the road with its faint blue hue.

      When I pulled up to the bar, I saw that everyone was there already. I was the last to arrive.

      There was a lot of shouting, and I couldn’t make out one bit of it. Things quieted down a little when people noticed me walking in. Buck was sitting at the bar in the center of the commotion.

      “This ain’t that bad. Don’t make such a fuss about it,” shouted Buck. His clothes were more disheveled than usual, and I knew what the meant.

      “Who did you sleep with now?” I asked sharply.

      “What do you care?” he replied.

      “I care cause they care. I wouldn’t expect them to wake my rear up unless this was something important,” I said.

      Buck look around the group, and a few of them shied away from his gaze.

      “He slept with Gracie,” said one of the bikers.

      I cocked an eyebrow.

      “Who is Gracie?” I asked.

      “She’s Connor’s sister,” replied Buck.

      “None of this is making sense. Could you just explain it, Buck?” I asked.

      Buck crossed his legs and leaned back in his chair.

      “If you really gotta know, then I’ll tell you. Take a seat over here.”

      A chair near the bar opened up, and I took a seat. Buck loomed over me like a statue while he continued his explanation.

      “There’s another crew in town. They’re big, bigger than this gang, and just as mean. I met up with their leader a while back, guy by the name of Connor.

      “His sister kept makin’ eyes at me, even called me in the bar from time to time. I knew she was trouble, and I might do stupid things, but I’m not stupid.

      “Then you had to show up.” Buck stopped and took a swig of his beer and lit another cigarette.

      “I was ridin’ about five miles out of town and I come across Gracie. She’s lookin’ good, so I pulled up alongside her. She just goes and smiles at me.”

      “How am I involved in all this?” I asked. “I just showed up this morning.”

      Buck slammed his drink back on the bar.

      “You always knew how to make me go crazy, Tara. When you wasn’t interested in shacking up earlier, I was pissed off. Figured I could use a little tail to take my mind off it all. It just so happened that the first tail I found was Gracie’s,” he added.

      “So I got you hard, and she got you off,” I said matter-of-factly.

      “That’s why this is your fault. You’re supposed to keep me from making stupid mistakes like this, but you just up and left like always. It seems to be the only thing you’re good at,” he said.

      “I care about you, Buck, but I really don’t care about your love life anymore. I don’t even see what the big deal is anyway. You slept with some dumb biker jerk. Who cares?”

      “Connor cares, and he’s the type of guy who backs up his threats. There’s a good chance he’ll start comin’ after someone in the gang. Might even be you.”

      I sighed. I wanted to hit him for putting me in this situation, but I had a feeling he was in a mood to hit back.

      “What are you goin’ to do?” I asked.

      “Nothin’, I guess,” he said.

      Most the guys in the club looked around, a little confused.

      “The way I see it is, he doesn’t know. The only way he’ll find out is if his sister tells him what happened. She might be dumb, but she’s not an idiot either. I’m sure she doesn’t want to see a bunch of guys beating the trash out of each other.”

      He might be right, but I still had a bad feeling about the entire situation. If Gracie was that crazy about Buck, then she might do something rash.

      “I’m headin’ home for the night. I can’t deal with this right now,” I said.

      The door slammed open. Two bikers were making their way inside. One of them was bloodied and beaten, and the other was so bruised that he couldn’t hold himself up at all.

      “Connor’s gang, they just attacked us on the road,” said the conscious one. “They told me to give you a message.”

      “What is it?” Buck asked.

      “They said, ‘don’t mess with things that aren’t yours.’”

      Buck polished off his cigarette and stamped it out on the table before lighting another one. I hadn’t known Buck to chain smoke except for times when he was incredibly upset.

      He stood up and loomed over the crowd. His rage was palpable, but after a glance from me, he seemed to calm down a little.

      “Connor needs to pay for this. I say we ride out and beat the ever-living snot out of every single one of ’em.”

      Buck reached behind the counter and pulled out a familiar shotgun.

      “Buck, wait,” I said, running over to him and throwing my arms around him to try to make him stop for even a moment.

      “Wait for what? He didn’t wait to start attacking us,” he said.

      “Buck, you started this. You slept with the guy’s sister. Will you at least talk to the guy first, before bullets start flying?”

      He grunted and let out a puff of smoke.

      “Fine,” he said. “But I’m taking my shotgun with me.”

      

      3.

      I rode with Buck for the first time in a long time. It was another thing I had missed about living here. The drive was long, but I didn’t mind. I got the chance to hold on to the man I had loved for a long time.

      I wanted to have him pull off the road and have his way with me like he used to, but it wasn’t the time or place for such flights of fancy. The vibration of the motorbike hit me in just the right places, and I could feel myself grinding my hips into the bike.

      I thought Buck noticed, but he didn’t do anything to prove it. He just gripped the chopper’s handlebars and carved out a path to the rival gang’s hideout.

      It was probably near an hour-long ride. I didn’t mind the time; I enjoyed being driven again.

      The tavern we pulled up to was in much better shape than the one Buck owned. The neon sign stood prominently by the road, inviting us inside.

      As we turned into the lot, we were met by several members of the rival gang. All of them brandished a weapon of some kind, and I felt helplessly unprepared. Buck seemed unfazed by all of it as he parked in the middle of the entryway.

      “Which way is that prick, Connor?” he asked.

      A few of their number seemed to be preparing to attack, but a shout echoed out from the tavern.

      “I’m in here,” he shouted.

      The two of us pressed onward. I stayed close enough to Buck that I could smell him, which really wasn’t that close, if I was being honest. I wrapped my arm around his.

      The inside of the bar was quite nice. The tables were mostly new, the bar was decently lit, and they even had a pool table in the back that didn’t appear to be missing any balls.

      “You beat up two of my boys,” Buck said.

      “And you messed my sister,” Connor replied.

      “Yeah, but she wanted it,” Buck barked out.

      “I didn’t,” Connor said.

      “And what does that matter to me?” Buck asked.

      “It should mean everything. I have enough guys here to wipe your small club off the map.”

      Buck laughed. “But you wouldn’t all make it back.”

      A girl walked in and sat next to Connor. I could only assume it was Gracie. She was a petite thing, and I was surprised Buck hadn’t broken her in half when they’d slept together.

      I wondered if that was what Buck preferred now, petite women. He had always seemed more interested in full-bodied women when we were together. Not that I would consider myself very busty in any way, but I still had curves. More guys liked me for my long, taught legs, though, and even I thought they were my best feature.

      “You Gracie?” I asked the girl.

      “That’s my name. Now what does an old worn-out hag like you want with me?” she asked spitefully.

      I wanted to break her, and Buck could tell. He threw an arm in front of me and shook his head no. I understood what that meant right away, and Buck always made good on his threats.

      “I’m glad I got to see the little hussy Buck spent the night with,” I said. “Now I know what a broken condom looks like.”

      Gracie went red in the face and dang near leaped from her seat to strangle me. She would have if Connor hadn’t held her down.

      Connor and Buck just seemed to share a laugh, watching us girls duke it out. It probably did well to diffuse whatever animosity was between the two men. Still, the more I looked at Gracie, the more I could see the man Buck was. It was as though I were staring at every woman Buck had ever slept with while we were an item. It only served to make me fume.

      “Tara, get your rear outside. This is between me an’ Connor. I don’t wanna listen to a shouting match between two jerk seats.”

      I exhaled, trying to rid my lungs of the fire that was building. I knew Buck was right. Taking his advice, I marched out of the bar and took a seat on his bike.

      I was interested in hearing what was going on, but a nagging feeling in the back of my head told me Buck wouldn’t like knowing he was being spied on. I shuffled nervously in my seat while the rest of Connor’s gang eyed me like a pack of ravenous wolves.

      If anyone in Buck’s gang were to eye me like that, they’d be missing teeth and memories. Buck always made me feel safe, no matter where I was. Even now, I knew nothing would happen. But I still didn’t want to wait too long.

      The door swung wide and Buck strode out, tucking his shirt into his pants.

      “I think we figured it out,” he said.

      “That’s good.”

      “I’ll tell you all about it on the way back,” he added.

      He got onto his bike, and after I returned to my usual place behind him, he took off down the road. I heard Connor shouting behind us, but paid it no mind.

      Buck didn’t say anything for a while. He was a stoic man, rarely discussing matters with the gang; it was nothing new. I broke the silence after we hit the halfway point.

      “Are you going to tell me what the plan is?” I asked.

      He didn’t respond right away; it appeared he didn’t have the words.

      “Buck, if it’s bad news, you should tell me,” I said.

      “Gracie wouldn’t let up,” he said, “so I told them I was gettin’ hitched.”

      I gave his back a puzzled look. I’d never imagined him getting married. I hadn’t even know he was dating someone.

      “Who are you gettin’ married to?” I asked.

      “You.”

      I started chuckling at his obvious joke, but that changed when I noticed he wasn’t joining in on the laugh.

      “You’re kidding, right?” I said.

      “Nope,” he replied.

      I was trying to piece it together in my head, but it still wasn’t making sense. I began to feel faint.

      “Buck, stop the bike,” I said.

      “We’re almost back—”

      “Stop the bike!” I said, interrupting him.

      He slowed the cycle down and pulled off on a gravel embankment. As soon as we were slow enough, I jumped off the bike, doubling over while trying to catch my breath.

      “You told him we were gettin’ married,” I said calmly, trying to figure everything out.

      “I told Gracie that she should stop pursuing me because I was marrying you. Connor seemed to buy it well enough. Besides, it’s not like we weren’t going to get hitched one way or another.”

      I realized now that Buck had not only thought we had the chance of getting back together, but that he’d assumed we’d be married. It wasn’t that I was not interested in him at all. I still missed all the days we had spent together, and knowing the warmth of his big powerful arms, but he hadn’t changed at all, and I didn’t want to marry him unless I was his one and only.

      “Buck, I’m not marrying you,” I said.

      He cocked his eye and gave me a confused look.

      “You’re the one who told me to use my words to solve this problem. Now you won’t go through with what I decided?”

      He crossed his arms and puffed out his chest. He didn’t look like he was in the mood to argue.

      “Why didn’t you just apologize, or marry Gracie instead? I’m sure if you were with Gracie you’d make an alliance with the clubs. If you want to get married so bad, why didn’t you say that?”

      He laughed.

      “You think I’d marry that little brat? I don’t want some alliance with his motorcycle club. There’s only one person on God’s green earth I’d marry, and you’re it. We just have to get married, Tara.”

      I had a feeling he was about as interested in getting married as I was.

      “If I’m hearing you right, it sounds like you just need to be married so Connor won’t be breathing down your back, right? So we don’t have to stay together or sleep together. Nothin’ like that?”

      He nodded.

      I bit my lip, thinking about my options. Buck wouldn’t be the worst person to be married to. It only seemed fitting to be married to the man who had taken over my dad’s motorcycle club. And it seemed that I didn’t have to stick around, either, if I didn’t want.

      “So if we get hitched, then we just have to keep up appearances? Then we can go our separate ways when things cool off?”

      “Yep,” he replied.

      I let out a drawn-out sigh. He had me cornered, and I really didn’t mind.

      “Okay, fine. Let’s get married,” I said.

      He could tell I was reluctant, but I doubted he really cared. He embraced me in his arms, and some of my worries disappeared.

      “Once this thing is all over, I’m gone,” I said, climbing back on the bike.

      “Fine by me,” he said. “One less person I have to take care of.”
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      “How long have you been engaged for?” Momma asked me.

      “Today makes it a week,” I replied.

      “It’s nice to see you two finally gettin’ together. You two were always just right,” she said.

      I tried my best to hide my disdain.

      “Momma, you know we’re just doing it to keep the heat off the club. Once it blows over, I’ll be taking off. Besides, we’ve both decided it would be best to keep it impersonal.”

      She raised her eyebrow and shot me a look of disbelief.

      “I know you two. Heck, he’s practically been my son since your father died. I know he’d be the perfect man to take care of you. Why don’t you just get married for real?”

      I didn’t really know what to tell her. I wanted to tell her about all the women Buck had slept with while we were dating, or about all the times he’d had to beat someone up to prove himself the leader of the club. I was sure she knew how brutal politics could be in a motorcycle gang.

      “Ma, I know I still have feelings for the guy, but it just isn’t right. I’ve changed over the past few years, and so has he. We’re just not meant to be.”

      She laughed; I didn’t.

      “People always change, whether they’re in a relationship or not. Your father used to take me out for rides before he started the club. But after we had you and settled down, he opened that bar. Then he stopped taking me out on rides. He was a different man, much more responsible in his later years.”

      My mother didn’t talk about my father like that very often. It was a treat to hear her talk of the old days.

      “Well, Buck and I aren’t like you and D—”

      “Oh posh,” she said, interrupting. “love is something that grips your heart and doesn’t let go. You’ve loved Buck since the first time you met, and he loved you right back just the same.”

      My thoughts started to wander as we talked. I knew that deep down I wouldn’t ever stop loving the guy. He was always there for me and knew just what I needed. My heart ached to actually feel as I did when we first met, those days when we’d just ride and sleep together, and beat up anyone who got in our way.

      I wanted to think that it was possible to fall out of love, but life was proving that impossible. I wondered if that was what Buck thought.

      I snapped out of my daze when I heard a knock at the front door.

      “Are you expecting anyone, Ma?” I asked.

      “I haven’t been out of bed in more than a week. How could I invite anyone over?”

      I peeked out the window and saw a couple of motorcycles parked in the front lawn, ones I didn’t recognize.

      “I’ll be back in a second, Ma,” I said.

      I crept up on the front door, trying to see if I heard any weapons being loaded. I’d been shot at a couple of times, and the last place I wanted that to happen was at my momma’s house.

      I opened the door just a crack till I could see who was there. I didn’t recognize them in the slightest. I rested my hand on the shotgun I always had stashed just inside the entryway.

      “Who are you?” I said.

      He was a biker, tall and broad shouldered with a bald head and a patchy beard.

      “You Tara?” he asked gruffly.

      I contemplated telling him no, but I didn’t think that would really help right now.

      “Yeah,” I said, gripping the shotgun tighter.

      “I got a message for you.”

      He held out a crumpled piece of paper and dropped it into my outstretched hand. I unfurled it as best I could so I could make out the writing.

      “Tara, I don’t buy the engagement. You have one day to make good on your marriage, or I’m coming after the gang. –Connor,” read the note.

      My hands shook as I finished reading the note. I wanted to respond, but the biker who dropped off the note was already riding off down the road, along with a couple of his friends.

      There was only one thing I could do at this point. I had to tell Buck. He would know what to do. He always knew what to do.
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      I arrived at the tavern shortly after, in a panic. When I stumbled my way in, I felt everyone’s eyes on me. I sought out Buck immediately and hurried to meet him.

      “Buck, I got news, and it isn’t good,” I said as I handed him the note.

      

  




He took it and read, and then turned it over, looking for more writing.

      “This it?” he said.

      I was surprised by his careless demeanor. He barely batted an eye after he finished reading.

      “Yeah, Buck. You know what this means, don’t you?” I asked.

      “I do. It means we have to make the marriage a real thing,” he replied coldly.

      I sat on the stool and rested my head in my hands.

      “I don’t think that will work this time, Buck,” I said.

      He snapped open a beer and set it down in front of me.

      “I don’t take threats lying down. He’s calling our bluff, simple as that. I’m thinking I should go give him an invite to the wedding, personally.”

      Buck pulled his shotgun from behind the bar. I knew what his invites were like, and they usually came at you fast.

      “Buck, don’t do this,” I said, putting a hand on his arm.

      “I know what the note means, Tara. Whether we get married or not, he don’t care. He’s itching for a fight, just like me. I’m going to make sure he doesn’t get the first punch,” he said.

      The door flung open again and in walked a bloody mess of a man. I ran over to him to hold him up; a couple other guys followed along.

      “What happened?” I asked. “It looks like you rolled your cycle.”

      The biker did his best to smile. I laid him out on a nearby table and was quickly surrounded by the rest of the gang. Buck stomped over and looked the man up and down for a second.

      “Two of them…” said the injured biker. “They ran me off the road, into a ditch…then bolted…Connor’s boys.”

      “This is becoming too much of a habit,” Buck said angrily. “Those mongrels are going to get what’s coming to them.”

      The rest of the motorcycle club cheered. This was the start of something that I didn’t want to get involved in. I shouldn’t have come back.

      “Buck, I can’t do this anymore,” I said. “I’m going home.”

      Buck grabbed my shoulder with his massive hand.

      “Tara, I didn’t want you goin’ anyway. Take care of your momma.”

      That was the last thing I thought he’d say. When we were younger, he wouldn’t have ridden off unless I was right behind him. But now he didn’t want me. I had been hoping he would grab me and forced me to come along, just like the old days. He could have, and I would have followed along with a smile.

      “Good-bye, Buck,” I said.

      “Good-bye, Tara.” He sighed and gave me a push toward the door.

      Now that he wasn’t holding me, I felt something missing. I wanted to run back into his arms and just run away. An overpowering thought started running through my head: This would be the last time I’d see him.

      I turned to look at him while I walked out the door. He smiled at me. It wasn’t his regular smile; it felt like he was trying to say good-bye and thanks for the memories.

      I steeled myself and rode home. I could do little to hide my tears anymore, and they flowed freely.
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      I tried to take my mind off the events that were unfolding. I kept wanting to get on my motorcycle and join in on the chaos that was probably ensuing. But then I would see my mother, lying in bed, barely able to move.

      I knew where I was needed, and it wasn’t in a war-zone. Buck could handle himself; I just had to stay positive. I waited by the phone, expecting a phone call at any moment—one that would never come.

      “You look nervous, Tara,” my mother said.

      “There’s a lot going on right now,” I replied.

      “What’s keeping you inside? You used to like going for rides when you were like this before. Is it something Buck did?”

      I wondered if I should tell her the truth.

      “No, Momma. It’s nothing. Just get back to sleep,” I said, in a vain attempt at assuaging her curiosity.

      “I’m not stupid, Tara. You could just tell me that Buck is off doing something crazy, like beating up a rival gang.”

      I wondered how she knew, and my open mouth and gasps did nothing but assure her she was right.

      “How did you know?” I asked.

      “You know I was your father’s wife,” she said. “There’s a reason there weren’t any other motorcycle clubs around when you were growing up, and I was there for most of them. Why aren’t you with Buck right now?”

      “He sent me home. He didn’t want me there,” I said honestly.

      “He didn’t want you there because he couldn’t stand the possibility of you gettin’ hurt, Tara.”

      I knew she was speaking the truth. Buck really did love me, and I just seemed to slap him in the face every time he showed it.

      “I gotta go, Momma,” I said as I ran to the closet and threw on my jacket.

      “Take the shotgun with you,” she said. “I won’t need it.”

      I did as I was told and lumbered out with the shotgun in tow. My heart raced, as I knew that what I planned on doing was incredibly crazy. I also was scared of what Buck would do if we actually survived this.

      I rode as fast as I could. I wasn’t sure if I was headed in the right direction, but the place that was most famous for settling disputes was the old quarry. I wondered what I would do when I got there. Sometimes it was best not to know.
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      I was still half a mile out when I heard engines in the distance. The roaring thunder of motorcycles gathered en masse. It was impossible to make that sound any other way.

      Rounding the corner, I saw Buck and the gang standing in a stalemate on the north side, while Connor and his gang were lined up on the south side. I could see the two men yelling at each other, but I couldn’t make out what they were saying over all the noise.

      I cut a path through the bikers, heading straight for Buck, coming to a screeching halt just in front of him.

      He looked at me with rage.

      “What are you doing here?” he shouted.

      “Why wouldn’t I be here?” I shouted in response.

      “Because I need to know you’ll be okay. Get home. Now!”

      “I’m not leaving your side, not until this is all through,” I said.

      I took my place next to him, lifting the shotgun under my arm. Connor looked over at the two of us and laughed.

      “I guess you guys really do love each other,” he said.

      I looked up at Buck, who didn’t change his expression in the slightest.

      “I won’t ever leave my man,” I shouted.

      Buck leaned over and pulled me in for a hug. I forgot how strong he was; it felt like he would break me in half with the force of it. I didn’t want him to stop, and I didn’t think he wanted to either.

      “Buck, I thought you loved me,” I heard a screeching woman’s voice say.

      Looking over, I saw that Gracie had decided to come. I wanted to put her in her place, but I didn’t want to be the person pulling the trigger first.

      “Gracie, you better crawl back into whatever hole you just crawled out of,” I shouted, only to have Buck throw his hand over my mouth.

      “I can speak for myself, Tara,” he said.

      He took a couple of steps forward. The lights of the other cycles were near blinding, and I couldn’t make out anyone’s face behind Connor and Gracie.

      “Gracie, you know what we did. We weren’t nothin’ more than a good afternoon. Just tell your brother you’re done and then this whole feud can come to an end.”

      Gracie started laughing.

      “You think we were just some afternoon fun? I thought we were something more than that. My brother is going to kick your rear,” she said.

      “Connor, can you control that woman? I don’t think she speaks for you,” Buck said.

      Connor rubbed his forehead and clenched his teeth.

      “Gracie, shut up. We’re tryin’ to hash this out without people gettin’ killed, and you’re just makin’ things worse,” Connor said.

      “You’re takin’ his side instead of your own sister’s?” Gracie said. “What is wrong with you, Connor?”

      Connor turned and gave her a good smack across the cheek.

      “You heard me, Gracie. Stop talking,” he said.

      Gracie panicked. She started pounding her fists into Connor’s chest, but he didn’t budge. She cried and wailed, and then she collapsed to her knees in a crying mess.

      “Connor, I got no beef with you or your gang. I just want us all to walk out of here and forget any of this happened,” Buck said.

      Connor thought for a moment, looking to his sister crying on the ground. I could see his embarrassment at having her by his side.

      “Gracie, get up,” Connor said.

      He grabbed her by the arm and pulled her from the loose gravel. She didn’t resist; she seemed to have lost all interest in what was happening.

      Connor pulled her back and sat her on his motorcycle. She sat without a sound, motionless. Then Connor turned back to Buck and me.

      “Buck, I got nothing against you. I was just tryin’ to do right by my sister. When you said you were gettin’ married to Tara, I thought you were joking. I had a feeling you were just saying that cause you didn’t want to end up with Gracie. I don’t blame you; if she weren’t family, things would have been different.

      “Get outta here, Buck,” Connor said. He backed up, eased onto his cycle, and kick-started it. “You got a heck of a girl there,” he added.

      “I really do,” Buck said.

      Buck turned and started walking back toward me. I was glad things had ended so easily, and without a fight. But then again, I did miss watching Buck get ornery.

      “I’m the only one you should ever love,” shouted Gracie, and then she turned her gaze on me. “He would love me if you were dead!”

      Gracie held up a revolver, taking aim straight at me. I started to duck, but everything moved incredibly slowly. I looked at Buck, who had a horrified expression on his face.

      I could remember the first time I saw him. He wasn’t as big then, but he was scrappy. I wondered if he ever thought about me when we were younger. I knew I wouldn’t be able to dodge the bullet at this distance, but I supposed there were worse ways to die.

      I closed my eyes as I heard the shot, waiting for the pain that would follow, but it never came.

      I opened my eyes a second later to see Buck hovering over me. Blood poured from an open wound in his shoulder. I stared into his big eyes, and he into mine.

      “I love you,” Buck said.

      “Don’t die,” I squeaked out.

      “Ugh, it’s just a shoulder shot,” he replied. “I didn’t like that tattoo anyway.”

      He collapsed on top of me. I hadn’t realized how much he really weighed until then.
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      Everything was a blur the rest of that night. We ended up at a hospital where he got his shoulder sewn shut. I stayed with him the whole time, and we exchanged knowing glances.

      He wasn’t the man I remembered at all. I wanted to hold him and never let him go. I knew he would always be there to protect me, and that was a feeling I never wanted to lose.

      Connor turned in his own sister for what she’d done. I think he knew that if Buck decided to go after her, she wouldn’t make it far. Connor even visited him in the hospital to make amends.

      The next morning the hospital released Buck. He was built like a tank, and it would’ve taken a lot more to do him in.

      I met him out front with his motorcycle, the old hand-me-down he received from my father. With his arm still in a sling, he hopped on the cycle.

      “I think I’ll take the lead on this one, Buck. You can’t brake with only one arm,” I said.

      “This is my bike; I’m the only one in this saddle,” he said.

      I cocked an eye at him, the same look my mother had given me a million times. It had always worked on my father when he was alive, and it looked like it might just work with Buck.

      He let out a drawn-out sigh and scooted to the back seat of the bike. I hopped into the driver’s seat and he threw his arm around my stomach.

      I finally felt like I was home.

      *****

      THE END

      

      MOTORCYCLE Romance – Outlaw Biker’s Baby
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      The young woman looked over the bike. She put her hand on her chin, the way she remembered her father doing when she went with him to used car lots. He was a car guy; he loved buying old beat-up ones, working on them for months at a time, and then selling them for huge gains. She stroked her chin though she obviously didn’t have a beard the way her cuddly bear of a father had.

      Her name was Vanessa Keller, and her father had been dead for ten years by the time she was staring at the Harley at age twenty-two. His name had been George Keller, and from the time her mother passed away when she was two, it had been just the two of them until he died. Mother dead as a toddler, father dead at twelve, and then she had gone to live with Aunt Kathy out in Utah.

      She hated Utah. It was too hot, too dusty, too boring. Well, mostly boring. From a young age and through her teen years, Vanessa had found one thing she loved about Harrington, Utah, the small town her aunt lived in: A massive biker gang, one of the largest in Utah, was headquartered in Harrington. They were the Pythons, and the men in the biker gang all wore vests or jackets with an insignia stitched onto the back, a massive green snake coiled around a skeleton.

      There were no women in the club proper, though each man always seemed to have one on the back of his bike, thick girls with massive breasts and fat rears, long blond hair, and as many tattoos as the men had.

      Vanessa didn’t look like that, not as a teenager and not as a young woman. She was taller, thinner. She had rounded feminine hips and a taut rear, but it wasn’t big. Her breasts were perky, perfectly formed, but she didn’t bust through her bras the way the biker chicks all seemed too.

      She was beautiful, though. Her face was angular, perfect, her lips plump, her eyes a soft blue. She’d had a long string of boyfriends throughout school, but she always went for the bad boys, and things ended badly.

      Yet still she was missing something. Those boys, the bad boys of high school, they weren’t bad enough. She had a thing for the bikers she saw all over town. Not the old ones, of course, the fat guys with their big white beards—she liked the young ones, thin and tanned, with hard eyes and harder muscles. That was what she wanted.

      When she graduated, Vanessa had planned on moving far away, but something had stopped her. Instead, she went to a local college and got a degree in creative writing. She had always loved writing. She lived with her aunt while she went to school, commuting to the small campus every day. And then she graduated, and she didn’t know what to do.

      She wanted to write, to be a writer, but she didn’t know what. She felt as though she had stories within her, stories she wanted to tell, but how to get started?

      She wrote short stories and sent them into magazines and websites. Most were rejected, but some were published. Still, it wasn’t enough to live on. Aunt Kathy had always loved her and taken care of her, but Vanessa could tell her aunt would be happier if, now after college, she found her own place. Aunt Kathy had been married once, but divorced since before Vanessa’s father passed away. She dated off and on but had grown to enjoy a solitary lifestyle. She had no kids of her own and liked it that way. Vanessa sat down with the older woman and told her she would be getting a job and moving out. They hugged, and Vanessa felt a bit sad. She could feel the relief flowing off her aunt.

      She needed a job before she could find her own place. There were small apartments down on Mill Street, which was the main street that ran right through the centre of Harrington. She could afford one if only she could find a job.

      She was drawn to a few places downtown. There was a small antique store owned by an old woman who was an antique herself. Another place was Nathan’s, a small diner. Vanessa was pretty sure she would make a good waitress. The last place she was considering applying to was the Devil Dog. That was a seedy bar at the far end of Mill Street, a place usually full of bikers, and Python’s more often than not. She could tend bar there, she was pretty sure, and she would be around the guys she had lusted after for so long.

      Of course, Vanessa didn’t want to be at any of those jobs for long; they would just do until she wrote that great American novel she had in her. She ended up applying to all three places, and all three interviewed her.

      In the end she was offered a job by the old woman at the antique store and Chet, the grizzled man who owned the Devil Dog. She took the job at the Devil Dog.

      The hours were tough, but she had always been a night owl anyways. She worked five days a week, all nights, going in at seven and getting off at three in the morning on Mondays, Thursdays, Fridays, Saturdays, and Sundays. She had back-to-back days off, which was nice, and it turned out to be sort of like the weekend.

      Chet was a nice man, if a bit short with his employees. She didn’t get much guidance from him when she started beyond “show your belly off and you’ll get more tips.” Luckily Susan took Vanessa under her wing.

      Susan was in her early fifties, and she had been a bartender at the Devil Dog for over fifteen years. She was pretty, but her lined face was evidence of a live hard lived. She had been an alcoholic, she freely admitted, though she had managed to be sober, even working in a bar, for over three years.

      She spent a week showing Vanessa the ropes, and they often worked together. The only time Vanessa tended alone was on the ultra-slow Mondays, but she had one of the two cooks with her then—both of who were large, muscular men—in case anyone got out of line.

      In the Devil Dog, people got out of line often. Most of the customers were bikers, their black and chrome hogs like beasts from hell when they pulled into the parking lot, and they were parked, slanting slightly against kickstands, in front of the long porch that wrapped around the front of the bar.

      Most of the bikers were Pythons, but a few other clubs frequented the place as well. When that happened, the place was always likely to go up like a powder keg. It only took one wrong word, one sideways glance, and men would be throwing punches. The bikers took their clubs seriously, and a slight against one man meant a slight against his fellow club members too. Vanessa found the whole thing a little bit silly, and by her second week there she was wondering if she had made a mistake in picking the bar over the antique shop.

      As ridiculous as the grown men playing war was, she had to admit that the younger men were exactly the type that got her motor revving, so to speak. There were strong and tough, and they weren’t afraid to show their interest in her.

      One of the most handsome, and one of the boldest, was a man in his mid-twenties named John. Of course, like most of the bikers who frequented the Devil Dog, no one called him by his real name. He had a nickname. Since starting her new job, Vanessa had been assaulted by idiotic nicknames every night. There was the Python with the bald head but walrus-like moustache called Snakebite, and a younger guy with glasses everyone called Dipstick. John, though, as far as biker nicknames went, his wasn’t bad: Tank. It wasn’t good, of course, but at least it wasn’t Dipstick.

      Vanessa was fairly sure she knew why he was called Tank. His arms were massive, barely constrained by the sleeves of the leather jacket he always wore. His pecs pressed against the thin material of his T-shirts, and his legs were thick like tree trunks. He was a muscular man, and Vanessa was sure Tank could best any man in the bar when it came to a fight or feat of strength.

      Tank had taken a liking to Vanessa. She had seen him with women before, pretty but overdone young girls with massive belly and short skirts. Vanessa knew she was prettier, and she had heeded her boss’s advice and bought a few low-cut shirts when she was hired, but she still was restrained when compared to Tank’s girls. He cycled through at least three, and they would come into the bar with him and giggle and laugh as he pulled them onto his lap, where they would grind their pert rears against his cock through his jeans.

      The young bartender found herself growing jealous whenever she saw that. She yearned to be pulled onto his lap; she yearned to feel his toe grow hard beneath her. No matter if he was with a girl or not, when Vanessa worked, Tank was sure to spend some time at the bar, kidding with her.

      One Saturday, after she had been working at the Devil Dog for almost three months, she finally gave in to him. It was late, nearing three, when the bar shut down and the bikers had to go find a bed to sleep it off in. Tank had come in with a girl, a pretty little blond thing named Tiffany, but she had drunk too much, throwing up, and had been taken home by a friend of hers. Since then Tank had been at the bar, smiling at Vanessa, flexing his muscles, and coming on to her in his own special way.

      “I would love to slide my toe between your belly,” he said.

      Vanessa laughed, blushing at his forwardness. “Me?” she asked.

      “Yeah you. Why not you?”

      “Have you seen my breasts?” she asked.

      “No, but I would love to,” Tank said with a grin.

      “Trust me, they aren’t as big as your little blond friend’s tonight,” Vanessa said. She was self-conscious about her own brunette hair, as soft and shiny as it was, because she had only ever seen the biker with blondes.

      “Ah, harass her,” Tank said.

      “That’s what I’m telling you to do,” Vanessa teased.

      “Why you always gotta make it hard on me?” the biker asked her. “I complimented you.”

      “You don’t really think telling a girl you want to belly harass her is a compliment, do you?”

      Tank laughed. “Sure it is. Hey, I got an idea: Do a shot with me.”

      “That’s a bad idea,” Susan said, stopping by on her way to the kitchen with a dirty plate.

      “Come on, Susan, don’t piss all over our fun because you don’t have fun yourself no more,” Tank said, and Vanessa tried not to wince at his grammar. She was a writer after all.

      “This one is bad news,” Susan said, ignoring Tank but nodding her head toward him. “Mark my words.”

      “I can handle myself,” Vanessa said, and then she set two empty shot glasses on the bar. “What are we drinking?” she asked Tank as Susan went on, leaving them alone.

      “Vodka,” Tank said, and he set a large bill on the bar. “As much as this will get us.”

      Vanessa smiled and poured the first of many shots.
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      Vanessa left the bar thoroughly drunk that night. She had a small two-door that she had bought when she started college, but she left it in the Devil Dog’s parking lot. Instead, she found herself gripping tightly to Tank on the back of his roaring Harley as he headed for her home. It was just down Mill Street, at the far end, a few miles from the bar. She lived in a small place above a hardware store, her landlord the same man who owned the tool shop. She had a cramped living room and an even tinier kitchen. A bedroom and a bathroom made up the place. It was a bit depressing, but it was home. Vanessa felt as though she was just starting out. The apartment, the job, it was all an adventure in a way. If she was still at either within a few years, maybe it would bother her, but for now it was fun in a way.

      Riding on the bike of the motorcycle was fun too. The thing was loud and heavy, and it vibrated between her legs. She held on to Tank tightly, her hands on his well-defined abs, clenching onto them over his shirt when they went over a bump in the road. She wore his helmet, a black thing with straps that just covered the top of her head. Her brown hair whipped wildly behind her. He had drunk a lot, and she knew she shouldn’t be riding with him, but when he had offered, she just couldn’t say no.

      He pulled to a stop in front of her place. She had told him where she lived as she’d climbed onto the bike, and he had been familiar with Tom’s Hardware. He killed the bike, and after she got off, he did too. She took off his helmet and handed it to him. He set it atop the seat.

      “Thanks for the ride,” the young woman said.

      “I don’t do nothing for free,” the biker said with a grin. His teeth were white and straight.

      “You want me to pay you for the ride? I didn’t know you were a taxi service.”

      Tank laughed. “I don’t want money,” he said. He stepped forward; his body was just inches from hers. It was a cool night, but she could feel the heat radiating off him.

      “What do you want?” Vanessa asked, looking up at him. She was drunk; her head was buzzing, her thoughts swimming to and fro.

      “I’m going to come inside, and I’m going to forget you.”

      Vanessa bit her lip. “Are you going to be rough with me?”

      “You want me to be?”

      “God yes,” the woman said, and then she jumped into his arms. Their lips met, her legs wrapped around his waist. She could feel his cock, already hard and pulsing beneath his jeans, pressing against her crotch, which was warm and wet, soaking her silky boy shorts. He walked forward with the woman in his arms until her back hit the door leading up the stairs to her apartment door. She reached behind her, having fished her key out of her purse while they’d still kissed, and unlocked the door. They went in, and Tank carried her up to her place, where another locked door slowed them for only a second.

      Inside, Tank found his way to her bedroom, small and square, her tiny single bed taking up half the room. She was embarrassed for a moment, clothes lying about and a purple vibrator sitting out on her nightstand, but it was all forgotten when he dumped her onto the bed after one last kiss, his tongue dancing with hers. He had tasted like beer and cigarettes and mint, and she had never wanted someone more than she did right then.

      Vanessa wasn’t a virgin. She had lost that title in high school, and there had been a few men throughout college, but it had been a while, and the young woman was sure she had never been so wet in her life. She sat up, her legs off the end of the bed with Tank standing right before her. She reached for his belt and pulled it off as he took off his leather jacket. She undid the fly of his jeans, and then he batted her hands away, pulling out his own cock. He was long and thick and cut, the head of his cock throbbing right in front of her face. She giggled and leaned forward, planting a kiss on the head, tasting the drop of pre-cum that had been there.

      “Hell no,” Tank said, and he reached down for her head, gripping the back of her hair painfully. She cried out, parting her lips, and when she did, he thrust his hips forward so that his cock slid forcefully into her mouth. He pushed into her throat, and she gagged, looking up at him with watery eyes. He laughed and pulled his cock out of her mouth.

      “Do it again,” she said, gasping for air, and he did so. In and out of her mouth, pushing to the back of her throat, forcing her to swallow the head of his cock each time, feeling his massive girth in her actual throat. He used her, her spit turning into a froth at the base of his cock as he harassed her mouth. He reached down as he was pushing in and out past her lips, his hand, rough and calloused, sliding down into her shirt through the low-cut scoop. He cupped her breast through her bra, feeling her hard nipple against his palm. She pulled back from his cock, and when he reached down to hold her head again, she pushed his hand away.

      “Lie down,” she said, feeling some sense of authority, and the man grinned but he did what she said. She stood up, turning so he could see her as she pulled her shirt off, and then unclipped her bra, letting the straps slide slowly down her shoulders. She tossed the bra away, exposing her perfectly round breasts.

      “Amazing,” he said softly, taking them in. She knew he was used to bigger and faker, but she was proud of her body, and she was glad he seemed to enjoy it.

      Next went her pants, sliding down her legs slowly, and then she turned, still wearing her blue boy shorts, the crotch of the panties a darker blue, so soaked with her primal juices. She let the man take in her rear, taut and round. He sat up, reaching for her, his strong fingers digging into her rear cheeks. He groped at her and then ripped the boy shorts down, and she turned.

      “Lie down,” she said again, and he did. She pulled his pants fully off, and he pulled his shirt over his head and tossed it to the floor before lying fully down again. His cock jutted straight into the air, veins thick along its side.

      Vanessa crawled atop him, straddling him with a knee on either side of his pelvis, and then, using her hand to guide him into her, she lowered herself onto his massive member.

      She moaned aloud as she came fully down on him, his cock buried to his pubic hair and balls in her tight pussy.

      “Idiot,” he groaned, taking the word right out of her mouth. She rocked up and forward, his cock sliding out of her, slick with her juices, and then, right as the domed head of his penis threatened to slip out of her snatch, she rolled her hips back and came down.

      As she rode him her hands rested on his chest, her fingernails digging painfully into his pecs. His hands were on her breasts, each nipple rolled between a thumb and forefinger. He leaned up, taking one nipple into his mouth, sucking and nipping as one hand slid around to her back and then fell to her butt, where he grabbed and squeezed her as she rocked atop him.

      She leaned back, bracing herself by putting her hands on his calves while she looked up at the ceiling. He reached down, using his thumb to rub her engorged clit as she rocked back and forth. It didn’t take long for her to come, and she yelled out as she did so, the orgasm rolling in from the pit of her stomach, moving down her extremities, causing her toes to curl and her fingers to grip tightly onto his legs. When she was done, he pushed her roughly off, and she fell onto her stomach. She went to roll over, but he was too fast. He kept her facing down, but then he pulled her up onto her hands and knees. He grabbed her rear cheeks and spread them, and for one shocking moment Vanessa was sure Tank was going to shove his massive cock into her rear, something she had never done, but he just rubbed the head of his cock against her anus before dropping it lower and sliding into her gushing groin.

      He took her hard and fast, pounding her at a furious rate. Her belly swung back and forth painfully, and he kept a solid grip on her rear as he harassed her doggy style. It wasn’t long before he was about to bust, his breath rapid, his heart pounding in his chest.

      “Come here,” he groaned as he pulled his cock out of her. She turned, helped along by his hand on the back of her neck. She got her mouth onto his cock just as he came, spraying long strands of sticky, salty cum into her mouth. She tasted his spunk and her own pussy, and when he was finally done spraying, she lay back, covered in sweat and panting. She swallowed him and smiled. “Show me,” he said, and she opened her mouth to reveal that his spunk was long gone, on its way to her stomach. “You’re a heck of a girl,” the biker said, and she laughed.
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      Vanessa saw a lot of Tank for the next few months. She felt dumb asking if they were dating, but she didn’t see him with any other girls in the bar, and they spent a lot of nights together. Their sex life was amazing, and she opened up in ways she never thought she would with him. She sucked his cock in a fast-food bathroom; they messed under the stars a few miles outside of town. They harassed a lot, hard pounding sessions that could stretch for hours until they were both sweaty and she had a couple of loads on her and in her. They never made love, but Vanessa was all right with that. She didn’t think Tank was the kind of guy who would ever be gentle with her.

      He wasn’t romantic at all, but she could tell her cared for her. He treated her well, never raised a hand to her, and they never argued. The only source of contention in their relationship those first few months was the night Vanessa was sure she was about to see her boyfriend killed. It was a Thursday night, pretty slow for the Devil Dog, but Tank and a few of his Python friends were in the corner, laughing and drinking, she at the bar, when three men came in. They wore denim and leather, and all three had big bushy beards. They were obviously bikers. Two of the men went to get a table while the third came toward the bar. Susan was there too, and she mumbled under her breath.

      “Oh shoot,” she said.

      “What is it?” Vanessa asked.

      The man was almost to the bar, so Susan didn’t say anything, but she motioned to the two other men. They had turned, so Vanessa could now see the backs of their vests. The Pythons had the snake and skeleton sigil for their club; these jackets had a hornet on the back. These men were Yellowjackets.

      Even in her short time being with Tank, Vanessa had heard all about the Yellowjackets. They were a somewhat local club and a rival of the Pythons. The Yellowjackets’ popularity had gone down in recent years, but just a decade or two ago the two motorcycle clubs had fought often. More than a few men had died in those scraps, and getting a Yellowjacket in the same room with a Python was sure to lead to trouble.

      “Three beers,” the man who came to the bar said.

      “Get on out of here. We don’t want to be cleaning broken chairs up,” Susan said, not batting an eye. “You know this is a Pythons place.”

      “They don’t have claim to bars, now do they?” the man said. “Just looking for a drink, babe. Why don’t you get a few for me?”

      “Get on outta here,” Susan said. The man grinned and turned his attention to Vanessa. She had been looking over at the corner, where Tank and his friends sat. There were four of them altogether, and they had certainly noticed the Yellowjackets come into the bar.

      “Why don’t you get us the beers, you sweet little thing,” the man said to Vanessa. “Then come on over to our table. I’d love to see how you feel on my lap.”

      “Get lost,” Vanessa said, but the man just laughed and reached across the bar for her. Vanessa yelled out and tried to twist away, but he was too fast, and he got his fingers curled around her arm.

      “Come on, babe,” the man said. Vanessa opened her mouth to say something, but she never had the chance. Tank came out of nowhere, slamming into the man. And just like that, the fight was on.

      There were a handful of patrons other than the men in the two clubs, but they stayed out of it. The three Yellowjackets took on the four Pythons. Punches were thrown, kicks were taken to the stomach, and then one of the Yellowjackets pulled out a knife and went after Big Tim, the oldest of the Pythons present. The blade sliced through the side of his neck, and blood sprayed in a crimson arc across the bar. Vanessa screamed, and Big Tim went down.

      Susan was quick, on the phone with the cops. Earl, a big man who cooked three days a week, came out from the kitchen and kneeled next to Big Tim, pressing dishrags to his wound. Big Tim was screaming and, incredulously, trying to push Earl out of the way so he could get back to the fight.

      Vanessa couldn’t take her eyes off Tank. She wanted to go to him, to help him, to tell him to forget it and run, that the fight had taken a horrible turn and she was scared for his safety, but she couldn’t. Her man fought with ferocity, his fists landing again and again on the knife man’s face, the blade dropped and forgotten on the floor after it was accidentally kicked under a table.

      It was only forgotten for a moment, though. Another Yellowjacket found it, and he advanced on Tank, coming up behind him. He raised the blade, and Vanessa was sure she was about to see the man she was growing to love be killed. She grabbed the first thing she could, a beer bottle from under the bar, and threw it.

      The glass bottle shattered when it slammed into the back of the man’s head, and he crumpled to the floor, knocked out cold. Vanessa felt sick watching that man fall to the ground. She didn’t know if minutes had passed or hours, but without warning red and blue lights flashed through the front windows as three cop cars came flying into the parking lot, icing up dust and gravel. The cops came into the bar with guns drawn, and the fight was over. Tank and the other bikers were arrested and carted off separately as more cop cars came to the scene. Big Tim was taken to the hospital and the bar closed. Vanessa went home, frightened and worried, wanting to hear from Tank.

      Instead, when the phone rang just after four in the morning, it was Susan. “Big Tim is dead,” the woman said, and then she started crying. It was only then that Vanessa remembered Susan had mentioned dating Big Tim once, years ago. She hung up after trying to console the woman and found herself wondering if she would cry if any of her exes died. She wasn't sure she would. And then she wondered if she would be crying if Tank had died. She was pretty confident she would be. She really did care for the man. He had a heart underneath it all, one he was just starting to show her.

      The other week he had opened up about his family. His father had left when he was a kid, and he lost his mother to cancer when he was fifteen. She told him about losing her own parents. They had something in common. He had kissed her then before he left her apartment, and it was soft and sweet and lingering.

      The next morning she did get a call from Tank. He sounded tired, almost bored.

      “Are you all right?” she asked.

      “Yeah. Can you come get me?” he said.

      “What’s happening to you? They’re letting you out?”

      Tank laughed. “Come pick me up and I’ll tell you.”

      “I’ll be there in a minute.” Vanessa hung up and then splashed water on her face and got dressed, pulling on jeans and a T-shirt. She hurried out to her car, and within twenty minutes she was parked beside the county jail, rushing to the front door. She was let into a small room with white linoleum floor tiles and bright lights that buzzed audibly overhead. She signed a clipboard and told a grumpy looking man who sat behind a glass window who she was there to pick up. She waited for ten minutes, sitting on an uncomfortable chair and tapping her foot impatiently on the linoleum. Finally, there was a buzz and a heavy door swung open next to the glass with the grumpy man behind it. Tank was led into the room by a large man of about fifty in an ill-fitting guard’s uniform. She went to stand with her him while he was passed his belongings through a slit under the glass by the grumpy man. It was just his wallet, a pocket knife, and a pack of gum. Then he turned and smiled and swept Vanessa up into his arms.

      “You all right?” he asked, and Vanessa laughed.

      “Are you okay?” she countered. “You’re the one who spent the night in jail.”

      “Old trash,” Tank said with a shrug. “Let’s go.”

      She led him out to her car and laughed as she watched the man squirm uncomfortably while she drove to the bar so he could get his bike. He really wasn’t at home on four wheels, only on two it seemed. She asked him a few questions, but he didn’t really seem to want to talk, so she fell silent. She wondered if he was upset about Big Tim.

      When they pulled into the lot, parking at the front of the Devil Dog, next to his bike, she had to ask.

      “Are you thinking about Big Tim?”

      Tank smiled softly and looked at her. He seemed to want to say something, but his lips remained touching for a long time. Finally, he shrugged and opened the door, swinging his foot out. She reached out and took him by the arm before he could get away.

      “Talk to me,” the young woman said.

      Tank looked over at her. “Thanks for the ride,” he said, and she pulled her hand away from his arm and he got out. She waited until he was atop his bike and had roared out of the parking lot without even glancing back at her before she put her car in drive and headed home.

      The next few days were strange between the two young lovers. Big Tim was buried, and Vanessa went, although she went with Susan and not Tank. He rode his roaring bike, along with the rest of the Pythons. Seeing all the members of the club in one spot was a bit of an eye-opener for Vanessa. There were well over a hundred of them. The most she had seen at one time in the bar was twenty or so. They rode in a long, slow progression through town, up a winding, dusty, two-lane highway until they got to the cemetery, a green oasis that stood out against the Utah brown and orange. A priest was there, one like Vanessa had never seen before. He wore the collar, had the robe on, but he also had a tattoo on his neck, a spider that crept out past the collar. He said a few words, though Vanessa wasn’t listening. She was looking at Tank.

      He didn’t weep, though a few men did openly, which surprised the young woman. She figured these guys would bottle up their emotions, would try to be tough, but they all seemed genuinely devastated. It turned out that Big Tim had a couple of kids, two boys, one fifteen and one in college. Vanessa felt for them. She knew how hard it was to lose a parent. Their mother was there, so she took solace in the fact that they at least had her.

      After the burial there was a wake back in town. The Devil Dog was too small to hold everyone, so the back door was thrown open and the wake spilled out into the lot. It wasn’t a wake as much as a party, where the bikers drank and laughed and remembered their dead friend. Vanessa had to work, so she didn’t get a chance to speak with Tank.

      The next morning she went to see him. He lived in a trailer just outside town, in a small mobile home park that was at least eighty percent Python. She knocked on his door, and it took him a few moments to answer. When he saw her, he sighed.

      “What?” he said.

      Vanessa felt defensive. “I’m worried about you,” she said. “Maybe I shouldn’t be?”

      “Yeah, you shouldn’t be. I’m a big boy, Vanessa.”

      “Fine,” the young woman said, anger boiling up inside her. That anger was quickly replaced by pure rage when she heard another voice, a feminine one, from inside Tank’s trailer.

      “What is it, Tank? Come to bed.”

      The woman who had spoken came into view. She was wearing nothing but a pair of panties, her big breasts fake and covered in dried cum from the night before. She was blond and wore too much makeup, and her lipstick was smeared.

      “What the heck, Tank?” Vanessa said, and then, without a warning to him, and without being able to stop herself, she hauled back and hit him. She always thought if she ever struck a man it would be a slap. Maybe it was the influence Tank had had on her the last few months, but she didn’t slap Tank. She hit him. Punched him. With her fist. She curled her fingers inward and drove her fist forward, right into his nose.

      The blond bimbo screamed and rushed forward, and this time Vanessa had time to think. Why not? is what flashed through her mind as she punched the bimbo too. She left them then, Tank silently standing there wide eyed with blood pouring from a broken nose, the girl crying on the floor with an angry welt already growing on her eye.
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      Tank didn’t even try to call that day, and that hurt Vanessa. She sat at home and cried and called off work that evening. The next morning, or at least morning for Tank—it was just after noon—he called.

      “I don’t have anything to say to you,” Vanessa said when she answered, recognizing his number on her cell screen.

      “Then why did you answer?” he asked.

      The young woman sighed. “What do you want?”

      “Look, Big Tim…it messed me up, all right? I was close with him. He took me under his wing when I first joined up.”

      Vanessa snorted in derision. “So you messed some hussy because your fake dad died? Grow up, jerk.” And then, before he could respond, she hung up.

      She worked that night, and she expected him to come in, but he didn’t. For the next week he seemed to stay away from the place, and that suited Vanessa just fine. Her anger began to fade, and she was fairly certain she didn’t need or want him in her life.

      That changed on one of her off days. Her period was over a week late. She hadn’t thought about it until the day before, but since it dawned on her, it was all Vanessa could think about. She went to the local drugstore and bought a pregnancy test. When she got home, she didn’t take it right away. It sat on her kitchen counter, and she ignored it. She ate lunch; she watched TV; she worked on a book she was trying to write.

      Finally, as the sky grew dark outside her windows, she couldn’t ignore it any longer. She took the box into her bathroom. Inside was a white plastic stick, and she sat on the toilet and held it between her legs. Afterward she sat it on the edge of the bathroom sink and waited. Slowly, two blue lines formed. She was pregnant.

      Vanessa immediately ran out to the drugstore and bought three more tests. She took them all, one after the other. All three told her she was pregnant. She sat on her toilet and cried. She was off the next day too, and she didn’t leave her apartment. She considered calling off the next night, but she went in. She pulled Susan aside when she got there and told her everything—about Tank, about the baby. The older woman hugged her.

      “It will be okay,” Susan said. “These things have a way of working out. Are you going to tell Tank?”

      Vanessa sighed. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “I haven’t seen him or talked to him. I might not have to decide just yet.”

      Of course, things did have a way of working out, and Tank came walking through the door that night. He looked over at Vanessa, but he thought better of approaching her. He sat at a table while Dipstick, who he had come in with, went to grab them a bucket of beers.

      Vanessa tried to keep herself busy so she wouldn’t have to think about the baby and the fact that she was pretty sure she hated Tank now, even if he was the father, and for most of the night she managed pretty well.

      Her luck ran out, however, shortly after two in the morning. The bar was mostly dead, and she was crouched behind the bar, counting bottles of liquor. When she straightened up, she found she was face to face with Tank, who was sitting on one of the rickety barstools.

      “Talk to me,” he said. He was almost pleading; his eyes looked softer than she had ever seen them.

      “I think I need to,” she said with a sigh, setting the pad of paper she was using to take inventory on the bar top. She took a deep breath, and then it all came spilling out. “I’m pregnant.”

      Tank’s eyes widened. “Is it mine?” he asked.

      Anger flared within Vanessa. “Yes, it’s yours. I’m not a cheating jerk, remember?”

      Tank sighed. “I was just asking. I mean, I don’t know what you do all the time. So what? You want money?”

      Vanessa was furious. This conversation wasn’t going anywhere near how she had hoped. She snapped at the man who had so recently been her boyfriend.

      “I don’t want anything from you,” she said, and then she turned her back on him.

      Once again he gave her space, not coming to the Devil Dog. Susan became someone to lean on, and as the days turned to weeks and then months, she was the one who went with her to her doctor appointments, the one who was with her when she found out she was having a boy. By then Vanessa had a bit of a stomach, and her emotions changed as often as the breeze. As Susan drove her back home, she cried, fat, silent tears rolling down her cheeks. The older woman hugged her and then drove off, and Vanessa went in.

      A buzz at her door woke her from an afternoon nap—someone down on the street wanting to come up. There were only two apartments up the stairs, hers over the hardware store and one across the hall that sat over a diner. An old man lived there, and sometimes he forgot his key, so that was who Vanessa assumed it was. She went to the small panel beside her door and pressed the button. Down the hall and the stairs, the door buzzed, and she heard someone pull it open. She was in the kitchen, filling a glass with water at the sink, when she heard a knock on her door. She opened it and found herself face to face with Tank.

      “I can be a better man,” he said to her.

      “I don’t need you to be anything,” she snapped.

      “I want to be something. I want to be a father.”

      “You think I’ll take you back?” Vanessa asked.

      “No. I don’t need to be with you to be a father. I want to be a father. I love that baby. And I love you too; I realized that, but that’s not why I’m here. My dad…he left. I might have turned out differently if he had stayed, not been arrested five times, not spent a year of my life in jail when I was nineteen. Things could have been different. I love my club, and I love my bike, but I love this kid more. Girl or boy, I don’t know, but I want to be a dad.”

      “It’s a boy,” Vanessa said softly.

      Tank clapped his hands together and smiled. “Are you kidding?”

      “No.”

      “I have to go shopping. Do you want to go?”

      Vanessa smiled, but she shook her head after a moment. “I don’t think so.”

      “Okay. I’ll see you later, though, all right? Things are going to be different, all right?”

      Vanessa nodded, smiling despite herself. His obvious joy at having a boy was almost infectious. She shut the door as he turned to leave.

      Tank showed up again that night, carrying in bags of toys.

      “I got him a baseball glove, and a bat,” Tank said as Vanessa watched him dump everything out on her couch.

      “He’s going to need diapers before he needs a baseball bat,” she said, not unkindly.

      “I know, I know,” Tank said. “Let me have baseball, though, all right?”

      “Okay. How did you get all that stuff here on your bike?”

      “I didn’t ride the bike; I borrowed Dipstick’s jeep.”

      Vanessa gasped, half-jokingly, half seriously. “You didn’t ride your bike?”

      “I told you, I can change,” Tank said, and they laughed.

      The next few weeks were wonderful. Tank took an active role in the baby’s life, such as it was while it was still in her stomach.

      One day he was sitting in her apartment, on the couch, while she was modeling the latest in maternity wear.

      “I hate my belly,” she said, frowning. She wore a breezy blouse of sorts in a soft pastel floral pattern. Tank leaned forward. As different as he had been lately, he was still Tank. It was what she called him, and it was probably what she would always call him. The young man looked her in the eye and held a hand out. She stepped to him and let him take her hand.

      “You are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. And I have to say, pregnant, you’re even hotter. You give me some…well, I’m just saying you look amazing.”

      Vanessa smiled. “Thank you for saying that,” she said. Tank nodded and then stood up. He was inches from her, still holding her hand.

      “I want to kiss you right now,” he said. Before he never would have asked; he would have just done it. Vanessa opened her mouth to tell him that wasn’t a good idea, but instead she said something that surprised her.

      “Do it then.”

      He did. She closed her eyes and their lips met. She parted hers to his tongue, and their tongues danced together. He pulled her close, mindful not to push against her stomach. His fingers went down, finding the hem of her shirt and tugging it up. She didn’t stop him. She wasn’t wearing a bra, and when the shirt was off and on the floor, he broke the kiss and found one of her nipples with his mouth, which he sucked softly upon. It grew hard against his tongue, and Vanessa felt herself yearning for the man.

      “Bedroom,” she groaned, and he took her hand once more and pulled her forward. They kissed once more while his hands cupped her breasts softly. She pulled his shirt off, dragged her nails softly down his chest. She pushed him onto the bed and then pulled his pants off. He was nude, his cock hard and jutting up from his body. She crawled over him after pulling her own pants off and dropping her panties to the floor as well, stepping out of them as she got onto the bed.

      She teased him, running her tongue in slow circles around the head of his cock, before finally taking him into her mouth. He groaned and fought the urge to thrust his hips up. He let her stay in control, and she was moving slowly, driving him wild.

      When she pulled back, his cock shone in the dim light, the closed blinds stopping most of it from streaming in through the single bedroom window. Vanessa moved up along Tank’s body, planting kisses as she did so. She kissed just above his unruly bush of pubic hair, up his stomach. Her breasts brushed over his hard cock. She kissed his chest, his throat, his chin. Finally, she pressed her lips to his. She reached down, taking his throbbing member in her hand, and began to jerk him off slowly. Up. Down.

      “I need you,” he groaned, and she smiled. She gave him what he wanted. She rode him, his cock sliding into her tight, wet pussy. His hands were at her breasts, pawing softly. She put her hands on his chest as she leaned over. He placed his strong hands on her shoulders, pushing her back. He touched her stomach as she rode, rocking her hips slowly.

      She was coming; it didn’t take her long. She hadn’t been with anyone in the months since she and Tank had broken up. She’d had too much on her mind. It had just been her at night, with her fingers, her vibrator. Now he was there, the man she loved. The man who had won her back with his enthusiasm for being a father.

      Her pussy tightened around his cock as the orgasm rocked her to her core. Warm juices flowed out of her, running down the side of his toe. She didn’t stop rocking her hips, their pelvises meeting with soft slaps. She quickened the pace, and he reached up and pawed at one breast while his other hand found her hair. He pulled on it softly, causing her to groan and smile.

      “Idiot,” Tank said as he grabbed her hips and pulled her down onto his cock. His member jumped inside her as he came. He filled her with his hot semen.

      Afterward they lay together, naked and sweaty and panting.

      “I want you,” Vanessa said. “I want you to be mine, and the baby’s.”

      “I want that too.”

      “What should we name him?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” the young man said. “Tank Jr.”

      Vanessa laughed and slapped his chest playfully. Then she lay her head on that same spot, and together they drifted off to sleep, napping in the late afternoon.

      *****

      THE END

      

      MOTORCYCLE CLUB Romance – Bad Boy Biker Stepbrother

      

      1.

      “Yes, I’m incredibly frustrated, Joyce,” I shouted into the phone. She had the patience of a saint to let me fume over the phone for the hundredth time about the same thing.

      “It’s going to be okay, Hellen. It’s just a wedding. If it makes your mom happy you should just go with it,” she replied reassuringly.

      I sighed and sank into my chair a little farther. The airport was empty, for the most part, which gave me plenty of room to sprawl out.

      “Why is it that my mom can find three guys who will marry her, and I can’t even find one?” I asked.

      “You’ll find someone; I just know you will. Just be patient and let it happen. That’s how it worked for me and Bill. I just stopped looking and he happened to show up.”

      “I haven’t even started looking, and now you’re telling me I should stop?” I asked.

      “Just keep doing what you’re doing and the right guy is bound to show up when you least expect it,” she said. I knew her words weren’t meant to stress me out, or make me more frustrated, but it wasn’t something I could just set aside.

      “I thought he already had,” I said.

      “Not every guy is going to be like Mark, Hel,” she replied coldly.

      I’d really thought that I had met a wonderful person when I started dating Mark. He was gorgeous and knew how to please me in more ways than one. I had even thought he was going to ask to move in together soon, but when I surprised him at his apartment, I knew it wouldn’t work out. Or at least, that was how I felt after I saw him in bed with another woman.

      “I think I’m just done trying altogether. I need a man break. I think I’m just going to get drunk, tell my mom congratulations, and forget life for a while,” I said.

      “Promise me one thing, Hel,” she said.

      “Okay, fine. What?” I sighed.

      “Promise me you’ll keep an open mind. You never know what’s out there unless you give it a chance.”

      “I make no promises, but I’ll try,” I said.

      “I gotta go. The kids are waking up. Have fun, Hellen, for both of us!”

      “I’m glad I have your permission. I’ll drink twice as much,” I said with a laugh, ending the call.

      A chime rang over the intercom; my flight was beginning to board. I exhaled deeply, trying to push out all my frustrations and anxiety. I could feel myself edging closer to some semblance of normality, but that all came crashing down the moment I picked up my luggage and headed toward the gate.

      2.

      “Hellen!” reverberated my mother’s familiar screech from the crowd. She was a woman blessed with a lack of embarrassment. I did my best to keep up with her.

      “Mom,” I said back, with an awkward look over the gathered crowd that was now paying almost exclusive attention to us.

      “You look gorgeous as always. How was the flight?” she asked off-handedly.

      “Do you really care about the flight? That seems like needless small talk,” I replied with a cocked eye.

      “Well, can’t blame a girl for trying,” she said with a shrug.

      I sat my things on a nearby bench and looked her square in the eye.

      “Can we just talk about the elephant in the room and get this over with?” I asked in a pleading manner.

      She swept over and took the seat by my bags, plopping down loudly on the wooden bench.

      “Oh fine,” she started, “but let me say a couple of things quick before you start storming your mouth off at your mother.”

      I let out a drawn-out sigh and took a seat beside her on the bench.

      “Duke isn’t like your father. He’s straightforward and loud, and I like that. Your father was too timid and always too busy for us. Secondly, Duke knows what it means to be a father; he has a son, and his son turned out all right, just like you.”

      “Are you telling me I’m going to have a stepbrother?” I asked.

      “Why yes, and he’s just a little older than you,” she replied with a smile.

      I rested my head in my hands and massaged my temples to ease the headache that was beginning to form.

      “Don’t you think a stepbrother is something you could have told me about over the phone before ambushing me with it in person?”

      She laughed, and it only served to make my head pound even harder.

      “I don’t see why it would really matter.”

      “Mom, I don’t know how to tell you, but this all sounds ridiculous. I’m going to be related to two people I haven’t even met, and didn’t know existed more than a month ago. Don’t you think you’re getting married just a little too quickly?”

      She calmed herself and embraced me as she always had in the past to comfort me. I missed her warm hugs; I didn’t get enough of them when I was living almost an entire country away.

      “I’m at a point where life doesn’t give you anything; all it does is start taking away. So, I scrape and claw to hold on to anything that feels right. This feels right, and I don’t have all the time in the world to be dating. I need someone who’ll take care of me when I’m sick, someone  I can depend on.”

      She held me for a few minutes, and I didn’t want it to end. This felt like the end of our simple little family. I was regretting my inability to visit her when she was lonely, and to make it home for all the holidays. She was always my rock when I needed to feel grounded, my wings when I needed to fly. She deserved something real that she could hold on to, and I felt like a jerk for having thought of denying her that satisfaction.

      “I love you, Mom. Whatever crazy decisions you decide to make, I’ll support you.”

      I stood up and wiped the tears that were beginning to form from the corners of my eyes.

      “Let’s meet the man who managed to sweep you off your feet.”

      She clapped her hands and stood up as I snatched my things from the bench. Arm and arm, we strolled from the tiny municipal airport to the old familiar truck she had always driven.

      3.

      To say Otto’s Pub was a popular place would be like comparing it to an oasis. People really only went there because it was the only watering hole in the tiny city that mattered.

      Sure, there were a couple of other bars in the area, but none of them were manned by the famous Otto, who could down a beer in less time than it took you to snap your fingers.

      Our truck sidled into a spot surrounded by several motorcycles.

      “Umm, are you sure this is a good time to be visiting the bar, Mom?” I asked nervously.

      “Trust me, Hel, this is the best time,” she replied with a smile.

      I palmed a small can of mace I kept in my purse, hoping I wouldn’t have to use it.

      She pushed her way through the assembled bikers as though she were a queen, and they parted as such. I felt more than a little embarrassed, and with my head down I followed her inside.

      The old diner was packed. Every plush and colorful booth was overstuffed with men and women of all different sizes and shapes. Through all this, my mother trotted along like this was normal, and I continued to shuffle along behind her.

      We came to a halt in front of a booth that rested against the back wall of the pub, where two men were already sitting with beers that were half drunk.

      “Duke, I’d like to introduce you to my daughter, Hellen,” said my mom, whom promptly pushed me to the forefront to put me on display.

      I felt incredibly uncomfortable with being gawked at by two men I hadn’t previously met. One of them was large, burly, and much older, while the second was tall and muscular with tattoos that ran the length of his arm.

      The younger of the two held my gaze for more than a moment before turning his head away.

      The older of them, who I believed might just be Duke, pried himself from the booth and wrapped his big oafish arms around me in a hug that easily lifted me from the floor.

      “Hellen, your mother, has said some of the sweetest things about you!” he shouted with excitement.

      I smiled awkwardly but couldn’t help but giggle at his silliness.

      “Nice to meet you, Duke,” I said, trying to find my breath in the midst of his tight embrace.

      He returned me to my feet and pulled my mom in close and gave her a big kiss on the cheek.

      “As you can tell, your ma is a real gem.”

      They stared at each other for a time before a look of sudden realization came over Duke.

      “Right! This here is my son, Axel. I think he’s a couple of years older than you, but all things considered, I think you two might just get along.”

      I turned my attention to the man still sitting at the booth. He gave a customary wave before pulling himself to his feet. It seemed he couldn’t quite decide whether to shake my hand or give me a hug, as he held his gloved hand out only to retract it and offer me a hug.

      He was warm as he held me. His skin felt like rough leather, a welcome change when compared to the many soft men I had held over the years. He smelled of grease and oil, and unapologetically so.

      “Ahem,” I heard my mother cough behind me.

      Axel released me, and I realized it had been a little longer than a welcome embrace should have been. I straightened my skirt and hair, returning quickly to my mother’s side.

      “The wedding is on Sunday, so it’s a party tonight. Then Saturday we’ll be going for a fitting. So, don’t drink too much tonight, okay, sweetie?”

      I nodded. My head was loopy from the strain of meeting my new stepfamily so quickly. It was a lot to take in, and I really just wanted to get some sleep. The jet lag wasn’t helping much either.

      “Can I just get some sleep in my room, Mom?” I asked.

      The beer she thrust into my open hand answered that question.

      “Dear, you’re young. Just have some fun tonight and sleep later.” She smiled that naïve smile I had come to recognize as uniquely hers, and I relented with a sip of the cool, frothy beverage in my hand.

      The music grew louder as the night continued. I wanted to be social, but at the same time I didn’t want to get to know a bunch of people I wouldn’t stay in contact with.

      That didn’t mean they wouldn’t try, though.

      I was a petite piece of meat, and I had a feeling it was only a matter of time before one of them decided I was ready for tasting. More than a few men were watching me out of the corner of their eye. They probably didn’t think I noticed, but they were terrible at hiding their lust. It was an odd thing to see, but several of these guys had more than their fair share of bruises and bandages. These were ruffians anyway, so it was to be expected.

      Still, I was used to men ogling me. I liked to stay fit, and in my profession I was always running around, which helped me stay in shape. My measurements weren’t anything to gawk at, but they were plenty enough to attract onlookers and the lustful gazes of men.

      “Hey there, cutie,” said a bald man who walked up to me later in the evening. He had a gap between his teeth that seemed very unbecoming and a smile that made me think he had more on his mind than just conversation.

      “Not interested,” I replied, half tired and half drunk, and not in any mood to flirt.

      He continued toward me, and I thrust my hand into my pocket for my mace.

      “I wasn’t asking,” he replied suggestively.

      A blur streaked by in the corner of my vision, and before I even realized what had happened, the bald man was sprawled out on the floor of the bar.

      Standing over his conquest was Axel, looking at the rest of the bikers with a stern gaze. I could feel the intensity in his eyes without even seeing them. Even Duke gave him a nod.

      “There’s that right hook. I taught him that you know,” shouted Duke from the back.

      I would have laughed at his boast if I weren’t still in shock from the surprise of it all. Axel turned back to me and cracked his knuckles.

      “You okay?” he asked simply.

      I nodded and gestured toward the seat across from me.

      He eased himself into the booth and ordered another drink.

      “Looks like you have experience,” I said with a nervous laugh.

      “If I didn’t keep them in line, they would run wild,” he said.

      “Are you some kind of leader?” I asked.

      “I will be,” he replied.

      “So Duke is the man in charge then,” I said.

      He nodded.

      “You’re not one for talking, are you?”

      He nodded, and I felt a little frustrated by his stoicism.

      “Can we go somewhere you’d be more interested in talking? We’re going to be step-siblings soon, and it might be a good idea to get to know each other a little better before then,” I said.

      He sighed, and by now his drink had arrived, which he took a large gulp from before setting the glass down.

      “Look, you’re a pretty city girl. More than a few of the boys here wouldn’t mind a night with you, and that’s a fact. But I don’t think you’ll be here long enough for it to matter.”

      I took another sip of my drink in an attempt to buy time while I figured out what he meant.

      “So you don’t want to know me because I’ll be leaving soon?” I asked.

      “Exactly,” he replied.

      I leaned back in my seat and could feel the bar spinning around me. It was probably best for me to stop drinking, but I was past the point of realizing that I should stop.

      “You might not want to get to know me, but I want to get to know you. We’re going to be siblings, and that’s at least a little important to me. So, just humor me for a bit, will you?” I pleaded.

      He crossed his arms and scrunched up his face in a look of frustration.

      “Okay, fine,” he said, sighing. “What do you want to know?”

      I leaned forward in the booth again. My curiosity about this enigmatic biker was palpable. He threw punches and smelled like engines. He was a different breed of man, and I was intrigued.

      “What do you do for a living?” I asked.

      “Mechanic,” he replied straightaway. “Next question.”

      I raised an eyebrow.

      “This isn’t an interrogation,” I said.

      “Next question, please,” he added.

      I giggled, but I didn’t think he understood the humor.

      “What made you want to be a mechanic?” I asked.

      “I know engines, been tuning them since I was five, or at least that’s the earliest I can remember,” he replied.

      “When did a mechanic learn how to throw a punch like that?” I asked.

      “I’ve been fighting since before I was five,” he said.

      I stared at him, doing my best to keep my eyes focused through my drunken haze.

      “So you’ve been working on cars and fighting since you were a kid?”

      He just nodded at my question. He really wasn’t one for many words, and I had no idea how to coax a conversation out of him.

      “All right, I gotta get out of here. I can’t do this tonight. Maybe you’ll be more talkative some other—”

      “What do you do?” he asked, cutting me off.

      He startled me for a second, and for some reason I couldn’t think of the obvious response.

      “I’m a nurse,” I finally managed to say.

      “Why?”

      “I like to help people,” I said.

      “Do you like it?” he asked.

      I wanted to say that I did, but I really didn’t know. It was becoming more of a chore to wake up every day and go to work. The wide-eyed look I had once had was diminishing every year that I continued my work.

      “I do,” I sighed.

      “It doesn’t sound like it,” he said coldly.

      “Whatever I might feel about the work now, it’s what I chose to do.”

      “Why don’t you find something else that you want to do?” he asked.

      “Because all my training is in medicine; what else could I do?”

      “Anything,” he replied.

      I picked up the remaining half of my beer and guzzled it down. He continued to stare at me with that intense look in his eye. I didn’t have any idea what he wanted me to say.

      “I should get some sleep,” I said, excusing myself from the table. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Axel.”

      I offered a hand, and he stood up to accept it, but instead of shaking it he kissed the back. I deigned to say that I felt more than a little flush at this behavior. Perhaps the alcohol was finally taking its due, or perhaps the travel was making me more lightheaded than I thought. Either way there was no way I was attracted to Axel—I thought.

      I pulled myself away and sidled up behind my mom.

      “I need to sleep,” I said.

      She just nodded and pointed to the motel just up the road.

      “I’d offer you your old room, but I’ve since turned it into my craft room. I hope you’re okay in the motel. Here’s the key.”

      She shoved a small hunk of metal and plastic into my hand and then turned back to her company.

      I grabbed my bag from the back of the truck before finding my way to the room I’d be staying in. The entire walk had my head going in circles. I knew that some of it was due to the large amount of alcohol, but I was also still reeling from the kiss I’d received.

      There was nothing wrong with Axel. In fact, there was a lot that I found more than attractive. But I knew that by Sunday he would be my stepbrother, and that would be the end of it all. With that clearly being taken care of, my head cleared a bit.

      4.

      I didn’t remember falling asleep at all, but I must have done it quickly, as I wasn’t under any blankets and I was still wearing my clothes from the previous night.

      My phone woke me up, flashing the big word “mom” across the front.

      “Hello?” I said.

      “Hey, sweetie. Hope you didn’t drink too much last night. The fitting is in two hours for your dress. I’ll be by to pick you up.”

      Then the line went dead. At least she’d been brief. Still, I had a lot to get ready for and not a lot of time. First things first: A shower was in order.

      The water worked wonders for waking me up, and I took my sweet time. My mind still lingered on Axel. His powerful build was a sight to behold. He made Mark look like a marshmallow in comparison.

      I giggled when I thought about Mark as a marshmallow. Then the thought of Axel joining me in the shower popped into my head. I wondered what he would really feel like against my skin. Would he be gentle when he held me, or would he take the lead and show me what to do?

      I tried to suppress the thought of it, but like any thought you tried to deny, it just came back stronger. I ran my hands along my soapy skin, lightly caressing the curves of my body.

      I paused and smacked my cheeks a couple of times in an effort to stop myself before I went too far. This was wrong, and I knew better than to let myself get wrapped up in my own fantasies. I quickly finished my shower and toweled off.

      A knock rang out in the small room, and with the towel still wrapped around me, I glanced out the window to see my mother waiting, so I let her in.

      “I’ll just be a minute. I just need to get dressed,” I said.

      She nodded and took a seat in the one available chair in the room.

      “What do you think of Duke?” she asked.

      I continued to towel off my hair, but the question had caught me by surprise.

      “He is different, but he seems like a good guy. You seem happier when you’re with him. I’m glad there’s someone who can make you that happy, Mom.”

      She smiled from ear to ear. I thought she’d been hoping to get my approval before Sunday, and hearing my positive praise must have set her mind at ease.

      “I’ll go one further. What do you think of his son, Axel?” she asked.

      I opened my mouth to speak, but I didn’t have the words. My head was still wrapped up in my thoughts from the shower, and I knew that if I spoke now the words wouldn’t be so honest.

      “Give me a minute,” I said, buying some time to think of an adequate response.

      “He runs the local auto shop. He’s quite good, I hear,” she said.

      “Mom, whether he’s a good mechanic or not shouldn’t affect my opinion of him,” I said.

      “I know, but he’s a pretty quiet guy. I think I saw him talk more to you last night than I’ve seen him talk to anyone.”

      I set about putting on my underwear.

      “He seems all right,” I said, just looking for something to say.

      “All right?” she asked.

      “What are you expecting me to say? He’s going to be my new stepbrother. Should I say that I think he’s attractive, or that I want him to fix my car?”

      She laughed.

      “I just wanted you to say that you think I’m making the right choice. Your approval means a lot to this old woman. And, while I’d still probably get married without it, you’re the only one I can count on right now. I love you, sweetie,” she said.

      I slipped on a pair of leggings and a comfy shirt.

      “I love you too, Mom. Let’s get out of here,” I said.

      She led me out to the truck, and the two of us set upon the road. We didn’t travel extremely far, and we continued to chat like we had when I was still living at home. She grilled me on my situation with Mark and discussed what a creep he was. I assured her that his chance was over and I had no interested in returning.  I was glad my mom always had my back when it came to matters of the heart.

      Once we arrived at the small bridal shop in town our conversation changed, partially because a lot of the details of the wedding were still a secret to me and partially because Duke and Axel had arrived as well.

      “Hello,” I said, looking at Axel. I felt myself blush slightly.

      He shot me an awkward smile as he pulled himself off his motorcycle. His bike was matte black; it looked old, but incredibly well maintained for its age.

      “That’s a nice chopper,” I noted.

      “It’s my favorite,” he replied.

      “I’ve never ridden on one before. Is it dangerous?”

      “Only if your driver is an idiot,” he replied.

      I looked at him with the intention of asking the obvious question.

      “I’m not an idiot,” he said plainly.

      My mother ended the conversation by tugging me inside the store. I rolled my eyes and followed her in.

      After twenty minutes of shopping around the store and trying on a couple of dresses, she settled on one that looked fine enough. I wasn’t incredibly impressed, but I knew I only had to wear it once. Granted, this would be the third time I’d have to wear a dress to one of her weddings.

      I caught up with Axel as we were leaving the store. He was already throwing a leg over his bike.

      “So, when are you going to take me for a ride?” I asked playfully.

      He plucked a helmet from the back of the bike and offered it to me. I turned to my mom, waiting for a sign of approval. She just shrugged, letting me decide for myself. New experiences were always hard to turn down.

      I grabbed the helmet and stuffed my hair inside. My mind was full of giddy anticipation. At the same time, being a nurse, I knew all the injuries that could come about. I wrapped my arms in a death grip around Axel as he pulled us away from the store.

      I was scared to death as the wind rushed through my jacket, the cold biting my skin. Axel wasn’t wearing a coat and didn’t even seem to be shivering.

      I lifted my head from Axel’s back and looked around. The landscape was open. Barely a single house could be seen. It was just rolling hills crashing into each other, with spotted fields of seasonal crops jutting from neatly trimmed rows.

      I looked to the sky and saw the clouds making fun shapes, reminding me of the days I’d lain in the tall grass with my mother and given them all names as they’d passed by.

      I inhaled what I would quickly consider my first free breath of air. There were no patients needing to be watched, nor doctors ordering me about; there was only the road and the wind, and the roar of the engine.

      My apartment seemed like a refuge in my memory, something I entered to escape the outside world. But now I saw it as a prison cell that I tucked myself into to lock myself away from the rest of the world.

      Time passed. I didn’t know how much of it, but I could see the sun beginning to make its way toward the distant horizon. Axel pulled us off the road and into a strip mall parking lot. I wondered where we were heading, but it became clear when I saw the shop.

      He stopped the bike just outside the door and unlocked the shutter, letting us both inside before locking it again.

      “This is where I work,” he said.

      5.

      “So why did you bring me here?” I asked.

      He reached over and pulled a length of cloth off another motorcycle sitting nearby. The motorcycle was a sight to behold, its chrome and glossy new paint gleaming in the light.

      “I’m building it as a wedding present for my dad,” he said.

      I reached out and ran a hand along the length of it.

      “This is a gorgeous bike; I’m sure he’ll love it,” I said.

      He smiled. It was the first time I’d really seen him smile. The tense look I’d seen him wear the previous night seemed to disappear.

      “Okay, there’s nobody else here. Are you able to talk now?” I asked.

      He let out a sigh.

      “I’ll take that as a no,” I said.

      “I just don’t have much to say,” he said.

      “You don’t have to say a lot. I just want to know why I feel like you’re giving me the cold shoulder,” I said.

      “I didn’t think I was being cold,” he replied.

      “Well, you were.”

      “I have my reasons,” he said.

      “So you admit that you were being cold,” I said, slipping him up.

      “I have to be,” he said.

      “And why is that?” I wondered.

      “I can’t tell you,” he replied.

      “I won’t stop pushing until you do. It’s what siblings are for,” I said.

      He leaned against a nearby work bench and crossed his arms.

      “You have to promise me that you won’t tell anyone,” he said.

      I was a little intrigued that he would say something like that; he didn’t seem the type to be worried about saying what was on his mind. Nor did he seem to care what others really thought about his opinions.

      “I promise,” I said, hoping he’d open up.

      He waited a few moments to see if I was really telling the truth. Once he was satisfied with my answer, he opened up.

      “I find you incredibly attractive,” he said.

      I was surprised to hear that, and the shock of it caused me to be at a loss for words. Then again, I knew what I wanted to say, just not how to say it.

      “What do you like about me?” I asked playfully.

      “The first thing I noticed was your big blue eyes,” he said.

      “Most people notice those first. Keep going,” I said.

      “Then I couldn’t take my eyes off your long slender legs,” he continued.

      “I do like to run when I can,” I replied, taking a small step closer to him.

      “Then your luscious lips.” He exhaled, and I could see his breath in the cold workshop.

      I moved in close and caressed his cheek with my hand.

      “You know, we aren’t officially siblings until tomorrow,” I whispered into his ear.

      His eyes went wide, and he threw his arms around me. His powerful muscles picked me up from the ground with ease and sat me on the nearby bench.

      Our ride together on the motorcycle had sent my head spinning in all directions, and the feeling of freedom I had gleaned from it made me want to try everything all at once, starting with the gorgeous man in front of me.

      I could already feel my heart racing at his slightest touch, and the feeling sent shivers through every part of my body. He massaged his hand up and down my leg as he leaned in for a kiss that I readily provided. My lips hungrily searched for his whenever he pulled away.

      The room was cold, but I didn’t mind in the slightest. I didn’t even mind when he unbuttoned my jacket and tugged it off, only to throw it in the corner. His skin was cool to the touch, but comforting. I yanked his simple white shirt off his chest to expose his rippling pack of muscles, running my hands along the curves and taught skin beneath.

      With each kiss, I could feel myself getting more turned on. He hooked his hands under my shirt and tugged it off, exposing my tiny white bra, which he happily tugged off as well. My nipples poked out in the cold, only to be warmed by the touch of his hand and the heat from his lips.

      He took each on in turn and suckled them. As he did so, I could feel my chest becoming flush. The sensation of his lips wrapped around my nipples shot pangs through all my nerves.

      I reached down to his pants, sliding them down as best I could. He didn’t want to relent to me moving, as he seemed to be enjoying himself. His manhood fell out of his pants, and I was impressed by his size. I worked my hand along his shaft and felt him harden with each stroke.

      He returned his lips to mine and pulled me in close to him with a hand on my lower back. The sensation was becoming unbearable in my pants; I had already soaked through my panties.

      I think he knew, because he grabbed my leggings and, almost intentionally slowly, lowered them down my legs, along with my simple white cotton panties. I sat there on the exposed metal bench, dripping all over his work space.

      My hand returned to the engorged shaft I could feel myself begging for. I continued to kiss him on the lips as he lined his massive member up with my tiny slit.

      The few strokes of his head in my wetness teased my nerves and tickled my clit, sending shooting pulses through my limbs.

      I tried to push myself onto him, but I think he knew what I was trying to do, because he pulled himself back just enough to avoid it. Then he smiled at me wickedly and plunged himself inside.

      I could feel myself parting inside, and I lost my breath for a minute with the suddenness of the movement. It seemed to never end, as he continued to push himself in farther than I thought he could go. My welcoming sex continued to beg for it, and I panted with each inch that pushed its way inside.

      I held on to the work bench, gritting at the slight twinges of pain as he worked his way inside. Then it stopped. His massive member filled me more than any other ever had, and I was surprised.

      He leaned in to me and kissed me on the lips while holding my legs in place. Then he started working himself in and out. I could feel my sex clenching around him, and he seemed to enjoy the sensation, as he let out a slight moan of pleasure. I did the same with each inch that left only to return.

      It was a light sensation at first, but it gradually built up until he was pounding me hard. I normally didn’t like it rough, but he felt so good that I begged him to go harder.

      I moaned and wailed with passion at each thrust, trying desperately to catch my breath in between, but I was just left panting.

      I could feel a sensation building up in my stomach that I hadn’t felt in a long time. I hadn’t felt it with Mark; nor had I felt it with any of my other boyfriends. This was a raw passion that swelled with each passing thrust until I couldn’t hold it in anymore.

      My breath left me altogether, and all of my muscles tense up, a surge of excitement running up and down every nerve in my body as I let out an unexpected, earth-shattering orgasm.

      Then he tensed up as well and released himself inside my welcoming womanhood.

      I sprawled out over the workbench, naked and sweating a cold sweat. My breath showed in the room with each exhale, and I laughed at the ridiculousness of it all.

      I was surprised when he picked me up and flipped me onto my stomach. The workspace was already slick with my excretions, but I smiled excitedly, thinking he might already be ready for round two.

      I couldn’t see what was going on, but I could feel it. He eased himself back into me, and instead of grinding me hard, he went slowly and gently. With his other hand, he rubbed my engorged clit.

      The sensations were almost too much to bear at this point; I could already feel another orgasm starting to form. Unlike our first encounter, this one went slowly.

      I didn’t last very long, and neither did he. Before long we had both collapsed in each other’s arms on the cold cement floor of his workshop.

      I wanted to say something, but my exhaustion forced me to let go, and I fell asleep wrapped in his arms.
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      When I finally woke, still crumpled up on the floor, I immediately realized how cold I was. I curled my toes and stretched my legs to get feeling back in them. Without waking Axel, I pulled myself up and started getting dressed.

      I didn’t have a clue how to get home; nor did I have a means to get there. I figured I’d just wait until Axel woke up before bothering to figure it out.

      My head was full of questions that I couldn’t sort out. I wondered if I was really that attracted to Axel or if I was just looking for something to take my mind off Mark. Whatever the case, I had made my decision, and there wasn’t any going back.

      I wandered around the small shop, peeking through the doors and poking the various tools that were strewn about. Something odd caught my eye in the office. I couldn’t really make sense of it at first, but my name was on it.

      It was a slip of paper, crudely written, with my name and others that had numbers listed next to them. If I had to say what I thought it was, I would say there was some kind of bet happening that had to do with me.

      “I was hoping you wouldn’t see that,” Axel said, pulling his jeans on.

      “What is this?” I asked.

      “I don’t think I should say, but all you should know is that I put a stop to it,” he replied.

      “Really, Axel, I need to know,” I pleaded.

      He sighed and leaned against the door.

      “Some of the crew was taking bets on who would sleep with you first,” he said.

      I turned back to the page and felt disgusted just looking at it. I started ripping the page into smaller and smaller pieces out of rage.

      “What the heck!?” I screamed.

      He didn’t say anything. I walked over to him and pounded on his chest. He barely moved, just accepted whatever punishment I could dole out.

      “I told you, I put a stop to it,” he said.

      “How?” I asked, tears starting to form behind my eyes.

      “Didn’t you see all the bruises on the guys last night at the bar? Why else do you think most of the guys left you alone? I made them scared to even get close,” he said.

      I wiped a tear from my cheek.

      “You didn’t have to do that,” I said.

      “I didn’t have to, but I wanted to.”

      “Why did you want to?” I asked.

      “Because you deserve better than those creeps,” he replied.

      “Are you saying you did it because I should be with you?” I asked.

      He didn’t say anything, but I could see from the look in his eye that he wanted to say yes.

      “Just take me home,” I managed. I didn’t have the strength to fight anymore. I just needed to sleep in a regular bed and feel at least somewhat refreshed before tomorrow.

      He passed me the helmet from the previous day, and I stuffed my head into it.

      I didn’t say a word the entire ride, and neither did he. I preferred it that way. Before long I was sitting in my motel room, wishing I could relive the past two days. I just wanted to be back home, snuggled in my pajamas, eating ice cream and forgetting the world.
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      “Are you serious?” she asked over the phone.

      “I already tore up the page, but they were seriously taking bets about who would sleep with me first,” I replied.

      “I’m glad you’re only there for the weekend. You must have the patience of a saint to still be there for your mother.”

      “I know,” I replied. “I’m not going to stay here a minute longer than I have to.”

      “But you still slept with Axel, right?” she asked.

      “I really don’t know what else to tell you, Joyce. It just kinda happened,” I said, trying my best to reassure my friend that I wasn’t some kind of pervert.

      “Okay, that’s seriously creepy. This guy is going to be your stepbrother tomorrow, and somehow you’ve already slept with him?”

      I paused for a minute and just exhaled into the phone.

      “Okay, I know that you disapprove, but he’s gorgeous, and he is amazing in other ways as well. What am I supposed to do?” I asked, pleading for an answer that I knew she didn’t have.

      “Hellen, you’re just getting out of a relationship with Mark. I’m sure this is all stemming from that. Maybe you just need to get out of there and back to some kind of normal life,” she said.

      “But I don’t want that. I want to spend more time with him. I want to sneak off and go for a ride with him, maybe end it with something fun for the both of us,” I said.

      “After tomorrow, that won’t be possible.”

      “I know,” I sighed. “I know.”

      “Then end it now, before it becomes more of a problem,” she said.

      I knew she was right, but I just didn’t want to do anything about it. I wanted to just let things go and see where it took me, like the open road had made me feel the other day. I wanted that freedom, and now it was being taken away.

      “Why is it that I find a great guy and it turns out my mother is marrying his dad?” I asked.

      “That’s quite a mess.”

      “All right,” I said, “I’m going to take care of this.”

      “Good. Then come home. We are all missing you at the hospital! See you soon, Hellen!”

      I clicked off the phone and lay back in bed. My mother would be marrying the father of the one man I was interested in right now.

      I wondered why I was really that interested in him. He was gorgeous, yes, but he had about as much personality as a belt sander.

      I really didn’t want to think about it right this minute. It was getting late, and I had to be up early to help with the wedding.

      I would have to make the decision tomorrow.
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      The next morning I met everyone at the small chapel after a long shower and plenty of time spent deep in thought. I wanted to ask my mother for advice, but I knew what she’d say. There were things you just shouldn’t tell your mother, and I was pretty sure this was near the top of the list.

      I went about helping them decorate the chapel with some streamers and simple decorations. After about an hour the only thing that could be heard outside was a steady stream of motorcycles buzzing about.

      I popped my head out the door and joined a couple of the other bridesmaids as they watched the club circle the chapel. This would be the third time my mother had married at this church, and I hoped it would be the last.

      Then I saw Duke and Axel riding down the road, both of them wearing well-fitted suits. Duke looked funny in his, with his heavy stomach pushing the pants down a little lower than they should be. Axel, on the other hand, wore his well.

      It was hard to take my eyes off him. I thought he could tell, because he shot me more than a few looks while people lined up for wedding photos.

      My mother looked fantastic in her dress. She was long past the days of wearing white, but the color still suited her. I wondered if I would look the same in a similar dress. But, at the rate things were going in my life, that might never happen.

      I did my best to keep my eyes down during the wedding, but it was hard to not look out at the gathered crowd of bikers. The bruised and bandaged bunch that Axel had roughed up sat toward the back. I tried to avoid their gazes the most but found it hard to do.

      I still couldn’t reconcile my feelings about how Axel had handled the situation just a couple days ago. I wondered if it had been good of him to handle those men in such a way.

      When my mom and Duke finally said “I do,” I felt a wave of relief. My brain cleared enough for me to realize what I had to do, and it had to be done today. I needed to tell Axel that I couldn’t see him anymore.

      I found him by the snack table during the reception, talking with a few of his buddies. He made me swoon, seeing him in his suit. At the same time, he looked out of place wearing something so formal amidst the band of leather-clad bikers.

      “Axel,” I said.

      He shooed his friends away, and I slowly walked up beside him.

      “It’s over, Hellen,” he said.

      I wasn’t expecting him to say anything so quickly.

      “I’m going to be the next leader of this club,” he added.

      “While I agree with you, how would that have anything to do with us?”

      “Your mom is my stepmom. If I showed up anywhere with you nearby, I would get a lot of looks. People would start asking questions that I don’t think I could answer,” he said.

      I nodded. At least we were both on the same page, but for severely different reasons. Still, I needed to let him know my own feelings.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      He gave me a quizzical look, and I continued.

      “You protected me from all the guys who would have probably done far worse,” I said. “It’s too bad I didn’t meet you sooner.”

      He guzzled down the last of his beer and set the glass on the table. Then he reached out and pulled me in for a hug.

      His warm embrace left me dumbfounded, and I wished, again, that it wouldn’t end.

      “Come visit sometime,” he said.

      I nodded and strained to hold back a couple of tears. I needed to get out of there as soon as possible.
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      “Did you have a safe flight, sweetie?” my mom asked over the phone.

      “Yeah, Mom. I slept through the whole thing,” I replied.

      I had left before the reception ended. My mom was sad to see me go, but she understood I had a life to return to. I wished her all the best and gave her one long hug before I left. I even got another bear hug from Duke; he was almost as emotional as my mom was, but he expressed it very differently.

      “So tell me, will you come visit me soon?” she asked.

      I laughed. “Mom, I barely even got home.”

      “Oh, I know, but considering it was near three years since I saw you last, I was hoping you’d come back for the holidays this year,” she said.

      “Okay, Mom. I’ll be back this year for the holidays. I promise,” I said.

      A knock at the front door startled me, followed by the jingling of keys unlocking the lock. Joyce and her kids ran in and started attacking me with hugs; they were really sweet kids.

      “Mom, I’ll have to call you back. I have company,” I said.

      I clicked the receiver off after we said our good-byes and turned to Joyce, who looked about as tired as I expected her to be.

      “How long have you been back?” she asked.

      “I just walked through the door about ten minutes ago,” I replied.

      Joyce walked over to the window and looked down at the street.

      “Did you get a load of the package out front? It has your name on it,” she said.

      I stepped to the window, a confused look plastered over my face. Looking down I saw a package, still wrapped up and waiting.

      “That’s for me? You shouldn’t have,” I said, making my way for the door.

      “I didn’t,” she replied. “Secret admirer? Maybe Mark wants to win you back.”

      I bolted down the stairs, my curiosity giving me chills as I walked. I started forming all sorts of crazy theories, but none were as crazy as the truth.

      A card sat perched on top and read as follows:

      “Hellen,

      “Maybe this will give you a taste of freedom from your cage. From Axel.”

      I ripped at the paper to discover the gorgeous bike I had seen in his shop, shiny and new. It was the most amazing thing I had ever seen, and it was apparently all mine.

      “I didn’t know you liked to ride,” Joyce said.

      “To quote you: You gotta keep an open mind,” I said.

      I threw a leg over the seat, and it felt comfortable. Then I realized there was a slight problem. I didn’t know how to ride…yet.

      *****

      THE END

      

      MOTORCYCLE CLUB Romance – Outlaw Biker’s Bride

      

      1.

      Good people were hard to find, and sometimes you had to rely on bad people to get the job done. I was used to dealing with bad people. Jimmy wasn’t the worst, though. I had been used to much worse in my youth, and I swore I’d never go back.

      “Come on, man, how much farther?” I asked in a whisper.

      He leaned around the corner of the alleyway.

      “This is it, I think,” Jimmy replied.

      When you were desperate, you did a lot of dumb things. The dumb thing I was doing this time involved Jimmy, some dealers, and a whole lot of drugs I had stashed in my jacket.

      “Okay, just wait here. They don’t know I brought you, so don’t come out unless I say it’s safe. If this works out, you’ll make an easy two-large,” he said.

      I nodded and leaned against the wall. I just wanted this to be done so I could go home and relax. None of this would have been a problem if I hadn’t decided to quit my job. And I probably wouldn’t have quit if my boss knew how to keep his hands to himself. Now I was stuck with college tuition that I couldn’t afford.

      Jimmy strode out from the alleyway confidently. I was surprised he was able to muster up much of anything in this situation. I couldn’t stay my curiosity about where we were, so I peeked around the corner as Jimmy had done.

      I was looking out at a loading dock, not particularly big, but large enough to fit a pair of small trucks inside. A few large men were standing around in the dim light that exuded from the dock interior, looking as intimidating as possible.

      I wanted to laugh at how silly boys acted when they did things that some would consider illegal. They always seem to puff up their chests and show off their small muscles. If only they’d seen what I had seen in the past, they’d know what a real man looked like.

      There I went again, thinking about people I swore I’d never think about again. Like a splinter stuck in my mind, I always felt the need to pick at it. Some people were like that, too. You thought you’d managed to forget about them, but they always came back, and usually it was harder to forget them the second time.

      I heard their voices echo in the darkness—another thing boys liked to do when trying to sound tough. They always like to speak loud and with deep voices. I smacked my head against the wall to stop thinking about it, and that just gave me a headache.

      “Jimmy, what are you doin’ here?” I heard from the tallest of the bunch. “You shoulda been here a while back. You’re late.”

      “I…er…got your stuff,” he said. “I know it’s late, but I thought you might be able to make an exception this time?”

      I could hear the trepidation in his voice. His cool exterior had already melted, and he was back to being the timid guy I knew.

      “Yeah? Then where is it?” replied the man with a sigh.

      “It’s nearby,” Jimmy replied with a cracked voice. “I wanted to see the money first.”

      The tall man cracked his knuckles and stared at Jimmy for a second, but then he walked back inside. The silence was almost too much to bear for the few moments the man was gone, but then his footsteps echoed into the night again as he strode back onto the dock. I could barely make out a small envelope in his hand.

      “Where’s my stuff?” he asked again.

      Jimmy smiled and motioned for me to come and join him, so I took a deep breath to center myself. I could feel my heart beating in my ears as I stepped out from behind the corner.

      “Show them, Celia,” Jimmy said.

      I reached into my purse and pulled out the bag he’d given me earlier and held it up. One of the brutes waddled over to me and grabbed the parcel, taking it to the man in charge.

      I could make out the man’s face a little better now. I didn’t recognize it, but he looked chiseled and eastern European. The man in charge turned to me and smiled. It felt like he was eyeing me up. I didn’t like it in the slightest.

      He held out the envelope, and the same brute from before took it and handed it to me.

      I stayed silent as Jimmy took the envelope out of my hand and started counting the money. After a second, he turned to me and nodded.

      “Let me give you guys a ride, wherever you want to go,” said the rich stranger.

      “Whatever you say, Mr. Novak,” Jimmy said, hastily stuffing the envelope in his jacket pocket.

      Mr. Novak turned to his phone and said something I couldn’t make out. Then a car pulled down the alley toward the dock, but it wasn’t any car. It was a police car.

      I started hyperventilating, worried that I was about to end up in jail. Mr. Novak didn’t look worried in the slightest; Jimmy looked about as confident as I did.

      Mr. Novak started laughing.

      “Don’t worry about them; they’re your ride.”

      The two officers stepped from the car, one of them holding a phone that looked similar to Mr. Novak’s. Nothing they could say would have removed my worry completely, but I sighed to give myself a little bit of relief. Mr. Novak must have been worth a lot of money to be able to buy off the police.

      Jimmy and I walked hastily over to the police that were already opening up the back doors. I ducked my head down and leaned in. It was not the first time I had been in the back of a police car, and I really hoped it would be my last.

      Jimmy pulled out the envelope and stuffed it into my purse. I looked at him quizzically, and in response he shushed me.

      “Where to?” the cops asked.

      “Fourth and Jefferson,” Jimmy replied.

      The driver nodded, and we started to drive. It wasn’t a far destination, and it was decently close to home, and I needed a shower and some sleep to calm my nerves.

      The police continued to drive. I watched out the window as we drove straight past the destination. My heart started beating hard again.

      “Hey, you just passed it,” I said.

      They didn’t respond. We just kept driving. Before long, we were out of the city and heading upstate. I was hoping they’d stop, but I knew they wouldn’t.

      Almost an hour later they pulled over. The only thing I could see were trees and a single stretch of highway. I had a really bad feeling about this.

      They cracked open the back door, guns drawn.

      “Out,” they said.

      I wanted to run, but there was nowhere to go. I followed their instructions but kept my eye out for an escape.

      “Jimmy, you were a week late again. Mr. Novak doesn’t like dealing with people who aren’t on time with deliveries. Since he can’t just fire you, he is doing the next best thing.”

      We marched through the forest for a few minutes before finding a hastily dug hole in the forest.

      “It’s too bad you had to get her involved,” they added.

      I wanted to break down and cry, but I knew now was the worst time. This was reminding me of a few times when I had been with my ex-boyfriend. I knew he’d done some things that were less than legal, and sometimes he would bring me along. I’d seen him beat people until they could barely breathe, and then his boys would just take the loser away and I wouldn’t see him again.

      The odd part was, that wasn’t the reason I stopped seeing him.

      “Get in,” the cops said, gesturing toward the hole. Jimmy acknowledged his fate and stepped into the hole. I, on the other hand, wasn’t in the mood to die tonight.

      One of them waved his pistol at me, trying to usher me into the hole.

      “Just get in, Celia. They’re probably just trying to scare us, right?”

      Bang. Jimmy was dead. He slumped over in the hole, lifeless. I panicked and kicked the officer near me. He must not have had the best footing, because he toppled over on top of Jimmy. It was my break, and I took it.

      I sprinted through the forest toward the road we had just left. I could hear the officers starting to chase me from behind, but they were a ways off.

      I considered my options. I remembered they had left their keys in the ignition before we left. Cops always did stupid things like that. So, I just kept running.

      Their footsteps grew louder, and I could hear the brush cracking under their weight. I could barely see a thing, but in the heavy moonlight I was able to make out the silhouette of their car. The lights were still on inside.

      Then an arm reached out and grabbed my shoulder. I yelped in surprise.

      “Stop right there, girlie,” he said.

      I grabbed the thing nearest to me, a stick, and stabbed it into his hand as hard as I could. He screamed in anger, and I heard him try to draw his gun with his other hand, but it clanked to the ground.

      I sprinted the last distance, completely out of breath, running entirely on adrenaline, until I was nestled into the driver’s seat. I heard a smash on the passenger side door; the officer I had stabbed was frantically trying to get in the car. I reached over and locked the door before he could open it.

      I cranked the key and the car started up.

      “Get out of the car, you jerk! I will find you, and I’ll do worse than shoot you,” he shouted.

      I floored the pedal and the wheels burned out as I shot off into the darkness. I breathed my first sight of relief as I drove down the road. Finally, I gave in to all the emotions I had denied myself until now. Jimmy was dead, murdered by two officers. I couldn’t go to the police; they wouldn’t believe me. I couldn’t call any of my friends, the few that I had; they would just be put in harm’s way.

      There was only one place I could think to go, the only place I had ever really felt safe in my entire life. I had to go back home; I had to find Rex and get him to keep me alive.
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      I ditched the cop car when it finally ran out of gas. It was a liability anyway, as I’d heard that their cars were easy to track, so it was for the best that I left it.

      I had driven more than 200 miles last night, and I was exhausted. It didn’t help that blood was spilled all over my shirt. Some of it was Jimmy’s and some of it was probably the officer’s I had stabbed.

      I hitchhiked my way into a small town that didn’t seem to have much more than a gas station and a diner. That was fine, though. People who live in parts like this were tougher than most. I let my guard down a little bit.

      Rex and his boys liked to keep to the open road, and I hoped they’d be somewhere nearby. At least I was 200 miles closer to the place I’d last seen him.

      I pulled out my phone and dialed his number only to get his voice mail.

      “Don’t bother,” it said.

      I was about to hang up, but I couldn’t help myself. I left a message.

      “Rex, it’s me, Celia. I’m hunkered down in a diner called Jack’s Shake Shack, and I was hoping to see you again. I’m in a tight spot,” I said. Then I remembered the money in my bag, “I can pay you!”

      The message clicked off, and I returned the phone to the receiver. I felt completely hopeless. I sat down at the café bar and rested my head in my hand. I laid my phone on the table in front of me and stared at it, hoping it would ring.

      “Can I get you some pie?”

      I looked up at a waitress holding a pot of coffee and leaning on the bar.

      “How about a cup of that coffee to go with it?” I said.

      She smiled and poured me a cup.

      “Waitin’ on somebody?” she asked.

      “Something like that,” I replied.

      She came back with a slice of pie. I pulled a few dollars from the envelope of cash, and as I did so, she held up her hand.

      “Don’t worry about it, sweetie. It’s on the house,” she said.

      I dug into the pie as though I hadn’t eaten in days. I was truly exhausted. Then my phone started ringing. My heart skipped when I saw the caller ID showed the name Jimmy. I picked it up and answered.

      “Hey there, girlie,” said the familiar voice of Mr. Novak. “You got something of mine, and I’m going to get it back.”

      A look of horror was plastered on my face; I thought the waitress noticed.

      “Tell you what: You bring me back my money and I’ll let you go. Besides, that money belongs to the cops whose car you stole. I’m sure they’ll want it back more than me.”

      I clicked off the phone. I didn’t want to hear anymore. Thankfully the phone didn’t start ringing again. I needed to run.

      Then I heard rumbling, distant at first but getting closer. Then the sounds made the café shake, and I saw a group I hadn’t seen in years drive by the front of the diner and come to a halt.

      I heard heavy footsteps clomp along the ground. Then the door to the diner tore open to reveal Rex, the mountain of a man I had once dated.

      “What took you so long?” he said.
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      “Hi, Rex,” I said with an embarrassed smile.

      He walked in and nodded at the waitress, barely acknowledging my existence. He took a seat at the diner bar, next to where I was sitting, and waited for the waitress to pour him a drink.

      He had some new tattoos I didn’t recognize. His arms were completely covered almost to the knuckle, and his chest was covered more or less. He wore a simple black leather vest with his crew slogan on the back: Ride or Die. Words I knew he lived by.

      He looked bigger than I remembered; perhaps he had more muscle on his hulking body. He was still a sight to behold, standing over six and a half feet without boots on. I looked tiny in comparison.

      I wasn’t the smallest person in the world, and in fact I was pretty tall for a girl at almost six feet. I’d never had a problem defending myself, or keeping guys away. And few men were able to make me feel so small. I was also a bit gangly for some, but I still had some nice curves that drove men wild. Still, there was only one man I liked driving wild, and he was sitting right next to me.

      “What have you got yourself into this time?” Rex asked.

      “It’s bad, Rex,” I said.

      He reached over and started chomping on my pie.

      “How bad?” he said with his mouth full.

      “I saw two cops murder one of my friends,” I said quietly.

      He paused and looked over at me, bewildered.

      “What the heck, Celia?” he said.

      “I know, I know, but you’re the only person I trust right now,” I replied.

      He returned to the pie and I to my coffee.

      “All right. I’ll do it,” he said.

      “Do what?” I asked.

      “I’ll protect you,” he replied.

      I let out a sigh as though a huge burden had left my shoulders.

      “After you marry me,” he said.

      I spat out the coffee I had just sipped.

      “What?” I asked.

      He returned the plate to the bar.

      “I’m tired of waitin’ for you to come back. That whole college thing is a mess anyway, and it’s not goin’ to get you nowhere.

      “You marry me and do what I say, and I’ll make sure nothing bad happens to you.”

      He took another swig of the coffee in front of him.

      I was surprised he was bringing all this up, because I wouldn’t have hesitated to marry him before I went to college. It was his fault I decided to move on in the first place. Now he wanted me because I was in trouble.

      “What the heck, Rex?” I said.

      “What, Celia? I just told you what to do if you want me to protect you,” he replied.

      “Are you serious?” I laughed. “Four years ago you dumped me because I was too clingy. You moved on and slept with half the state. You ruined everything we were, and still I kept coming back to you. Then you finally cut me loose. It took me months before I was able to get a hold of myself and move on.

      “Now you want me to marry you?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      I screamed in frustration. I still cared about the guy, sure, but not enough to marry him upon first sight in four years. I don’t want to be owned by him.

      “I can’t,” I said.

      “Then we’re done here,” he replied, standing up and throwing a couple of crumpled bills on the counter. I watched him walk away, again.

      There was always something about men that made you want to stab them and kiss them at the same time. Right now I just wanted to stab him.

      Would it really be that bad? I thought to myself. He really was the only man who knew how to satisfy me. I missed the open road, and the feelings I had when we rode together. I really did miss wrapping my arms around him at campfires and staring up at the open night sky. I wasn’t doing incredibly well at college anyway, and it isn’t as though I could go back with things as they were.

      “Fine,” I said, right before he reached the door.

      “Like you really had a choice,” he replied, turning around.

      I couldn’t stay my rage anymore, so I grabbed my fork from the bar and charged at him. He grabbed my wrist with his meaty fist and stopped me.

      I tried my hardest to break free of him, but he was just too strong. With his free hand, he pulled off his sunglasses and leaned down to me so we were face to face.

      “Are you going to play nice?” he said.

      I clenched the fork, and my teeth, tighter. But I knew it was pointless. I dropped my weapon and gave up.

      He continued his walk toward his motorcycle, and I followed. However, it was right at that moment that my exhaustion took over. The color left the world, and everything went black.
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      Things came in patchy at best. I remembered someone hovering over me and checking my vitals; then I remembered Rex throwing me on the back of his bike and taking me for a ride. I wasn’t exactly sure how much time passed before I woke up.

      I was on a bed. Looking around at the single bedroom and the crappy TV sitting on a table in the corner, I figured I was in a motel.

      “So you’re finally up,” I heard Rex say.

      “How long was I out?” I asked, rubbing my head.

      “About a day,” he replied. “Don’t worry; nobody has come looking for you yet. And I got the boys keepin’ watch.”

      I smiled. “Got anything to eat?”

      Rex tossed a sack full of convenience store food at me.

      “Didn’t think you had time for steak,” he said.

      He wasn’t wrong. I chomped down on whatever I could get my hands on. It might not have been the best food for you, but when you just woke up after passing out from exhaustion, anything was a gourmet meal.

      “Thanks, Rex,” I said.

      He grunted.

      “Don’t thank me yet,” he said. “We gotta hit the courthouse and get hitched. Then we’ll be on our way out of this Podunk town and back to the road. I think we’re going to head out to—”

      “You still want to do the marriage thing?” I interrupted.

      “What part of our deal didn’t you get?” he replied.

      “Yeah, well, don’t you wanna have a little ceremony where we get all our friends together?” I asked.

      He bellowed out a laugh.

      “Celia, you and I both know that the only friends we have are either dead or out there riding a motorcycle right now,” he said. “Besides, this makes things easier.”

      I sighed. I needed to know something, and I was hoping he’d answer me truthfully this time.

      “Why didn’t you ask me four years ago?” I asked.

      He stopped laughing. His face went back to the cold, angry stare I was used to seeing. He reached over and drew the tiny curtain shut before plopping into the only other chair in the motel.

      “I don’t know,” he said.

      “Well tell me something, Rex,” I said.

      He slammed his fist on the table.

      “It's freedom,” he started. “You weren’t giving me that. You wanted to take it away and settle down with some stupid white picket fence fantasy. You wanted me to get a stupid job where I’d walk around like some penguin and take phone calls.

      “That’s not me, Celia. You wanted that back then, and you pushed me really hard for it. It drove me nuts. Well, now you’re back on my terms. We do things my way or you can kiss your ride good-bye.”

      The truth always hurt. I didn’t really know what to say. My memories were much different from his. I only remembered the drunken fistfights and the nights we would pass out after some of the wildest sex imaginable under the starry sky.

      “Why didn’t you tell me then?” I asked timidly.

      “Do you think you would’ve listened?” he said.

      I sighed and shrunk a little. I had been young and dumb, and I hadn’t listened to anyone. I still feel that way sometimes. Rex knew me better than I did.

      “All right, let’s go,” I said.

      Rex stomped out of the motel, and I weakly stood up. The food was helping a lot, but this would still take time. I put on my things and went out to join Rex on his chopper.

      We flew down the road toward my inevitable fate.
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      I wasn’t excited to be married in the slightest, but I didn’t mind the man I’d be marrying. Old feelings had been stirring up inside me lately, and I couldn’t help myself anymore. While we rode on his motorcycle, I gripped his waist just a little tighter.

      If he was excited, he didn’t show it. Then again, he didn’t show much of anything except maybe anger at anything in his way. Then again, he did laugh louder than just about every other guy in the club.

      The courthouse wasn’t much to look at, just a small box with a door. I didn’t expect much in this small town anyway. Behind the courthouse was the small local police station. I did my best to act nonchalant, but I was still nervous.

      The inside of the government building wasn’t much to look at either. Notices were strewn about over the walls, and a row of chest-high desks were set up just inside the door.

      “Can I help you?” said an old woman who appeared to have been sitting behind that desk since the dawn of time.

      “We’re here for a marriage license,” Rex said.

      She fiddled with a stack of papers and laid a scrap of paper on the desk.

      “Sign here and here, and I’ll need both of your ID’s for verification,” she said.

      I nervously dug out my identification and Rex slapped his on the counter. He was already signing his name on the paper, which he immediately thrust at me when he was finished.

      I held it and scanned the document. This was it; I was saying good-bye to my old life. I signed my name to the paper and handed over my ID.

      She took both of them and scanned them in the computer, and I couldn’t tell, but it sounded like she gasped.

      “Take a seat over there for a minute,” she said, taking our IDs and waddling off toward the back of the office building.

      I felt my nerves come back in a bad way. I wanted to get back on the bike and run for it, but Rex didn’t seem to care.

      “Calm down, would ya? She’s just making copies,” he said.

      I wanted to calm down, but things turned from bad to worse when two police officers walked back in with the old woman. They pushed past the desk and stood in front of me.

      “Celia Murphy, you’re under arrest for assaulting an officer of the law. We’re going to have to take you into custody and return you to the proper authorities,” said the taller officer.

      Rex started laughing.

      “You’re joking, right?” he said.

      “No, sir. This woman is under arrest,” the officer replied.

      They threw me in handcuffs and started pulling me toward the back of the offices.

      “You boys better let her go,” Rex said. “I don’t give second warnings.”

      “Sir, if you want to file a complaint, you can file it right there,” he said, gesturing toward the old woman, “but this woman is coming with us.”

      “Let me say something to her first,” Rex said.

      The officers looked at each other and then nodded. They let me go and talk to Rex for a moment.

      “These officers the ones you fought off the other night?” he asked.

      I shook my head no.

      “Listen, go with these two for now. You said you stabbed one of them in the hand, right?” he asked.

      I nodded.

      “I’ll keep my eyes peeled. If anyone tries to take you, they won’t get far,” he said.

      I let out a small sigh to try to calm my nerves.

      “Take my purse,” I said. “There’s a surprise in there for you.”

      Rex took my large handbag and held it tightly in hand. Then I leaned in and gave Rex a big kiss on the lips. I didn’t think he was expecting it, because he stood still for a second. The goofy look on his face was almost worth being arrested.

      Then the officers came back and grabbed me, pulling me into the holding cell they had in the station next door. I was the only occupant, so at least I had my run of the place. But that was a consolation prize. My mind wasn’t with me in the cell; it was dwelling on how much time I had left in the world if Rex failed to get me out before those dirty cops arrive.

      6.

      I heard their car pull up at what felt like midnight. The moon was still bright tonight, just as it had been last night. If I had to make a run for it, at least nature was on my side for now.

      I heard the clattering of keys coming from the office area, and I stood up to see who might be coming. One of the officers from before strode down the aisle and unlocked the cell.

      “Your ride is here,” he said, grabbing my arm and leading me toward the front desk.

      “If it’s the people I think, you probably shouldn’t have me going with them. They’re dirty,” I said.

      He laughed.

      “Yeah, right. From what I hear, these guys are some of the best cops in the city,” he said.

      “What?” I asked.

      “The guys that are picking you up have a history of taking down drug dealers; I doubt they’re dirty. They wouldn’t last ten minutes in prison with all the guys they put away,” he said.

      I sighed. Maybe it wasn’t the same cops from the other night. Maybe, just maybe, it was a couple of different guys who’d been sent over to straighten things out. I felt a little less nervous and more curious.

      All my hopes died when I saw the same two cops from last night waiting in the lobby for me.

      “Here she is, guys. I’ll have to have you sign for her,” said the local cop.

      The guy I'd stabbed reached over and signed with his now bandaged hand.

      “That looks nasty,” said the local.

      “Feels worse,” replied the officer.

      I looked through the windows of the station, hoping I’d see Rex any time, but he wasn’t there. All hope I had of surviving left me.

      The two officers led me out the front door and shoved me into the backseat of the same car I had stolen last night. Once they were comfortably seated in the front, they turned and eyed me like fresh meat.

      “That stab you gave me could have cost me my job, you know,” said the first.

      “I’m going to enjoy this,” said the second.

      They started up the car and tore off down the street. I couldn’t even find tears at this point. I felt like giving up, as everything seemed hopeless.

      But then I heard a familiar rumble. I looked out the back window and saw Rex following behind with the rest of the gang. I wondered why he didn’t just drive up and rescue me.

      We drove for a while, another hour outside the city with Rex in almost clear view through the back window. I think he must have unnerved the officers, because they pulled over to let him pass. I hoped he wouldn’t, but he drove right past.

      The cops let out a collective exhale and continued to drive. As they drove, I didn’t see any sign of Rex. Then the cops pulled off the road as they had last night.

      “Get out,” they said.

      I did as I was told. The kept shoving me and kicking me as we walked through the woods, getting a small amount of delight from every exasperated sigh I released.

      “If you guys are going to kill me, why don’t you just get it over with?” I said, battered and bruised.

      “Why would we kill you right away? A cute girl like you has her uses,” they said.

      I knew what that meant. They were holding a length of rope, and I wished I had just let them shoot me last night. I wished I could call out to Rex, but I didn’t know where he was.

      “Okay, here is far enough,” they said.

      I stopped and looked around. There wasn’t much to see in the moonlight. With the rope, they bound my legs together and tied my handcuffs to a nearby tree.

      “Guys, can we make a deal? I still have that money from the other day,” I said.

      “I don’t think that’s worth much right now. Besides, we get those envelopes every time we take in a dealer that Mr. Novak wants off the street.”

      Their hands started tugging at my jeans, and though I struggled against the ropes and handcuffs, there was little I could do to stop them. They shoved my pants down to my ankles and tore off my shirt.

      “Only one person puts hands on her, and it sure ain’t the two of you!” I heard bellowed from the forest.

      I stood there, dumbfounded. It had sounded like Rex.

      “Who is out there?” they said, drawing their pistols.

      Before either of them could do anything, Rex threw a giant fist into their faces. I heard their bones break under the weight of his strike. One of them fell to the ground and didn’t move.

      “What took you so long?” I said hurriedly. “We gotta run before they get up.”

      “Who says they’re getting up?” Rex said.

      The conscious officer tried to raise his gun at Rex, but it was a wasted effort. Rex grabbed his hand and dealt him a punch to the chest.

      Then Rex looked over at me, bent over with my rear sticking straight in the air.

      “That’s a good look for you,” he said with a chuckle.

      “Oh, ha ha, very funny,” I replied sarcastically.

      He sauntered over and untied the rope that kept me stuck to the tree. I jumped up and gave Rex the biggest kiss I could manage. He didn’t stop me, and I felt his large hand planted on my back. His familiar touch was welcome, and I yearned for more of it. He eventually managed to push me off, even though I was pretty sure he didn’t want to.

      “Might want to make yourself decent. We gotta ride,” he said.

      Then a bullet rang out in the night, pinging off the tree I had just been tied to.

      Rex turned around, still holding the other officer’s gun, and started firing. He unloaded the entire gun into the two sorry sacks of meat on the ground before returning to me.

      “There, problem solved,” he said.

      I pulled up my pants and started searching the cops for the key to the handcuffs. Blood was soaking through everywhere. I took the other officer’s gun and stuffed it into my waistband, and then a phone fell into the dirt nearby. It was the phone they’d been talking on last night. I had a feeling it might come in handy, so I pocketed that as well.

      “We gotta move their car. If other cops don’t hear about them reporting in, they’re going to be looking for it,” Rex said.

      I nodded and took their keys as well. At least they had learned from their past mistake.

      I undid the rope around my legs and kicked it aside. With keys in hand, I trudged toward the police car. My heart was still beating like mad, and I needed to clear my head.

      Rex had parked his motorcycle behind the car, and I slipped back into the driver’s seat again. I couldn’t help but laugh at the absurdity of the moment. I was driving a police car for the second time in two nights.

      We drove back to the small town where I’d been arrested, but just outside the town I ditched the car, shoving it into a ravine. Rex did most of the heavy lifting.

      “Where’s the rest of the gang?” I asked.

      “They went on ahead and are waiting for us in the next town down the road. I told them I’d meet them after I got you back,” he said.

      I craned my neck up and kissed him again.

      “Maybe they can wait for us a little longer,” I said with a wicked smile.

      Rex laughed.

      7.

      He took me by the hand and led me deeper into the forest nearby. My heart quickened for a different reason.

      We found a small spot of even ground, covered in clover, just a ways from the road. The moonlight lit up the small empty patch of ground.

      Rex had already yanked off his leather vest and shirt. His barrel chest rippled with muscle on top of muscle. I could still remember the last time we were together like this.

      “Maybe I should handcuff you to the tree,” he said.

      I strode over to a nearby tree and leaned against it.

      “Like this?” I said.

      He came up behind me and grabbed me by the waist. His strong grasp made me pause. Then he hooked his fingers into my jeans and slid them down over my long legs. He planted a quick kiss on my thighs from behind, and I let out a small moan.

      I was so turned on that I could feel myself dripping down my leg. I heard him unfasten his belt and his pants drop to the forest floor. The mystery just served to turn me on more. I waited with bated breath for his touch.

      Then I felt his throbbing member rub along my slit. One of his hands stroked along my back, moving slowly up before grabbing my hair. He tugged my head back by my hair, causing my back to arch more.

      Then I felt him press himself into me. That forgotten but familiar feeling of his massive manhood forcing its way into my dripping wet sex overtook me. I let out a gasp as he shoved himself in with almost no regard.

      A twinge of pain shot through me but then quickly subsided. I continued to pant and moan in the darkness as he started pounding. The more I moaned, the more turned on he became, and the harder he would pound.

      I held on to the tree to stay upright. My legs had almost no life left in them. He put his hands on my hips and held me up himself as he continued to grind. I lost myself in the moment, the sensations overtaking my body.

      For the first time in years, I felt alive again. With every thrust I begged for more, trying to sate a hunger that hadn’t been fed for a long while.

      That old feeling started to well up in the pit of my stomach. I hadn’t felt it since the last time I was with Rex. It just kept building and building until finally I couldn’t hold back anymore. I felt the strongest release I had felt since I’d first lain with a man.

      Every muscle in my body tensed and relaxed at the same time. I quivered from exhaustion, but Rex wasn’t done. He threw me down into the clover on the ground and continued his onslaught.

      I felt dead to the world, and parts of me were numb. Then Rex exploded inside me, filling me up more than he already had. I welcomed it.

      Then he joined me on the clover, feeling just as dead as I did.

      “Thanks, Rex,” I managed to say.

      He grunted.

      “For saving my life,” I added.

      He threw his arm over me, and for the first time in forever, I felt like I was in the right place.

      8.

      I woke up to the sound of a phone ringing. It wasn’t my phone; I was sure of that. No, it was the phone the two officers had had on them.

      I didn’t answer.

      But after it stopped ringing, it immediately began again. I considered turning the thing off so it wouldn’t bother me. I knew who would be on the other side. Still, I wanted to tell him where to shove it.

      I answered the phone.

      “Hello,” I said confidently.

      “So you did get rid of my two good officers,” said Mr. Novak over the phone.

      “It wasn’t me, but I was there when it happened. And trust me, he would do the same to you if you were there,” I said.

      “Oh, would he?” he asked.

      “He would,” I replied.

      “Then why don’t you have him come out and prove it?” he said.

      “Why would we drive all the way back to the city for him to beat you up? I’m just here to tell you to stay away. I won’t go to the cops, and you won’t get your money back,” I said.

      “Well, that’s too bad,” he said over the phone. “Because I’m right here.”

      I heard him nearby, and my heart skipped a beat. I looked around and saw him standing by a tree. Then I saw the rest of his gang start to file out.

      I quickly covered myself up, while Rex lay naked in the clover, snoring.

      “How did you find us?” I asked.

      He pointed at the phone.

      “If you need to, you can find any phone anywhere in the world. It helps when you have a few cops in your pocket who can take care of that for you,” he said.

      I smacked Rex alongside his head, and he just rolled over.

      “Heavy sleeper, it seems,” Mr. Novak said.

      I stood up and pulled the gun out of my jeans.

      “I don’t think you’ll need that,” he said.

      A couple of guys I recognized from the other day stepped out from behind the trees, brandishing much bigger guns. I dropped my small pistol to the ground.

      “Is this the guy who’s supposed to beat me to a bloody pulp?” Mr. Novak asked.

      I nodded.

      He pulled a pistol out and shot Rex in the arm.

      Rex stirred and snapped awake. At least a bullet was able to wake him up.

      “Geez, Celia, I’m awake. You didn’t have to shoot me,” Rex said.

      Mr. Novak laughed. I wanted to laugh, but my sense of humor was lost in the moment.

      “Rex, this is the guy who sent those cops after me,” I said.

      Rex pulled on his jeans.

      “He don’t look so tough. I bet you could probably beat him up,” Rex said.

      Mr. Novak stopped laughing.

      “You think this jerk could even lay a hand on me?” he said.

      “No. I’m saying she’d knock you out,” Rex replied.

      Rex’s arm was bleeding pretty badly, but he didn’t seem to care. He just grabbed his shirt from the other night, ripped it up, and tied it around the wound.

      “I’ve had enough of this,” said Mr. Novak. “Get rid of them.”

      The thugs took their aim only to be smashed upside the head with clubs and tire irons; the rest of the motorcycle club was here.

      “Thanks, boys. I was wondering when you’d finally show up,” Rex said, pulling on his vest.

      Rex stomped his way over toward Mr. Novak. They were both hulking men. Rex was more barrel chested, but Mr. Novak was a little taller with more chiseled muscles.

      “I hear you tried to have my girl killed,” Rex said.

      “Loose ends need tying up,” he said.

      They stood toe to toe, neither of them wanting to back down or show any sign of weakness. I knew Rex; he didn’t have an ounce of weakness in him, and he didn’t bow down to anyone.

      “You wanna know what the worst thing is?” Rex asked, but he wasn’t looking for an answer. “Waking up to a gunshot wound.”

      Rex reached out and grabbed the gun from Mr. Novak. The two wrestled with it for a brief moment, but Rex was clearly stronger. I wanted to cheer on Rex and see him wipe the smile from Mr. Novak’s face for good.

      “What should I do with this guy, Celia? It’s my wedding present to you,” he offered.

      I thought about it for a second. I wanted him to do nothing what he did to the cops the other night. I wanted to find my friend Jimmy and dig a grave right next to him to plant Mr. Novak in. I wanted to have Rex squeeze him until all of his bones snapped.

      Most of all, I just wanted to feel safe. And I did feel safe as long as Rex was nearby.

      I walked up to Mr. Novak.

      “What is your life worth to you?” I asked.

      “Everything,” he replied.

      I laughed.

      “Yeah? And how much is everything?” I asked.

      He pulled a small black book from his chest pocket.

      “This has all my bank codes and passwords. It’s worth almost ten million if you let me go,” he said.

      I snatched the book from his hand and started thumbing through it. It was just a bunch of numbers and passwords, but it looked real enough.

      “So I get to leave,” Mr. Novak said.

      “Sure,” I said. “I’ll let you go.”

      He let out a sigh of relief.

      “To prison,” I added.

      Rex was a good man, and I knew what he wanted to do.

      “Only downside is you didn’t bargain for what you’ll look like when you get there,” I said.

      Rex knew what I meant. He threw a punch that would’ve splintered a tree square into Mr. Novak’s stomach. The man fell to the ground with the wind knocked out of him.

      But, in desperation, he threw a quick jab, trying his best to strike Rex. Rex easily blocked the blow and delivered a kick to Mr. Novak’s chest. Running on pure adrenaline, Mr. Novak tackled Rex to the ground. He threw punch after punch as hard as he could, but the punches didn’t seem to faze Rex in the slightest.

      Rex just stood up and picked the man up by the collar, only to deliver a blow square to the side of Mr. Novak’s face. It was brutal to watch. They two of them kept at it for a while.

      Before long, Mr. Novak was bloodied and beaten. His strength had been bested easily by the only person who knew how to make me happy. I was seeing, again, the reason why I had always been so close to him in my youth.

      Good people were hard to find, so sometimes you found a bad one who knew just what you need.

      I tucked the book into my pocket and made my way toward the road. Rex seemed to be enjoying himself with his punching bag. After about five minutes of Mr. Novak taking a beating, I saw one of the club members come out with a length of rope tied around his torso.

      The group dragged him back to the motorcycles and tied the other end of the rope to the bike.

      I gave Rex a kiss on the cheek as he rode off down the street with Mr. Novak in tow.

      Unfortunately, the ride didn’t last as long as I would had hoped.

      9.

      “Celia Murphy?” chimed the voice of the officer.

      I stood up and walked over to the holding cell bars.

      “You’re free to go,” he said.

      I walked out to the lobby of the police station. A good portion of the club was there waiting, but not Rex.

      “Celia Murphy,” said the old woman behind the desk, “your marriage license is in order. Here’s your certificate.”

      I laughed at how droll she made the whole proceeding sound. If Rex were here to see this, he’d probably laugh about it too. I was his now and forever.

      “Will Rex be out soon?” I asked.

      The officer who had led me out was sitting at the front desk. He looked at me in disbelief.

      “You do know we caught him dragging a man behind a motorcycle down Main Street at highway speeds, right? I wouldn’t be surprised if he ends up locked up for the rest of his life.”

      “Naw. He’ll get out. He always does,” I said.

      I was contacted later that day by drug enforcement officers. The information I had and the bodies I’d left were more than enough to convince them that I had just been fighting for my life.

      It took a while, but I finally managed to convince them to let Rex go. Mr. Novak had survived and was in critical care at the local hospital. I felt completely free of my dumb mistake.

      In the end, I felt sorry for my friend Jimmy who got stuck in a mess he couldn’t dig himself out of. But, some good did come from the whole situation. I got my man back.

      We saddled up outside the police station, and I leaned over and gave him a kiss on the cheek.

      “You know, we’re married now,” I said.

      “I think I want a divorce,” Rex replied. “You’re just too much trouble.”

      We both laughed, and everything felt right. As we drove down the open road, as I had so many years ago, I felt free.

      *****

      THE END
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      The Russian’s Secret Love Child – Tyra’s Story

      A BWWM Billionaire Pregnancy Romance

      ''It's okay, Tyra, hold on to me,'' Natalie said as Tyra collapsed into her arms.

      Father Smith had told me it would be like this, Tyra thought. But which of the emotions had he meant? The Grief or the guilt? Tyra was experiencing both. Two of the most powerful human emotions were wracking through her at will.

      ''Tyra, we're so sorry for your loss.'' Tyra lifted her head from Natalie's shoulder. It was Mr. and Mrs. Radley Samuels, Tyra's boss and his wife.

      ''Thank you for coming. I really appreciate it.'' Tyra didn't think she could speak, but the words came out somehow. Natalie handed her another tissue and for a moment, Tyra could see clearly again. She looked to her left and saw a line of mourners waiting to express their condolences to her.

      ''If only I hadn't been so selfish,'' Tyra said to Natalie as they walked up the cemetery path. It had taken an eternity to work through the line of those seeking to express their condolences and Tyra was exhausted. ''It was foggy, and I knew dad didn't want to drive that day. It was me. Me moaning that they hadn't been to see me in my new home in the city. Lord knows, I think I even suggested they weren't interested in me anymore.'' She held onto Natalie again as another insufferable wave of guilt rammed at her. ''No, I killed them. Dad would never have taken mom out in the car on a day like normally.'' Natalie didn't know how to comfort her friend. They were both just twenty-three and beginning to make their way in the world. Losing parents wasn't supposed to happen until later in life.

      *****

      Three weeks after the funeral, Tyra stood outside the jewelry store on West 47th Street and looked at it, really looked at it, for the first time. I've been working here for seven months, and this is the first time I've properly taken the place in, she thought. Grief-stricken and riddled with guilt; she felt her senses had become sharper since the passing of her parents. It was as if someone was making her take notice of the world. Making her appreciate what can so easily be torn away from you, in an instant.

      West 47th Street was full of jewelry shops, but none as grand as J.P Samuels. They might as well have called it, 'Jewelers to the rich and famous,' she thought. For that's what it was. A place where the rich came to gorge on expensive stones. The front of the store was imposing. Between the cleanest store windows in New York, there were columns of polished black granite. The entrance was in the middle of the store and it too was surrounded by shiny black stone. The door itself was made of bulletproof, reinforced glass. What Tyra liked best about the facade was the sign. It was made of copper and ran the length of the store. The background was dark and the letters that had been forged onto it were polished and stood out better than any other letters on the street.

      ''Welcome back Tyra. I'm so sorry to hear about your mom and dad,'' Leon said. ''Thanks, Leon. It's very brave of you to say so.'' She'd found that most people just turned away from her, not knowing what to say. Not Leon. It was his job to stand inside the door and keep out the undesirables. He was perfectly equipped to do so at six feet seven and two hundred and fifty pounds, but it involved hours standing in the same place, day after day.

      ''Tyra, my girl,'' Radley Samuel's said. He'd been waiting for her. Normally, he didn't stand in the shop.

      He had others to do that for him. His job was managing the business that his grandfather had started. ''Come with me.''

      Tyra followed him through the store. They walked past glass cabinets filled with beautiful necklaces, rings, bracelets, earrings, and watches. At the back of the store, they went through a door and down a corridor. The first door on the right led to a security room. Tyra had never been in the room, but she had seen inside once when the door had been open. It was full of monitors and the latest lock down systems. It was all hi-tech, and she had no idea about any of it.

      Radley pushed open the first door on the left and showed her into his office. How can anyone spend hours in an office with no daylight? she wondered. There were pictures of his ancestors on one wall and a giant flora vase in the corner. What she liked most about his office was the carpet. It was deep red with the company crest woven into it.

      ''Tyra, please sit down.'' He pointed to a button backed armchair that stood in front of his mahogany desk. ''I want you to tell me how you are feeling. You've been through a lot, and I want to make sure you’re feeling up to working again.'' I wish I had a daughter like her, she's so graceful and kind, yet determined and motivated, he thought.

      ''Well, honestly speaking, I'm still feeling awful.'' You can tell him everything; he cares for you, she told herself as a moment of doubt crept into her mind. ''I weep a lot, especially in the evening and I feel guilty. So guilty.'' She noticed how closely he was listening to her. The furrows on his forehead were deep with concern for her, and his eyes were looking directly into hers, seeking any sign that a return to work may be too early.

      ''There is nothing I can say to you that will make you feel better. All I can do is tell you what happened to me when my son was killed.'' Killed? I didn't know he'd had a son, she thought. The thought that someone close to her had also suffered such a loss made her feel better.

      ''My son was only nineteen. He was studying business at New York University and working here at the weekends.'' He stopped talking for a moment, took out a white handkerchief from his jacket pocket and wiped his forehead. Tyra knew him to be fifty-nine. He was quite tall and very thin. It was as if he was so involved in his business he forgot to eat.

      He looked at her with a pained expression as he continued. ''One morning, he left home to go to college, and he never came back again. A man who had been drinking all night decided to get into his car and drive to the girlfriend he had left for dead in her apartment the previous evening. When he fell asleep at the wheel, it was my son he hit.'' Tyra noticed a crack in his voice. ''Walking down the street minding his own business.'' He took the handkerchief and blew his nose.

      ''Oh my goodness, that's awful,'' Tyra put her hand to her mouth.

      He nodded. Perhaps I shouldn't have burdened her with this, he thought. ''At first, everything was a blur. It was only after the funeral had taken place that it really hit me. After the funeral, everyone seems to disappear. All the kind words and supporting arms are no longer there. You are suddenly alone.'' He ran his hand through his thinning gray hair and looked towards a photo on his desk. Tyra couldn't see who it was. She assumed his son.

      ''The Undertaker had warned me about it. A deep hole, he'd called it, and I fell into it.'' When he paused, Tyra thought about where she was mentally and recognized what he was describing. ''The Undertaker also explained that there is something called the cycle of grief. You go through stages of grief, and if you are lucky, eventually come out the other end. The last stage is called the acceptance stage. You stop all the blaming and come to terms with what's happened. Of course, you're still sad, but it gets easier.''

      ''It's very kind of you to tell me this. I had no idea. I was afraid I would have this level of pain for the rest of my life.'' Tyra looked at her hands. Her nails used to be so manicured, she thought.

      ''When I employed you, Tyra, I saw something in you. You are one of life's good people. I can see you care about people. When you talk to clients, you are patient, and most importantly, you listen to them. Did you know I have no relatives?''

      Tyra shook her head.

      ''No.''

      ''Well, I don't. Not one, and no friends. There's only my wife and me.'' He looked at her, and wondered what he was about to say, would do to her. ''I am going to leave the business to you.'' He stared at her, not wanting to miss her reaction.

      ''Pardon?' Tyra said. She wasn't really in the mood for jokes.

      ''I am going to leave the business to you,'' he repeated.

      What is he playing at? This isn't funny, doesn't he know I've just buried my parents. She went to stand up, but he put up his hand and stopped her.

      ''For the last time, Tyra. You will inherit this business.'' Someone knocked on the door; it was his wife. ''Tell her Eliana, she doesn't believe me.''

      ''How are you, Tyra? We are very worried about you?'' she said ignoring her husband's plea for help.

      ''I've been better.'' What are they playing at, surely Jewish people don't give things away like this, she thought?

      ''My husband, as you know, isn't given to pranks. We have decided to leave it to you. Of course, you are young, and you have only just started in the business, but we see you have got what it takes.'' She put her hand on Tyra's shoulder and looked her into her eyes. ''You are intelligent, and you have an enormous appetite for the business. We have never seen anyone with your enthusiasm. We are both sixty next year and all we have done with our lives is sit in this store.'' She looked at her husband and gave him an assertive nod. ''In five years time, we will retire and travel. You will take over as manager, and when we die, it will all be yours. Take the time between now and then to learn all you can about the business.''

      ''Are you okay to come back to work?'' Radley asked. Tyra looked at him and burst into tears. It was a gesture so great that her emotions overflowed.

      Eliana sat on the chair arm and put her arm around her. ''You have been through a lot, but you have us, and we will help you all we can.''

      *****

      Tyra started up Google and typed in: 'The Hope Diamond' She read: Value $350 million dollars, 45 karats, 9.1 grams. ''Three hundred and fifty million dollars,'' she whispered under her breath.

      She and Radley had agreed that she would work in the shop four days a week and spend the other two days shadowing him. He' made a list of things he had to teach her. He hadn't realized how long the list would prove to be. One thing he couldn't teach her was diamond cutting. While he was an expert at grading and valuing gems, he'd never enjoyed using tools. Tyra had told him that she'd go to college in her own time and learn.

      ''How do you like your desk?'' Radley asked as he poked his head into her new office. Tyra wondered if the room had been intended as a broom cupboard when the place was built, but she didn't want to complain. She was grateful it had a window and more than grateful that the Samuels had seen so much potential in her.

      ''Lovely thanks. I was just looking up information on the Hope Diamond. It really is quite spectacular.''

      He stepped into the office and looked at the picture with her. ''It sure is. One of the best diamonds in the world and it's coming here. I can't quite believe it.''

      ''Neither can I.'' She'd never heard of the program called, 'Diamonds for All.' It was an initiative set up by the National Association of Jewelers, with the aim of bringing famous diamonds to places where the public go and see them. Based on reputation, Radley had been asked if he would like to house the Hope Diamond when it came to New York. His store had the best security of any in the city, and it had a strong room big enough to house a large show cabinet, four security men, and the viewing public.

      ''Listen, Tyra, I know I said I'd show you the sales figures this afternoon, but Mrs. Johnson has told me she's feeling ill and would like to go home. Can you fill in for her this afternoon? Tyra nodded.

      The shop was divided into departments. Not that the clients would notice. To the untrained eye, the store was one large area full of glass cabinets. To the staff, however, it was different. Usually, there were four sales people on duty at anyone time, and two security guards. Each sales person was responsible for six cabinets. Tyra didn't know why, but she enjoyed working on the cabinets where the most expensive ladies jewelry was housed.

      ''Wow,'' she muttered when she saw the man talking to Leon. Leon had a great eye for people and was a master at keeping scruffy, drunk or loud people out of the store. The man Leon was talking to was none of these. He was beautifully dressed, six feet tall, and well built. Tyra wasn't an expert on men's suits, but she knew enough to see that it was expensive. Leon pointed to Tyra, and she watched as the man walked towards her. When he got closer, she saw the dreamiest emerald green eyes. She inadvertently adjusted her hair and checked to see her blouse was tucked into her skirt.

      ''Hi. I have an appointment. My name is Dima Asakov. I'm looking for some jewelry for my mother's birthday.''

      ''Certainly sir.'' Although she had never seen him before, he was obviously one of the store's high net worth individuals. Very rich people were allowed to make an appointment, during which they got VIP treatment. Why don't you pamper me instead of your mother, I could use it right now, she thought. She was quick to chastise herself for being unprofessional.

      He noted her features with interest. Black, beautiful, tall, thin, lovely curves, perfect breasts and beautiful face. His mother always said it was the sign of a classy man, when the man kept eye contact with a woman, despite the size of her breasts. Whenever he met a woman, he reminded himself of this. Most days it was easy, but today it required a Herculean effort.

      ''Follow me, Mr. Asakov.'' The VIP suite was the most comfortable place Tyra had ever been in, but it lacked atmosphere. It wasn't used nearly as often these days. The financial crisis had seen to that.

      ''Please take a seat,'' she said. He chose the sofa. In the room, there were two arm chairs and a sofa. Made of velvet, they were red, which gave the room a regal feel. Radley had spent a small fortune getting the lighting right. The ceiling was dotted with tiny spot lights, but around the sales table, they were larger. The sales table was a small glass affair, between the sofa and the arm chairs. Just a coffee table Radley had been advised that displaying jewelry in a homey setting would lead to more sales.

      ''I'm Tyra, it's lovely to meet you. Tell me about your mother what kind of woman is she? Tyra was the only sales assistant that bothered asking questions about the intended recipient. It allowed her to make better choices on behalf of the clients, she thought.

      ''Yes. Where shall I start?''

      ''Well, how old is she?''

      ''She's twenty-two years older than me,'' he said.

      ''Thirty-eight then,'' she said playing him at his own game.

      ''That would make me sixteen,'' he laughed. ''No she's forty-nine.'' Twenty-seven she calculated instantly.

      ''Sorry, I know it's a lot to ask but can you tell me, what color eyes and hair she has. Is her skin light or dark?''

      ''She's got blonde hair, like mine and her skin color is the same. Her eyes? Do you know, it's amazing how you think you know somebody so well and still don't know things like eye color.'' He looked embarrassed. ''Is it very important?''

      She nodded. ''Have you got a sister?'' He nodded. ''Call her, she'll know.'' After a very short conversation in Russian, he hung up.

      ''Green,'' he said. ''Do you know what color eyes your mother has?'' When her eyes dropped, he felt awkward. ''Sorry, it's none of my business.''

      ''She's dead. But most black people have brown eyes, so it's not so difficult in my case. How much do you want to spend today?''

      ''My budget is five hundred thousand,'' he said it without flinching as if it was the kind of impulse buy mothers make to pacify their whining kids at the supermarket check out.

      ''Great, well thank you for choosing Samuels. I hope we can find you just what you're looking for.'' Tyra smiled at him. Not the usual friendly smile she reserved for people she liked, but the smile she hadn't used since she fell in love with her English teacher when she was sixteen.

      ''Of course, if you really want to make me happy, you can sell me the Hope Diamond at a knockdown price,'' he jested.

      ''I would, but it won't be here for a few weeks,'' she quipped. They both laughed. There was a silence as they looked at each other. It was one of those settling looks that leaves the participants at ease with each other. ''Where did you read we are hosting the Hope Diamond?''

      ''It was in the New York Times. They wrote a fascinating story about the life of the diamond, who'd owned it and where it had traveled to. It's been worn by some of the most beautiful women in the world. It would look really good on you.''

      He's looking at my breasts, she thought. Get some jewelry in front of him to look at. ''Alright, lets get down to business. How about a matching necklace and earrings?'' When he nodded, Tyra called security and got them to fetch the set that Tyra herself admired more than anything in the store.

      ''So, tell me about yourself, Tyra?'' he said. She could tell it was genuine interest, not just conversation filler.

      ''There isn't much to know really,'' she said.

      ''That can't be true. I'm sorry if this embarrasses you, but you are very attractive. A woman like you must have a lot of stories to tell. I bet you get hit on everyday.''

      I do, she thought. In the subway, on the street, in restaurants, almost everywhere. ''No, not really.''

      ''You're kidding me. In that case, the male population of New York must be blind.''

      ''Alright, I lied. I do get comments all the time. I can't go anywhere without someone looking at me in an inappropriate manner or whistling at me.''''And do you like it when a man whistles at you?'' he asked in a lower tone of voice.

      This isn't the kind of conversation you should be having with a client; she told herself. Not able to help herself, she continued. ''Sometimes. It depends on who's whistling. If it's a group of guys on a building site, I don't mind because I know it's just a bit of fun. If it's a guy on the street next to me, it's too close, and I feel threatened.''

      ''And if I whistled at you now? How would that make you feel?''

      Don't answer that, he's flirting with you. ''I'd like it,'' she said as her eyes rolled away in embarrassment.

      ''Let's see.'' He looked around to make sure the door was still closed and made a wolf whistle. ''There. Did you enjoy that?''

      She was ashamed to say she did. It had been months since she'd had any real attention from a man. Just before her parents had died, she had talked with Natalie about it. Natalie told her it was because she was so beautiful and most men felt intimidated by her. She remembered telling Natalie she was mad.

      “It was nice. Flirty.'' she an answered.

      ''Flirty? That's an interesting word.'' He was about to say more, but security arrived with the jewelry.

      ''There, what do you think?'' she asked when the magnificent pieces were lying on the table in front of him.''

      ''Why are you so sad?'' he said, ignoring what was in front of him. He noticed her eyes look into his and then down to the jewelry. The speed with which she did it, implied she wanted him to concentrate on what was in front of him, not on her. ''Why?'' he insisted.

      ''My mom and dad died in a horrific car crash a few weeks ago.''

      ''Goodness, I'm sorry. That's awful. How are you coping?''

      She admired him. Most people would have changed the subject, but he didn't. ''Not very well.''

      ''I'm not surprised. Can you talk about it?'' Tyra had once read a book about body language and the way he was sitting said to her that he was interested in her well-being and not after a cheap disaster story.

      ''I don't know if I can talk about it. To be honest, I haven't really tried too much. I've mentioned things to Natalie, my best friend, and to Mr. Samuels, but really talk to someone about it, no. I haven't done that.''

      ''What happened?'' He asked directly.

      ''Well, in the first instance it was my fault.''

      ''Were you driving?'' he asked logically.

      ''No, my father was driving. It's a long story.'' She suddenly felt tired and alone. She realized she didn't want to talk about it.

      ''Tell me. I want to help you. How do you expect to get better if you never tell anyone about it?''

      She was sick of feeling the way she did, and she desperately wanted to feel like she had before the accident, but she was afraid to let go. She was holding onto the pain because she felt she should be punished for what she did.

      She decided she would try and open up. ''I moved to New York from a small town just outside the city seven months ago. I applied for and got this job. I was so happy. I got a tiny apartment in Queens and decorated it just how I liked it. Pink everywhere.'' She rolled her eyes to the ceiling in a display of irony. It should have been black, she mused. ''Mum was forty-two when she had me. They had tried for twenty years to have a baby, and it finally happened.'' Dima reached into his pocket and pulled out a clean tissue. She dried her eyes and cleared her throat. No, I'm going to tell him, she told the voice of doubt in her head ''They were so happy with me. They weren't rich, but they worked hard to give me a good childhood. I wanted for nothing, and I felt their love, every single day. How many people can say that?''

      Dima nodded and thought about his own family. Polar opposite to Tyra's. Back in the days when he'd lived in a one bedroom apartment in Moscow, his drunken father had beaten him black and blue for the slightest misdemeanor. His mother had tried to protect him, but when she had, he had thumped her so hard, she'd had no choice but to cower away. What his father had forgotten was that little boys have good memories, and when they grow up they become strong. The look on the old mongrel’s face when Dima had throttled him still amused him.

      ''When I left home, they were gutted.'' Tyra continued. ''Of course, I was twenty-two, and it was time. They realized that, but I could see how upset they were. What I couldn't understand was that they didn't come and visit me in my new home. I went to them most weekends, but they didn't come to me. I don't know why.''

      ''Maybe they were afraid?''

      ''Why?''

      ''Because they didn't want to let go of their child. The child they so loved and cherished. Perhaps seeing you as a young adult, not needing them anymore was too much.'' He noticed how the look on her face had changed. Exploring her feelings seemed to have lifted a cloud, albeit a tiny one. ''They tried for twenty years to have you. Sure it would have been hard to let go, no matter how old you were.''

      He was right, and she'd never seen it. How could she have been so lacking in understanding, she thought? ''Yes I guess that's it. That makes what happened all the harder to bear. I was being selfish. Have you got another tissue?''

      ''Sure, here.''

      “One weekend, I decided I wouldn't go to them. I decided to make a stand and insist they come to me. I called them and started to moan at them.'' A tear managed to escape the tissue and trickle down her cheek. ''If I remember correctly I told them they were unfeeling, and not interested in me. I asked them why they hadn't been to see me, and I told them to get in their car and come otherwise I wouldn't go home anymore.''

      ''A moment of weakness,' he said.

      ''A moment of madness. I don't know why. Suddenly I was lonely and afraid in the big city, and I needed them. It was pure selfishness. Anyhow, that morning it was foggy. So very foggy,'' she shook her head. ''I knew dad hated driving in fog, and although he told me it was too foggy, I simply didn't listen. I just kept on moaning.''

      Dima already knew the rest of the story and thought she'd told him enough. ''It's okay I get the picture, you don't need to go on.''

      But Tyra wanted to go on. She wanted to finish. She wanted to confront herself. ''Dad and mom, put on their Sunday best clothes, filled the car with food, including three pots of my favorite honey, and set off, in fifty-meter visibility.'' I don't know if I can go on now, she thought. She took a glass from the table and tried to pour herself some water. When he saw her hand trembling, Dima took over.

      ''Dad didn't drive too often. He only worked down the road, and he walked. Mom went on the bus. I don't even know why they had a car. Dad didn't see the slow moving truck until it was too late.'' She stopped and let out an sight. '' He ran into the back of it, bounced off it and lost control. They found them at the bottom of a ravine. The car was burned out.''

      Dima just stared at her. Even for him, a man who had dispatched his own father, it was a horrendous story. ''Tyra, I......'' She looked at him and saw he was grieving for her.

      ''Thank you. Thank you for listening to me.'' A perfect stranger and he'd listened to her not because he was curious, but she was convinced because he wanted to help. ''How do I look,'' she asked.

      ''Your mascara has run a bit.''

      ''Okay, give me a minute and I'll be back.'' She hurried to the rest room to repair the damage.

      Three security camera's here, he noted. Six in the main store. In need to get her to take me into the strong room, he told himself.

      ''That's better,'' she said when she reappeared. ''What about the jewelry?'' she asked.

      ''I'll take it, it's perfect.'' he said, noting how refreshed she now looked.

      ''Don't you want to see anything else, you never know, you might change your mind.''

      ''No, if I may say so, you have chosen the perfect gift, right from the start. Can you get them wrapped for me?''

      ''Sure, that's the least problem. Do you have a sure means of getting them home? We offer a .......''

      ''No it's okay. People don't tend to steal from me.'' Tyra noticed a flash of brutality in his voice.

      ''Talking of security, you must have a lot here if they trust you with the Hope Diamond.''

      ''Yes I suppose we do. It's not really my department, although I guess one day I'll have to learn about it.''

      ''Seeing as I spent so much here today, how about you show me where the Hope Diamond will be displayed. I'd love to have a preview.''

      ''It's just a blank room with a lot of cameras, it's really not that exciting.''

      ''Of course,'' he said. Don't push it, you've got her in the palm of your hand, he thought. ''Well maybe I'll buy a ticket and come and see it when it's here. Listen, Tyra, I have enjoyed our chat. You are a fantastic lady. Would you care to go on a date with me?''

      A date? In her state? Nothing had been further from her mind, she thought. ''Yes, I'd like that.'' The words slipped out before she could help herself.''

      

      *****

      

      ''What do you mean you didn't get to see it?'' Sergey demanded to know. ''You told me you had her eating from the palm of your hand.'' Sergey was leaning against the wall in his store. Over the door, it said, 'Russian Store.' It was really a front. Sergey used it to wash the cash he earned from his illegal drug dealing. The shop on Brighton Beach was big enough to put plenty of money through it but small enough to stay under the radar of the big boys.

      He was not at all like his compatriot Dima. He was short, overweight and bald. The tattoo he had on his neck did nothing to enhance his appearance. They had been friends in Moscow and come to America together to further their business interests. In the case of Sergey, that meant, extortion, drug dealing, and contract killing. Since Dima had arrived in the US, he'd quickly realized that it was possible to make money legally. He was increasingly involved in real estate. He'd made a fortune in Russia by buying cheap stocks in major companies and selling them again. Luckily for him, he'd managed to get his cash to the US before the Rubel crashed.

      ''I asked her to show me the room, but she made it sound so bland it would have been too obvious for me to insist on seeing it. Who asks to see an empty room for the sake of it?''

      ''But we discussed it. You were going to get access to the room and check out the security details.''

      ''Well it didn't work out like that,'' Dima hissed. He'd had enough of Sergey. If it weren't for the Hope Diamond, he'd have cut ties with him by now. Sergey had become a liability. When Dima found out Sergey had killed someone on behalf of the mafia, Dimar had kept a safe distance from him. He'd only got back with him for one reason. Sergey was an expert in matters of security, better said, he was an expert in overcoming it during bank raids. Dima had always wanted to own the Hope Diamond, and when he heard it was coming to New York, his interest had been awakened. Not that he wanted to make money from it, he just wanted to own it. Besides, he doubted whether he could sell it on the black market anyway. It was too famous and he only knew a handful of people who had enough cash to buy it.

      ''So, how do you want to proceed now?'' Sergey picked up a red lolly from the counter and began to unravel the clear film around it.

      ''I've got a date with the sales girl. Don't worry, I'll find out what we need to know. She's sweet and soft, and I'm pretty sure I can unlock a few secrets.'' He looked around the shop. It reminded him of so many stores in Moscow. He didn't want to be reminded of Moscow; it held no charm for him.

      

      *****

      

      She knew very well she shouldn't be there. It was slutty to go back to a man's apartment on the first date. But he was hotter than she could resist after two glasses of champagne, and the events of the last weeks had left her badly in need. In need of someone to hold her and tell her how special she was.

      Three million, five million, thirty million, she had no idea, but she knew it was in the millions. Nobody bought an apartment this size with a view of the harbor without reaching deep into their pockets. Dima had gone to find a cork screw and left Tyra standing on the balcony. She didn't like heights, and she got a strange tingling sensation in her feet when she looked down from the penthouse, thirty floors above the streets of Manhattan. Three weeks ago, I would have jumped from here, she thought.

      Just as a wave of despair threatened to envelop her again, it was smashed back by the feel of his protective arms. She hadn't heard him creep up on her from behind. Now he'd made a move, and she loved it. He stood behind her, wrapped her in his arms and pulled her back onto him. It made her feel safe and protected. As they looked over the city, she felt something behind her slowly moving against her leg.

      ''I want you, Tyra,'' he said gently.

      She turned and looked at him as he put his arms around her neck. ''Take me to your bed and make love to me,'' she said.

      When Tyra felt his naked body on hers, she felt a tear flowing over her cheeks. He was handsome and caring, and he'd roused a level of sexual desire in her that she'd never felt before. When he'd undressed her, it was as if he was unwrapping a precious gift. With each layer he'd removed, she'd felt herself moving to a higher plateau of lust. When she was naked she'd wanted to dash under the bedclothes and hide, but he'd held her, caressed all of her, and made her wet. When he'd started to undress, she hadn't been able to resist the temptation to touch herself. He was her private male stripper, and she couldn't get enough of it. When he'd put his hand to his shorts and lowered them over his strong thighs, she'd found herself rubbing faster.

      Now he was on top of her, naked and warm. He kissed her, and she opened her mouth to received his tongue. As they kissed, her legs opened, inviting him in. When she felt his penis against her, she reached down and placed it at her entrance. He looked deep into her eyes and pushed himself slowly inside her.

      When he began to make love to her, she realized how much she'd needed a man to cling to and how wonderful it felt to be filled by a penis. When she felt his thick desire splashing into her, she came too. Her spasms were strong, and they made her scream out. The noise she made was an attempt to drive out the pain forever.

      They slept for hours, and when Tyra woke, she noticed it was daylight. It was her day off, and she was looking forward to spending it with Dima. She looked across at him. He was asleep. He was lying naked, half under the sheet, half out. The sight of his tight buttock and hairy thigh made her want him again, and she began to massage his back. He grunted, opened his eyes and turned over. She smiled. He was big and rock hard again.

      ''Tell me about work,'' he said when they were finished. His body lay entwined in hers, and she felt relaxed.

      ''What do you want to know?'' She ran her hand over the hair on his chest and stomach and cupped his manhood. He smiled and shook his head.

      ''How much does that job mean to you?''

      ''Everything. Mr. Samuels and his wife have been so kind. Without them, I wouldn't have made it.''

      ''Then you won't want to help me steal the Hope Diamond?''

      She laughed. No, but I'll help you get this big man up and running again, she said as her hand began to rub him. She loved the contrast between her black hand and the whiteness of his shaft.

      ''I'm not joking. I want the Hope Diamond.''

      She stopped what she was doing and raised herself onto one elbow. ''You are joking, right?'' He shook his head.

      ''You can show me how. You are close to all the security. I have a friend called Sergey. He is a genius when it come to stealing things from high-security areas. He could tell you what he needs to know and over the next few weeks, you could give him the information he needs.''

      ''You mongrel, you absolute mongrel,'' she thumped hard into his chest. He tried to hold her arms, but she ripped them from him and jumped up from the bed. ''Have you been planning this all the time? Make the stupid jerk fall in love with me and she'll tell me all,'' she mimicked his Russian accent. ''How could you take advantage of me like this? If my dad were alive, he'd kick your rear, you piece of garbage. I never want to see you again.''

      

      *****

      

      ''You're what?'' Radley said, the furrows on his forehead looking deeper than ever. There was a distinctly cool atmosphere in his office as they discussed Tyra's situation.

      ''She said she was pregnant,'' his wife intervened. ''Unmarried and pregnant. Tyra, I'm very disappointed in you. How could you let us down like this? ''

      ''Steady Eliana, don't be too harsh on her, accidents happen. She's had a rough time lately and maybe she needed a bit of love.''

      ''Well whatever she thought, she's let us down. She'll be off work for lord knows how long now. And even when she returns she'll be cutting her days short to look after the child.''

      Will you stop talking about me as if I wasn't here, Tyra thought. ''I'm sorry. It wasn't intentional, and we took precautions. Something went wrong.''

      Who's the father?'' Eliana asked, leaning forward in the arm chair.

      ''He a Russian, I met him when he came to buy jewelry. He asked me on a date. I wasn't' thinking straight; I'm sorry.'' Tyra was feeling ill. It was just gone nine and for the last three days, she'd had terrible morning sickness.

      ''A client. Tyra, you have been fraternizing with one of our clients? You know we frown on that kind of behavior.'' Eliana slapped the arm on the chair in frustration.

      ''Does he know?'' Radley asked.

      Tyra looked up at him startled. ''No and he never will. I will keep the baby and bring it up on my own.''

      ''Then I'm afraid we will have to think what else we can do with the business. Under the circumstances, it would be fool hardly to go ahead with our plan to leave it to you. I don't want a Russian's mongrel getting his hands on it in the future. You can keep your job here, but that's all.''

      ''Eliana,'' Radley exclaimed. But when he looked at his wife, he knew it was time for him to keep quiet.

      

      *****

      When Tyra got home to her studio in Washington Heights, she undressed and got into bed. She put her hands on her belly and closed her eyes. She began to wonder when life would stop kicking her, but she was so exhausted she could come up with no answers before she fell asleep.

      The next day was a bright summers day, and she woke up feeling better. For her, the most important thing now was to protect the child growing inside her. It was a blow that Eliana had reacted in such a way, but she accepted she had been foolish. What she had seen in Dima was now beyond her. Perhaps it had been his good looks, or his money, or both. Maybe it had been the loss of her parents that had made her blind to his shortcomings.

      As usual, she showered, dressed and sat down at the small table in the kitchen to eat some toast and jam. Yesterday she had been repulsed by strawberry jam, today she couldn't stop eating it. She even considered having cheese with it. She'd always loved her morning coffee but from now on she'd decided it was tea in the morning. On her way home she decided she would buy some fresh mint from the organic shop downstairs and make mint tea herself. The last thing she always did before leaving home was pick up her cell phone from the table next to the front door. Fifteen missed calls from Dima. Delete his number she told herself.

      Her apartment was in a block of twenty on the Upper East Side. It wasn't a large apartment, but it was expensive. When she was younger, she'd always wanted to live in the Upper East Eide because it was so cosmopolitan. Just before she'd left home, she'd looked at rents there and decided she would never be able to afford it. Her mother and father had put money away for this eventuality, and Tyra was able to get her dream location.

      She opened the door to leave and almost fell over a bouquet of flowers that had been left on the doorstep. She read the card. So sorry. please forgive me Dima. She picked them up and took them with her. As usual, she nodded at the man from two floors up. He was on his way to work as well. She didn't know him, but they nodded at each other every morning. Wouldn't it be funny if we nodded at each other for the next forty years until we retired, she thought. So much happening in our respective lives yet never exchanging a single word about any of it. She followed him downstairs and out onto the street. There was the usual hustle and bustle as began to walk to the bus stop. She dumped the flowers in the first trash can she came across.

      When the man bumped into her, she thought for a split second that she'd been in the wrong. She was looking in the florist’s window and not really concentrating on where she was going. When he grabbed her and bundled her into the gray van, she tried to scream, but his hand was over her mouth. Nobody heard or saw anything. It all happened so fast. He slammed the door shut from the inside and put his weight on top of her while he reached for some tape.

      ''What are you....'' she managed to say before he put his hand back over her mouth.

      ''Shut up and do as I tell you. If you do, you won't be harmed. If you insist on making a noise, I'll have to hurt you.''

      Thinking of her baby, she decided to be quiet and do as he asked. The duct tape he placed over her mouth clung savagely to her delicate skin, and when she tried to speak through it, it stuck to her lips making it impossible for her to move her mouth. He put her hands behind her back and taped her wrists together. He did the same to her ankles.

      When he drove off, Tyra had no way of holding on, and she slid across the floor bumping into the side wall. When he turned a corner, she slid to the other side. Use your legs as buffers, she thought. At all costs protect your belly.

      She concentrated on the man. Try and remember him, she told herself. He was short and bald, and she noticed the tattoo on his neck. He was wearing a navy T-shirt and a pair of old jeans. A gold chain and a Rolex, she repeated a couple of timer to herself.

      When they stopped, Tyra let out a sigh of relief. She had been thrown from side to side, and it had been a great effort to stay on her back and keep maneuvering her feet in front of herself all the time. The van door opened, and she blinked against the sunlight. The man cut the tape at her ankles and pulled her out of the van.

      She was in a yard behind what appeared to be a mansion. It was, in any case, a large single property, but she was unable to determine whether it was a dwelling or for office use. A tree hung over the yard, and a gray squirrel ran in front of her and darted up it. He pushed her to a door, and they entered the building. They were on the ground floor at the rear, in the old servants quarters. He opened another door and turned on a light. She saw a flight of steps.

      ''Go down there,'' he said. She put her foot on the first step and slowly began to descend. Her arms were still tied behind her back making it difficult for her to balance. She was petrified she would fall and lose her child. Eventually, she made it to the bottom. She was in a damp cellar. There was just one solitary wooden chair in the middle of the room and nothing else.

      ''How long you stay down here depends solely on you. If you tell me what I want to know, you can go soon. If you refuse to answer my questions, this may very well be the last place you ever see.'' He's Russian; he sounds exactly like Dima she told herself. He wants to know about the Hope Diamond.

      Without saying anymore, she sat her on the chair. He left her arms tied and the tape over her mouth. When Sergey climbed the stairs, he chuckled to himself. She won't ever leave this cellar even if she tells me what I want to know.

      

      *****

      

      At nine am, Dima rang the bell at the jewelry store. Leon answered. ''Hi I need to speak to Tyra,'' he said stepping inside.

      Leon picked him up by the collar and took him outside. ''You've got a nerve showing up here. She doesn't want to speak to you, ever again and officially I should be handing you into the cops. She asked me not to when she told me what you'd requested from her.'' Leon's hand twisted the jacket collar further into his giant palm. ''Leave and don't show your face here again. You Russians are all the same. You may have bucket loads of money, but there is one thing money can’t' buy. Class.'' Leon shoved him away and went back inside.

      ''I deserved that,'' Dima thought. No point in trying again, he's far too big.

      At ten, Radley came into the store from his office. ''Where's Tyra?'' he asked Leon.

      ''I don't know, Mr. Samuels. I haven't seen her today yet.

      ''But it's ten, she's always here early.'' He looked at his watch again. ''I'm worried about her.''

      ''There was a Russian here an hour ago looking for her.''

      ''Indeed. What did you tell him?''

      ''Er......'' Leon was lost for words. Tyra had told him in confidence about Dima's desire to pinch the Hope Diamond, and he didn't want Radley to think he'd scared client away. ''I told him, she hadn't arrived yet.''

      

      *****

      

      When the light went on, Tyra closed her eyes against the light. When she opened them, she saw the same man standing in front of her. He had a knife in his hand. Tyra screamed and stamped her feet as he ripped the duct tape from her face.

      ''Alright, Miss,'' He leaned in close, and she could smell vodka. ''You work at Samuel’s, and you are going to tell me about the Hope Diamond. I want to know all the details.''

      ''Please....I'm pregnant, please don't hurt my baby.''

      ''Who said anything about your baby. But good you mentioned it. I was going to punch you in your stomach; now I won't. I'll cut you instead,'' he laughed as he held the knife to her chin.

      ''Okay, what do you want to know?'' she said.

      ''I want to know, where exactly in the store it will be held. I also want to know how many guards there will be. Also camera positions and number. Then I want a diagram of all the wiring in the room and the security codes.''

      My God I don't' know any of that information she thought. ''I really don't know any of that, but if you let me go, I will see what I can do.''

      Again he laughed. ''Good try, but pathetic. I suggest you think about it a bit more because if you really don't know anything, the best you can hope for is a painless end.''

      Again she was cast into darkness when he switched off the light. She tried to think what she knew about security.The problems was, it wasn't something they did at the store, it was outsourced to a specialist company, and she really did know nothing about it.

      Think, darn well think girl, she told herself. What have you noticed down here? What is there that can help you? Blank walls, a chair, a light and nothing else. Nothing else at all.

      

      *****

      

      Radley and Leon stood in front of Tyra's front door and knocked loudly. There was no reply. ''I don't know what to do now Leon. We've rung her and knocked on her door. If she's inside surely, she would have answered.''

      ''She went to work at the usual time.'' Behind them, a door had opened. It was Mrs. Smith; she was the eyes and ears of the building. When she'd heard two male voices echoing on the staircase, she was curious and decided to see what all the fuss was about. ''She took some flowers that a foreign looking guy left on her doorstep last night and went to work at the usual time.''

      ''What did the foreign guy look like?'' Leon asked.

      ''Blonde, tall, well built and wearing an expensive suit. He parked up down the road in a red Ferrari.''

      ''Sounds like the same man that was at the store this morning,'' Leon told Radley. ''He was blond, and there was a red Ferrari in the street.''

      ''Alright, let’s go back to the store. This man was client wasn't he?'' Radley asked.

      Leon nodded. ''Yes, Tyra sold him some jewelry. In fact a few hundred thousand dollars worth.''

      ''Well, in that case, we'll have his details at the store. Anyone spending that kind of money has to fill out a form stating that the funds used were legal funds and declared to the IRS.''

      Back at the store, Radley went through the paperwork until he found the name Dima Asarov.

      

      *****

      

      When Sergey pressed the light switch, nothing happened. No light. It must be the bulb he thought; she's tied up. He went outside and rummaged around in the garage. He found a bulb and grabbed a torch.

      ''What the heck.....'' he shouted when he reached the bottom of the stairs. He dropped the torch and bulb and put his hands to his neck.

      Tyra spun the piece of wood in her hand as fast as she could, and the cable on the end of it did what she wanted. It tightened beautifully around his neck. She gritted her teeth and wound as hard as she could until there was no more play in the cable. Standing behind him, all she had to do now was hold on until he dropped to the floor, but he wasn't so willing. He bucked and tried to throw her over his shoulder, and when that didn't work, he tried to stamp on her feet. Her strength was running out fast, and he was still struggling. He battered against her, but she held on. In desperation, she gave the wood a third of a turn more. Come on girl, she muttered, hold on. She let out a cry of effort as she pulled the wood to breaking point. Suddenly he stopped struggling and began to make a hideous noise. When he slumped to the floor, she told herself to keep the wire tight. He may be playing dead. But he wasn't.

      

      When she finally let go, she dropped to her knees and picked up the torch. She shone it on Sergey and noted that his face was purple. As she was about to stand up, she heard someone on the stairs. She picked the piece of wood up from the floor and stood against the wall. When the man came into the room, he saw Sergey on the floor and a torch shining into the far corner of the room. Tyra lunged forward and hit him as hard as she could with the piece of wood. There was a sickening crack and a cry.

      ''Dima?'' she asked.

      ''Yes, rubbish that hurts.'' Good, she, thought. ''And this is for being a jerk,'' she said as she hit him again on the upper arm.

      ''Stop, stop, for heaven’s sake, stop.'' He grabbed the wood and pulled her to him. She tried to break free, but he held her against him.

      ''I'm sorry, so sorry. I didn't plan any of this. This was all Sergey's doing.''

      ''Then how did you know I was here? It's a bit of a coincidence isn't it, you turning up like this so suddenly?'' She landed a blow to his shin with her shoe, but he still held onto her.

      ''Stop struggling. Mr. Samuels called me and told me you hadn't showed up for work. He was worried about you. Somehow he knew we were friendly, and he wondered if I knew where you were.'' She tried to break free again. He put his head to her neck and inhaled her scent. ''I have missed you so much. I'm sorry, I know I can't ever make up for it, but please believe me when I say I have fallen in love with you.''

      At his words, he felt her relax. When she felt liquid dropping onto her face, she put her hand to his head. He was bleeding badly. ''Come on, let’s get out of here, she said. ''You need help.''

      He bent down and picked up the torch. He shone it around trying to get an idea of what had taken place. He saw a wooden chair with just three legs, and when he shone the torch at the ceiling, he noticed the cable from the light had been ripped out. There was a groove of broken plaster in the ceiling where someone had yanked the cable from the light fitting all the way to the wall. On further inspection, he saw someone had made a noose out of it with a winding mechanism. Gruesome, he thought.

      

      *****

      

      The doctor told Dima that a blow to the head of that intensity warranted a night of observation in hospital. Dima reluctantly agreed. When they wheeled him out of the treatment room towards a free bed, Tyra stood up walked with them. Once he was in bed, she looked at him. He had a deep gash in his head and a terrifying bruise on his arm.

      ''Goodness, I'm so sorry for that,'' she said. ''That looks really painful.''

      ''Don't worry, I deserved it, after what I wanted to do. I was being foolish, it was the most stupid plans I've ever thought of.''

      ''Yes it was, and it will take a long time before I can trust you again.'' She scowled.

      ''Are you willing to try? If you want me to beg, I will. Tyra, when you were mad at me, and you left me and wouldn't answer my calls, I realized I can't live without you.''

      ''I'm carrying your child.''

      He looked at her stunned.

      ''Here is what we'll do.'' She decided to say something, realizing he was temporarily speechless. ''I love you as well. When I was in that cellar, I too realized I didn't want to be without you. But I am as mad as heck with you. Madder than I have ever been with anyone.'' She reached out and took his hand, minding not to dislodge the drip. ''However, I don't want to miss the chance of a happy life with you. I will have our baby, and you and I will be together. But if I hear anymore BS about stealing things, I'll kick you out, forever. Agreed?''

      He nodded, still speechless. He gestured to her to come closer. When she did, he whispered. ''Thank you.''

      

      *****

      

      Bradley was in the middle of breakfast when the phone rang. ''Thank goodness, Tyra. I was so worried about you. How are you? What happened to you? Are you joking?''

      When he closed his cell phone, he was fully aware of what had taken place. He knew that someone had wanted to steal the Hope Diamond and that Tyra had been kidnapped. He also knew that she'd said nothing and been very brave. He didn't know that the father of her baby had in fact intended to steal the diamond. Tyra was willing to keep that from him. All Radley had to know was that a very savage man had intended to steal it, and he was now no longer able.

      ''Eliana, get in here,'' he shouted at the top of his voice.

      ''Radley, how dare you shout at me like that,'' she exclaimed as she appeared from the kitchen.

      'I'll shout at you how I like. I've had a belly full of you. It's my business. My family founded it and I run it. My name is above the door, and the tax man calls me when he wants something, not you.'' Eliana stood open mouthed and wide eyed as his verbal attack continued. ''We both decided to give it to Tyra. She's a good girl, but you pompously decided to take it all way from her, just because she made a mistake. You're a prude, and you always have been..''

      ''But.....but,'' Eliana floundered.

      ''No buts, I'm leaving the store to her, and you will have to get used to the idea.

      

      *****

      

      Five years later Radley and Eliana went on a world cruise, and Tyra took her position as manager. She felt comfortable in her role. Radley checked in with her every day from wherever he was in the world. Before he'd gone, he had asked a computer geek how he could connect to the stores accounting system from afar. That's my girl he would say every time he logged in and looked at the profits.

      Tyra only had one problem. The glass cabinets in the store. They were awfully susceptible to sticky, little fingers. Jimmy was still a baby, but Dima Junior and Alicia weren't, and when their father took them to see mummy at work, he loved showing them all the priceless things money could buy.

      Dima got the Hope Diamond for his thirty-second birthday. The woman in the picture framing store wondered why Tyra wanted such a beautiful frame for a simple photocopy of a downloaded internet picture.

      ****

      

      THE END

      

      The Russian’s Secret Love Child – Nicki’s Story

      A BWWM Russian Pregnancy Romance

      

      The plane from Moscow to JFK was three hours late due to heavy snow in Russia. Nicki had tried to call Nathan from Moscow but hadn't managed to get hold of him. She just hoped he'd waited for her. If not, she'd have to get a taxi, and she only had a purse full of worthless rubels.

      When she'd cleared US customs and reclaimed her bag, she walked out into the arrivals lounge. There were a lot of people waiting to pick up family and friends. She couldn't see Nathan. Whenever he'd picked her up at the airport before, he'd stood where he could see her. Today he wasn't in the usual place.  She walked to the left, put her heavy bag on the floor and reached inside her jacket for her cellphone. She let it ring a few times. No reply. Darn it, not only would she have to get a taxi but she also would miss the opportunity to talk to him.

      ''Nicki over here,'' Nathan shouted. ''I tracked the flight on the net and saw the delay so only set off when they gave a landing time. I didn't realize the traffic would be so bad. Sorry.''

      That was Nathan she thought. Always apologizing for something that wasn't his fault. ''Hello,'' she said as he hugged her. Don't let him hold you for too long, it would be unfair.

      ''Let me have a look at you,'' he said, holding her at arm’s length. ''Still the same beautiful Nicki. Perfectly dressed and not a hair out of place even after such a long flight.''

      “And you've lost weight. Have you been eating properly?''

      ''How can a man eat properly when he is love sick,'' he said as he picked up her bag. ''Goodness what have you got in here, a real elephant?''

      ''Just a few small one's to add to my collection.''

      'I've never understood why you collect elephants,'' he admitted as they walked toward the parking area.

      Correct all along, he never listens to me. ''I've told you a few times. Because my South African dad always told me the tale about how the little elephant got a long trunk. I have been fascinated by them ever since.'' She could see he wasn't listening again. He was looking for the parking ticket. He tutted and put her bag down as he searched though every pocket.

      ''You haven't bothered to clean out the car then?'' she said as she squeezed her long legs between empty coke cans and pizza boxes. Surely if you were going to collect the woman you love from the airport, after she'd been away for a year, you would make a bit of an effort.

      The Fiat screeched into life, and Nathan reversed out of the parking lot, almost hitting the car next to them. ''So how was it really? I mean you told me you enjoyed it, but can someone really enjoy a year in Moscow? It's full of commies for a start.''

      Nicki looked at all the dead flies on the windshield and considered her answer. ''I did enjoy it. And it's not full of commies. It was the chance of a lifetime. A lot of people applied for that exchange place to Moscow State University. I was the lucky one who got it, so I decided to make the best of it.''

      She pulled down the sun visor and looked at herself in the vanity mirror. Nathan was right. Her makeup had withstood the grueling flight, her lips were still bright red, and her eyes bore no smudges. She'd gotten a new hairdo in Moscow; she was sure Nathan hadn't noticed. She liked it. Natasha the lovely girl who'd cut it was fascinated by black people's hair. She'd never had a black woman in her chair before. It looks wiry, she'd remarked, but quickly changed her mind when she touched it. Now Nicki wore it long and thrown to one side in sweeping curls.

      ''Goodness, jerk,'' Nathan shouted as he almost ran into a taxi that had stopped to turn left.

      ''Nathe,'' Nicki murmured. I'm going to hate myself, she thought. ''I want to talk to you.'' She looked across at him. He was tall and dark and had a strong looking face, the kind that women trusted. He would soon find some else. Someone more suitable. Someone who didn't mind dirty cars, and a boyfriend who doesn't listen. ''Nathe, thanks for giving me a lift home. It's really nice of  you.''

      ''Nice? Did you think after a year that I wouldn't come and collect my girlfriend from the airport?''

      They'd been together for four years, ever since Nicki had started her course in journalism at NYU. It was the first time she'd been away from her parents, and she'd been nervous. She was brought up in a small town in Alabama, and at the time; New York had seemed so intimidating. Now she had to admit that when she'd met Nathan, she had clung onto him for her own sake. Not because she loved him, but because he was a New Yorker and made her feel at ease with the Big Apple. Now she was going to have to pay for stringing him along all this time. Why had she just let it drift?

      ''Well, it is nice of you.'' Come on girl, out with it, she told herself trying to find the right words. ''Nathe I don't want to be with you any more. I want to be your friend, but I don't want a sexual relationship with you anymore.''

      ''What?'' he said as he swerved round another taxi.

      ''You never listen to a word I say,'' she shouted in frustration.

      ''Sorry, what were you saying?''

      She took a deep breath and began again. ''Nathe you're sweet, but I want  to finish our relationship.''

      ''What?'' She was fearful he hadn't heard her again, but he had. ''What are you talking about, finish?''

      ''I want to be friendly with you, but not your girlfriend anymore. I've thought a lot about it while I was in Moscow, and we're not compatible. You could find someone much better suited to you. You're only twenty-four, and you've got a great job at the Times. You're bound to find Mrs. Right.''

      ''Nicki,'' he exclaimed. She closed her eyes; sure he was going to run into the car in front. ''No Nicki, you've got it wrong. I don't want anybody else. I want you. Goodness, I love you.''

      It was the first time he'd said that, and it made it all the more difficult. ''You think you love me, Nathe. But really you only have time for one person. Yourself.''

      ''Will you stop talking BS. You're my girl, and that's it.'' He looked at her.  She looked hotter than ever with her new hair.  She had also lost weight, not that she needed to. Now she was slender, and it made her look taller than the five eight she always claimed she was. All he wanted to do was get her back to her apartment and go to bed with her. He longed to feel her long legs around him and her soft lips on his. He'd often masturbated to a picture of her when she was away. Not a blunt picture of her in some pornographic pose, but a simple picture of her face, smiling into the camera he'd taken with them on a trip to the beach.

      ''No Nathe. I've made up my mind. Please respect that.''

      ''So what's happened, Nicki? Have you fallen in love with some heartless communist? They're all communists you know. Spineless alcoholics all of them.''

      What he was saying wasn't true. She'd met a lot of very nice people in Russia during her exchange year. None of them were communists, and apart from the odd drunken birthday celebration, she'd never seen any of them drinking alcohol. She'd gone there with an open mind. Sure it was a totally different culture, and it had taken a lot of getting used to, but she'd really enjoyed the experience. ''No I haven't fallen in love with anyone. I just don't think you and I are compatible enough to take it any further than we already have.''

      ''Well thanks a lot. Thanks for ruining my day and my life. What a jerk. You know you've always thought you were better than anybody else.'' He glanced across at her with hurt engraved all over his face.

      Surely he'd suspected something, though. She hadn't exactly been nice to him when they'd talked on Skype. And she'd never called him. He'd even complained that he always had to call her. ''I'm sorry Nathe, but that's it. I can't be with you anymore.'' Her words sounded so final, she thought. If only, there was a better way, a less cruel way. She'd agonized over it for days but every time she'd come to the same conclusion. There was no kind way to dump someone.

      ''And what are you going to do with you life, Nicki? Yours graduating in four weeks and you still haven't applied for any jobs. It's not easy finding work so you'd better get on with it.'' There was a cold father like sound to his voice.

      ''I've told you a few times. I'm going to be a freelance journalist.''

      ''Yeah right. As if an editor would buy a story from a rookie journalist. You've been told so many times by me, by your professor and by all your peers, you need to get a job on a newspaper. Learn your craft and then, only then, might you have a chance at being a freelancer.''

      He was right, but only to a certain extent, she told herself. She was graduating from a great school of journalism. Then she had to write some great stories. As a young rookie, she knew it would be difficult, but she was daring, and she intended to get exciting, even dangerous stories that would sell themselves. Stories of hardship, crime, war and death were all on her list, and she knew exactly where she was going to start. ''But that's what I want to do. It's my life and my business, and nobody else can tell me what to do.''

      ''Like I said. You think you are better than anyone else. Everyone's telling you it can't be done successfully, but oh no, madam won't listen. Well, I tell you what, when I drop you off at your apartment, you can darn well go to perdition. I don't want to see you anymore either. And I might add, my experience with you has been nothing short of unpleasant. You're self-centered, conceited, arrogant, and a whole lot more.''

      Nicki put the key in the door to the apartment and opened it. She grunted as she put her bag down in the hallway. When she closed the door, she leaned back against it and closed her eyes. Home. Finally home.

      The food in the plane had been exceptionally salty, and she needed water. She turned on the kitchen light and smiled. There was a large, 'Welcome Home,' banner tied along the curtain rail and a bottle of sparkling white wine on the table. Sarah and Lela, her housemates, had intended to drink it with her. Not surprisingly they had gone to bed. It was three am.

      

      *****

      

      Nicki woke to someone knocking on her bedroom door. She opened her eyes and immediately shut them again as the sharp winter sunlight tore into them. Why do I never shut the curtains properly, she asked herself.

      ''I'm awake. You can come in.''

      It was Lela. Lela had started college at the same time as Nicki. They'd found they had lots in common, not least because they were both black and both are starting out in journalism. After six months they'd decided to leave the halls of residence and get an apartment together.

      ''Hi, welcome home,'' she said as she tripped over the bag Nicki had left unopened on the floor. She fell onto the bed and gave Nicki a kiss and a hug. ''So how was it? We waited up for you, but sleep got the better of us.''

      ''It was a fantastic experience. You know Russia is such a paradox. The people are so polite and friendly, yet if you listen to the rhetoric coming from the politicians that represent them, you wouldn't think so.''

      Lela looked around the room. Nicki had the largest bedroom in the three-bedroom apartment, and it was stuffed full of elephants. Elephants in all colors and sizes. She even had a pink elephant on the pillow next to her. ''So how many elephants did you bring back with you?''

      ''The bag you tripped over is full of them. But I have got something for you.'' Nicki got out of bed and opened the bag. She'd filled it so full that a couple of elephants jumped out when she undid the zipper. She rummaged around and found a small box wrapped in pink paper with a thin ribbon tied around it.

      ''Thanks,'' Lela said as Nicki handed it to her. As Nicki jumped back into bed, Lela noticed how slim she'd become. She'd always thought Nicki to be the best looking woman on their course. In fact that was an understatement, she was the best looking woman she had seen at NYU. She lay next to Nicki and began to open her present. ''We all missed you terribly,'' she said as her fingers fiddled with the knot on the ribbon. ''The house hasn't been the same without out. We missed your story telling.'' She paused and laughed, ''but we didn't miss your garlic lasagna.''  Nicki gave her a playful thump. ''Oh wow, Nicki, it's too much,'' she said as she held a gold fountain pen up.

      ''You're going to be a journalist, so you'll need a good pen.'' Typical Nicki, generous and thoughtful.

      ''So what's the plan now, once you've unpacked all your elephants,'' Lela asked.

      ''Will you help me? I have so much to tell you about my experiences, and of course, I want to know what you've been up to. How many men have you brought back here while I've been away?'' she asked playfully.

      ''Only a handful,'' Lela lied, unable to count the actual number.

      After an hour, Lela couldn't find anymore room for the last few two elephants. ''Where do you want me to put these? There's no room.''

      ''Leave them on the bed, I'll find somewhere.''

      ''Perhaps you could sell some of your Mills and Boon books. You don't need to keep all those trashy romance books, do you?''

      ''I love them, I don't want to part with them. I split up with Nathan last night.''

      Nicki said it suddenly with no warning of any kind, and it shocked Lela. ''Why?'' she asked in a Sherlock Holmes kind of way.

      ''Because we aren't compatible. He's too different. He likes to be messy and casual, and I like to be neat and tidy and plan things. I felt sick when I got into his car yesterday. He hasn't cleaned it out for years.''

      ''But surely a messy car can't be the reason. I thought you guys were the real deal,'' Lela said as she picked up a book with a half-naked hero on it.

      ''No. It's more than that. I realized in Moscow that we aren't right together. I don't love him. I want to feel heat in my lower half when I think of my boyfriend.'' Lela nodded in agreement. She'd been out with so many men, and not one of them had set her alight. ''All I think of when I think of Nathan is chaos,'' Nicki added.

      ''How did he take it?''

      ''Badly. He called me some nasty things and dumped me at the door. I guess I deserved it. I said it so suddenly, it must have been a shock for him.''

      ''You're so intelligent and beautiful you'll find someone at the drop of a hat.'' Lela picked up another book, this time, the hero was holding a blonde woman who was looking at him as if he'd saved her from certain death. ''Look at you. You're tall and thin. Your waist is invisible and up top, you've got a really nice pair. Your rear is the envy of all the girls in the class, and your eyes are stunning. Don't worry you'll have men flocking to you once they know you're single again.'' Suddenly Lela's eyes lit up. ''Or have you already got some dark Russian prince?''

      ''No. I haven't and can you believe it? I was a very good girl in Russia. Not once did I entertain a man in my chamber.''

      ''You're chamber? You're definitely reading too many of those ridiculous historical romances. So what are you going to do now? Have you applied to any newspapers yet?''

      Oh no not you as well. Why didn't people understand? She wanted to be a freelancer. ''No, don't you remember, I want to go freelance.''

      ''But.....''

      ''No buts. I had enough that from Nathan on the way home. He doesn't think I'll be able to make a go of it. He thinks editors won't buy my stories.'' Nicki pulled the trunk on her pink elephant and twisted it in frustration. ''I'm going to do it. It's very important to me. I want to work for myself, not some ego inflated editor. And as for them not wanting to buy my stories, I'm going to tackle such daring subjects that they'll be forced to buy from me.''

      Lela cocked her head to one side. She had a habit of doing so when she didn't believe what she was being told. ''Okay. If it's so important to you, I really hope it works. But where are you going to start. I mean you need a story, you'll graduate soon, and your students loans will stop.''

      ''Maxim Sokolov.''

      ''What? He's a murderer. He killed the judge presiding over his trial. What was his name? '' Lela asked.

      ''Hudson. But he was acquitted. In the eyes of the law, he's not guilty. Simple. But after he came to  Brighton Beach, New York, back in the nineties, he set up a vast empire of extortion, drugs and trafficking. I'm going to write about it.''

      ''You'll get yourself killed,' Lela said without hesitation. ''Do you know how many journalists have been killed by Russians? They are masters at it. As soon as you go sniffing around he will put an end to you. Don't do it.''

      

      *****

      

      Nicki pulled her collar up higher. She was glad she'd worn a scarf. The wind was blowing off the ocean and whistling between the restaurant buildings on the sea front. Only the gulls were enjoying themselves as they surfed the gusts high in the sky.

      The Crab and Lobster seemed like a nice place to eat. On the sea front, it looked like a giant beach hut. The wooden boards in the facade painted yellow and the small cross bead windows, white. The door was maroon and contained a ship’s porthole. There was a balcony running the length of the building where clients could eat in summer, and its roof was adorned with lobster pots and pieces of fishing net.

      Nicki climbed two steps to the front door and looked through the porthole. Inside, it was as cozy looking as outside. There were about twenty round tables, all with red and white checkered table clothes, and a long bar down the left-hand side with wooden stools in front. The ceiling was covered in sailing paraphernalia. Oars, lobster pots, fishing net, anchors, even a brass ship’s bell that hung down from the ceiling into the middle of the room.

      She went inside. She noticed a couple sitting at a table in the far corner. They looked like they were making up after a fight. The woman had a blotched face, and the man a hurt look on his face and they were holding hands across the table. There were only two more people in the restaurant. The waitress was only about eighteen and pretty. Why such a pretty young woman should wear her hair in dreadlocks was beyond Nicki. The other person was a handsome blonde man of about twenty-five. He was tall, and his T-shirt clung to a physique he obviously spent a lot of time honing. Unusually for the time of year, he was wearing jeans shorts that showed off his long tanned legs. Nicki wondered what it would be like to stroke over the soft looking blonde hairs that covered them.

      ''Coffee please,'' she said, sitting on one of the bars stools. The waitress nodded. Nicki reached down to her bag and took out a notepad.

      ''You're a reporter then?'' the waitress inquired.

      ''Do I look like a reporter?'' she replied. She was wearing a pair of faded jeans and a white blouse covered by a gray cardigan. Hardly a giveaway.

      ''The notepad,'' she said. ''Plus we get hundreds of journalists in here.'' She put a white cup and saucer down in front of Nicki.

      ''Why so many?''

      ''They're all after a mafia story.'' She picked up a tea towel and started to polish wine glasses.

      ''Doesn't the mafia own most of Brighton Beach? Sokolov owns this restaurant.''

      ''I have no idea. I just come and do my job and go home again. Andrey's my boss, and I'm sure he's not mafia.'' She pointed at the blonde man. When he heard his name, he looked up from his newspaper.

      ''Talking about me again Mel?'' he joked. He got up and wandered over to Nicki. ''I'm Andrey. It's a bit boring in here at this time of the day. Things don't usually get going until after seven pm.''

      ''That's okay, I only dropped in for a coffee. It's a lovely restaurant.'' He could have been a Californian surfer, she thought. His fresh face was tanned, and his blonde hair cradled his face in long waves.

      ''Yes, I love it. It's become part of me. There's always an opportunity to meet new people, like yourself.'' He leaned on the bar and put his foot on the brass foot rail. ''So are you?'' he asked.

      ''Am I what?'' she replied looking into his blue eyes.

      ''What Mel said. On the lookout for a mafia story?''

      ''Okay, I am a journalist. A freelancer. That's someone who works.....''

      ''I know what a freelancer is,'' he interrupted. ''If you're looking for a mafia story, you're fifteen years too late. All the shootings have stopped, and now it's a respectable area.'' He began to laugh, ''in fact the only bad thing that can happen to you around here, is a seagull messing on your head.''

      ''I don't know, there are secrets everywhere if you look for them. You for example. You sound Russian, so you have a story to tell. Why did you come here? Where are you from? How many girlfriends have you had? I bet a lot of female readers would enjoy reading about you.'' She put her hand on his arm as if she would be one of them.

      ''I'm afraid it would be a disappointing story. Tell you what, you tell me how many boyfriends you've had, and I'll tell you how many girlfriends I've had.'' He looked pleased with himself.

      ''One,'' she said without hesitation.

      ''I don't' believe you. A hot woman like you has only had one boyfriend. Get out of here.''

      ''What do you take me for?'' she jested. ''Are you suggesting that I may be loose?''

      ''Of course not. Sixteen.''

      ''You've had sixteen girlfriends?'' she exclaimed. ''I don't believe you. You're exaggerating, trying to be macho.''

      ''Sixteen not including the one night stands,'' he bragged. ''Not too bad for a simple boy from St Petersberg is it?''

      ''I guess not, but I still don't believe you. So why did you come here from that beautiful city?''

      ''Have you been there?''

      ''Last year. I studied for a year in Moscow and went to St Petersberg by train to have a look. It really is a very special place.''

      ''I came here to better myself,'' he said proudly. ''I had a bad start in life. My dad was killed in the Chechen war and my mother never got over it. I found her one day. Asleep in the kitchen, except she wasn't asleep. She'd taken an overdose.'' His eyes stared into the distance for a few seconds before focusing on her again.

      Nicki was shocked. She'd had a relatively easy time of it in comparison. Her parents were both still alive and reasonably well off. ''Goodness that's horrible. Poor you,'' she put her hand on his. ''Does it pain you to talk about it?''

      ''No. Not nowadays anyway. It was nine years ago and time heals.''

      ''So have you got any relatives?''

      ''No, I'm all alone in the world,'' he said as if he liked it that way.

      ''Well, if you've had so many girlfriends, you probably haven't had time for relatives.''

      ''I guess not.'' He liked her. She was beautiful and had the same sense of humor. He liked the oval shape of her eyes and the way her hands moved when she talked.

      ''Andrey, it's almost five and where I'm from it's okay to have a  drink after five. Would you join me?'' She was beginning to enjoy herself and didn't want their conversation to end. In addition,  she was hopeful he could point her in the direction of Maxim Sokolov. She had it on good authority that this was one of Sokolov's restaurants.

      ''Okay, but you're my guest. Mel, a couple of glasses please.'' The waitress put two small glasses in front of them and handed him a bottle of vodka. ''In Russia we drink vodka, do you like it?''

      Nicki hardly ever drunk anything alcoholic and she wasn't at all sure she could stomach a drink as strong as vodka. ''Yes, of course, I love it.''

      The way he concentrated as he poured the drinks fascinated her. He reminded her of a young boy she used to sit next to in kindergarten. When he drew a picture, he always held his tongue between his lips. Andrey was doing just that.

      ''Nazdrovje,'' he said. ''We drink it in one go.''

      ''Nazdrovje.'' Nicki opened her mouth and downed it in one. ''Goodness, that stings,'' she hissed as her eyes began to water.

      He laughed. ''You're not so cool after all are you.'' He put his hand on her shoulder and looked into her eyes. ''You'll live,'' he said as she coughed uncontrollably.

      ''Let me buy you dinner,'' she said once she'd recovered. ''I'm enjoying out chat.'' What she really mean, was that she was enjoying being with him. His easy manner and good looks had aroused her, and she didn't want it to end. After a glass if vodka she was less focused on getting information about Sokolov and more interested in Andrey and his gorgeous body.

      He'd talked her into trying one more vodka, but this time, she'd taken her time to drink it. He'd downed it one and poured himself another which he took with them to a table next to the window. Mel came over and lit the candle that was standing in the middle of the table in a brass candlestick.

      ''How romantic,'' Nicki said. The vodka had warmed her, and any inhibitions she may have had were gone.

      ''I think today was my lucky day?'' he said.

      ''What do you mean?''

      ''You. You are beautiful. Very beautiful.''

      Nicki smiled and put her hand onto his. ''And you've made quite an impression on me.''

      They both ate steak with fresh salad. Afterwards, he asked Nicki if she wanted anything else. What she wanted she dare not ask for. But he did.

      ''Come up to my apartment with me. I live above the restaurant.''

      ''Don't you have to work?'' she asked buying herself some time to think if this was a good idea.

      ''It’s eight, and it's quiet. Mel and the chef can handle it. If it isn't busy by now, it won't be later.''

      ''Okay then let's go.'' Strange, she thought. I have never done this in my life. Never have I gone to a man's apartment on the first date. Maybe that's why you've only had one boyfriend and he's had sixteen girlfriends. .

      His apartment was wonderful. It was under the gable and looked out to the ocean. The end wall was made of glass and had a door in it, which led onto a balcony. He'd placed the sofa so he could look out over the ocean. At the back was a small kitchen and in the middle of the room was a double bed. Nicki noticed how clean it was. That was a good sign she thought, remembering Nathan and his disgusting car.

      She stood and looked out over the veranda to the ocean. It was almost dark, and the seafront lights were glistening on the water. A gull came and sat on the veranda rail before impatiently flying off again. When Andrey had made them each a mug of tea, he stood next to her.

      ''Beautiful isn't it?''

      ''Yes, very.''

      He put the mugs down on the floor and put his arm around her. She turned her head to him, and he kissed her. It was a gentle kiss of exploration. When she opened her mouth to him, he put his tongue into her. They kissed for several minutes, neither of them in a hurry to the next stage. When he eventually made a move, she helped him. She stood back from him, took off her cardigan and began to open her blouse. He quickly took off his T-shirt and when he did, it made her stop. There wasn't an ounce of fat on him. All she could see was brown skin on top of perfectly formed muscles. She had never seen a man with a ribbed stomach. It made her hornier still.

      Soon they stood naked in front of each other. His penis prodded into her as they kissed, and he felt her nipples hard against his chest. He ran his hand down her back and cupped her buttocks. ''You've got a perfect rear,'' he whispered. She kissed his neck and put her hand onto his shaft. Andrey sighed and let his head fall back. Soon, however, he picked her up and carried her to the bed. He put her down gently and opened her legs.

      ''I want to taste you,'' he said as he put his mouth onto her womanhood. She gasped as he licked up over her clitoris and down again. ''Oh that's nice, do that,'' she instructed when she felt him press her clit between his lips. He continued as she'd asked, and soon she started to pant. The noise she was making turned him on more and he felt his rock hard shaft sticking painfully into the bed. When she shouted, ''now, now,'' he kept up the pressure, and she came.

      ''Was that nice?'' he asked. She only nodded and held out her arms for him to come up and make love to her. The scent of her was driving him wild, and he quickly accepted her invitation. As he pushed into her, they kissed deeply and passionately. She pushed her pelvis up to greet his thrusts and rubbed her hands over his back. ''You are more than beautiful,'' he whispered into her ear. His words pushed her further towards another orgasm, and when he increased the speed of his thrusts, she clung onto him and cried out.

      ''God your hard,'' she moaned as she came down from her plateau. ''You're so big and hard, and I love it.'' He was covered in sweat now, and she liked the ease with which her hands could slide over his skin. When she dropped her hands onto his buttocks, she felt him twitch inside her. She leaned into his neck, ''come on, give it to me.'' When he came, she felt his hot semen shooting into her in a jet like bursts. She put her legs around his back and held onto him. It was only then that she really took any notice of how beautiful their bodies looked together. Black and white.

      ''You want to do what,'' Andrey said as they lay next to each other. He pushed himself up, leaned on one arm and listened more attentively.

      ''I want to do an interview with Maxim Sokolov. He owns this place doesn't he? Which means you must work for him.''

      ''I don't work for him. I work with him and soon I won't be. I'm going on my own. Why do you want to interview him?''

      ''Because he's the big boss. The one who got away and the only one anyone is interested in anymore.''

      ''You're mad. Absolutely mad. A young woman like you has no chance with him. You won't even get in the door. In fact, he's more likely to murder you.''

      ''Well, I can try,'' she said defensively.

      ''Get your clothes on and leave now. And let this be a warning to you. If I hear that you have been anywhere near him, I'll finish you off myself.''

      ''But Andrey it was so lovely this evening, why are you suddenly so...?''

      ''Because you're pissing me off, now get your rear out of here.''

      

      *****

      

      ''Hello Mr. Sokolov,'' Mel said as the short chubby man arrived in the Crab and Lobster. ''What can I get you.'' He was fifty-three and as round as he was tall. He'd been a boxer in his youth, a good one. He'd built up a fearsome reputation, and that had lasted all these years. To date, no younger man had dared challenge his authority.

      ''Vodka and ice.'' It hadn't been a good day. He'd lost three hundred thousand at cards and what was worse, he'd lost to Graham Sander, a small-time crook from Newark.

      ''Here we are,'' Mel said as she put the glass and bottle on the table. ''Shall I get them something,'' she asked him, referring to the two large men at the door.

      ''Coffee,'' he grunted. Mel never felt at ease when he was in the restaurant. He was unpredictable and explosive. Once he'd pulled her hair when she'd spilled some water on him. She'd apologized a thousand times, but it didn't matter, he'd made her suffer.

      ''So what's happening Mel?'' he asked after he'd thrown back two shots.

      ''Steady away really Mr. Sokolov. As always.''

      ''Tell me, who was that black woman that was here the other evening?''

      How does he know about her she thought? Then she realized, he had eyes and ears everywhere. ''I don't know Mr. Sokolov,'' she said trying to cover Andrey's back.

      ''What do you mean, you don't know? Are you blind, deaf or dumb or all three?''

      Mel knew she had to tell him now. He knew she'd been at work then, and he probably knew that Andrey had taken Nicki upstairs. ''It was a journalist, I don't know anymore.''

      He stood up and walked over to the bar. ''Come here,'' he said gently. Mel walked up to him on the other side. ''Lean over, I want to tell you something in confidence.''

      Mel leaned over to him and waited for him to whisper. He didn't. He grabbed her by the collar and pulled her over the bar. Her blouse tore, revealing her overflowing bra. 'Nice,'' he muttered.

      ''Now you tell me who she was, and what she was doing here. Otherwise, I might just have to see a bit more of what you've got to offer.''

      ''Please, Mr. Sokolov, I'll tell you all I know.'' He laughed when he noticed her shaking. ''She came to the restaurant about four o'clock, I heard her saying to Andrey that she was a freelance journalist.'' She hated doing this to Andrey; she liked him, but what choice did she have? ''They seemed to get on well. They had a couple of drinks and something to eat.'' She didn't want to tell him that they'd gone upstairs, and the whole restaurant had heard them having sex.

      ''And, what else?''

      ''That's it, Mr. Sokolov. I don't know anymore.'' She cried out when he slapped her across the face.

      ''What else? I won't ask again.''

      ''They went upstairs together.'' Mel burst into tears.

      ''Goodness. What next? I thought I could trust him.'' He tightened his grip on Mel's blouse. ''Screwing a journalist is going too far, but screwing a black journalist in my restaurant is disrespectful and deceitful. Tell him I want a word with him as soon as he comes back.'' Mel nodded and attempted to cover herself up.

      

      *****

      

      ''Jesus, what the .....'' Lela exclaimed just as she was about to take the boiling kettle from the stove. She ran upstairs and banged on the bathroom door. ''Nicki, what's the matter. Are you okay?''

      Nicki didn't reply; she was sitting on the edge of the bath with her head in her hands. If only she hadn't stopped taking the pill during her stay in Moscow, Nathan hadn't been with her, and she'd had no intention of sleeping with anyone casually so she'd just stopped. Andrey had worn a condom, yes he had, she remembered distinctly.

      ''Nicki, Nicki, let me in.'' Lela was getting frantic. Nobody screaming like that could be alright. She jumped back to one side as the door opened and Nicki ran passed her. Inside, Lela picked up the pregnancy tester and read the text on the tiny display. Pregnant 2-3.

      

      *****

      

      Why the hell do you still work with him? Andrey asked himself as he drove up to Sokolov's mansion. You have enough cash to last you a life time.  You're a fool to have anything to do with him. All because you love the Crab and Lobster. Buy it off him and then tell him to F-off.

      ''I hear you wanted to seek me, Maxim.'' Sokolov's mansion was on the edge of Brighton Beach. It was just like one would expect a man of Sokolov's breeding to own. Brash and full of gold.

      ''Andrey, come in and sit down.'' Sokolov was sitting in his favorite chair next to the fire. It was another cold day and under normal circumstances, the sight of the burning logs would have raised anyone's spirits. But Andrey wasn't in the mood for cozy fires. He hadn't liked what Sokolov had done to Mel. Mel was just a kid, and she didn't deserve the kind of treatment he'd afforded her.

      ''What did you do to Mel? The poor kid couldn't stop bubbling when I came back yesterday evening.''

      ''What did I do to Mel?'' he retorted sarcastically. ''It's your fault.''

      Andrey looked around trying to calm himself. It was a pretentious house. All the sofas in the large sitting room were gold, and the carpet was a different shade of gold. The wallpaper was gray with gold stripes, and all the pictures on the walls had gold frames.

      ''How is it my fault?''

      ''Andrey, how much money have you got in the bank?''

      What has that got to do with Mel? ''About thirty million.''

      ''And how did you come by all that money?'' Sokolov was being smug and coy, and Andrey hated him for it. Sure he'd helped him a lot during the early days, but there was no need to keep reminding him.

      ''Real estate deals.''

      ''Yer, real estate deals. And who gave you the first piece of real estate?''

      ''You.'' This was what he always did. Whenever he disliked something Andrey did, he'd call him in, and reminded him that it was he who had given Andrey a property to get him going.  Sokolov was also from St Petersberg and when he'd bumped into Andrey they'd chatted about the city. Sokolov had been impressed by Andrey's physique and given him a job as one of his rent collectors. Some of the things Andrey had done, he was not proud of. Evicting men and women with young children had never been his thing, but he'd done it. He'd seen Sokolov's real estate gift to him as justified payment for the sleepless nights he was still having.

      ''Me indeed.'' Sokolov looked at the fire for a while then jumped up and took Andrey by the throat. ''What the heck were you doing screwing that black journalist in my restaurant the other evening?''

      ''It was just that, a screw, so what's your problem?'' Andrey thought he was strong enough to push Sokolov from him, but he wasn't sure he could beat him in the boxing match that was bound to ensue if he did so.

      ''My problem is two fold. First she's a journalist and second; she's black. I don't want a person like that snooping around in my life. If I see her again, she's a goner. Got it?''

      ''So what if she's black, you racist pig? She's hotter than any hussy you've ever had.'' Andrey fell back onto the sofa as Sokolov landed an upper cut to his chin.

      

      *****

      

      Nicki stood outside the Crab and Lobster for half an hour before she got the courage to go inside. Mel looked at her and turned away.

      ''Mel is Andrey here?''

      Mel had nothing against Nicki but she didn't need another confrontation with Sokolov, and she was scared he would do worse than tear her blouse next time. ''Upstairs, but leave now. You're not welcome here.''

      ''I need to speak to him. It's important.''

      Mel turned to her. When she saw Nicki's face, feminine intuition told her why Nicki had come to the restaurant, and she felt sorry for her. ''You know the way,'' Mel said pointing to the stairs.

      Nicki knocked on the apartment door and turned the door handle. When the door opened slightly, she saw him lying on the bed. ''Andrey.''

      When he looked across at her, she saw he had two back eyes and a lump on his chin. He jumped off the bed and ushered her inside. ''What are you doing here? It's too dangerous for you to be here now.''

      Nicki didn't understand why, it had been fine a few nights ago, but now it was dangerous. ''Why?'' He didn't reply. ''Andrey, I need your help. I'm pregnant.''

      ''You've got to leave. I don't want to see you anymore.''

      ''Did you hear me, I'm pregnant,'' Nicki sobbed.

      ''I heard you, now go or I'll carry you out of here.''

      ''But you can't treat me like this.'' Her sobs became stronger. ''But we had.........such a lovely time.......I know you........care about me.'' She put her hand on his shoulder trying to pull her to him.

      ''No, Nicki, I don't want you, I'm not interested in you or your baby. Now go. I won't ask you again.''

      This can't be happening. Three weeks ago everything was fine; now her life had become a living prison. Her tears went, replaced by anger. ''How can you do this, you heartless mongrel. You could look at the very least offer to help me look after the child financially.''

      He took hold of her by her coat, marched her to the door and pushed her through it. She heard it close and the lock turn. When Andrey lay on the bed, he put his hands over his ears to block out the echoes of Nicki's sobs as she went down the stairs.

      Before Nicki left the stairwell, she wrote a note. When she went through the restaurant she handed it to Mel. ''Give him this will you?'' she said.

      

      *****

      

      Betty's tea room wasn't busy. Nicki counted four people. Two elderly ladies, deep in conversation, a young mother struggling to keep her toddler quiet and a man in a business suit. Betty's was the premier tea room in New York and usually impossible to get a table at. Nicki wondered what she was doing in such an expensive place. She had precious little money and not much prospect of getting any in the near future.

      Nathan came in through the main entrance and looked around for her. When he spotted her, he smiled and wandered over to the table in his usual casual manner.

      ''Can't stay away from me,'' he said hopefully.

      ''Nathe I called you because I need your help.'' She knew it was a liability contacting him after she had dumped him, but she was getting desperate.

      ''Sure anything,'' he smiled. He took her hand, but she pulled back.

      ''I'm pregnant Nathan. I'm pregnant, and I really need a favor.''

      ''You're what?'' Now there was no chance they would ever get back together.  ''So why did you call me and not the father?'' Nicki avoided his gaze.

      ''He doesn't want to have anything to do with me.''

      ''I'm not surprised,'' he said cruelly. ''You're behaving like a whore. Limping from one man to the next.''

      Nicki tried to ignore his words. ''Can you help me get a job at the Times?''

      ''You're kidding. Maybe I could have helped you, but now you're pregnant how do you expect anyone to employ you?'' The waitress appeared carrying a menu. The manner in which he waved her away did little to make her long day any better. ''There is no chance. Do you seriously expect to start a job and then a few months later go on pregnancy leave? Which boss in his right mind would welcome that?'' She nodded and stared out of the window at a woman with a pushchair. ''What happened to your dream of being freelance. Did it go down the pan as I told you it would?''

      ''I have written a couple of things that haven't sold.  I don't have the energy to chase the big stories. Most mornings I'm hanging over the toilet.''

      ''Well you should have thought about that before you went screwing around.'' He scowled and drew in a large gulp of air. ''Here's what I suggest. You either go home to your parents or you look in the paper for a part-time job until the baby is born. I've noticed there's plenty of jobs for office cleaners. Goodbye, Nicki.'' When he got up, her eyes followed him to the door. What he was no longer there, she felt empty as never before.

      

      *****

      

      When Andrey saw Sokolov, he wanted to kill him. His treatment of both him and Mel had been arrogant and brutal, and it was time to teach him a lesson.

      ''Andrey, my boy, have you come to apologize?''

      ''No I've come to tell you that you are a two-bit piece of trash. You're nothing but a low life, whore idiot.''

      Sokolov flew into a rage. He got up and tried to grab Andrey, but he was too fast and dodged the heavier man. Andrey continued to goad him.

      ''All you've done with your life is threaten and rob people.''

      Sokolov was now at one side of the sofa and Andrey, the other. They played cat and mouse around the sofa for a few seconds, before Andrey spoke again.

      ''You've never done half the things attributed to you. Everyone thinks you're a tough guy. You're not, you're a pussy.''

      Sokolov was now beside himself. He jumped over the sofa and caught Andrey by his T-shirt. Andrey pulled away hard, leaving Sokolov holding the shirt. ''I've done more with my life than you will ever do. Who do you think you are? I'm gonna kill you,'' Sokolov shouted. One of his bodyguards appeared, but Sokolov held his hand up. ''Leave this to me.''

      ''You're just a show-off. Leaving everyone to think that you killed Judge Hudson but got away with it. Why don't you ever deny it? Everybody knows the jury was right.  You haven't got the balls to kill any body.''

      ''I killed Judge Hudson, just like I'm gonna kill you.''

      ''You didn't, you're a liar and a cheat, I've never met anybody so full of trash.''

      ''I tell you, I killed him with this gun.'' He walked over to a cabinet and opened the drawer. When he pulled out a Magnum, he pointed it at Andrey. Andrey put his hands up and stood still.

      ''Bring him over here,'' Sokolov said to the bodyguard. The bodyguard took hold of him and brought him closer to Sokolov. Sokolov hit him in the stomach as hard as he could. Andrey fell to the floor and curled up. ''Lift him up,'' Sokolov ordered. He hit him again in the same place and again Andrey fell. This time, Sokolov began to kick him. On the back, in his face, and on his ribs. The bodyguard cowered away at the sickening noises Andrey was making. When Sokolov was out of breath, he looked at the bodyguard. ''Take him and dump him next to the freeway,'' he said.

      

      *****

      

      Nicki was lying on her bed considering what she should tell her parents. Her cell phone rang.

      ''Hello, is this Nicki?'' the man said.

      ''Yes, that's me.''

      ''My name is Sergeant Jonathon Greaves from the New York Police Department. I was wondering if you could help me.''

      ''Er....sure I will, if I can, but I haven't done anything wrong.''

      ''No I'm sure you haven't. It's just we've found a man lying by the side of the freeway, very badly beaten. When we checked his clothing, we found a note with your name on it.'' Nicki put her hand to her mouth. ''It says quote, 'Dear Andrey, I am sorry I have disappointed you. If you ever change your mind, please call me. I will always wait for you,' and then your telephone number.''

      ''Oh my goodness, is he dead?'' she asked fearfully.

      ''No. But he's in intensive care. Who is he?''

      ''He's a man I met at a restaurant in New York,'' she lied. We had a good time and then a bit of an argument. I liked him, so I left him a note. Can I go and see him?''

      ''Sure, but I warn you he's a mess.''

      

      *****

      

      Nicki almost screamed when she entered the hospital room where Andrey was lying. A TV hung from the ceiling, and there was a cupboard on wheels to the side of the bed. She didn't want to count how many tubes were sticking into him. There was a machine on a stand that seemed to be measuring his heartbeat and other vital functions.

      She took off her coat and pulled up a chair.  What had he been doing? Who had done this to him? Will he be angry when he wakes up and sees me? She would have to wait.

      After a couple of hours, a nurse came and replaced the drip.

      ''Is he going to be alright?'' Nicki asked.

      ''We think so. All his organs are okay, and he hasn't suffered any brain damage. He's got a few broken bones, and he'll need painkillers for sometime, but we're optimistic.'' She looked at Nicki sympathetically. ''Are you his wife?'' She shook her head.

      Sometime around eleven pm, he woke up. Nicki was asleep in the chair next to him. When he saw her, he smiled. His mouth was swollen, and he couldn't speak very loudly, but Nicki wasn't in a very deep sleep, and his whisper was enough to wake her.

      ''Nicki, I'm sorry.''

      ''No, it's alright. I'm just glad you're alive.''

      ''Where are my jeans?''

      Why does he want his jeans? Surely they should be the least of his worries. ''I don't know.''

      His eyes narrowed slightly. ''Please find them.''

      Nicki went to find a nurse and when she came back she opened, the beside cabinet and pulled out a plastic bag. When she took out a pair of jeans, she heard him give a sigh of relief. ''Here, the nurse said she'd put them in the cupboard.''

      ''Great,'' he paused and took in another breath. ''Look inside the left leg.''

      ''Andrey, why?'' She put her hand up into the leg and felt around. When she pulled her hand out, she was holding a tiny wire with a little box on the end of it. ''What is it?'' she asked.

      He didn't answer. ''Now call Mel at the restaurant and tell her to go into my apartment. Under the bed, there is a black box, the size of a cigarette packet. She should bring it here.'' He coughed and winced. ''Tell her to take my wallet from the bedside cabinet and some of my clothes. She should close the restaurant and come here. Tell her to be quick.''

      Nicki dialed the restaurant and told Mel what Andrey wanted her to do. While they were waiting for Mel to show up, Andrey took his opportunity.

      ''I want you, Nicki. I want to be with you and be the father of our child.''

      She gasped and fought back the tears. ''Then why didn't you tell me when I came to you? Why did you send me away in such a cruel manner?'' She didn't understand his behavior and she wanted some answers.

      ''Sokolov. Because of Sokolov. When you told me your were going to try and interview him, I wanted you to know how dangerous it was.'' He gulped some more air before continuing. ''I didn't want him to see you hanging around me. And when you arrived pregnant at the restaurant I had to be cruel and send you away. For your own sake. He's a racist and will kill you if he finds out about our child. Forgive me, but I could see no other way at the time.''

      ''So you cared for me all along?''

      ''Yes, very much. I have been thinking about you all the time.''

      ''Then why didn't you give me some indication. Anything.''

      ''Because I wanted to do something for you first.''

      ''What?''

      ''Wait until Mel get's here.''

      They sat and held hands as they waited for Mel. Nicki tried to kiss him on the lips, but the pain was too great. She ended up kissing him on the top of the forehead.

      When Mel arrived, she was carrying a bag that was almost bigger than her.

      ''Did you find the small black box?'' he asked. She nodded and held it up.

      ''And your wallet and some clothes. Hi Nicki by the way,'' she added.

      ''Right listen to me, both of you. I've got a house nobody knows about. It's in Montana. I want you both to go there and wait for me. When I get out of here, I'll come to you. You'll be safe there, and if Nicki does her job properly, we'll soon be safe forever.''

      Nicki understood the part about going to Montana,  not the part about her doing a proper job.  “What do you mean?'' she asked.

      ''Take the black box, open it and listen to the tape inside.''

      She took the box from Mel and opened the lid. Inside there was a tiny recorder. She pressed the play button and listened.

      

      ''Andrey, my boy, have you come to apologize?''

      ''No I've come to tell you that you are a two-bit piece of trash. You're nothing but a low life, whore idiot. All you've done with your life is threaten and rob people. You've never done half the things attributed to you. Everyone thinks you're a tough guy. You're a pussy.''

      ''I've done more with my life than you will ever do. Who do you think you are? I'm gonna kill you. Leave this to me.''

      ''You're just a show-off. Leaving everyone to think that you killed Judge Hudson but got away with it. Why don't you ever deny it? Everybody knows the jury was right.  You haven't got the balls to kill anybody.''

      ''I killed Judge Hudson,  just like I'm gonna kill you.''

      ''You didn't, you're a liar and a cheat, I've never met anybody so full of trash.''

      ''I tell you, I killed him with this gun.''

      ''Bring him over here. Lift him up. Take him and dump him next to the freeway.''

      

      ''But how?'' Nicki asked when the tape had stopped.

      ''That wire in my jeans transmitted the signal to the recorder. I knew if I goaded him, he would give us something. I did it for you, Nicki. If you get this story right, your career will take off like you never expected. It's a very hot story. Take it and use it. The world will think you are the best journalists alive. The murder weapon is a Magnum; he keeps it in a drawer in the sitting room.''

      Nicki had no idea what to say.

      ''Mel give me my wallet.'' He took out a couple of cards. ''Here are two credit cards. Use them to pay for the journey. There is a car in the garage in Montana so you can go and get supplies. Here's the address and the number of the housekeeper.'' He handed Nicki a note.

      

      *****

      

      Nicki and Andrey stood outside the church and applauded as Mel and her new husband, a rancher from Great Falls, Montana came out to cheers and lots of confetti. Nicki bent down to Andrey junior and helped him and his toy elephant onto his father's shoulders.

      ''Well, Journalist of the Year 2015, what do you think to that. Almost as good as our wedding, wasn't it?'' Andrey senior said.

      Nicki nodded and kissed him.

      

      *****

      

      Three weeks later.

      ''Andrey, where do you want me to hang this?'' Nicki shouted

      ''What is it?'' he asked.

      ''The article about Sokolov being sentenced to life in prison.''

      ''The best place for him is the toilet.”

      *****

      THE END

      

      The Billionaire’s Secret Love Child – Keke’s Story

      A BWWM Billionaire Pregnancy Romance

      He was taller than anyone else walking down North Market in Dallas. He was also much leaner. As he looked around, what he saw made him nauseous. Fat blubber America he called it. People with no self-discipline, filling their faces with all sorts of junk. Fat kids munching on fries, and their even fatter parents licking ice cream. It'd do them all good to be sent to a desert island and left to starve for a few months, he thought.

      When he reached Wild Bills Western Store, he stopped and looked at his watch. He was a little early. He liked Wild Bill's. It was a throw back to the days when Americans were tough. When they wore cowboy boots and stetsons and ordered people to do things while holding a gun to their head. Not like the politically correct, soft, I know my rights kind of society that had emerged in the last decade.

      He looked at his reflection in the window. He'd been looking at the same face for fifty-two years, and nothing much had changed. It was still thin, and his blue eyes had the same steely determination they had always had. Only now he was more careful. When he was younger, he'd been carefree, and the cops had almost caught him a couple of times. He couldn't recall how many people he'd killed, and it didn't matter to him, but he'd learned that eliminating people was a serious business and needed to be done with the utmost care and precision.

      Late, he thought. Tardy jerks, he didn't care for them. If they were slovenly enough to be late to such an appointment, they usually had blabber mouths. Two minutes and she can go to perdition, he decided.

      Just as a man and his wife walked out of Wild Bill's with a new pair of boots, he spotted her. He didn't have to be told it was her. He knew. They all looked the same. Trophy wives. Same body shape, same hairdo and same pretty face. Come to that, he thought, they all had the same personalities. None of them had done well at school, none of them had a career or built their own identity, and all of them were spoilt brats who thought the world owed them a living.

      ''Are you Steve,'' she asked. He detected a tremor in her voice.

      ''Follow me.''

      As she struggled to keep up with him, he laughed to himself. She was just like all the others. If there were a quiz show called 'Guess who wants to murder their fiancee,' he'd win it, he thought. They reached a small alleyway that ran adjacent to Wild Bill's. He pulled her into it.

      She gasped as he held her against the wall. ''Now listen to me. On the phone, you told me you want me to do a job for you. I can do that job. But it requires three things of you, all of which must be strictly adhered to. If you fail to do so, I will kill you and leave your fiancee alone. Do you understand?'' She nodded. Maybe she'd gotten herself into more than she could handle, she thought.

      When he let go of her, she rubbed her upper arm. His grip had been vice- like, and her arm had gone numb. ''Now tell me, slowly, what do you want?''

      Britney composed herself as he watched her. All the same, he reminded himself. Brunette, five feet six, brown eyes, pretty face, anemic and neurotic. ''As I indicated when we spoke, I want you to kill my fiancee, as soon as we have signed the insurance papers. I'll tell you when.''

      ''Why do you want him killed?'' He looked round as a car drove past the end of the alleyway. It wasn't a cop car.

      ''I don't love him, in fact, I hate him, he's an alcoholic. I'm virtually forced to marry him, and I don't want to. He's rich and well insured, so I'll get a nice payout and be able to live a life of luxury.''

      The same old reason as well, he thought. Greed. The jerk probably never got off his case, nagging and moaning him all the way to the bottle. Not being satisfied with ruining his life on earth, now she wanted the poor sod dead too. Not that he cared, money was money.

      ''The three things: First, you don't talk to anyone about this. If you tell a single soul, I will shoot you.'' Britney nodded, her eyes wide open and her bladder on the point of exploding in fear. ''Second, fifty grand up front, no negotiation.'' Again she nodded. That was the easy part she thought. ''Third: details, lots of details. Name, address, place of work, the time he comes home and the time he goes to work. Also a list of places he frequents regularly, and a list of his family members, friends and business colleagues.''

      Britney hadn't expected him to be so frightening. A head taller than her and dressed solely in black he cut a very eerie figure. When she gave it a bit more thought, she realized he ought to be frightening, he was an assassin.

      ''Now you have met me, you are bound to continue with the plan. No going back. I told you on the phone, if we meet you are bound. Do you understand?'' She nodded again. ''Remember if you don't deliver what I have asked for, it is you who will die.''

      *****

      Keke Miller looked through the window at the man getting out of the red Ferrari. Not bad, she thought.

      ''I wouldn't mind a piece of that,'' the waitress said as she poured Keke's coffee. ''We don't often get guys like him around here.''

      Keke nodded in agreement as her eyes followed the tall, well-dressed man from his car to the door. The waitress walked back to the counter and Keke dropped a lump of sugar into her drink. Goodness, when will I stop doing that, she thought. ''Next time, take the sugar away from the table, Jessie. My rear is fat enough as it is,'' she shouted.

      ''You've got a complex, there's nothing wrong with your rear,'' the waitress shouted back.

      Keke kept her eyes on the man as he walked to the counter, and spoke to the waitress. ''Over there,'' the waitress said, pointing at Keke. Keke sat upright on the red seat and curiously watched as he walked towards her.

      ''Hi, are you Keke Miller?'' he asked.

      Keke looked at him. He wasn't the usual type of man that came to her for advice. ''Yes, that's me.''

      ''I'm Dan Stephenson, I called into your office a few minutes ago. Your secretary told me you could be found here most lunchtimes.''

      Darn woman, Keke thought. How often had she told Janice that she wasn't to be disturbed at lunchtime? ''Sure. Well, you've found me. Take a seat and tell me what I can do for you.''

      Dan sat down on the other side of the booth and pushed the unused cutlery to one side. Beautiful woman, not at all like the stereotypical private detective, he thought. Since when were they young, black and attractive? ''You're not what I was expecting,'' he said.

      ''Really? And what were you expecting?,'' Keke said, leaning forward.

      ''I don't know. Most private detectives are white, middle-aged and fat. They are in the movies anyhow.'' Then, at least, he doesn't think I'm fat, Keke thought. ''I need someone to watch my fiancee,'' he continued.

      Keke raised her eyebrows and leaned back again. ''Why?''

      ''Er.. I...don't really know I.....''

      Keke looked at him and ticked off his features against her wish list. Dazzling green eyes, tall, well built, dark hair well cut, white smile, beautiful honest-looking face, no designer stubble and about her twenty-five, her age. Perfect. ''Dan, if you don't know why you're asking me to investigate your fiancee, how do you expect me to be able to help you?''

      Dan felt embarrassed. The beautiful woman opposite him with the seductive lips and sexy smile had pointed out a flaw in his presentation of the problem. Lack of preparation, he usually did a much better job in his business, so why not now? He wondered

      ''Yes.. er ... sorry. Perhaps you'll allow me to be more specific?'' He picked up a spoon and threaded it through his fingers as he waited for Keke to nod. ''I have been engaged for around three months. My fiancee and I live together. Since we became engaged, her behavior has changed dramatically.''

      Goodness, this man really can't get to the point, Keke noted. ''Dan, let me help you. You think she's screwing someone else, and you want me to check it out.''

      ''Maybe,'' Dan said as he looked around the diner. When he saw a picture of a tin of Budweiser, he was sorely tempted, but he remembered all to well, what Dr. Needham had told him would happen if he had another drink. '' I don't know whether she's having an affair, but I want her checked out before I settle down and marry her. She won't touch me anymore, and she spends two or three nights a week at a girlfriends house. She's just behaving really weird.''

      Keke sighed and looked at her watch. She was anxious not to miss her two o'clock appointment with Mr. Sanderson. He could be really important for her struggling practice, she thought. If Dan were asking her on a date, she'd say yes, without hesitation. But asking her to investigate his woman just because her behavior had suddenly changed, was a much less interesting proposition. ''Dan, you'll have to excuse me. I have an appointment soon, and I need to go. It was nice to meet you.'' Keke nodded to the waitress who brought the check. When she put it on the table, she smiled at Dan and gave him a wink.

      ''I'm Jessie,'' she said, hopefully.

      Dan stood up as Keke left the table and watched her walk towards the door. He'd always been a sucker for a woman in a business suit and black stockings, especially one with such a beautiful behind as hers, he thought. ''My Dad's Ernie Stephenson,'' he shouted after her.

      Keke stopped and turned around. ''Ernie Stephenson from ESM, the largest mining company in the world?'' she asked, trying to hide the sudden surge of interest within her.

      Dan looked at her and noticed how her breasts fought against the softness of her blouse. ''Er..yes. That's my father.'' Dropping his father's name worked every time, he thought, as Keke began to walk back to him.

      ''I'm sorry I was a little abrupt,'' she said. ''I really do have an appointment at two, but can you hang on until it's finished? It shouldn't take too long.''

      ''Okay, then let me give you a ride,'' Dan said.

      ''I usually walk, it's good for me, but I've never been in a Ferrari so why not.''

      When Keke got into the low seat, her skirt rode up, revealing her soft thighs, a fact that didn't escape him.

      

      *****

      Dan pulled up outside the office and took a good look at it. The peeling paintwork around the windows and the weeds growing through the surface of the small parking lot led Dan to one conclusion. Keke's business was not flourishing. When she opened the door, he was already round at the passenger side, helping her up. Chivalrous as well as hot, she thought.

      ''Come with me. It's not much of an office I'm afraid. I've only just started the business. The office needs some renovation work doing.'' Inside it was a scruffy as outside, which surprised Dan because Keke was obviously the kind of person who took great care in her personal appearance. Perhaps it was a lack of money, not a lack of will, he thought.

      A man in his middle sixties stood up and shook Keke's hand. ''Dan would you mind sitting here for a while?'' Keke picked up some old magazines from the arm chair and put them on the glass coffee table. Why do I employ a secretary, if I have to do everything myself, she thought.

      ''Janice, make Mr. Stephenson some tea, please.'' Keke left Dan to the mercy of her secretary and disappeared into the back office with Mr. Sanderson.

      ''How do you like it?'' Janice asked referring to the tea.

      ''Milk, no sugar.'' He watched Janice as she got up and skilfully navigated her ample rear end through the gap between her desk and the wall. She walked past him to the kitchenette. The office was a small wooden construction, with white painted paneled wood walls and a V-shaped roof supported by iron trusses. It needed a coat of paint and the linoleum on the floor needed replacing. There was a picture of a tall ship in a storm hanging on the wall behind Janice's desk. The picture reminded him of his life. He was just like a ship in a storm, perhaps a rudderless ship.

      Janice brought his tea and almost spilled it on him as she reached over to put it on the glass table. ''Thanks,'' he said. ''How long have you guys been operating?''

      Janice put a finger to her lips and rolled her eyes to the ceiling as she tried to remember the exact date they opened. ''I think we started in April two years ago.''

      ''And is there much work for private detectives in Dallas?''

      Janice put her head to one side and started to play with her red hair. Stop looking at his bulge, she told herself. ''Most of it is working for men who think their wives are cheating on them. Easy stuff really. Follow her, take a few pictures and send an invoice.''

      ''And how do you actually become a PD? I mean it's not exactly a mainstream kind of job?''

      ''I'm just a secretary, but Keke studied criminology at Harvard. She's a bright lady.''

      ''Does she have a male friend?'' He mentally crossed his fingers and waited for her reply.

      'No, she's single.'' Janice felt disappointed. It was she who'd first helped him and sent him to look for Keke. Why was he asking about Keke? What was wrong with her? She tried to look nice everyday, she really did, and it wasn't her fault she'd inherited her grandmother’s pear shaped figure.

      When the old man left the office, Keke appeared and showed Dan into her office. It was tiny. There was a laptop on an old dining table and two chairs. In the corner was an aluminum case that he assumed was her photography equipment. There was a picture of a black woman that he'd seen before, but couldn't quite place.

      ''Madame Tinubu. She was a slave trader who realized the error of her ways and became a scathing opponent of slavery,'' Keke said when she saw him looking at the picture.

      ''Yes, I remember now. She was Nigerian, and they called her the queen of the ladies. So why exactly do you have her on your wall?''

      ''Because she's a symbol that you can start life on the wrong foot, but still change your ways and do good. Sorry for the wait. Now where did we get to?'' She sad down and crossed her legs. Dan waited for her as he stared at her them. ''Yes, you want me to check out your fiancee. But you don't know why.''

      ''Now I've had time, I can explain more fully. It was all a bit of a rush to get here, and then I had to go to the diner so I guess I got thrown off course.'' What he really wanted to say was, when he'd gone into the diner and seen Keke her stunning looks had totally thrown him. ''I am engaged and have been for three months. The wedding is planned in ten weeks.'' Still no further Keke thought as she waited impatiently. ''She is the daughter of my father's chief accountant. You may not find this a plausible reason for you to start an investigation, but I want her checked out because I will have to live with her for the rest of my life and at the moment she is behaving very strangely indeed.''

      ''Okay, I understand.'' Mr. Sanderson had decided not to invest in Keke's business, and she was now quite desperate for work. Lucky break him coming along she thought, now make the most of it and stop looking at his bulge. ''Then I'll check her out for you.''

      ''Why the sudden change of heart?''

      Keke refrained from saying: because your father is loaded and a potential business partner has turned me down. ''I was a little hasty before, and you obviously need my help, so I will do so.''

      ''Great. Then tell me what you need to know,'' Dan said relieved.

      ''Here fill this out.'' Keke handed him a client information sheet that covered just about everything she needed to know. ''Can we discuss fees?'' He nodded. ''Two thousand a day plus expenses,'' Keke said emboldened in the knowledge that his father was one of the richest men in American and that Dan was in all likelihood his heir. He nodded again. Keke smiled and shouted for Janice to come. She appeared and listened. ''When Mr. Stephenson has filled out this form, please draw up a contract for him to sign. The fee is two thousand a day plus expenses.'' Janice looked and was about to say 'how much?' She managed to stop herself when she saw Keke look at her in a 'don't say anything,' kind of way.

      *****

      Dan put his foot to the floor and felt himself being pressed back in the driver's seat. He loved his Ferrari. Not because it was an eye catcher, and woman after woman wanted to talk to him, but because it was his only chance to let off steam. His way of dealing with stress was flooring it and driving at a speed that made his heart race and his hands cling to the steering wheel in fear.

      As he hurtled down the freeway towards his office, he thought about Keke. What was he doing, getting married to Britney when he could have someone like Keke? She was a real woman. She had her own business and was fighting for herself in the big wide world. All Britney had ever done was sponge off him and moan that she was bored. Now she even refused to sleep with him. It had been three weeks since he'd had sex and he was bursting. Was that why he'd found Keke so darn attractive, he wondered. Or, was it simply that she was smoking hot? He realized it was the latter.

      He pulled into the parking space marked Mr. Dan Stephenson and looked up. What a difference between this office and Keke's, he thought. Sixty floors of pure glass luxury versus an old hut in need of paint. As he was about to open the door and climb out of the car, it enveloped him. That feeling. Oh no, you're kidding me, he thought.

      ''Dan, I've been looking for you everywhere. Where have you been?'' His father was sitting at his desk in his office. Dan put his hand over his eyes to protect himself from the stream of sunlight flooding in through the floor to ceiling glass wall and peered at him.

      ''Dad, sorry, I had a couple of jobs to do. I'm back now. What's happening?''

      Ernie Stephenson was sixty-three years old and very tall. He had a full head of gray hair and a tan that showed off his smile. If only he knew how proud of him I am, he thought as he looked at Dan. ''Your mother has been on the phone, non-stop. She must have called twenty times. Something about the wedding. Apparently Britney has been to see her, and they have been looking at seating arrangements. They seem to want your input.''

      ''Goodness, what does it matter who sits next to who? Throw a list of names into the air and see how they land.''

      ''I know how you feel son. Weddings are a nightmare. But just bite your tongue. Women love weddings, and you'll get yourself into a lot of hot water if you don't cooperate. Take it from an old hand.''

      Ernie found it hard to understand how a man of Dan's age, twenty-six, could have so much business acumen. He himself had done okay, but he'd inherited the business from his father and expanded it gradually. However in the two years since Dan had left college, his suggestions had increased profitability by an amount Ernie had never thought possible. Born to it, he thought. All he had to do now was marry the daughter of his long time friend Jeff, and everything would be perfect. ''Are you alright?'' he asked his son.

      ''Yer. Just sick of all the wedding stuff. Britney just hasn't been the same since we got engaged. I haven't got a clue where her head is. I can't seem to get through to her.''

      ''Nerves. She's very young, give her time. We are all very much looking forward to the wedding. She's a great girl. You couldn't have found a more beautiful woman, and she'll make a fantastic wife and mother. Just be patient and don't go around upsetting her. She'll be a great asset to the family.''

      What sort of asset? Dan asked himself as he walked to his office. Isn't an asset supposed to be of value and enhance your life? All Britney was doing was driving him away from her. Do you really love her an ugly voice asked him? You don't really do you, admit it, the voice continued. He plonked himself down in the leather chair behind his desk and took a deep breath. He shook his head and blocked all further thoughts of Britney. As soon as he had done so, Keke came into his mind, and the feeling he'd had in the car came back again. ''Oh no, please leave me alone,'' he said.

      *****

      Not again, Dan thought. He'd know for a long time that worker relations weren't good at the mine in Johannesburg, but they'd had a pay increase, and he'd implemented their suggestions for fair distribution of overtime. Now they were playing with his good nature, and he didn't like that. He'd had enough.

      ''Listen, George, we employ you to keep the mine profitable, and it is far from that, in fact, it's leaking money like I've never seen before. So here's the deal. I've been more than fair with everyone. You tell them to get back to work by six am tomorrow morning, or I'm closing the mine, and they can all starve. Got it?'' He slammed the phone down and looked out of the window. There it was again. The same feeling he'd had yesterday, twice. Give in to it, a voice said.

      Time for rational thought, he told himself. You're engaged to Britney, and if you don't marry her, you will disappoint everyone and probably hurt her beyond repair. So much is clear, he decided. ''Now the hard part,'' he muttered to himself as he closed his eyes and tried to concentrate. Why, when you think of the private detective Keke, do you get this incredibly strong feeling you want to rip her clothes off, bed her and live happily ever after with her? Dan opened his eyes and looked at the clouds that weren't far above his office. Two birds flew passed and it came to him.

      *****

      Keke sat down in the diner and ordered her usual from Jessie. ''Take the sugar away Jessie, it's too tempting.'' As Jessie took the sugar pot away, she shook her head. ''You're crazy. Nobody's got a body like yours, allow yourself, at least, some pleasures in life.''

      Keke's cell phone rang. It was Dan. Now there's a pleasure I could really get hooked on, she thought.

      ''Keke? I would like to talk to you.''

      ''I'm listening.''

      ''No, face to face.''

      ''I'm at the diner if you want to come round.''

      ''Okay wait for me.''

      Keke's fists closed in a little show of triumph. She knew he wasn't coming to discuss business; it was too soon after their initial meeting for him to expect any results from her investigations. After forty minutes Keke saw his car pull up outside the diner. He was wearing jeans and T-shirt, not his suit. Her eyes followed him to the door and up to her table.

      Do it, he commanded himself. Don't deny your feelings, forget Britney and the rest of them, it's your turn to be happy now. ''Keke get up and follow me.'' Keke wasn't used to being ordered around, but she didn't mind now. ''Come on, what are you waiting for?'' She followed him, trying to keep up, as he walked out of the diner. Once they were clear of the door, he took her hand and led her down the side of the building. He pushed her against the wall and kissed her, hard. He was relieved when she didn't knee him or scratch him. He didn't want her rejection; he wanted her love.

      ''Kiss me more, I want to feel your lips on mine. Give me more,'' Keke whispered when she thought he was going to pull away. He didn't disappoint her. Dan couldn't remember when he had last been so hard. We can't do it here, he thought. ''Get in my car, we're going for a ride.''

      Keke complied without saying a word. She closed her eyes as he drove faster than she liked out of the parking lot and onto the highway. Put your hand on her knee, keep up the momentum, make her really want you, a voice said to him. When he did, Keke put her hand onto his and pulled it from her knee up onto her thigh. Where are you going, he thought. He'd been in such a hurry to get her into his car that he hadn't given much thought to where he was taking her.

      When he pulled into the driveway, Keke noticed a white post and rail fence on both sides. Beyond, there were fields filled with horses. Again she closed her eyes as they hit a bump and took off. When the car ground to halt, it scattered tiny stones all over the yard. Keke opened her eyes and saw that hey were at a ranch. Dan had pulled up in the middle of the stable block. Surely our first time isn't going to be in a smelly old stable. She noticed some of the stables were occupied and some not. The horses looked as confused as she was.

      ''Who does this place belong to?'' she asked.

      ''It's mine, but I don't live here. Horses are a hobby. The ranch manager lives here. Can you ride a horse?''

      ''Er....it's been a long time,'' Keke remembered all those Saturday mornings when her mother had forced her to go to the local riding school. Endless circles on bored horses, with a horny riding instructor staring at her backside as it rose and fell.

      ''Hi Mike. Saddle Domino and Pudsy would you,'' Dan asked his ranch hand. Keke didn't like the sound of Pudsy. It sounded like an obstinate beast that would buck and kick and eventually bolt with her clinging mercifully to its mane.

      ''Let's get you into some riding things.'' Twenty minutes later Keke emerged from the tack room, dressed in a pair of jeans with leather chaps.''Here, no cowgirl is complete without a hat.'' When she put it on, she laughed, and her face lit up. She's marvelous, he thought.

      Pudsy turned out to be Dan's horse. He was a magnificent quarter horse stallion. If your master has muscles like you, I'm in for a treat Keke thought as they lead their horses out of the yard.

      ''Never mount in the yard. The yard is for grooming, feeding and stabling, not riding.'' Why he was telling her this, she didn't know. ''Let's mount here.'' They'd reached a mounting block with two steps. ''Let me hold Domino while you get on.'' Keke stood on the mounting block and put her leg over her. She half expected the white mare to buckle under the weight, but the trusty steed remained rock solid. When Keke's buttocks touched the saddle, it all came back to her. The endless circles.

      ''You're good,'' he said trying to encourage her to relax. Keke was already out of breath, and they had only walked two hundred meters. ''Breathe. You're hyperventilating. In....out.'' Keke began to relax. ''Domino is our best horse, you could trust her with your savings.'' Except I haven't got any, Keke thought. They walked for half an hour, and Keke began to really enjoy herself. It was warm and sitting on a horse had given her a sense of freedom and power. The meadows they rode over were filled with wild flowers and the air smelled far better than the choking fumes back in Dallas.

      ''We're here. Let's dismount and tie them to that tree,'' Dan said. They had stopped next to a beautiful lake. When the horses were gratefully munching the lushest grass they had seen for a long time, Dan took hold of Keke and kissed her. ''I want you, and I have wanted you since we met. You're amazing.''

      And what about his fiancee, a voice said to her. She ignored it. Keke was a pragmatic person. She wanted him as badly as he wanted her and she wasn't going to let any thoughts spoil the moment.

      Dan took Keke's breath away with his kisses. His lips kept perfect time to hers as their tongues danced with each other. My heads spinning, I need to sit or lie, Keke thought. Without breaking their kiss, she put her hands on his shoulders and pushed him to his knees. Before she could join him, however, he put his hands to her buttocks and pulled her groin to his face. When she heard him breathing in the scent of her excitement, she closed her eyes. That's what I want, she thought. I want sexual intimacy and he just proved he can give it to me.

      She wanted to kneel with him; her legs were shaking, partly from the horse ride but mostly out of excitement. When she heard him lower her zipper she wondered how because his hands were kneading her buttocks. When she looked, he'd pulled it down with his teeth. My goodness, another surprise she thought as she thrust her hands into his dark hair. He let go of her to unfasten the button on her jeans. When it was open, he pulled her jeans down and watched as her pink panties came into view. ''Wow, you must have known,'' he said. ''I love black women in pink They look so sexy against your dark skin.'' If I'd known you were going to undress me today, I would have put another a better pair, she thought. She stepped out of her jeans and grabbed his hair again when he pulled the pink panties to one side and planted his tongue onto her.

      ''Oh goodness, that's nice. Oh, keep doing that Dan,'' she said, winding his hair into her fists. Dan had no intention of stopping; she tasted wonderful. He loved the feel of her buttocks as his hands stroked over her smooth skin. She tried to take it all in. This wonderful man had his mouth on her womanhood, and his hands all over her rear, and it was too much for her to bear. Her legs began to tremble, and she had to lie down.

      She dropped to her knees and then onto her back. Open you legs wide for him, you want this man, let him in, she thought. Dan lay between her legs and resumed his tongue work. Keke felt the grass on her back and his tongue on her womanhood, it was a superb contrast of hot and cold. Oh goodness, he's going to make me come, she thought as she felt her body begin to stiffen. ''Don't stop,'' she gasped. Dan grunted as Keke inadvertently pulled his hair too hard. She looked down and saw his mouth just below her pubic hair and his beautiful green eyes staring up at her. When their eyes met, it threw her over the top, and she screamed out. Dan held onto to her impressed at the intensity of her orgasm. Her legs straightened, and her toes curled. Her back arched, and her stomach muscles almost cramped under the strain. Dan almost laughed when he noticed how she had disturbed the turf next to her She had gripped it like a bed sheet and ripped it up towards her.

      ''Let me see you,'' she whispered as Dan came up to kiss her. ''Stand up and take your clothes off.'' Dan stood up and pretended to be a stripper. He gyrated his hips and began to open his shirt, button by slow button. This will take all day, she thought. She sat up and pulled him to her by the leg. He felt her hands at his belt, and in what seemed like an instant, he heard her take a sharp breath as his penis sprung up in front of her face. ''Just how I like it,'' she said looking up at him. ''You're so big and hard.''

      When her mouth encircled him, she felt him twitch. His balls were heavy and coarse to the touch and she loved the feel of them. They moved in her hand as his penis disappeared into her mouth. She moved her hand up and down his shaft as her mouth played with the tip of him. When she started to suck, he knew he was in trouble.

      ''Stop, Keke, stop.'' She didn't want to stop. She wanted to feel him shoot into her mouth. She liked oral sex, and she especially liked the taste of this man. He tasted salty and fresh, and the scent of his arousal was making her wetter than any man had ever done. Dan was strong, and he pushed her from him.

      ''No I want to come in your pussy the first time.''

      ''Then come down here and take me,'' she said, lying back and spreading her legs once again. She felt his penis at her entrance and held her breath. When she felt him slide inside her, she let out a little gasp. ''Oh, I love how that feels.'' She arched her back and pushed her pelvis up. ''Now make love to me Dan, make me yours.''

      Her words were too much for him, and he felt himself about to come. Think of a brick wall, he told himself. He'd read in some men's magazine that if you are making love to a woman who turns you on so much you are in danger of ejaculating too soon, you should start counting the bricks in an imaginary wall.

      Keke felt the urge to hold onto him tightly. His strokes were long and firm, and she moved every time he thrust into her. When he'd settled, he stopped counting bricks and concentrated on the beauty under him. ''Open your shirt, I want to see you breasts,'' he commanded. As she gasped under him, she undid each button and let the shirt fall open. Dan loved the femininity of her pink bra. Her large breasts wobbled each time he pushed into her, and she heard him begin to grunt.

      ''Give me you sperm Dan. I want to feel you shoot in me.'' Dan couldn't resist anymore. He groaned and stayed stock still as his penis unloaded every last drop into her.

      Dang, he thought. Far too fast. That wasn't what I wanted. ''Keke, I'm sorry it was a bit fast, but you turn me on so much I .....''

      ''Shut up, it was perfect.'' She hugged him and kissed the side of his face. ''You are a lovely man.'' After an age, his penis slid out of her, and he rolled from her. As they looked into each others eyes, they both knew, something special was happening.

      ''That was great Dan. I.....''

      He didn't know what she was going to say but decided he would leave nothing to chance. ''I don't want the woman I'm engaged to. I want you. Just so you know.'' The last thing Dan wanted was Keke to think she was just a fling.

      ''And I want you.''

      ''Keke, before we get involved, I want to tell you something about me.''

      ''You can tell me anything, Dan.''

      ''I'm an alcoholic.'' I'm only twenty-six and I'm an alcoholic, but I haven't had a drink for three years.'' He looked at her face, desperately looking for any sign of disgust. ''I nearly dropped out of college because of it. I was drunk all day everyday. My father paid for rehab and since then I've been okay. I still get strong urges to drink, and I'm afraid I will fall back into my old habits one day. But so far I seem to be winning.''

      It all came back to her. Her father. Two bottles of vodka a day. A mother with black eyes and broken ribs. ''Sorry Dan. It was lovely. I'll do the work for you, but I can't have a relationship with you.''

      

      ******

      Britney knocked on the door and waited. Where was he? She knocked again, this time, harder. ''Alright I'm coming,'' he shouted.

      She was in Shelborne Springs a small town just outside Dallas. Witherington Crescent was a neat little street where the neighbors were friendly, and the lawns well looked after. It was the kind of place where dad washed the car on Saturday morning while mom baked apple pie, and the kids whizzed around on bicycles.

      Jason held the door open for her, and she entered the house. Without saying anything he took her hand and climbed the stairs. If the neighbors had been more attentive, they would have noticed the bedroom curtains close.

      After they had made love, he rolled his muscle-packed frame from her, leaned down and kissed her. ''You know Britney, you always were the best screw at school and nothing’s changed. You've still got it.''

      ''And you still full of the same old BS Jason Lopez.''

      ''How long now? I'm tired of waiting. I need you, babe.''

      ''I told you. We still need to sign the insurance papers. I've got it covered. Don't worry my darling. We'll soon be sitting on a beach in Grand Cayman.'' She looked at the man she had loved at school but rejected. ''You know I was such a fool to let you all those years ago.''

      ''If I remember, you didn't have much choice. When your dad sent you to rehab I tried to get in touch with you, but it was impossible. You know we had the world at our feet. We were supplying the whole school; nobody was a rich as us at that time.''

      ''When I came out of rehab my dad kept me locked up like a prisoner. When he introduced me to Dan, I took the opportunity. I mean it was better than sitting at home, and I hadn't got a clue where you were. You know, Dan's not a bad guy, but he's gotta go.'' When she'd stopped laughing she looked at the tattoos on Jason's body and tried to figure out which one was new. ''I don't know why, but when I orgasm I always seem to need a line afterward,'' she added.

      Jason got out of bed and reached into a drawer in the cabinet next to the window. He pulled out a pack of cocaine and handed it to her.

      ''That's my boy. You always give me what I want.''

      

      *****

      

      Janice looked at her watch. Where was Keke? It was gone ten, and she was never this late. When she heard a car pull up outside, she was relieved. ''My God Keke, you look awful are you alright?''

      ''Yes, I'll be fine. I'm just feeling a bit under the weather; that's all. Be an angel and make me some tea.''

      Janice looked at her quizzically. ''But you never drink tea. How about a nice strong coffee to get you up and running.'' The mention of the word coffee sent Keke rushing to the toilet.

      ''You're not pregnant are you?'' Janice asked when Keke came back into the room holding a tissue. Keke looked at her. Twenty minutes later Janice was back at the office with a home pregnancy test. Keke went to the bathroom and shortly after Janice heard a scream.

      After she had stared at the picture of Madam Tinubu for over an hour and wiped away more tears that she wanted to remember, she picked up the phone.

      ''Hi Dan, it's Keke.'' Dan was sitting in his office reading an email from Johannesburg in which the union boss had apologized for the inconvenience and instructed his members to return to work forthwith. Just the sound of her voice made all those feelings reappear. But her rejection had been sudden and brutal, and it had hurt him deeply.

      ''Keke, how's the investigation going? It's only three weeks to the wedding, and I'm getting nervous? Have you found what she's up to yet?'' he blurted the questions out one after another as quickly as he could.

      ''Dan, I'm....pregnant.''

      ''Is it mine?'' Goodness, what a horrible thing to say, Dan thought. ''Sorry. I'm just a bit upset after you know..... and I'm shocked.''

      ''Dan, it's yours, of course, it is.''

      There was a long silence. ''Well that's fantastic, really good news. Of course, I'll take care of your every need, and you'll never want for money, I'll make sure of that.'' What Dan wanted to say was: please let's be a family,' but he didn't want anymore hurt.

      ''Thank you, Dan. I'd hoped you would understand. Raising a child as a single mom won't be easy, so I'm grateful for you support.'' The words single mom made him feel lonely and excluded. ''Let's have a coffee sometime and we can finalize the details.'' Sounds like a bloody business deal, Dan thought. ''You asked me about Britney,'' Keke continued. ''I've been following her, but I've been sick quite a bit, so I've put Janice on the job. The only time Britney went anywhere unlikely, Janice lost her in the traffic somewhere near Shelborne Springs. Do you know anyone there?''

      ''No.'' Dan's mind was still thinking about the horrific prospect of Keke raising their child without him. ''It's got to be a secret.''

      ''What has?''

      ''Your pregnancy. If people find out, my future may be at risk.''

      ''Okay. I won't tell anyone. Dan? Dan?''

      Dan had hung up.

      

      *****

      Britney was driving towards Shelborne Springs when her cell rang. ''Hi babe, it's me.''

      ''Dan.'' How very inconvenient, he never calls me during the day, she thought. And why did he call me babe? ''What's up?''

      ''Can you meet me in town, I want to talk to you?''

      ''Sure when?''

      ''An hour.''

      A line of cocaine flashed across her mind. She gripped the steering wheel harder and tried to block the thought, but it was impossible. She needed it and the thought of having to turn back to Dallas and go without was overbearing. Only a few days, keep it together girl, she told herself.

      Dan liked Mary's tea room. It was a copy of one of those old fashioned bakers shops, with a tea room at the back. Britney arrived at the same time as the waitress. Dan ordered a pot of tea and scones with cream.

      Don't mess it up Britney, told herself as she approached the table. Give him a kiss, make sure he suspects nothing. She flashed a false smile and sat down opposite him.

      Dan looked at her. He was right, she really was behaving oddly, and she looked as thought she needed to sleep. Enough now, though, both your parents think she's a great girl, the fun you had when you first started dating will come back, and sure, she's nervous. After all, she's marrying into a dynasty.

      ''Are you okay?'' she asked. not really caring if the answer was yes or not.

      ''Fine. Listen I've been a bit aloof lately. I just wanted to tell you I'll help you finalize the wedding. I' haven't been much help so far. I thought it was time I did my bit.''

      Did you drag me away from a good screw and a line of cocaine to tell me that you mean son a jerk? she thought. ''Yes great. I'll brief you when we get home.''

      ''And one more thing. You mentioned the insurance papers. James Ridley will be here in a few minutes. Remember him? The broker from Allinson and Allinson. We'd better get all those boring little details sorted before the wedding. You never know, I might walk under a bus, and you'd be destitute otherwise.''

      Britney beamed back at him. Finally, she thought.

      *****

      Janice yawned as she pulled up, a couple of hundred meters away from Britney's car. Get yourself a new job, she thought. This is boring. She'd spent day after day, sitting in her car, either outside Dan and Britney's house or following her on another shopping trip. The only time she'd left central Dallas was to go to some God forsaken town and then Janice had lost her. Today would be like all the other days, she thought.

      When Britney got out of the car, she headed into a clothes shop. Janice followed her at a discrete distance, her hand on the camera in her bag. Keke had told her to keep back and take photos' if Britney met anyone suspicious. Particularly men.

      Janice watched as Britney walked around the store. Britney picked up the odd garment and looked at it before replacing it. When Britney looked at her watch and suddenly made for the door, Janice was alert. She followed her outside and across the road to the park. Britney sat down on a park bench, and Janice hid behind a tree. After a couple of minutes, Janice reached for the camera. Britney was talking to a very tall, thin man.

      

      *****

      

      Keke was just about to throw up again when Janice arrived looking hot and sweaty. ''I thought they called it morning sickness because it's supposed to happen in the morning,'' Keke complained. ''I've been ill all day.'' She looked at Janice and noticed her familiar guilty look. ''What's the matter?''

      ''I've messed up.''

      Keke wasn't surprised. ''What?''

      ''She met a guy.'' Janice slumped into the armchair and looked at Keke, who'd take the secretary's place for the day.

      ''And?''

      ''And I tried to take a photo, but the camera.''

      ''The camera did what?''

      ''Well, that's the problem. It didn't do anything.''

      ''Why?''

      ''I forgot to charge the batteries last evening.''

      ''Janice, how many time are you going to......'' Keke got up and rushed to the bathroom. In the time she was away, she decided not to fire Janice. For now anyway. She'd give her one more chance. ''Do you, at least, have a description?'' she asked when she returned.

      ''Yes. Tall and quite thin with a full head of gray, black hair.''

      ''What was he wearing?''

      ''All black. Pants and shirt.''

      ''Shoes, boots, sandals?''

      ''Ah yes that's the interesting bit,'' Janice remembered. ''Cowboy boots. Very noticeable ones. Black with white flashes.''

      Keke opened the window. Janice's car didn't have air conditioning, and she was not going to let Janice drive her car. ''Drive slowly Janice please,'' Keke pleaded. ''I've got six stores on the list. Lets' begin at San Antonio Street and work our way around the downtown area.'' Janice nodded and put her foot down. Keke felt nauseous but managed to hang on.

      ''One more and we're done. It a very long shot but this is a game of coincidences. You never know what's around the next corner,'' Keke said as Janice pulled up outside Wild Bills. When they went inside Keke whistled to her self. There were more stetsons that she'd ever seen in one place and hundreds of pairs of cowboy boots. When Janice yelled, Keke jumped in shock.

      ''These. These here.'' Janice held up a pair of black cowboy boots with white flashes.

      ''Are you sure?''

      ''Yes. One hundred percent.''

      Keke took the boots off her and walked to the sales counter, where a young man was unpacking shirts. ''Are you okay?'' he asked her. ''You look very hot?'' His observation was confirmed when a trickle of sweat dropped from her forehead and landed on the counter. He disappeared and came back with a glass of ice water and a clean towel.

      ''My word, you are one considerate man. You'll make someone a great husband one day,'' Keke said, wiping her face in the soft towel.

      “'I'm already married,'' he said proudly. ''To Martha.''

      Doesn't look old enough, Keke thought. ''And what's it like being married?''

      ''Wonderful. I love her so much; everyday is a fantastic experience. When I get home and see her, it's....it's like having the best Christmas present you could ever wish for, everyday.''

      ''Do you remember if a tall, thin man, probably dressed in black, bought a pair of these boots from your store.''

      ''That sounds like Steve. He's a good customer here.''

      ''Do you know where he lives?'' Keke wasn't hopeful.

      ''No but I can tell him you want to speak to him if you like. He's got some boots here for repair. I'll give him your number when he comes to collect them.''

      ''No it's okay. Don't worry.''

      Keke sat in her office and thought about what the young man had said in Wild Bill's. He can't have been more than nineteen, yet he spoke with so much passion about the woman he loved. She looked at Madam Tinubu and felt racked with guilt and horror at what she had done. ''Okay, okay, I'm going to. Don't look at me like that,'' she said.

      ''Janice? Can you come here, please.'' When Janice appeared, she looked pleased with herself. Keke didn't know why. ''I want you to park yourself outside Wild Bill's everyday until you see that man appear. When you see him, I want you to follow him and find out where he lives. When you've done that I'll take over.''

      ''All day, everyday?'' Janice asked, horrified.

      ''Do you want to keep your job, Janice?'' Janice nodded. ''Well, in that case, do what I ask you. You know I've been very good to you, you should try to remember that.''

      

      *****

      

      I need to pee, Janice thought. She got out of the car and went into the alleyway next to Wild Bill's. She'd managed to pee there everyday for the last three days without being seen.

      Janice didn't see the man, but she felt the slap across her face. ''Why are you looking for me? Who are you? Tell me or by the heavens I'll stick this piece of steel into you.''

      Janice stood with her jeans halfway down her thighs and whimpered. It was indeed the same man that she'd seen with Britney. ''Sorry, but I'm not following you,'' she said as she rubbed the place he had slapped her. ''I just came in here to pee. If it's......''

      ''Who are you? Last time I'm asking?''

      ''Janice.''

      ''You've been sitting in your car for three days and asking about me in Wild Bills. Why?''

      Keke had told Janice that the last thing you do is reveal you clients name. In fact, Keke had told her that you die before you do so. ''It's to do with Britney.''

      ''I don't know anybody called Britney.''

      Janice assumed he was having an affair with Britney. “Yes, you do. I saw you together. I'm a friend of hers,'' she lied.

      ''You're one step away from being murdered so tell me the truth. Why are you following me?''

      ''I told you. I'm a friend of hers, and she told me about you. She wasn't sure she could trust you, so she asked me to keep an eye on you.''

      He didn't want another victim on his hands, especially one that he would have to kill on the spur of the moment. She also looked like the kind of woman who would go away and keep quiet if he threatened her hard enough. ''Piss off and leave me alone. If I ever see you again, I will murder you in the most savage manner possible.'' He let go of her and walked away. Janice collapsed onto the ground and forgot she needed to pee.

      *****

      When Jessie saw Keke pull up outside the diner, she went to the table and took away the sugar. ''The usual Keke?''

      ''No, can you bring me a plate of ice cream and some chopped onions.''

      ''What?''

      ''Ice cream and a plate of chopped onions.'' I hope the father is the nice looking guy in the Ferrari, Jessie thought.

      When Dan arrived, he was wearing an Armani suit and open white shirt. As he walked towards her, Keke cleared her throat nervously. Without saying anything, he handed her an envelope. She opened it and gasped. ''No Dan, not like this.'' She handed the paper back to him.

      ''Then how?'' he asked. She looked at him and noticed how weary he looked. She took his hand, but he pulled it away.

      ''When I called you and asked you to come and see me, I wanted to talk to you about a couple of things. First, Britney.'' What does it matter now, he thought.

      ''We have witnessed Britney meeting a man in a park downtown. Janice was following him. He caught her and shook her up quite badly. He's up to no good.'' Dan looked confused when Jessie arrived with the strange mixture of foods. ''We can't say whether it's an affair or not, but she met a man. I need a bit more time to get to the bottom of it, but I think you, at least, have a case for postponing the wedding until we find out more.''

      ''I have decided to go ahead with the marriage.'' It could have been so different, he thought. When he sighed, Keke took hold of his hand again. Again he tried to pull back, but she held onto him desperately. ''What do you want, Keke?'' he said, almost angrily.

      ''I don't want a check for three million dollars, that's for sure. I understand when you came here, you came prepared to support me, but that's not the way I want it.''

      ''Goodness, how do you want it?'' he said no less angrily. ''It seems to me, you want it all your own way. You dumped me, now I'm offering you financial security for the rest of you life to look after you and the baby, and you throw it back at me. I don't understand.''

      ''Because I have made a terrible mistake,'' she said, tears in her eyes. ''I love you so much, and I am so sorry for what I did to you. I was hasty and didn't think it through properly. I just reacted on the spur of the moment to a problem that I've known before in my life. I have every faith in you, and I want you and me to bring our child up together, under the same roof, and in the same bed. ''Keke pulled him over the table and kissed him. ''What do you say?'' She looked at him as his expression changed. The tiredness in his face went, and the sparkle in his eyes returned.

      ''Do you know how hard it has been, thinking I would have to live my life without you. Without seeing my child every day? Of course, the answer is yes.''

      Jessie watched as Dan stood up, walked to Keke's side of the table and got onto one knee. When she saw Keke nod, she broke out into applause.

      

      *****

      Britney got out of the car outside Jason's house. In her bag was ten kilos of the best cocaine money could buy.

      ''I warned you, if you talked, you would die instead of your fiancee. Those are my rules,'' Steve said as Britney appeared in the middle of the cross hairs of his long-range assassins rifle.

      ****

      THE END
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      Viola Turner couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She was going to be late for work, but she couldn’t move from the doorway to her bedroom. She was in her small one bedroom apartment, half dressed. She wore her black skirt that was a part of her uniform, but the white shirt hung over her shoulder. Her toothbrush was in her mouth, and white foam leaked from the corner of her lips, contrasting with her dark chocolate colored skin. She had been multitasking when her boyfriend, Jerome, had decided to break up with her.

      “Are you kidding me?” Viola asked.

      Jerome was tall, but he was slumped down, sitting on the edge of her bed, looking at the floor. “No,” he said. “I wouldn’t joke.”

      “You’re breaking up with me?”

      “I just don’t think it’s going anywhere, Vi.”

      “Don’t call me Vi. People who are breaking up with me don’t get to call me Vi. It’s Viola. Or Miss. Turner, for you. Yeah, Miss Turner is fine.”

      Jerome sighed and stood up. He still didn’t look at her, he stared at the back of his hands instead, which he held up under his chin, as if he had never noticed them before.

      “Look at me,” Viola said.

      Jerome did.

      “What happened?”

      “It just isn’t working.”

      “You aren’t working. I’ve been paying for everything while you keep screwing up job interviews.”

      “I knew you’d bring that up,” Jerome said, sighing.

      Viola rolled her eyes. “Just get out, I have to go to work.”

      “Get out?” Jerome asked. “Where am I supposed to go?”

      “You thought you would break up with me, and then stay here? Jerome, get real. Get your stuff packed up, be gone before I get off tonight.”

      “Fine,” Jerome said, and Viola didn’t waste another second on the man. She turned and headed for the bathroom, so she could finish brushing her teeth.

      Viola worked downtown, at a restaurant called Vine, which was very posh, and very expensive. Viola would have never been able to eat there if she didn’t work there. The clientele was some of the most powerful and richest men and women in New York, and it was a rare week that Viola didn’t serve a famous actor or musician.

      She lived in Brooklyn, and caught the bus to Manhattan, leaving her apartment without a word to her now ex-boyfriend. On the bus, she sat and seethed, trying to keep her anger in check, but failing to do so. As she neared work, she tried not to think of Jerome at all, but that was nearly impossible as well.

      She and Jerome had been dating for almost two years, and she had begun to wonder if he was the man she would be spending the rest of her life with. When they had started dating he had been working at a good job and had been making much more than she did with her waitressing work. And then he had been laid off, and since then, nothing.

      It was just before two when the bus pulled to a stop a block or so from Vine, and Viola climbed off and started walking. It was Saturday, and a few people were there as she walked in, having a late lunch, but it wouldn’t get busy until around seven or so. Most days of the week you couldn’t get in for dinner without a reservation, and you couldn’t get a reservation unless you had a certain reputation or enough money to grease the palms of the maitre d’s and get yourself that reputation.

      The restaurant was sparsely furnished, with small tables and delicate looking chairs, the paint on the wall a soft cream color. Viola walked through the front door and to the back, something that her boss hated, but not enough to deter her from doing so and walking all the way around the block to reach the alley that ran behind the restaurant, and led to the employee entrance.

      “Come on Vi,” Stephen, her boss said.

      “Sorry, Stevie,” Viola said with a smile. The old man was sitting on a stool in the small area that lay between the large state of the art kitchen and the dining room. He was short, with big ears and a bald head. He wore glasses as thick as any Viola had ever seen, and they made his eyes look gigantic.

      “You’re late too,” Stephen said.

      “I don’t drive the bus,” Viola retorted. She went to the far wall, where a few lockers sat, and stashed her purse in hers before shutting the door. Then she went and clocked in before heading to the dining room.

      The first part of her day passed slowly, as she busied herself with the work wait staff so often did when there weren’t many customers. Vine was a popular spot, but it had a reputation for being cool, and cool people simply didn’t show up to anything until the Sun had fallen from the sky.

      Finally, the light outside indeed dimmed, and the dining room began filling up. Viola was offloading a few plates to one of her tables when she glanced at the door and smiled. There stood James Denning, one of her favorite customers. He was a bit older than her twenty-three, by a decade at least, and he always requested that she be his waitress whenever he came. She knew it was because he liked staring at her curvaceous body, but the man was friendly and funny, and he tipped incredibly well. She could deal with the stares and the flirting. Besides, he was rather attractive himself. He was white, with a strong jaw and sandy blonde hair that he always kept short, and it looked as though he got a haircut every couple of days.

      James was the CEO of a company that owned and operated some of the most popular websites in the world. He always had his phone out, texting people, responding to emails, but when Viola would swing by his table to check on him he would set his phone down, and all of his attention would be on her. It embarrassed Viola a bit, but it excited her at the same time. She knew he wanted her. It was obvious, the way he would speak to her, the way he would flirt. His eyes traveled up and down her body, and he didn’t attempt to hide it. He was a powerful man, and she knew he was used to getting what he wanted. The fact that she had never accepted one of his invitations to go somewhere with him drove him wild, and she could tell.

      Viola waited until he was seated, which of course he was without having to wait in line, and then she made her way over to his table. He was sitting with another man, an older man with silver hair and a pointed chin.

      James looked towards the black woman and smiled.

      “Vi,” he said. “I’m glad you’re working tonight.”

      “I bet you are,” Violet said teasingly. She stood at the man’s elbow, and she watched as his eyes flashed downwards to her exposed thighs. He might as well have licked his lips; the desire on his face was unmistakable.

      “This is Frank Geller,” James said, introducing the other man. Frank shook her hand.

      “I own Meet a Lover dot com, and this swindler is trying to get me to part with it.”

      Viola smiled and nodded. Rich people always loved talking about their business; it was as if they needed everyone to know exactly how and why they were rich. Still, they tipped her well, so she feigned interest.

      The night wore on, and the restaurant continued to seat as many people as they could. James and Frank stayed for a long while, having a few drinks before they ordered food, and then taking their time and discussing business over steaming cups of coffee after they had eaten.

      Near ten, they rose to leave, and Viola went to the table to get the check. James reached out as she did, and he took her hand in his.

      “You alright tonight?” he asked her, looking into her eyes.

      Viola nodded softly. She was looking at the man, really looking at him, and she realized just how handsome he was. She had never been with a white man before, but she certainly wouldn’t mind if he were her first. If he had any slight blemish on his looks, it was the fact that his nose looked just a bit crooked, but it actually suited him somewhat.

      “My boyfriend broke up with me tonight,” Viola blurted out before she could stop herself.

      “Well, I don’t know the guy, but I’m going to guess that he’s an idiot,” James said with an easy grin.

      “He is,” Viola agreed, and she laughed, but she felt a stinging pain in her eyes as tears formed there.

      “What time do you get off tonight?” James asked her, still holding her hand.

      “Soon. Around midnight.”

      “Perfect,” James said, nodding as though it made sense to her.

      “Perfect for what?” she asked tentatively.

      “I’ll pick you up. We’ll go to The Ice Room.”

      The Ice Room was a very popular, and very elite night club in New York. Tables cost fifteen thousand dollars to reserve, and that was before you even ordered a drink. Viola had never been there, and she didn’t think she ever would go.

      “I can’t. I don’t have anything to wear,” Viola said.

      “Don’t worry about that, I’ll bring something when I pick you up.”

      Viola opened her mouth to tell the man no, as she always did when he asked her out, but when she spoke another word came out instead. “Okay,” she said.

      James grinned, a wide smile where his lips pulled apart and showed off his sparkling white teeth. “Great,” he said. “Out front, midnight, alright?”

      “Okay,” Viola said, unsure of what she had just gotten herself into. James bent and pressed his lips to her cheeks, and then he turned and left with Frank. Viola watched him go.

      2

      It was ten after midnight when Viola finally left the restaurant, heading out with her co-workers through the front door, before Stephen turned and locked the door behind everyone. There was a long stretch limo parked in front of the restaurant, pulled to the curb.

      “Who is that for?” a waitress named Mary asked.

      “The President?” Joey, a cook, joked.

      The back door of the limo opened, and James climbed out.

      “Me,” Viola murmured, and then she stepped forward towards the limo.

      “Shall we?” James asked, holding the door open for her, and Viola nodded, ducking her head and climbing into the expensive car.

      “Do you always ride in one of these?” Viola asked as James settled himself behind her and shut the door. He laughed.

      “Only when I’m trying to impress a pretty woman.”

      “So all the time then?”

      James laughed again. “You think you have me pegged, I know that, but I bet I end up surprising you,” he said to the younger black woman.

      “This is amazing,” Viola said, looking around.

      “Champagne?” James asked, and he pulled a bottle from an ice bucket and poured two glasses when she nodded yes. He held one out to her.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “Oh, here, I picked this out for you,” James said, turning and grabbing a nearby bag, and holding it out to Viola. She took it and pulled out a slinky and sexy dress. “For the club,”

      Viola took the dress and held it in front of her eyes. It was black and tiny, and wouldn’t leave much to the imagination. She was already wearing black heels, so that wouldn’t be a problem, but she had never worn a dress like that, despite being rather comfortable in her body.

      She knew men found her attractive, and she worked hard to keep in shape. She went to the gym, she ate right. She was on the shorter side, but a lot of men preferred that. Her hips were rounded, her butt big, but toned. She had large breasts and kept her black hair short and straight, working hard against its natural state.

      “Where’s the rest of it?” Viola joked.

      James grinned. “You’ll look great.”

      “Yeah yeah, look out the window while I change,” Viola said, and the older man did just that. She shimmied and shook our of her skirt and shirt, dealing with the awkwardness of changing in a car, though being in a limo certainly helped with space. She pulled the new dress over her head and realized her bra was showing, so she took that off. When she pulled the dress down, the material slid over her dark brown nipples, hardening them. She had kept an eye on James as she changed, seeing if he would peek, but surprisingly he didn’t. Viola was surprised to find she was a little disappointed by that.

      When she tapped him on the shoulder, he turned and gaped, and she felt a little better. His eyes were drawn to her ample cleavage, and she knew he was looking at her rosebud nipples, hard and pressing against the thin material of the dress.

      “Incredible,” he said, and left it at that. Viola smiled. James was dressed for the club, out of his usual suit and wearing a button up shirt that was no doubt more expensive than Jerome’s whole wardrobe had been. She thought of her ex for the first time that night since the rush had begun at work. She had been too busy to dwell on the breakup when Vine had been packed, but now it hit her again, and she felt herself growing sad and angry. She shoved the emotions from her mind as the limo pulled in front of The Ice Club.

      They walked right in the door, James taking her hand and leading her in. A large line of well-dressed men and women groaned, standing outside of the club with no guarantee they would be let in. James shook hands with the doorman, and Viola was almost sure he had been palming some amount of money and passed it to the man. It was true what they said: money makes the world go ‘round.

      Inside the club was decorated to its namesake. Plush couches and chairs were in white, and tables in a soft blue. The bar along the back of the club was see through, hazy though, like ice. There was a dance floor, with a stage and a DJ. Loud music was playing through the speakers. The space wasn’t that large, which only helped grow the exclusive reputation the club had, and it was quite busy. James led Viola to a table near the back, which had been roped off with a sign saying reserved. A waitress in a sexy white uniform hurried over and removed the rope, and then took their drink orders.

      Viola had no idea what to order, so she allowed James to order for her. She was impressed by everything. Getting into the club, having his own table, it was all a great display of his wealth, and though Viola had always thought she was above that sort of thing, she decidedly wasn’t.

      They drank and danced for hours, and then the club was shutting down and they went back outside. The limo wasn’t there, but it pulled up to the curb in front of them within seconds, and they climbed in. Viola’s head was swimming due to the alcohol, and she leaned against the far door and closed her eyes for a moment. And then James was there, sliding close to her, his hand on her bare thigh. She opened her eyes and looked at him. She thought he was going to say something, but instead, he leaned forward and pressed his lips to hers. She parted her own lips, and their tongues met, dancing together. His hand moved up her leg, pushing the already skirt higher. He broke the kiss.

      “Come back to my place,” he said. It wasn’t much of a question, it sounded more like a demand. Viola thought of her own home for a moment. She wondered if Jerome had really gotten out that night. She blinked away the thoughts and focused on James.

      “Okay,” she said.
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      James lived on the top floor of a massive skyscraper. Viola didn’t know if the whole building was nothing but lavish apartments, but there had been a doorman in an expensive looking suit, and the lobby had one massive wall filled with mail slots, each with a different apartment number on the little door.

      They rode for a long time in an elevator, and James had her pushed against the wall while it rose, his lips on her neck. He kissed her there, nipped at her. She wrapped her arms around him. There was a soft ding, and they left the elevator and found themselves in a short hall, with only one door, straight across from them.

      “Is your apartment the whole floor?” Viola asked.

      “Yeah,” James said, sounding as though he wasn’t trying to impress her. He unlocked his door, and they went inside.

      The apartment was spacious, and the views were incredible, but Viola wouldn’t have the time to appreciate them until the next morning.

      They were all over each other as soon as James kicked the front door closed with his foot. Viola kicked off her heels, and then stood on the tips of her toes to kiss him. She put one arm around his strong body, the other behind his head so her fingers could slide through his hair. He took her by the hips, his fingers powerful there, holding her. Their bodies pressed together, and Viola could feel the heat. She could also feel his cock, hard and pressing against her stomach through his pants.

      He lifted her up then, and she wrapped her legs around him as they continued to kiss, and he carried her into the living room. It was furnished much like her own living room, a couch, a chair, a television, but everything was, at least, five times more expensive. Standing over the couch James pushed on her hips, and she fell back, landing on the sofa and grinning up at him.

      “How long have you been wanting to do this?” she asked.

      “A long time,” James answered as he unbuttoned his shirt and pulled it off.

      “You ever harassed a black chick?” Viola asked, and the man shook his head.

      “You ever been messed by a white guy?” James asked, and it was Viola’s turn to shake her head. He grinned and knelt down by the couch, using his hands to push the short dress up over her hips, exposing her black lace thong. “A white guy ever eat your pussy?” he asked, and then before waiting for a response, he dipped his head and pressed his lips to the inside of her thigh. He nibbled there, plucking at her tender flesh with his perfect teeth.

      He ran a finger along her slit, through the lace material of her panties, and then he hooked his finger around the crotch of her thong and pulled it to the side. He pushed his head in nearer to her and ran his tongue along her. She was wet, and he tasted her, lapping up her steamy juices. Viola groaned and leaned her head back. The tip of his tongue felt like bliss as it found the small knot of her clit, and sent waves of pleasure through her body. James was good, and it wasn’t long before she felt herself nearing orgasm, and then without warning she was coming, moaning aloud as a wave of pleasure built in her loins and then unleashed, spreading through her crotch and up into the pit of her stomach. James kept his tongue on her, his face buried between her legs until she was done, and then he leaned back and smiled in the soft light. Her juices made his skin slick around his mouth, but Viola didn’t protest when he grabbed her and pulled her upright on the couch so he could kiss her. She tasted him, she tasted herself, and she knew the night was just beginning.

      Into the bedroom they went, and she sat on the edge of his massive bed as he opened the fly of his pants and pulled his throbbing cock out. She leaned forward, taking it into her mouth eagerly. He put both hands on her head and began to guide her. He had been loving, gentle, as he ate her out, but now he was her mouth, his rigid member sliding in and out along her soft, plump lips. He pulled her toward him, burying his shaft into the back of her throat. He was large, his cock thick, and she was gagging, her eyes tearing up. Then he released her, and she pulled off of his cock, fighting to catch her breath. As she did so, he reached down and pulled her up. His hands ripped the front of the sexy little black dress down, exposing her large breasts.

      He dipped his head and took a nipple into his mouth, biting it softly. His hand was on her other breast, rolling her nipple between his thumb and forefinger. Viola tilted her head back and moaned, and then she was moving again, James’ hands upon her, pushing her into position. He shoved her towards the bed, and then grabbed her hips and turned her over. She began to rise up onto her hands and knees, but he pushed her down with a grunt, so she lay flat. He lowered himself upon her, reaching down and sliding his cock inside of her. She was used to doggystyle, most men she dated or messed enjoyed it since her rear was one of those rears, big and plump but firm, and most men liked grabbing it, or slapping it, or both. But she had never laid completely down on her stomach before, and she was worried he wouldn’t be able to get inside her at that odd angle, but he did. She kept her legs spread, and her fingers gripped his sheets, her knuckles turning white as her fists tightened with each thrust.

      He leaned forward, his body resting against hers, pushing her down. She felt submissive, she felt used, and she liked it. He had taken care of her first after all, and now it was his turn, and she was happy to oblige. Besides, as he harassed her she felt the heat returning to her loins, and she came again before he had his chance. She yelled aloud, and he pressed his hand to her head, gripping her hair and pulling it roughly as she came. Within seconds of her orgasm, it was his turn, and his cock jumped inside her as he came, spraying his hot seed deep into her pussy.

      “Idiot,” James said, as he pulled his slick toe out of her wet snatch, and she laughed and nodded. It had been a while since she felt so used, and she was hoping he would be up to using her again later that night.

      It turned out he was, and he used her three more times before the Sun rose. She went home the next morning, early on Sunday. The limo wasn’t around, but James called a taxi for her, already paid with his credit card over the phone. They exchanged numbers, but Viola was half convinced it was going to be a one-time thing, and she was alright with that.

      When she got home, she was pleasantly surprised to return to an empty home. Jerome was gone, along with most of his belongings. Viola showered and then took a nap. She hadn’t slept much the previous night. She was off on Sundays, and she slept until the late afternoon. When she woke up, Viola made a quick meal of a sandwich, and sat on her couch, flicking the TV on with the remote. She pulled her laptop onto her lap and opened it. She browsed through some emails  and then opened Facebook.

      Viola was surprised to see she had a friend request, and, even more, surprised when she saw who it was from. She recognized the picture. He was older than she was but a bit younger than James. He was a good looking man with dark hair and dark eyes, with trendy glasses and a beard. His name was Martin Alven, and she recognized him, but couldn’t remember where. She accepted the friend request anyways, and then googled the name.

      She realized why she recognized the man. He owned MAA, one of the largest record labels in the country. It was, of course, headquartered in New York.

      But then a memory flashed through her brain, and she realized he seemed familiar for another reason to. Viola had met him, the night before, at the club. It was hazy, but she remembered he had been hitting on her, right in front of James. She was pulled out of the memory by a small chime, and there was a new message for her on Facebook. It was from Martin.

      He wanted to know if she wanted to go out to dinner with him on Wednesday, but she worked then, and she replied with that.

      How about tonight then? he asked through Facebook, and Viola waited for a moment, thinking. She had been on a date with a billionaire the night before and ended up at his lavish apartment, where he harassed her all night. Now another white billionaire was asking her to dinner. The day before, her jobless boyfriend of two years had broken up with her, and rebounding was the furthest thing from her mind. Still, you only live once, so she told Martin she would go with him.

      He told her he would pick her up at four, since it was a bit of a drive, and Viola went to get ready. She dressed in her nicest dress, unsure of where exactly they would be going. She had given him her address, a little self-conscious about that, and at four, she was out in front of her building. With a roar, a red sports car entered the parking lot, the top down, a smiling Martin behind the wheel. He was tall and thin, with an angular body. He waited for her to get in, and then reached for her hand, took it, and kissed it. Viola smiled.

      “I thought you were with James, but I had to ask you out. You are enchanting,” Martin said.

      “You know James?”

      “We run into each other,” Martin said, and then, as he pulled out of the parking lot, he laughed. “I don’t think he likes me much.”

      “Maybe it’s because you hit on the girls he goes out with.”

      “You guys are going out? Because here you are in my car.”

      “Not out out,” Viola clarified. “He just took me out last night.”

      “You aren’t afraid of heights, are you?” Martin asked as they drove, away from the city. Viola thought back to looking out the windows at James’ place and shook her head.

      “Not really,” she said.

      “Good,” Martin said, and just outside of the city they pulled into the parking lot of a non-descript brown building. As Martin pulled behind it, Viola saw that they were at a small airfield. A helicopter sat behind the building on a miniscule tarmac. A pilot was checking something at the front of the helicopter.

      “Is this your helicopter?” Viola asked, suddenly realizing why he wanted to know if she was afraid of heights. She thought perhaps he was going to take her to a restaurant that sat at the top of a building, she had no idea he was flying her somewhere.

      “Yeah,” Martin said, and he didn’t seem embarrassed about his wealth, the way James had. “One of the first things I bought when I got the money,” he added. “You ever been in one?”

      “No,” Viola said.

      “It’s a blast,” Martin said, and with ten minutes they were in the sky, and Viola had to agree, it was pretty fun. The helicopter rose and fell with wind drafts, and the ground whipped by beneath them. They flew for a little over an hour, and then they were setting down near the coast. A car was waiting for them there, not a limo, but a very nice sedan. There was no driver.

      “I’m sure James had a limo for you,” Martin said, looking to the black woman slyly.

      Viola laughed and nodded.

      “I like to do my own driving,” Martin said, and he climbed behind the wheel. It was only a ten-minute drive, and then Martin was parking in a small lot, sparsely populated with other expensive looking cars. The lot was next to a dock, with row after row of massive yachts. Martin led her to one, where a small crew was preparing to launch.

      “This is Captain Reynolds,” James said, introducing Viola to a tanned man with a thick Mediterranean accent.

      “It’s a pleasure, miss,” Reynolds said, and then he disappeared so he could ready the ship. Martin then led Viola to the deck, where a woman in a crisp white uniform, identical to the rest of the crew, stood waiting by two chairs. Beside her was chilled champagne and a platter of hors devours.

      “Welcome, Mr. Alven,” the woman said.

      “Thank you, Cindy,” Martin said. “This is Viola Turner.”

      “Miss Turner.”

      Viola found it strange that Cindy was calling her miss. She was just a waitress, more like Cindy the blonde bimbo than Martin, the billionaire. Cindy couldn't hide her shapely figure under the uniform, and Viola had a feeling that most trips on the boat, trips without a woman present, Cindy would be wearing something different. A bikini perhaps? Nothing?

      They drank champagne and munched on things Viola couldn’t even pronounce as the massive yacht left the harbor and headed out to see. It was strange, when Viola thought about it, that she was going out on a boat with a man she didn't even know, but she figured there were enough members of the yacht’s crew milling around that she wouldn’t be murdered. In all, there seemed to be four people besides them, the captain, Cindy, and two young men who were barked at by the captain and rushed around the yacht doing various sea things that Viola didn’t understand.

      “What do you do, Viola?” Martin asked her.

      “I’m a waitress.”

      “Oh? In the city?”

      Viola nodded. “Vine.”

      “I’ve heard good things,” Martin said. “Never been, though, believe it or not.”

      “People seem to love it,” Viola said with a soft shrug of her shoulders. The Sun was hanging high in the air when they eventually stopped, so far from land it was nothing more than a gray line on the horizon, and a ladder was let down.

      “Up for a swim before dinner?” Martin asked.

      “I didn’t bring a suit,” Viola said.

      “Cindy, take her into the cabin to find a suit, will you?” Martin said, and Viola was swept away with the blonde woman with her big fake belly. Soon Viola was outfitted in a white bikini, and then she and Marti were diving off of the boat and into the chilly sea.

      They swam for an hour. Then Cindy called them for dinner, so they swam back and climbed up to the boat on a silver ladder.

      Dinner was delicious, and it was full of expensive and exotic foods that Viola had never had. When they were done, Cindy cleared the plates away, and Martin and Viola sat at the back of the deck and watched the Sun go down, behind the gray line that was land. They went back in the dark.

      When they docked again, Martin told the crew they were done for the night, but he held Viola back.

      “Want to come have some coffee in the cabin?” he asked, and Viola grinned. She knew they wouldn’t be having any coffee, and she was somewhat surprised to know she was okay with that.

      She took control when they were in the cabin. It was wide and open, with a bed and a small kitchen area. Martin went towards the kitchen, but the young woman caught him by the arm and stopped him. He turned to speak with her, but she was there, still wearing the damp bikini, her nipples already hard, a burning desire in between her legs. She pushed against him and then they were kissing.

      When she felt him grow hard against her hip, she dropped to her knees and pulled his swimming trunks down. He sprang out, his cock bobbing in the air as the boat rolled softly on the waves. He was longer than James but thinner, and Viola took him into her mouth eagerly.

      Where James was forceful, practically her mouth, Martin was respectful and gentle. His hand went to her hair, his fingers running through it. Her lips were wet, and they slid sensually down his shaft, and then back up. She took him out of her mouth and used her tongue to tease him, running it along his tip, and then down the sensitive underside of his cock.

      She gripped his balls lightly in one hand, massaging them as she took him into her mouth once more, and then, when she felt his pleasure was at a maximum, she stopped sucking his cock and stood up.

      “Idiot me,” she said, and Martin obliged. They went to the bed, and he fell upon her. His kisses were gentle, almost tentative, and it turned Viola on. She was the one taking charge, and that wasn’t something she was used to. For all his money, and his cockiness in the beginning, Martin seemed a bit unsure of himself. She wondered if it was because, like James, he had never been with a black woman before.

      Her top came off, flung to the floor next to the bed, and then Martin was sucking on one of her brown nipples. It made her wet, and she was yearning for the man’s impressively long cock, so she pushed him to the side, onto his back, and then climbed atop him. He was nude, his shorts left by the door where she had sucked his cock, and she slid her bathing suit bottoms down and kicked them over to the top. With one hand she held his rigid member as she guided herself onto it.

      “Idiot,” Martin breathed. “You’re so tight,”

      She wondered if he was used to Cindy. She seemed like she might be loose. Viola grinned, but she didn’t speak. She just rocked back and forth atop the man, up as she went forward, so his cock slid almost out of her, and then pushing down as she moved back, so it was buried deep within her tight snatch.

      His hands explored her body, sliding up and down her side, his fingertips light on her sensitive parts. He played with her belly, squeezing them, feeling her hard nipples pressing against his palms. Fingers rolled her nipples softly between them. Then his hands moved downward, to her hips, helping set a faster rhythm as she rocked on his cock. Then around to her rear, where his long fingers gripped into her skin.

      “I’m going to come,” Viola said, just moments before she did. She gasped as he shoved upward, grabbing her hips and burying his cock further into her than anyone had ever gone. Her walls squeezed his shaft as the orgasm tore through her body.

      Then it was his turn, and he was emboldened. Martin threw her to the side and then climbed atop and slid into her juicy pussy. He harassed her fast, but was still gentle, planting small kisses along the side of her neck, down over her collarbone, all around her nipple. When he came he didn’t announce it, he just grunted, and she felt his cock jump, and for the second night in a row, a billionaire blew his sticky white load into her brown pussy.
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      Over the next couple of weeks, Viola went on dates with both of the men. It was a blast, a time that she knew she would never forget. James had called her after all, and a couple of weeks after their first date he took her to see the opera, which she had never done. Afterwards, they messed in the limo, with her riding his cock as they rode around town.

      By the time she had gone on her second date with James, she had been on two more with Martin. He had taken her to a concert, where she got to see the show from the side of the stage and meet the group afterwards. That night she blew Martin since he got sidetracked by business, sucking him off and swallowing his cum as he spoke on his cell phone. He made it up to her by taking her to the zoo the next day, and afterwards, they went to his home just outside the city and made love all afternoon. It was soft and sweet, and he came inside of her again.

      In the next six months, she messed and sucked both men, and though sometimes they each came on her, whether it be plastering her face with their sticky sperm, or splashing it on her belly, when they came inside her it was always without a condom. Neither man knew about the other, as far as Viola knew, and at the very least they didn’t ask her about any other men she might be dating.

      They both showered her with gifts while showing her a side of life she never thought she would experience. James spoke with a restaurant manager he knew, and Viola left Vine and went to work there, a place called Sharp. It was a big promotion, and Viola found herself in charge of the wait staff, and with enough of a raise to get a better apartment, downtown, close to where she worked.

      Martin bought her a new car, and while it wasn’t a sports car like his, it was expensive enough that Viola balked originally. She told the man over and over she couldn’t accept it, but he wouldn’t hear it. Eventually, she simply kept the car.

      In the eighth month of dating both men, Viola had a shock. She had been feeling nauseous for days at a time, and she had missed her last period, and still hadn’t had it a week and a half after she was supposed to. Alone at home one night, she took a test, and it came out positive. She was pregnant.

      The worst part was she didn’t know who the father was. It could only be Martin or James’. She sat and cried, all through the night. In the morning, she knew what she had to do, and she called James and asked him to meet her at her apartment. He was there after work, and she smiled softly.

      “I think we have to break up,” Viola said. The man looked shocked. His eyes went wide for a minute.

      “What? Why?” he asked.

      “I can’t tell you,” Viola said, instantly regretting it, she knew it sounded bad.

      “You cheated on me? I never knew we were official or anything,” James said. He tried to remain stoic, but he sounded hurt.

      “No, it’s nothing like that,” Viola said, but then she regretted it. “Well, I have been seeing someone else… but really… it’s not that.”

      “It’s not?” James asked.

      “I’ve been seeing him as long as I’ve been seeing you. It’s not new. It’s not why I want to break up. If anything, now, I really want to be with you. It’s you I want. Really. But I can’t. It’s not fair to you.”

      “I thought there was someone else,” James said, shaking his head softly. “I just didn’t know it would sting so badly when I found out.”

      Viola felt tears stinging her eyes, and she wiped them away with her fingertips as they spilled over her bottom eyelid and began to run down her cheeks.

      “Really, it’s not the other guy.”

      James just nodded. “It’s fine,” he said. “I understand.”

      And then, with sudden abruptness, he turned and left, and Viola didn’t know what to say to get him to come back.

      The next day, she had Martin come over, expecting much of the same, but he surprised her. When she told him she wanted to break up, he flew into a rage. He yelled, he screamed, he called her names, including the n- word. He swore he would get his car back, and Viola broke down into tears. She cried for days.

      She had good friends who helped her through the pregnancy, but it just wasn’t the same without the father there. And after Martin’s horrific outburst when she broke things off with him, she hoped and prayed the baby wasn’t his. She didn’t know what she was going to do. She didn’t want to know whose it was, just so it wouldn’t be Martin’s. She didn’t want to do a DNA test, she didn’t plan on trying to get any guy for his money. She would raise the baby herself, and she would move on with her life.

      As she grew closer to her due date, her mother flew in from Illinois, where Viola had been born and raised. It helped to have her mother there, but as the date grew nearer, Viola found herself in a state of depression.

      Three days before the baby was due, he decided to come out, and Viola and her mother rushed to the hospital. It was a grueling ten-hour ordeal, but when it was done and Viola was holding her little baby boy, with skin the color of chocolate milk and a head of dark hair already, Viola felt nothing but happiness. All her worries seemed to go away. She thought it might have had something to do with the baby's nose. It was crooked, just like James’. There was no doubt in Viola’s mind that James was the father.

      Viola named the baby Grady, after her grandfather, and she and her mother and the baby went home three days after he was born. The happiness of being a new mother couldn’t keep the crushing regret from coming back, though, and she found herself looking at the baby often and thinking of James. When it became too much, a month after Grady was born, she bundled him up and went to see James.

      She got into his office building by having security call up to him, and she found him waiting for her as soon as the elevator opened. He arched a brow at the baby she held in her arms, but didn’t say anything until he led her past rows of cubicles and into his private office. The walls were glass, but he pressed a button on a small remote control he kept on his desk, and they darkened.

      “Neat,” Viola said, smiling softly to James as she sat down across from him.

      “You have a baby,” James said.

      “I do.”

      “Boy?”

      “Yes,” Viola said.

      “Is it mine?” James asked, not able to keep the question from springing forth from his lips.

      “I think so,” Viola said, and she shifted the baby so James could see its face.

      “He has my nose,” James said, and he smiled. “What’s his name?”

      “Grady?” Viola said. “Like my-”

      James cut her off. “Grandfather. I remember.”

      Viola didn’t even remember telling James about her grandfather, but she must have, and he had listened, and remembered. It touched her, and with her hormones all out of sorts, it hit her hard, and she felt tears coming. She let them roll down her cheeks, but took a tissue when James slid the box across the desk towards her.

      “I’m so sorry,” she said. “I really messed up.”

      James sat silently for a moment. “If he’s mine, I want to help. He’s mine. I can tell.”

      “The nose,” Viola said with a laugh, and James grinned and nodded. “My father has it, so does my brother.”

      “I don’t know what I was thinking,” Viola said. “It was you. Always you.”

      “I said I want to help,” James said again.

      “I didn’t come here for that,” Viola said. “I don’t want your money.”

      James grinned and nodded. “I know,” he said, adding, “and that’s why I love you.”

      Viola couldn’t speak for a moment. He had told her he loved her. He had never done that. Martin had, and then when she broke up with him, he had yelled and screamed. James liked rough sex, and he had never said it, but now, that he did, she knew he meant it.

      “I love you too,” Viola said.

      “I want to help, and I mean that I want to be with you. I want to raise our child together. No one could fill the spot in my heart that you left behind.”

      Viola was crying more, the tears rushing down her face. She hadn’t known what to expect, but it wasn’t all of that. She had just wanted a man to know he was a father. They had talked about it once before, after sex one night in his apartment, wrapped up together in a bedsheet, naked bodies pressed together. He had told her he wanted kids, but he had never even been married, and he didn’t know if a woman would ever be alright with his lifestyle enough to settle down with him since he could never really settle down. There was always a meeting, always a dinner.

      James stood, and he pulled something out of a drawer in his desk before he walked around and knelt down beside Viola’s chair. He held up a small box.

      “I had bought this a month before you ended things with me,” he said as he opened the box to reveal the largest and most stunning engagement ring Viola had ever seen. “I think I should give it to you now. Will you marry me, Viola?”

      Viola nodded and broke into wild laughter. “Yes,” she said. “Yes of course.”

      James leaned forward and they were kissing. She had missed his lips, his taste, and she felt every old feeling come back to her. They broke the kiss, and James grinned at her.

      “Can I hold my son?” he asked, and Viola laughed and handed him over. She sat there, watching the billionaire holding her son. His son. He looked like a natural, and he stared down at the baby with wonder in his eyes.

      They were married less than a month later, and Viola and Grady moved into the massive apartment on the top floor of the sleek and shining skyscraper. She quit her job at the restaurant, and her days were filled with love. It was everything she had ever wanted, everything she was sure she would never get with Jerome. She thought back to him sometimes, and the gift he had given her. It had hurt that he was the one breaking up with her, but if he hadn’t, she would never have given herself over to her primal desires. She wouldn’t have gone to the club with James, she wouldn't have let him harass her that night. She wouldn’t have met the love of her life, even though she took a roundabout way of getting to him. In a strange way, she owed her happiness to the unemployed loser who broke her heart. She thanked him on the days she thought of him, but as time went on, those were few and far between.

      *****

      THE END

      

      The Russian’s Secret Love Child – Brandy’s Story

      A BWWM Billionnaire Romance

      I nervously toyed with the small porcelain mask I was given.  The silver along the edge was starting to come loose from my handling it, and the plumage that jutted from the top was beginning to bend slightly.  Still, I felt that nobody would notice the small wear and tear at the masquerade party.

      My driver wasn’t particularly chatty, which was probably for the best, as my Russian was still a little rusty.  So, I took out my phone again and checked the time.  It was just a little past eight in the evening.  The night air slipping through the slightly-open window was crisp and refreshing, and it helped me clear my head a little.

      The car turned down a driveway, and we passed a pair of ornate iron gates.  We came to a full stop, and a pair of well-dressed and muscular men approached the window.

      “Invitation,” they ordered.

      I pulled the glossy paper invitation from my clutch purse and held it up.

      The talkative of the two men snatched it and examined it for a moment before passing it back.

      “Enjoy your evening,” he said.

      I nervously rolled the window up and affixed the mask to my face.  I really doubted that it would hide my real identity.  My gown for the evening left little to the imagination, and the mask wouldn’t hide my dark skin.

      As we continued to drive, the estate came into view.  It was possibly the largest house I’d ever laid eyes on.  It may as well have been called a castle, as the brickwork alone made it appear to be so.  Massive windows stared at anything that dared pass their gaze, and it felt like it wasn’t just the windows doing the staring.  Lights erupted from the house as though a beacon, both warning and inviting travelers.   Guests walked to and fro, drinks in hand and masks planted on their faces, making merry around the looming castle of a house.

      We came to a stop, and my door was tugged open by a well-dressed attendant whom also wore a mask.  He provided me a hand and assisted me from the car.  My heart began to beat a little harder as my nerves continued to surmount.  I inhaled deeply and exhaled, pushing back the nerves for another moment.  I had been in situations like this before and wasn’t about to lose my composure.

      I strolled up the red carpet leading into the manor with an aloof gaze and curious mind.  I had been to gala’s and gallery openings, but this was something to behold.

      People danced and drank without a care, I couldn’t say I really recognized anyone, but that feeling was quite liberating.  I wanted to commence my own drinking, but my situation held me back.

      “I see you’ve arrived fashionably late,” said a man’s voice from behind.

      I recognized the voice quite easily as Viktor’s, the man who was kind enough to send me the invite and the mask.

      “A girl needs to look her best for these sorts of things,” I replied.  I began to turn but his arms caught me and held me in place.

      “You needn’t have worked so hard, knowing what’s under that dress would make any man weep with joy.”

      “Yes, but I find it best to wear clothing when I’m still easily recognized,” I replied.

      “I need to speak with you in private,” he said. “Follow me to my study.”

      I nodded.  He released me and pushed his way through the opulent crowd while I followed.  As we made our way, I couldn’t help but get the feeling that I was being watched.  I looked about, and nothing seemed completely out of place, considering the party, except I noticed one person standing near the library with a drink in hand that tried his best not to make eye contact.

      I didn’t have much time to think about the stranger as I was being shoved into a small office room that opened beneath the entry stairs.  Viktor closed the door and twisted the key.

      The room was surprisingly quiet and very cozy.  A desk sat in the middle of the room with a high-backed leather chair protruding from behind.  In front of the desk stood two smaller leather chairs.  The wood paneling adorned the walls, and rich green carpet stained the floor.

      Viktor dropped the key and bent down to kiss me deeply.  I craned my neck to reach him, standing on my tip-toes as I did.  His lean muscular arms grasped me tight as I melted into them.

      He massaged his arm down my bare-backed dress, but I stopped him before he could go any lower.

      “I’m here to talk, and it’s rather important,” I said.

      “I have much to say to you as well, have a seat.”

      I sat myself in the smaller of the chairs; Viktor walked to a nearby decanter and poured himself a glass of Cognac before sitting himself next to me.

      “I hope you like the party, it was the only way I could think to get you here without pretenses,” he started.

      “You are having this party because you couldn’t just invite me to come over?” I asked.

      “Yes.  I have too many people watching my home right now, and it’s important that I speak with you as soon as possible.”

      I sighed, slumping into my chair and getting a little more comfortable.  My nerves were back, and this time, it wasn’t about being the only dark-skinned woman at a party.

      “There are a lot of people that don’t like me,” he said, “and many of them would stop at nothing to get revenge in any way they can.  I want you to know this.  I cherish our time together, and I need to keep you safe.”

      “Viktor,” I said.

      “Yes?” he asked.

      “Before you continue, I need to tell you something …”

      I stood back up and began pacing near the door.

      “Last month, after you bought that painting from the gallery, we slept together.”

      He smiled, appearing to remember fondly the night we gave in to our passions.

      “Well, I visited a doctor, and I found out that I’m pregnant.  You’re the only person I’ve been with in quite a long time, and I know you’re the only one who could be the father.  I want to carry this baby to term.”

      Viktor’s smile faded, but only a little.  I started shaking, fearing the worst was in store for me.  I waited for him to yell and me, and throw me from the building, but it never came.  Instead, he just took me by the hand until I stopped shaking before answering.

      “I would love to be the father to your child.  But, this is very distressing for me.”

      I nodded, assuming that he just thought I was telling him so that he would offer me money, but I so wished that he wouldn’t.

      “Now I have two people that I must look after.”

      He guzzled the last of the cognac in the glass and walked over to pour himself another.  He turned to offer me a drink, then realized, shaking his head that I would surely turn it down.

      “I have received a few warning calls this past week.  There is a man that I used to work with, Anton.  He’s dangerous and will stop at nothing to take his anger out on me.”

      He returned to his seat, and I to mine.  He leaned close to me and kissed my cheek.

      “Brandy, he may try to kill me.”

      I couldn’t believe the words I was hearing.  It was at that moment that I wanted a drink quite badly.

      “Why is he trying to kill you,” I asked.

      He let out a sigh.

      “I suppose now is as good a time as any to tell you,” Viktor stood up and went to his desk.  From the top drawer, he produced a small wallet and handed it to me.

      Inside the wallet was a hunk of bronze in the shape of a shield with a sword stabbing through the top.  A familiar hammer and sickle displayed prominently in the middle.  The markings and text were unfamiliar.

      “That’s my badge from the former secret service.  Anton was my partner,” he said.

      I returned the badge and attempted to make sense of everything I had just heard.

      “You didn’t answer my question,” I replied through a creaky voice.

      Viktor flashed a smile.

      “Ah, clever girl,” he said. “You’re right, I haven’t answered.”

      He took the seat next to me again.

      “You see, when Anton and I were coming up in the service he wanted more power.  The more he grasped for it, the more it slipped through his fingers.”

      

  




“I don’t understand,” I said.

      “He took bribes, loaned his services out for favors, and even kidnapped public officials.  He’s dirty.”

      I thought for a moment. “Wait, you stayed his partner while knowing all this?”

      “I’ve done some things I’m not entirely proud of to keep my country safe.  For doing so, I have been rewarded with great success.”

      A shock of horror crept upon the back of my mind as I tried to understand the man before me.  I had only known him for the last few months when he would come into my gallery and buy pieces for his own collection.  To imagine the sweet man that I met as a thug and a gangster was becoming unbearable.

      I stood up and walked to the door, unthinkingly.  It was still locked.  I felt Viktor’s arms around me again, and I lingered for a moment.

      “Where’s the key?”

      He didn’t appear to be in a talking mood, but I wasn’t in the mood for intimacy.  I pushed him off and searched around for the key, which I spotted on the floor.

      “Don’t go.”

      I looked him in the eyes as he begged me to stay.  It was a soulful look, a look of longing, and it was difficult to say goodbye.

      “Goodbye, Viktor.”

      I twisted the key in the lock, while replacing my mask, and made quickly for the front door.  I could hear Viktor coming from behind, but he was too late.

      I pulled myself into the car I had arrived in, which wasn’t too far from the entrance, and my driver knew I was ready to leave.

      I removed my mask and turned to Viktor, who stood at the end of the red carpet, in an attempt to get my attention.

      I couldn’t tell if it was my imagination or not, but I could make out the appearance of the same masked man from before, this time, it seemed he was staring at my car.  If I weren’t in such a foul mood, I might have found myself more than a little unnerved.

      My phone began buzzing before I reached the end of the driveway, it was Viktor calling me.  I couldn’t think of anything he could say that might calm me down right now.  I’m not a person who gets involved with gangsters, but now that I had was it really so bad?

      Viktor was still a good man, in my eyes.  I had never seen him treat anyone with disrespect, and that included the few times I met his personal driver.

      The odd part of the night was that I couldn’t help but find his new persona, the dangerous and wild gangster, as a serious turn on.  I could feel my chest grow heavier as I thought about it more, and my brain was alight with possibility.  I slept with a gangster, and I was having his baby.

      I tried my best to think of something else, but the more I denied myself the pleasure, the stronger it became.  I could feel myself becoming more aroused by the second.  The yearning I had for his touch took over my hands, giving them a mind of their own as they caressed my gentle curves.

      I was snapped from my fantasy by the car coming to a stop in front of my apartment.  The driver was already walking around to my door, so I tried my best to hide my excitement.

      I have a suspicion that he knew what was on my mind, considering the cheeky smile that seemed plastered on his face.  My cheeks were flush with embarrassment as I half sprinted up the stairs toward my room.

      Once inside my apartment I stripped the elegant gown off and felt the need for a cold shower.  It was my own impulses that got me into this mess, and now I wondered how I would get out of them.

      I can’t say I enjoy cold showers, but they always help kill the mood.  I wondered if perhaps it was my own hormones starting to affect my mood in some fashion.

      

      2.

      I was still a little angry when I woke up.  My phone had still not been turned on, and I deigned to do so.  Still, I had a business that needed to be run, so begrudgingly clicked on the device.

      It flashed to life and delivered several text messages and voice mails that I could already tell weren’t from prospective clients.  I wasn’t interested in reading anything from Viktor, today.  So, I crammed the phone in my purse.

      The wind blew cold through the window I had forgotten to close; which was odd, as I rarely opened that window, but I have been known to forget my own actions in the past.  The rush of cold air perked up goosebumps on my naked skin, and I relented to putting clothes on.

      My dress lay on the floor, still in a heap, waiting for me to take proper care of it.  I wasn’t too keen on having so expensive a thing get destroyed so soon, so I plucked it from its rest and hung it in the closet.

      I wasn’t sure what it was that I saw, but I know I saw something out of place once again.  My shoes, which I normally keep in proper order, had somehow found themselves disheveled.  A few of my dresses as well were shoved to the wrong side of the closet, as well.

      It only took a moment to put them back, but still frustrating to have even a minor amount of cleaning that need be done so early in the morning.

      I kept having a nagging feeling in the back of my brain; it kept telling me to get out of there; just put everything down and leave, go see Viktor.  Still, my anger at him for being what he was denied me the comfort of that possibility.

      However, just because I didn’t want to go to Viktor for help didn’t mean I wouldn’t find some sort of safe haven to assuage my mounting nerves.

      I dressed for work in a flash, even taking a minute to enjoy my outfit in the mirror before leaving.  I always did look good in darker red clothing; it mixed well with my darker skin tone.

      A creak from the hallway snapped me from my mindless admiring, and I felt a greater urgency to leave.

      I took a quick peek into the hallway of my building, which was thankfully empty, and figuring it safe enough, left my apartment.

      The safest place I knew was my gallery, I knew every nook and cranny, every sight and sound; it was home.  It sat a fairly close two blocks away from my apartment, which was as far as I really would consider walking in the city.

      I could already make out the familiar glass viewing windows, and spectacular pieces I had arranged for all to see.

      I whipped out my keys and tore open the door, immediately shutting and relocking the heavy glass portal behind me.  I figured the glass would, at least, let me see people coming.

      My phone buzzed again, and I once again ignored it.  I knew it was still Viktor trying to get my attention.  With a sigh of relief, I made way for my office in the back room of the gallery, and a twist of the key brought me into the inviting cubby that was my office.

      It truly was a cozy place, as I had enough room to sit at my desk for paperwork when the need arose, or to stretch when too much work needed to be done.  Familiar receipts and documents littered the walls and the desk, still demanding my attention.  A fresh piece sat against the wall, still wrapped in butcher paper while it waited for a spot in the gallery.

      I plopped down on the chair and shut the door behind me, and enjoyed the solitude.  I knew I would have a few people visiting today to possibly purchase some of the work I had displayed and I readily awaited their calls.

      I figured now was the best time to go through the mountain of messages that I had received.  I retrieved my phone, yet again, from my purse and began to scroll through my missed messages.  More than twenty from Viktor, and another three voice messages from him as well.  However, there was a single message from an unknown number.

      Knowing that it may be a client I decided to tap on it, and doing so I let out a scream of fright.  It was a photo of me, getting into the car at the party last night.  I could even make out Viktor’s silhouette in the foreground chasing after the car.

      The phone flashed again, and another photo popped up on the screen from the same number.   It frightened me to find another photo of me, but this time, I was lying in bed, naked.  I could tell the photo had been taken last night, as the dress I had worn the previous night was still crumpled on the floor in the photo.

      I dropped my phone, hoping this was some kind of prank that was being played, but then I remembered what Viktor was talking about last night and began to have a panic attack.  My breathing became incredibly shallow as I lowered myself to the floor with my back against the door.

      The phone vibrated on the floor again, and I felt the urge to leave and find the police.  But, I hesitantly reached for it and examined the caller.  It was Viktor.

      I hastily answered the phone.

      “Viktor, what is going on,” I screamed, “why am I receiving photos of myself from last night?

      “Brandy, this is very important, you need to delete all the messages I sent you from last night as quickly as possible.  I’m on my way to your apartment right now.”

      “I’m at the gallery,” I said.

      “Okay, stay right there and I’ll be there in a few minutes.  Don’t open the door for anyone.”

      The phone went silent, and I did as I was told.  I scurried through my phone and removed all the messages I had received.

      Then I heard a knock on the window out front.  I was scared to even look out the back room door, let alone open the front door.  Still, I did my best to keep my composure as I stepped out from my office.

      I recognized the man at the front door, it was Ivan.  He was a client I had scheduled a meet with.  I let out a sigh, which did little to calm my nerves, and straightened my dress.  I had known Ivan for more than half a year, and he was one of my better customers.  I knew I could trust him with in my situation.

      I unlocked the door, and he inched it open from the outside.

      “Ivan, so good to see you, could we perhaps reschedule for another day?  This is not a good time.

      I choked out the words and I think he could tell I was nervous.

      “Is something wrong,” he asked, “I know it’s short notice but I really need a gift for my friend.  Vodka is a great gift for a friend, but it shouldn’t be the only gift.  Let me buy something quickly, eh?”

      I relented.  He had a nice smile, and I couldn’t see him as anything more than harmless.  He strolled in, and I locked the two of us in the gallery to make sure nobody would try to enter that I didn’t know.

      With a quickened pace he walked along the walls of paintings and took a quick glance at many of them he hadn’t seen before.  I followed, with one eye watching him, and the other watching the door.

      He paused in front of a piece, a blotchy red design.  It was a painting I had received from a newer artist in the area, and the style wasn’t incredibly popular, but I couldn’t help it, the art spoke to me.

      “How much for this?”

      “$10,000,” I replied.

      He tilted his head and nodded.

      “I like this, and I believe he will too, write it up, and I’ll be on my way.”

      He produced his checkbook from his pocket, and I walked toward the back room.  I rummaged for the paperwork he would need to sign, but as I searched I felt a pair of hands grabbing me from behind.

      My mouth was covered in a handkerchief, and my abdomen was being squeezed so tight it was hard to breathe.  I struggled for a breath of fresh air, but in moments, I could feel myself drift off to sleep.

      

      3.

      The light spilled in through the windows in the bedroom, the shadows from the curtains danced across the floor, and Viktor, in all his glory, stood still in front of me.

      I could feel his eyes burning through me, melting what little inhibitions I had.  His tough and scarred skin barely contained the muscle flexing beneath as he held his arms open, waiting for an embrace.

      I stepped slowly, as though floating, in the darkened room.  I felt my long black hair waving in the breeze that filtered in, and I realized my own nakedness.

      A burning was building deep inside me, and it needed release.

      I threw my arms around Viktor, planting my head into his masculine chest, and he, in turn, held me tight.  He craned his neck and leaned in for a kiss; I accepted thoroughly.  Our tongues locked in a duel for more as he grabbed me by the back of my head, pulling me in for a deeper kiss.

      My breath was becoming short as he released me from his grasp, and threw me upon the bed that waited patiently for our arrival.

      The silken sheets spilled to the floor, and I could feel myself sinking, falling into the comfortable bed.  I was becoming hot with anticipation as I awaited my lover to join me.

      He crawled on the overly large mattress toward me, as a blue halo of moonlight silhouetted his form.  I couldn’t hold back my excitement as I began to rub my hands all over myself.

      He leaned in for a kiss, which I provided eagerly, before letting his tongue wander over my body.

      He kissed down my neck, and I could feel my chest becoming flush as my nipples perked up.  He lingered his tongue on my nipple for a while.  Flicking and sucking, and it tickled me in all the right places.

      His hands caressed my curves, up and down my hips.  He continued with his tongue, moving to my other breast.

      I reached one arm around to hold onto his back, and with my other hand, I brushed along his strong chest.  Working my way down slowly, until I met his throbbing member.  I began to stroke up and down his shaft, and I couldn’t help but imagine what it would feel like.

      He reached his hand down to my clit and began to massage it in a circle.  Every little sensation shot feelings of ecstasy to my head.  I arched my back when he would find just the right place to touch.

      My moans were becoming louder, and I could feel myself dripping with desire.  He must have noticed because he brought his mouth back to my own and brought me in for another kiss.

      I could feel the tip of his manhood begging to enter, and I was not in a place where I could deny the pleasure.

      He eased it in, at first, slowly inching its way deeper and deeper.  It felt almost too big to fit, and I let out a whine, but it didn’t stifle his advance.  It opened me more and more, unceasing until I had finally taken it all.

      He breathed heavily in my ear, as I continued to moan with pleasure, enjoying every inch of him.  He didn’t move just yet. Instead he started kissing me all over again.

      It only lasted for a moment, though, as I could feel him slide out and then slide back in.  He started slowly at first, and then he started to speed up.  Every time his pelvis would meet mine I would feel a shock shooting up my nerves.

      He continued to bore into me, and I was starting to lose myself to the rhythm.  Then suddenly I could feel wave after wave of pleasure shooting down all my muscles.  I couldn’t even let out a moan to signal his success.

      Every muscle inside me was tensed from the orgasms, but he was showing no signs of stopping.  He pushed me into the bed and grabbed my butt tightly.  I could feel him pumping his fluid into my welcoming body, and I shuddered from the feeling.

      Everything was wet, I was wet, the bed was wet, and then I finally woke up.

      

      4.

      “Sounds like you were having a good dream,” Ivan said as he picked up the bucket of water.

      I sputtered and spat, trying to flip my wet hair from my face.  I was tied to a chair.  While I had been tied down before, I usually preferred it in a more intimate setting.

      “Ivan, what is going on,” I asked.

      He tossed the bucket aside and let out a chortle.

      “You can call me Anton,” he said, “Considering you know our mutual friend, I thought you might be willing to answer a few questions for me.”

      “You’re Anton?”

      “In the flesh,” he replied, “I suppose my reputation precedes me.”

      I nodded.

      “What do you want with me,” I asked.

      “I want what every slighted man wants, revenge.”

      He turned and went to a nearby work bench, and continued to sharpen a rather large knife.

      “If you want revenge, why are you taking me, I didn’t do anything to you.”

      He stopped sharpening the blade and turned to me.

      “My dear, revenge is a beautiful thing.  If I were to stab him in the hand I would have my revenge but once, but if I stab him in the heart, I would have my revenge as many times as he is willing to bare it.”

      He turned back to the bench again and continued his busy work.  I began to panic, my breathing became short, and I started to test the strength of the ropes.

      “Don’t bother, that rope won’t burst for an elephant, let alone a small girl.”

      The hopelessness of my situation was palpable.  Then I heard a familiar ringtone.

      My phone was perched on a tabletop nearby, having spilled from my purse.  I jumped up and down in the chair to inch my way closer to it, but before I could get to it, Anton was already answering.

      “Here, I’ll put it on speaker for you,” he said answering the phone.

      “Brandy!  Are you there?” answered Viktor.

      “Help!  Viktor!  Anton is holding me,” I shouted at the phone.

      “She’s right, Viktor, I’m holding her just outside of town.  If you’d like to enjoy her company again, I must suggest that you come alone.”

      “Anton. Fine, I’ll come alone. I’ll do what you want.  Just don’t hurt her.” Viktor said.

      Anton smiled a wicked smile and ended the call.

      “Looks like we won’t have much longer to be together, Brandy,” he said, tossing my phone into my lap.

      I sat there, mulling over my day.  It only made me more depressed to think that I might have been saved had I just listened to Viktor a little longer at his party, rather than return home so quickly.

      This whole mess was my fault, he was just trying to do the right thing, and I did nothing but get upset, which led to my own capture.  I had a bad feeling about ‘Ivan’ from the first time I met him, but he was so nice and inviting, there was no way I could have seen this.

      I heard a knock on the door.  It seemed that Anton wasn’t really expecting anything, either, as the door tore open as he approached it.

      I could see soldiers pushing their way past the entryway, surrounding and apprehending Anton.

      “Sorry, Anton, my old friend, I don’t think I’m incredibly interested in the deal you proposed,” Viktor said casually while strolling in through the smoky door entrance.

      “How did you get here so fast?!” shouted Anton.

      Viktor walked over to me and snatched the knife from the workbench to free me from my bonds.

      “We both know people, Anton.  Your people helped you find Brandy.  My people watched Brandy and waited until they knew you were alone.  The phone call I made just proved it for certain.”

      Anton clenched his teeth as the armed men yanked him from the floor.

      “This isn’t over yet, Viktor.  Blood for blood!”

      He wasn’t able to put up much of a fight against the men restraining him; it almost seemed that he didn’t want to.

      With my bonds now free, I jumped into Viktor’s welcoming arms.

      “Ah, so does this mean I’m forgiven, then?”

      I pondered for a moment and returned with a smirk.

      “Only as long as you’re as good in real life as you are in my dreams,” I replied.

      He gave me a quizzical expression, but just as quickly he shook it off.

      “Let’s get you home, Brandy, and out of those wet clothes.”

      He led me outside where his car and driver waited.  The cool air sent shivers down my spine, as my wet clothes made the air more frigid.  Inside the car I was met with a blanket that I wrapped around myself with earnest.

      The car lurched forward as we went on our way.  I nestled myself into the crook of Viktor’s arm and absorbed what little heat I could.  The blanket was helping, but Viktor was helping more.

      It didn’t take long before I decided was done with the wet clothes entirely and began to strip off the dress and my underwear.  I was met with absolutely zero reservations from Viktor but was still feeling a bit embarrassed with the driver nearby.

      I nuzzled my back into Viktor’s side and kept the blanket wrapped tight.  Viktor threw his arm around me and pulled me in closer.  I admired him again; he was my protector today.

      I pulled his arm under the blanket and let him hold my bare skin.  He seemed to enjoy it, and I enjoyed the sentiment.  Then I started pushing his hand a little lower, and lower still until his hand was resting on my hot sex.

      I manipulated his hand in circles around my womanhood, and after a moment of practice, he seemed to be quite good at it.  With every circle, I edged closer and closer to orgasm.

      Before I could get there, though, the car pulled to a stop in front of my apartment.  I paused for a moment.

      “Perhaps we should go back to your place,” I said.

      He let out a laugh and nodded to the driver who started on his way, again.

      Viktor could feel the wetness that I was dripping onto his blanket and slipped his finger inside.  The sudden action made my heart skip a beat, but he pulled it out just as quick and went back to his rubbing.

      His practiced fingers continued to dance circles, and my breath grew short.  I had to hold my hand over my mouth to stifle a moan more than a few times.

      I pushed the blanket over his lap and plunged my hand down his pants.  I could feel his rock hard erection waiting for me, pressing against pants.  I unzipped his fly and removed it from its cage.

      Just like in my dream I stroked his shaft while he rubbed my clit.  I was getting very close and could feel my muscles tighten and release.

      Then it started.  I bit down hard on the blanket and breathed deeply as I tensed from ecstasy.  He didn’t let up with his massaging, but I could no longer think of anything else.

      Before I could finish another orgasm, the car came to another stop all too soon.  The driver stepped from the car, walking towards the back to open the door.  I straightened myself as much as possible, attempting my best to look presentable.

      He popped the door open and offered me a hand.  I accepted, with weary legs, and tried to step out.  Viktor caught me from behind and nodded the driver away.

      The two of us paced up the stone stairway that I walked up the previous night.  Attendants were about the grounds, cleaning and fixing what the Masquerade had broken.

      I paid them little mind as I followed Viktor up the staircase with all due haste.  When we reached the first landing of the sprawling staircase, I could see in Viktor’s eyes that he regretted having a house so large.

      He did most of the walking for me, as I was still a bit weary from the ride, and from being kidnapped.

      His bedroom was larger than my apartment.  I was only able to take in the scenery for a moment as Viktor was already grabbing me from behind and throwing me on the bed.

      I lost my grip on the blanket as I flew and landed naked on the pillows.  Viktor was struggling with parts of his suit, and I couldn’t help but laugh.  I yanked the covers of the bed over me to cover up, at least, a little.  Viktor joined me, but not before he took a large swig of champagne from a nearby bottle.

      I laid my head down on the pillow, and felt a sense of peace I hadn’t really felt in a long while, and then sadly fell asleep.

      

      5.

      I woke up in the middle of the night.  Viktor lay beside me, wrapped in blankets and still naked.  I didn’t want to disturb his sleep; he looked so happy at rest.

      I felt this as a great opportunity to have a look around.  The blanket I wore in the car was splayed on the ground, so I plucked it up and wrapped it around myself again.

      As I looked around the simply adorned space, I got a better sense of Viktor.  I saw a few of his medals sitting in a pile on a dresser nearby; I rifled through the bronze wondering what stories they had to tell.

      Under the pile of medals, I could feel something else, a gun.  It was old and worn, with secret service markings bearing the side of it.  I couldn’t make out the words exactly.  Another item that had a story that needed to be heard.

      The curtains fluttered, providing me with an open door to a balcony.  I gazed out upon the grounds, rolling hills of green with small bundles of bushes pushing up here and there.  A game court rested behind a massive outdoor pool, and a large gazebo with enough space for twenty sat beside that.

      Off in the distance, light flickered from the city.  It seemed so far away.  Yet, it mirrored the night sky so perfectly.  The grounds were just far enough from the city to allow me to see the stars and in their vastness, I felt struck with awe.

      This truly was a palace if I had ever seen one.

      Viktor stepped up behind me without a word, embracing me while he gazed.

      “It was difficult finding something this far outside the city,” he said.

      “You made a great choice,” I replied. “Sorry I fell asleep in the heat of the moment, it’s been a long day.”

      He laughed it off.

      “Not to worry, your resilience astounds me.”

      I sighed and leaned on the railing, my mind beginning to wander to other things.

      “Tell me,” I said, “what do you think of becoming a father?”

      He leaned over the railing next to me and smiled.

      “I would like to be a father,” he said. “I could tell you stories about my own father, but none of them would be good.”

      “Were you and your father close?”

      “He was a busy man,” Viktor replied. “I barely knew him until I turned 14 years of age.  Then he took a greater interest in my political career.”

      “Political career?”

      “Yes, he wanted someone he could exploit for favors.  I’m willing to help people that are good to me, but I won’t simply turn myself into a puppet to be controlled.”

      “I thought you were in the secret service,” I asked solemnly.

      “I was.  If you wish to move up, in this country, you serve your country as a protector.  I lost interest in politics after I saw my fair share of shady deals.”

      I walked back inside, stepping lightly on the cold floor. “I wouldn’t mind hearing some stories about these medals, if you would like to tell some.”

      He joined me indoors and plucked a medal from the dresser.

      “This medal instills the title ‘Hero of Russia.’ It might be simple, but it’s one of the grandest honors you can receive.”

      I took the simple painted gold star and examined it closely. “How did you get this one?”

      “I doubt you’d believe me, even if I told you.”

      “Try me,” I said with a grin.

      “I stopped a terrorist threat against the state and had to disarm a bomb beneath the Kremlin while being shot at by radicals.  They say I saved around 5,000 lives that day.  Anton received one as well. He held the enemy at bay, which gave me enough time to disarm the bomb.  I will give it to our child someday.”

      Then I heard something I didn’t think I would hear ever again.

      “Viktor, are a congratulations in order?”

      I turned, only to see Anton sitting in a chair in the corner of the bedroom, gun in hand.  He clicked the light on, illuminating several cuts and bandages covering most of the exposed skin.

      “The bandages are new. I’d thank the men who gave them to me, but they won’t be hearing much ever again.”

      “You killed them,” I uttered.

      “How else do you escape that many armed guards?”

      “Anton, I should have just had them kill you.”

      I leaned over the dresser as they talked, covering it slightly with my blanket, and edged the gun out from under the medals, staying as silently as I could.

      Viktor’s fists were clenched so tight that they were beginning to turn white.

      “So, what’s this I hear about a child?” Anton stood from the corner and began to move closer.  I stepped back, hoping to avoid having him touch me again.

      “It was nothing, just a bit of speculative talk,” Viktor said, his voice cracking a bit as he spoke.

      “Viktor, we worked together long enough, I always know when you’re lying.”

      Viktor lost his temper and attempted a charge at Anton, but Anton was too quick.  He pointed his raised gun at Viktor and pulled the trigger, piercing his shoulder.

      “Tsk, tsk, Viktor.  Unless you want to lose your progeny,” Anton said, pointing his gun at me, and it wasn’t just me; it was pointed at my unborn child.

      “Anton, don’t.  Whatever anger you have, take it out on me.  Don’t touch her.”

      Anton let out another chortle.

      “Viktor, you always did know how to make me laugh.  Considering the position you’re in, you shouldn’t be demanding anything.”

      Anton reached out a hand toward me.

      “Hand me the medal.  I would like to see Viktor’s reward.”

      I dropped the brass star into his waiting palm and took another step back.  I felt the gun in my hand getting heavier as I was becoming increasingly nervous and worried about the life of my child.  I knew I only had one shot to do anything, and I had to make it count.

      “Viktor told you he got this from disarming a bomb.  Which is true, but do you think he would tell you that he knew the person that planted it?”

      I shook my head ‘no’.

      “His own father did it.  He was a true Russian, through and through.  Always wanted everything back to the old way, and was willing to go to any lengths to get it.”

      It was shocking to think that Viktor’s father was capable of doing such a thing.  I could see fear in Viktor’s eyes as the story was being revealed.

      “I wonder if Viktor would have told you about what happened after he stopped that bomb.”

      I once again shook my head.

      “I drove to his father’s house, walked in the front door, and shot him straight through the skull.”

      Anton was beginning to tremble while telling the story.

      “Of course, seeing as how his old man was still quite high up in government, his death would mean a trip to the gulag for anyone that took the blame.  Your wonderful man, Viktor, my partner, decided that his guilt was too much to bear.  Not even a month after we received our medals and he turned me in.”

      He threw the medal at Viktor.  Viktor looked toward the ground defeated.

      “You murdered my father,” Viktor said.

      “And, you destroyed my life!” Anton shouted back.

      I continued to back away. It might not be much, but it was something to keep me from going mad from being so close to his rage.

      “Viktor, have you ever spent a winter in a Gulag?  There is no heat; you hope that the next day will be your last, while simultaneously planning your revenge, holding out for the slim chance you might have it.”

      Anton leaned against the dresser and sighed deeply.

      “I’m not a bad person, everything I’ve done has been for my country.  I am here for my one piece of respite, and it’s almost too perfect.  I killed your father, and now I get to kill your child.”

      Anton raised the gun again to fire; I was shaking from fear so much, and tears were streaming down my cheeks.

      Viktor stood up, holding his shoulder to staunch the blood loss.

      “Anton,” he said.

      Anton wheeled around and looked back at Viktor.

      “Viktor, there’s nothing you can say that will change my mind now.  I need this.”

      “Anton, I will pay you anything, I will give you whatever you want, but leave Brandy and my child out of our feud.”

      Anton lowered the gun for a moment, but I caught a gleam of sudden rage in his eye as I saw him quickly turn toward me.

      I was ready for it, though.  As he began to turn, I whipped off the blanket I was wearing and threw it at him as quickly as possible.

      A gunshot rang out and deafened the room.  I whipped the gun in my hand up and pointed it at Anton.  My hand shook so much I didn’t think I’d hit anything.

      My thoughts flooded into my head all at once. This wasn’t just for me; this was for the future and for my child.  I found a sense of calm in the depth of my being that I never felt, and suddenly everything seemed so easy.

      I aimed the gun and pulled the trigger.  A shot echoed around the room again, then another, and another.  I kept pulling the trigger, over and over, until Anton fell to the floor.  I kept the gun trained on him and kept pulling the trigger for everything that had gone wrong over the course of my entire life.  I kept pulling the trigger for every time I felt weak and for every time my nerves got the better of me.  I pulled the trigger. I killed him, and a piece of me died there with him.

      I dropped the gun while tears flowed from my eyes; while pain wracked every last inch of my body.  I didn’t want to open my eyes again and see the sight that would be forever burned into my memory.

      Viktor was on me, quickly.  He covered me with kisses and checked every inch of me to make sure I was alright.  Thankfully I was unharmed, not a single scratch showed itself.

      “You’re alright!” he shouted at me, I could hear him crying out of joy or sadness I couldn’t tell.

      “I killed him,” I said.

      “Yes, yes you did.”

      “I killed him,” I repeated.

      Viktor nodded and hugged me closer.  I heard the doors to the room open and a couple of security men stormed in with guns at the ready.

      “We’re alright,” Viktor proclaimed.

      The men lowered their weapons.  I still stared at the blanket, now covered in blood.

      “I killed him,” I repeated again, sobbing into my hands.

      Viktor picked me up and carried me from the room.  One of his guards handed him another blanket that he took and threw over me.

      He took me down the hall to another room, quite a bit smaller, but still quite cozy.  He sat me in a chair just inside the entrance and got down on his knees in front of me.

      I finally realized how badly he was bleeding, running my hand over his wound on his shoulder.

      “Viktor, you’re hurt.  You need to see a medic.”

      He tensed in pain and pulled my hand away from his shoulder.

      “I’ll see one soon. There’s an ambulance on the way.”

      “Viktor, I killed Anton.”

      “I know,” he replied.

      Viktor took my head between his hands, grasping it hard and staring directly into my eyes.  I could feel his intensity again.

      “You saved our child,” he said.

      All thought left me, I hadn’t considered that.

      “With your actions, you have given our child the chance to live, to grow, to love.  You made that happen, and you will make that happen.”

      I could feel my tears beginning to dry up.  Thinking about saving a life, rather than taking one was helping.  I stared back into Viktor’s eyes and smiled.  Not all my anger and frustration was gone, but I could feel them dulling.

      The medics found us inside the building briefly afterward.  And, it took a bit of coercing to pry Viktor from me for a while so they would be able to have a look at his shoulder wound.  With their examination they discovered that it was a deep wound but didn’t hit anything major, expecting him to make a full recovery.

      I looked up at the wall in the room we were in and noticed something familiar.

      “Viktor, is that the painting you bought from me when we first met?”

      Viktor sheepishly nodded.

      “It is. I hid it in here during the party to keep it from drunken guests.  I prefer it to be hung in my bedroom.”

      It was a pale blue piece, with concentric circles flowing in and around each other in so many colors; it was impossible to keep track of them all.

      “I remember when I sold it to you I thought it was hideous, but now I might be turning around on it.”

      Viktor laughed.

      “It’s a funny thing, that, how our opinions can change so quickly.”

      We bought plenty of art over the years, but that first picture never left our collection.  And, we never met anyone else like Anton.

      *****

      THE END

      

      A Dangerous Game – A BWWM Football Romance

      “He’s lookin’ a bit rough today, Angie,” I heard Jim saying behind me.

      “Everyone has their off-days, Jim,” I replied.

      “It seems it’s been more of an off-season.  The kid threw three interceptions this game alone.  If he keeps this up, he won’t be on the roster next season.”

      He was right; this was a rough situation that Jake got himself into.  His numbers were really low, and it was going to set me into a difficult position for negotiating his contract for next season.

      Monica was here watching as well; I use the word watching very loosely because she preferred to spend her time nursing a glass of wine and talking to the other wives.

      She was quite gorgeous, slim-figured and tiny; just the way Jake seemed to like them.  I never really cared, quite honestly.  She was the kind of girl I avoided; easy to look at and hard to please.  The only real conversation we had was about money, and how much her boyfriend was going to make her.

      They were talking so loud that I couldn’t help but overhear a bit of their conversation.

      “He’s making good money, are you going to make him put a ring on it?”

      Monica replied, “There’s only one sure way to get him to ask me, and I don’t know if I should talk to him about it, or just surprise him.”

      “You’re not thinking about having kids, already.”

      “I always wanted a family, and I don’t want to have to wait to start one.  He’s taking his sweet time proposing.  I thought maybe if I had a bun in the oven he might man up and ask.”

      “You’re terrible, Monica.”

      Monica giggled along with her friends.  I couldn’t figure out how someone could talk about having kids in such a cavalier attitude.

      I tossed back the rest of the scotch in my glass and made for the bar nearby.  This game was beginning to look like another loss, and I knew that my boss would probably be ready to yell at me on Monday, and I didn’t want to be sober for that.

      Monica gave me looks as I walked by, and I could feel the disgust coming from her friends as well.  It seemed like they’d never seen a hard working black woman before; as though all they wanted me to do was bring them a serving tray.

      “Another Scotch, Angie?” asked Devlin, the barman.

      I nodded, and he poured me another.

      “You better make that a double, Devlin.  It’s going to be a long night.”

      He added more caramel liquor to the glass while I reached for my wallet.

      “I think this one is on the house.  Maybe it’s high time to start buying something to eat before you make yourself sick.”

      “Thanks, Dev.  It’s going to be another one of those nights.  Are you going to be working tonight, again?  I can swing by and give you a hefty tip.”

      He smiled.

      “If you’re drinking then I know I won’t starve for the next month.  I got a few rumors flying around, though.”

      “What have you heard, Dev,” I asked.

      He leaned over the bar to whisper.

      “Some of the players are planning a night out.  A couple of ‘em just fired their agents, and might be on the market; If you come with a straight head, then you might just bag one.”

      I pulled out a large tip and shoved it into Devlin’s hand.  He tipped his hat, and I returned to the game.

      There was almost no shock at all from me when I noticed that we were behind in the scoreboard.  I plopped down in my chair and nursed my drink.  It was going to be a long afternoon.

      

      2.

      I’m a classy dresser when I want to be, and for a night on the town, it was rare.  If you’re going to be dropping it on the bedroom floor anyway, it’s best just to dress light and wear as little as possible.

      I didn’t have that intention tonight, but I still wanted to drink to forget Jake’s abysmal performance today.  Devlin was right, though, it would be a great opportunity to cheer my boss up by signing a new client.

      Working with athletes and spending so much time around attractive people was an amazing inspiration to eat right and exercise regularly.  The last thing you want to be is the ugly person in the corner trying to sign a new client.

      Still, no amount of exercise will cure genetics.  And, as it was, I was stuck being curvier than most.  I did enjoy the compliments from men that I slept with.  They said I had nice breasts, not too big, not too small.  But, I always thought my best feature was my legs, they were long and toned.  To compliment my figure, I wore a long black gown that scooped low in the back and showed off my small amount of muscle.

      Upon arriving at the trendy little club I made sure to tip the bouncer well, he always let me in when I came by, now.

      You can get anything in life if you’re willing to spend the right amount of money.  But, sometimes, a friendly smile is worth more.  I walked towards the bar after I got in, and I could already see a couple of players that I recognized from today’s game.  One of the players was celebrating victory over our local team with some women of the evening.  I rolled my eyes at how easy some of these players were.

      “Devlin, I think I’ll have another drink.  Send one over to that player with the girls as well, would you?”

      Devlin nodded and started pouring.  Once the drink was delivered, it was easy enough to ingratiate myself into the group of women.

      I worked my subtle charms for about an hour before the player agreed to come in for a visit tomorrow before returning home.  I handed him my card and got his number before buying his group another drink and walking off.

      I tend to get tunnel vision when I see something I want, and it becomes easy to trip over things you didn’t see coming.  This thing happened to be a man.  My drink slipped from my hands and covered his shirt in my third drink of the evening.

      “Oh, excuse me.  I can get clumsy after a few drinks.”

      I could already see the bouncer looking at me, hoping that I wouldn’t make a scene.

      “It’s fine,” he said.

      I grabbed a nearby cocktail napkin and started doing my best to clean him off.  He did the same.  His shirt didn’t look cheaply made in the slightest, and I didn’t think that any amount of dry cleaning would take out the stain I’d just caused.

      “Angie?” he said.

      I looked up; it was Jake.  I couldn’t believe I hadn’t recognized him earlier.

      “Oh wow. Hi Jake,” I responded.

      He took the napkin out of my hands threw it on the table.  Then yanked the button-up over his head; revealing a tight white shirt underneath.  He was rippling with muscle, and I rather lost my train of thought.

      “What are you doing at this hole in the wall?” he started.  He tossed the shirt to the table, and I took a second to compose myself.

      “I come here pretty often; my place is a block away.  I got a good tip on some talent looking for representation.  What about you; I thought you never went out after a game.”

      He rolled his eyes.

      “Oh yeah, that,” he said.

      “I guess, there’s only one way to celebrate a loss,” I replied.

      He shuffled back into his seat.

      “You know, you owe me a drink.  How about you get me a Jack and Coke, and I’ll tell you about it.”

      I sighed, I would have preferred meeting the other player instead of listening to Jake talk about how sad he is about losing some game.  But, when it comes to being an agent, your time is client time.

      I ordered a drink for the two of us, and Devlin shot me a look of empathy, I think he knew what I was in for, so he made my drink extra strong.

      “Alright, what’s on your mind, Jake, I know it’s a tough loss,” I said, pushing the beverage across the table.

      “Loss I can deal with, its women that drive me crazy,” he replied before taking a large sip of his drink.

      “Women?  I’d think you’d be more concerned about your prospects for next season.  If you throw up another loss this season, there’s a good chance you won’t be back next year.  And, we’re only half way in.”

      “I know.  It’s Monica. She’s driving me crazy.  She came to me with an ultimatum after the game.  It was either get married to her so she can start a family or she was going to leave.”

      “That’s rough, what did you do?” I asked.

      “I opened the door for her,” he laughed, “she just walked out and said she’d be back for her things.”

      I giggled. “Wow, that’s rough, pal.”

      “She’s been harping on my since the beginning of the season, it’s driving me insane, it’s been all I could think about.  I don’t want kids, not right now.”

      I took another sip from my drink.  He did the same.

      “So, what are we going to do about it,” I asked.

      “I’ll probably meet up with some random girl and harass her brains out tonight,”

      I spat out more scotch, soaking his shirt for the second time tonight.

      “This is going to make it difficult to meet someone.  Thanks, Angie.”

      He sighed and wiped what he could off the shirt.  I leaned back, and could tell the alcohol was starting to affect my judgment, but I was drunk so what did I know.

      “Give me one minute.” I walked to the bar and paid my bill.  Devlin shot me a wink; I think he knew what was going to happen.  I gestured for him to keep his lips sealed.  He nodded, but I knew that there were plenty of other people that came to him for gossip.  I tipped him well, hoping that it would give me a day before any word got around.

      Upon returning to the table, Jake was taking his other shirt off.

      I swooned.  He had that V-shaped chest that got me wet just thinking about.  I bent over and leaned in close to him.  It must have caught him by surprise because he leaned back, trying to avoid me doing more damage.

      “If you want discreet and fun, I already said my place was just down the block.”

      I rubbed along the length of his leg, and I could see a smile devilishly form on the edges of his mouth.

      “Come to my address in ten minutes.  Don’t get up until after I leave.”

      I wrote my address down on the back of a business card, slipped it into his hand, and left.

      

      3.

      It was a busy night out for a Sunday.  Being a block away made getting home pretty easy, even though my heels weren’t helping in the slightest.

      I was on the 12th floor, it was the second highest floor of the building, and my neighbors liked to constantly remind me of that.  The view was still excellent.

      I always liked to keep things tidy, but it was rare for me to spend more than a couple hours at home, so being messy was difficult anyway.  Once inside, and with the door shut, I sloughed my dress.  I hadn’t expected to be this excited.

      Jake was one of my first clients, which was probably why my boss always had me watching out for him.  He was always so intimidating to stand next to, his large and well-built frame made me feel so small.  That was part of the allure, though.

      I picked up my dress and hung it nicely in the closet, taking the chance to throw my heels in there as well.  I had barely closed the closet door when I heard a knock at the door.

      I hopped my way across the cool floor, only realizing I was topless when I came to a stop in front of the door.  I threw a hand over my exposed chest and pulled the door open enough to see who was outside.

      Jake was wearing his soiled shirt, now a little wrinkled, but I didn’t care.  The person under it was gorgeous, and he was all mine tonight.  I gestured him in, and he entered.

      He took a moment to look around the apartment while I shut the door.  With him distracted I came up behind him and wrapped my arms around his waist.

      “I don’t want to be the only one topless for long,” I whispered in his ear.

      I had never seen a man take off his shirt faster, as he nearly knocked me to the floor in his efforts.  I couldn’t help my laughter; he was so eager that it was hard for me to keep a straight face.

      When he turned around and saw me standing there in my tiniest panties, I could almost see him salivate.  He pulled me close for a passionate kiss, and I returned in kind; massaging up and down his muscular back as I did.

      He had to lift me off the ground so that I could reach up to his height, and I liked it.  It felt like he could throw me around, and I wanted him to.

      I reached down and started undoing his pants.  I could already feel his throbbing member waiting for release from beneath.  He pulled me away for a second and set me back upon the floor.  I giddily slid his pants down and was greeted by his erect beast.

      Without a thought, I began to stroke his shaft with my hand.  I looked up at him with lust in my eyes as I licked the head.  He let out a moan of pleasure, and I couldn’t help myself anymore.  I took him into my mouth and began to slide it in and out.

      He quivered with delight as I continued my task.  I could taste some of his juice coming out of the tip.

      “Oh, you are a bad girl,” he said.

      I smiled and felt him beginning to tense up.  He leaned on my couch to hold himself up and it felt like he was close.

      It only took another moment before he exploded in my mouth.  Globs of his juice shot down the back of my throat as I could feel him starting to get softer.

      “Hey, it’s my turn now, you know,” I said. I pulled off my panties and maneuvered myself to the kitchen counter, opening up my legs to give him a good view.  The sight almost instantly made him hard again.  I pulled apart my lips to show him how soaked I was, and it made him even more excited.

      He kicked off the remains of his clothing and sauntered over to me.  With his powerful arms, he grabbed my sides and pulled me in for another kiss.  I could feel him lining his member up to my welcoming slit.  I was dripping over him while he slid up and down along my opening.

      Then with a powerful thrust, he pushed himself into me, opening me up all the way.  He filled me up more than I thought possible and still had more to give.  I welcomed him in as he inched his way inside.  I tensed up with the sensation, wishing it would never end, and hungry for more.

      Then he started moving his hips around, tickling my mound with his pelvis.  He was the first to work his hips like that, and it felt amazing.  Sensations shot through my spine, hitting every nerve along the way.

      I moaned in ecstasy, and this only seemed to fuel his desire.  He began thrusting, slowly.  He was driving me crazy, and he knew it.  Then he started thrusting faster and faster; driving his manhood deep inside.

      Then he picked me up, holding onto my legs and back.  He lifted me and lowered me along his shaft.  As he did so, I could feel him flexing inside, pulling me apart just a little more with each thrust.

      I couldn’t hold myself up anymore, and collapsed over his shoulder, holding onto his back as best I could.  He walked me over to the wall and threw me up against it.  Then began driving into me harder, I couldn’t take it anymore, I could feel my muscles starting to tense up as the orgasm started welling up.

      Then came the most powerful release I had ever felt.  I shivered as the waves of pleasure washed over me.  I wasn’t alone, it seemed, I could feel him spurting inside me.

      The both of us collapsed on the cool kitchen floor, covered in sweat from head to toe.  I threw an arm over Jake and hugged him close.

      “Maybe I should call out of work tomorrow,” I said.

      

      4.

      “Are you kidding me with this, Angie?!” Martin, my boss, said, with what almost seemed like fire shooting out of his ears.

      “Who I keep company at nights is no business of yours,” I replied.

      “It matters when that company is a client.  What were you thinking?  This is going to be all over the papers by tomorrow,” he continued.

      I sat there and listened to his objections to my relations with Jake for more than half an hour.  Martin always had a way of blowing things way out of proportion, and he always made me laugh a little when he did.

      I tried calling out of work this morning, but he said that my presence was mandatory, and he’d send a car over.  I don’t think he’s ever sent a car over for anyone, except potential clients.

      My phone buzzed, and I received a text message from Jake.

      ‘Let’s try my place tonight,’ it said.

      I hadn’t thought that he’d want to go two nights in a row.  But, after a night like that, it’s easy to want to go back for seconds.

      “Are we done here, Martin,” I asked.

      “We’re done.  Just keep in mind that the last agent that dated her client is flipping burgers somewhere, now.  I don’t want that to end up with you, things like this always end poorly.”

      I stood up and made for the door, then remembered my real goal from last night.

      “I might have pulled in another client.  He should be in later today.  I told him to talk to you if I were unavailable.”

      Martin nodded. “At least you managed that much before your escapade.”

      “I’m taking the rest of the day off; I have some thinking to do.”

      He understood, and I walked out of the building.  This is the first day I had taken off in more than a year.  I informed my secretary of my absence, and she understood.

      I was already giddy at meeting up tonight, and nothing was going to bring down my excitement now.  Before I left the building, I made my way to the bathroom.

      It was thankfully empty, so I locked the door.  I peeled myself out of my clothing and took a picture of my best sexy look for Jake.  I knew he would enjoy it.  Then I got dressed and left.

      I wasn’t more than five steps down the road when my phone started ringing.

      “Hey Jake, I see you got my photo,” I said with a smile.

      “I don’t think I can wait for tonight.  What are you doing right now,” he asked.

      I giggled; he was acting like a schoolboy that just at chocolate for the first time, and then I laughed at the analogy.

      “I thought I might take a bath,  but I can use some company.”

      “I’ll be there in ten minutes,” he replied and clicked the phone.

      It was a good afternoon.

      

      5.

      It became a nightly affair; we both wanted it a lot.  I would work hard all day at work helping clients, and sending him some of the juiciest photos he would ever see.  And, he told me that he would get so worked up during practice that he would stay longer to work off sexual aggression.

      He must have been doing something right because the game the following week was a spectacle.

      I sat in my usual box watching the game, the player’s wives still stood nearby, chatting their heads off as usual.  I avoided their gaze but could tell that they were eyeing me the entire game.  I really paid them no mind.

      The most interesting thing to me was that Monica was still in the room with the players wives.

      “So, Monica, how’s the new man?  I hear he’s getting a lot of press about a possible trade.”

      “I wouldn’t mind moving on.  This team isn’t good enough for my man,” Monica said.

      Even though I was trying to avoid their gaze, I couldn’t help but let out a snarky laugh.  I’m pretty sure they could tell I was listening in.

      “Did you hear about Jake, I hear he’s sleeping with some new tramp, now,” Monica added.

      I let them talk while I drank.  Their words weren’t hurting me at all.  I just wish I could yell at them who was sleeping with her ex-boyfriend because I was sure she would have been quite surprised.

      Jake went on the warpath; the other team didn’t even see it coming as he easily was the best player in the game.  He was starting to seem like the player I had recruited years ago.  I think he was beginning to feel like it again as well.

      After the game we partied hard.  I went over to his place, and I gave him a victory dance that he wouldn’t soon regret.

      “I feel like a huge weight has been lifted off my chest,” he said.

      I lied my head on his chest and listened to his heartbeat as we relaxed and enjoyed our evening.

      “You have a string of away games coming up, will you be okay without me,” I asked.

      “I’m not sure, will you be okay without me,” he said between laughs. “What brings this on?”

      “I just like this; I don’t want this to change anytime soon,” I replied. “You know how players get when they’re on the road.”

      “How are players on the road?”

      I rolled my eyes, wondering why he even needed to ask.

      “Players like to hook up with girls on the road, it’s obvious.  I like how this is right now, but I don’t want to end up sharing you with some tramp you meet.”

      He pushed me off.

      “What do you really think this is?” he asked.

      I sat up, a bit surprised.

      “I think this is two attractive people spending their nights together.  But, I want to spend time with someone that doesn’t need to sleep with a bunch of hookers.”

      He stood up out of bed.

      “Do you know why I broke it off with Monica? Because she hounded me about this garbage all the time when I would leave town.”

      “Yeah, well I’m not Monica, but I sure don’t feel like sharing.”

      He started picking my things off the floor.

      “What, are you kicking me out, now?”

      He tossed a bundle of clothes on the bed.  I took the hint and started getting dressed.

      “If you’re going to start pushing me into a relationship like Monica then you can just get out now.  I don’t need this.”

      “You know what, fine, go off and screw all the hookers you want.  Don’t come crying back to me when you get back.”

      I threw on the last of my things and pushed towards the door.  He didn’t say anything as I left, just silence followed me.  I could already feel some tears starting to well up behind my eyes, but I was too proud to let them show.
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      I buried myself in work.  The stress of living was taking over, and I was barely interested in going out when the weekend finally came.  I stayed in and spent time catching up on work.

      Then the tabloids started filling me in about what Jake was up to while he was on the road.

      He made the cover of a magazine with his latest girl; she looked just like Monica.  I felt disheartened at how fast he went back to skinny white girls.  That didn’t seem to take long at all.

      The first away game that hit was terrible to watch.  His head just wasn’t in it, and it was plainly obvious.  Served him right, he deserved to lose a game after losing me.  Get used to feeling loss, Jake; you’ll be more used to it when contract negotiations are up this year.

      My phone rang after the game was over, it was Jake.  He must have wanted to say something because he left me enough messages afterward.  I didn’t care; I had no interest in talking or hearing from him at all.  I deleted the messages before bothering to listen.

      Then my phone went silent for a while.

      Another away game dominated the television, and despite my anger at Jake having not subsided, I was still rooting for them.  Jake made an impressive showing, barely getting away with a win.  His head might not have really been in the game, but the team managed to shore up his lack of ability to play.

      My phone started ringing again; it was Jake again.  I picked up the phone this time.

      “Hello,” I said.

      “Did you see the game?”

      “Yeah,” I sighed, “these are some rough away games.”

      The phone was silent for a moment, even though I could hear the guys cheering in the background.

      “I’ll be home in two weeks, can I see you?”

      I was surprised he said so this soon.

      “Fine,” I said, “but don’t expect me to be in a good mood.”

      “That’s okay; I just wanted to talk and maybe get a drink.”

      “You’re buying,” I said as I ended the call.

      I could feel my mood beginning to improve.
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      It wasn’t until Wednesday that I went to see my doctor.  I’d had morning sickness for the last few days and was getting really tired of it.  She walked back into the room with a cheesy smile on her face, and I started to laugh uncomfortably.

      “I suppose congratulations are in order,” she said.

      “Congratulations for what,” I asked.

      “You’re going to be a mother.”

      I almost started choking on my own saliva when she said it.

      “No, really?  I don’t want to be a mother,” I said.

      Her smile dissipated a bit.

      “Well, if you’d like, we can discuss options for terminating the pregnancy,” she said.

      “I don’t want that either,” I said, shaking my head, “I don’t know what I want.  Give me some time to think about this before I do anything, would you?”

      She nodded and handed me some pamphlets.  I stuffed them into my purse and just walked out.

      I was pregnant, and here I thought I was doing so well with birth control.  I contemplated calling Jake right away, but then I didn’t.  I had a feeling that he had little to no interest in starting a family, especially considering his situation with Monica.

      I stayed silent for the next couple of weeks.  We still talked a few times, and it seemed that he was interested in rekindling our romance.  I was interested in doing so as well; it had been long enough without him.

      I was the first person he called when the team plane landed at the airport.  He wanted to see me right away.  So I decided to indulge him.

      I went to the bathroom at work again, being careful to lock it behind me.  I stripped off my top and leaned towards the mirror, giving my best ‘idiot-me’ face, and sent the photo.

      Before I started putting my top back on, I heard the stall behind me click open, and I froze.  Monica, of all people, was in the bathroom with me.  I reached down and grabbed my top as she started washing her hands.

      “Don’t feel so embarrassed, we’ve all done it at some point,” she said.

      “What brings you to the agency, I didn’t think you were a client,” I said.

      She pulled a lipstick out of her handbag and began to draw a line over her lip.

      “I’m not, but my soon to be husband is.  He’s talking to Martin right now.”

      “Ah, that makes a lot more sense now.”

      “So, who’s the man on the receiving end of that photo?  He must be pretty eager if you’re sending him something like that.”

      I held back a laugh as I thought about the coincidence.

      “I don’t think I can say, Agent client confidentiality and all,” I said with a smile and a wink.

      With the worst timing possible, my phone started to vibrate.  Jake’s photo popped up on the screen in full view of my current company.

      I tried to snag it before she saw but the damage was done.

      “Jake?  Why is he texting you?”

      “He’s my client, why wouldn’t he be texting me,” I said, trying my best to deflect her suspicion.

      A click of realization shot across her face, then a scowl took its place.

      “How long were you sleeping with him, you little hussy.  You must be the reason he wasn’t interested in marrying me.”

      I picked up my bag and started backing towards the door, but she advanced on me quickly.

      “Tell me!  You piece of trash,” she said while grabbing my hair.  She wasn’t very strong, which was good for me.  I grabbed a hold of my hair and put a foot to her stomach and pushed her away.

      She fell to the floor and looked up at me with rage in her face.

      “I’ll have your job for this!  I know the owner, and he won’t let you stay here after I’ve had a chat with him!”

      I was already unlocking the door and making my way out as quickly as I could.  She followed me, trying her best to catch up, but I was quicker.

      I hopped in a taxi and headed straight to Jake’s apartment.  He hadn’t arrived back from the airport yet, so I waited in the lobby downstairs.

      I twisted my phone through my hands, nervous.  I waited for a call from Martin, thinking he’d be furious with me.  My head was starting to feel a little woozy when the door opened.

      Jake stood there with his bag in tow.  I stood up and walked over to him, wrapping my arms around him in a big hug.

      It must have been unexpected to him, but he still held me back.

      “I need to take my mind off today, think you can do it?”

      He just picked me up and cradled me in his arms as we rode the elevator up.  I leaned in and kissed him as though it were the first time.  It felt like my heart would burst out of my chest.

      Inside his apartment, I could hardly contain myself.  I was already clawing at his back trying to take his shirt off.  He threw me down on the couch and dropped his bag.

      I undid my blouse, regretting wearing something with so many buttons on it today.  He threw his shirt to the floor and walked towards me while I was still trying to unbutton.  It didn’t look like he cared; he just pulled the shirt away and lifted my chest up to face.  I tugged my bra off and tossed it aside.

      He was like a hungry dog ready to eat, and I didn’t mind feeling like his meal.  He took my nipples into his tongue as I worked at the zipper on my pants.

      He kept pulling me in closer so he could devour me.  His passion turned me on more, and in his impatience, he yanked my pants off.  I had almost soaked my underwear through, thinking about his sweaty shape on top of me again.

      I shoved my hand down the front of his pants to feel his manhood again.  He was bigger than I remembered, and I thought about it inside me again.

      He grabbed my rear and lifted me into the air until I was sitting on his shoulders.  With his mouth, he pulled aside my panties and started to lick along my slit.  With every flick of his tongue, I felt sensations shoot into my legs.  I held onto his head for dear life and pulled his tongue into my sex further.

      He lapped up my juices and kept begging for more; I hadn’t been aroused this much before that I can remember.  I felt my muscles start to tense up as an orgasm wracked me with ecstasy.

      Jake could tell as I let out a loud moan.  Then he started lowering me back down.  Once I was finally face to face with him, I leaned in and kissed him hard on the mouth.  I could taste my sex on his breath.  I wrapped my legs around his lower body, trying to hold myself in place.

      He walked, while we kissed, towards the bedroom.  He continued to fondle my rear as we walked, holding on tight.  I don’t think he could see too well because we kept knocking things over as we went.  I didn’t want to wait till we got to the bedroom but I had no say in the matter.

      With a push, he shoved me to the bed, and I peeled off the soaked panties.  He tore off his pants, and I could see his throbbing erection, as a monster about to consume me completely.  I urged him closer.

      He fell to the bed and crawled to me on all fours.

      “I have been waiting for this for too long,” he said.

      He pushed me into the silk sheets and started kissing me up and down.  Then I started feeling his manhood waiting at my entrance.  I took the initiative, this time, wrapping my legs around him and pulling myself onto him.  With what felt like a pop, I could feel the entirety of his member tear me open.  I winced in pain, but it subsided just as fast.

      For a moment we just lied there, feeling each-others most intimate of places and enjoying each second.  But, he wanted more.  I gave it to him.

      I leaned up, forcing him to his back, straddling him with my legs.  Then I started to ride, up and down.  Letting him almost come all the way out before thrusting him back inside.  He felt so big, and each thrust sent shivers down my spine, and to my toes.

      The two of us moaned as I strode along the length of his shaft.  It didn’t feel like a slow build today; it just felt like an explosion in my head that traveled down to my private parts.  The muscles inside me clenched and started to choke his manhood.

      He exploded inside me, and I still wanted more.

      I kept riding up and down, as our juices mixed together on the bed.  I felt another orgasm take hold of me, and I shuddered but still I kept going.  By now I wasn’t pulling in and out but was just moving my hips around in circles.

      It didn’t last long though as I didn’t have any energy left to continue, so I laid myself down on his bare chest; collapsing into this perfect moment.
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      We both woke up at about the same time.  My legs felt like dead weight, so I rolled over on the pillows.  He laughed, and I did the same.

      “What’s the plan for today?” I asked.

      “Breakfast, I think,” he replied.

      He stood up and turned to see me still laid out on the bed, and something stirred inside him.  He joined me again, and we enjoyed ourselves again in the morning.

      After the last night, though, I had almost nothing left.  He had worn me out in entirety.  It was another couple hours before we were dressed and sitting at a breakfast table just down the block.

      “Tell me, what kept you occupied while I was in the away games,” he asked.

      I stared at the menu and couldn’t think of what to tell him.

      “I worked,” I replied, “it seems there’s always something that needs to be done at the agency.”

      “Seems reasonable,” he replied.

      “How was the girl at your first away game,” I asked, with more than a little resentment.

      “She wasn’t,” he said, “she was ready and able, and she wanted to do some really kinky stuff, but she wasn’t you.”

      I blushed and did my best to hide myself behind the menu.

      “After our fight from before, I wanted to do something crazy to prove to myself that I could, but when the time came I just didn’t have the interest.”

      I couldn’t hide the truth from him any longer; he needed to know.

      “Jake, I have something rather important to tell you,” I started.

      “Yeah, what’s that?”

      “I visited the doctor about two weeks ago; I was having morning sickness and didn’t know what was going on.  I’m a little embarrassed to say that I’m pregnant.”

      He pulled the menu out of my hand to see my face.

      “You’re pregnant?” he asked.

      I nodded.

      He leaned back in his chair and set the menu back on the table.

      “Well, no big deal, you’re going to terminate it, right?” he said with a casual attitude.

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing; he wanted to tell me what I should do with my pregnancy, maybe I should tell him where he can put his opinions.

      “Now that you bring it up, I think I’ll just keep it.  It’s not like you wanted to be a father.  I’m not ready to be a mother, but I’m willing to try.  If you want to go off and idiot cheerleaders, go ahead.  I’ll just be taking care of your illegitimate child.”

      I stood up and grabbed my things.  I think more than enough people could hear what was going on, and I knew I had made a mistake by talking about it so cavalier over breakfast.  I did my best to hide my face as I walked out of the restaurant.

      At least, he’d helped me make the decision.  I didn’t know if I wanted to keep it to begin with, but the idea of being a mother sounded like a great adventure.  I was feeling more confident now than I ever did when I was drinking.

      I plucked the pamphlet from my purse that I’d never taken a chance to look at in the past.  The mothers looked so happy in the photographs, and I wanted that.  Jake would have been a great father, not that I expected him to become one.

      I called in to work and took the day off.  I had a lot of thinking to do and work was the worst place for it.

      My phone began to vibrate; Jake was calling.  I cooled my head for a moment and answered the phone.

      “What,” I said angrily.

      “Can we, at least, talk about this?”

      “I thought we talked about it.  I know what your opinion is on the matter, and I’m going to choose what I want.”

      “Angie, I always told myself that I would have a family someday, but not like this.  I want a proper family, where you get married, and settle down, get a dog and a house; all that stuff.”

      “And you think I don’t?” I replied. “I didn’t want to have kids, but I can’t imagine giving up a child that we made.  You do what you want, but I’m done talking about this right now.”

      I clicked off the phone and noticed a missed call from Martin, so I quickly dialed him back.

      “Angie, where are you,” he said.

      “I was out on a date,” I replied.

      “You called out today, but I need to talk to you right now, and in person.”

      The line went dead; I guess he was serious again.

      I hopped a cab uptown while pondering what was in store for me at the agency.

      The office was mostly empty today, just a few personal assistants running about and grabbing one thing or another.  I strode into Martin’s office, hoping not to be noticed.

      “Angie, this is a real mess I’m in now,” he said, “and you know why?”

      I shook my head no.

      “I got a hot tip from a waiter at a breakfast bar about twenty minutes ago that says you’re having a kid.  And, not just anyone’s, you’re having the quarterbacks kid.”

      I felt a little timid about responding, so I waited for him to continue.

      He plopped himself in his old leather roll chair and reached to the bottom floor of his desk and drew out a bottle of bourbon and a glass.

      “I’d offer you some, but I had a feeling you’d say ‘no’.”

      He gave himself a healthy pour and belted it back in one gulp.

      “I knew this thing would start getting messy.  Heck, I got some half-ended threat from Bob upstairs that says he wants you gone.  What did I do?  I laughed at him.  He’s got about as much control of my staff as you do.”

      “Martin,” I started.

      “Don’t start tryin’ to talk sense to me now.  You gotta bury this thing, Angie.  I can’t tell you what to do right now, but the way I see it is that you got a choice.  Either you have the baby, or you have your job.  I won’t let this place become a media circus over your torrid love affair.  Get out, and don’t come back until you’ve decided.”

      I stood up sheepishly, starting my way toward the exit.  How could I choose between one and the other, at this point I wanted both.

      Unfortunately, it looked like the media had gotten their hands on my work address, as I exited the building I saw a small crowd of reporters.

      One of them in the group looked at me and started scampering my direction.  I was too shocked and confused to talk to reporters right now.  I scurried to the rear of the tower, to a small service exit, and ran out and around the corner to avoid them.

      I had a feeling that it would be just as packed at my apartment, but I felt the need to check anyway.

      The short ride back had me feeling incredibly nervous.  I had never been the center of attention like this.  Normally I was the one on the sidelines pulling my clients out of view, or doing a small announcement for the agency.  But, I had never been the center of something so big.

      Rounding the corner, I saw a crowd gathered, larger than the one at work.  I couldn’t dream of dealing with them right now, either.

      I could use a drink.
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      I had the driver drop me off in an empty alley near Devlin’s bar down the street.  Upon entering the bar, I found it nice and empty, save for the usual barfly that sat on the back stool.  I meandered to the closest table and sat, waiting for service, and partially hiding my face with my jacket.

      The air was full of cigarette smoke, and I let out a cough to clear my lungs.  I looked at my phone; it was dead silent.  A loud crack from the back room and out popped Devlin; tossing the server door open and carrying a case full beer, only stopping for a moment to hand one to the barfly.  With a quick look around the bar, I could tell he noticed me at the table.  So, he sat his goods on the nearest countertop and walked over my way.

      “Congratulations, girlie.  Looks like you bagged a winner,” he said with a smile.

      I pushed myself lower into the booth.

      “Oh, don’t be so shy.  I’m sure everyone will stop caring by tomorrow,” he took a seat opposite me.

      “What am I going to do this time, Dev?  If I have the kid, then I’ll be jobless, and homeless.  Jake doesn’t want a kid, and I don’t want to make him be a father.  But, if I terminate then I keep my job and everything goes back to the way it was.”

      Devlin pulled off a shoe and started to massage his foot through his sock.  I tried my best to pay little attention to it.

      “You know, Angie.  Being forced to do something that you don’t want to do is little fun,” he said.

      “I know,” I replied.

      “What do you want to do?”

      I thought about it for a moment.

      “I want not to think about this, that’s what I want to do.”

      He nodded.

      “We all have things we don’t want to think about.  See the barfly in the back?  He’s avoiding talking to his son about becoming a dad for the first time.  His son is barely out of high school and already starting a family.

      “He doesn’t want to do it, but at some point he’ll have to put away the liquor and deal with the problem, or it just won’t go away.  You have an interesting choice ahead of you, and you’re the only one that can make it.

      “Still, though.  I’d fancy you a mother.  I think you could be one of the greats, cause I’ve seen how you handle the people that come through my bar.”

      I smiled at the compliment.

      “Thanks Devlin,” I said.

      Then my phone started vibrating.  It was Jake again.  I picked up the phone and answered.

      “Jake-“

      “Angie, I need to talk to you, as soon as possible. Where are you?”

      “Devlin’s bar where we first met,” I replied.

      “Just wait there, I’ll be right down.”

      Devlin gave me an approving wink and returned to getting the bar ready for the evening.  Ten minutes passed and the door flew open.

      Jake walked in, and I could see that he had some reporters with him.  But, before they could enter he turned around and locked the door.

      “Hey, that door needs to remain unlocked during business hours,” shouted Devlin from across the bar.

      “Just ten minutes,” replied Jake.

      He came over to me and pushed his way into the booth next to me.  At least, his shirt wasn’t covered in scotch this time.

      “Angie, I know it’s only been a couple of hours since we last talked, but I can’t get this out of my head,” he said.

      “How do you think I feel, Jake?  This decision is driving me insane.  And with all the reporters outside, I can’t say no.  But, I can’t say yes either.  If I have this baby, then my career is over.”

      “Angie, I can’t stand the thought of being without you,” he said, “and I can’t stand the idea of you losing the baby, either.”

      It pricked my ears up.

      “What are you trying to say?” I asked.

      He pulled himself away from the booth and knelt down on his knee, producing a ring box from his pocket.

      “Angie, I’ve been all over downtown in the last two hours, once you walked out I realized that I couldn’t say goodbye to you again, not like this.”

      He creaked opened the small box and showed off a gorgeous and simple ring.

      “Will you marry me?” he asked.

      I couldn’t believe my eyes.  The burden in the back of my mind dissipated instantly as I looked into his soulful eyes.

      “Yes, Jake.  Let’s get married,” I said.

      I stood up from the booth, and he picked me up triumphantly.

      Devlin, the sneaky mongrel, had taken the chance to come up behind us and unlock the front door.  I had never been in the center of such a media affair.

      The next week was nothing but my face in the paper next to his in that silly booth at Devlin’s.

      The marriage got him so excited that Jake went on a winning streak, and became much more popular.  With us getting married, Martin had nothing left to say.

      I could still remember the last game of the season, sitting in the box seat not as an agent, but as a wife.  The other players wives had started to accept me.  Monica ended up moving across the country, last I heard, she hated every second with her new husband.

      We had each other, and in the end, that was all that mattered.

      

      *****

      THE END

      

      The Billionaire’s Secret Love Child – A BWWM Billionaire Romance

      Chapter 1

      Cambry didn't want to out with her friend that evening. They'd been going to clubs for the past three weekends in a row and she just wanted to rest. However, her best friend Jenae was begging her to go. They were in Cambry's room while Jenae was trying on her friend's clothing. "Please, Cambry?" Jenae whined as she admired herself on the full-length mirror that hung on the closet door.

      Sighing, Cambry stood and handed Jenae a pair of heels. "Fine," she said. "But next weekend we're staying in. Or, at the least, I'm staying home."

      Jenae nodded, an excited smile spreading across her face. "It's a deal. Now, what do you think about this outfit?" She had chosen a black dress with a low v-cut and had on the black heels that Cambry had handed her.

      Cambry nodded approvingly. "You look hot."

      "Great! Let's figure out what you're going to wear," Jenae said, digging into Cambry's closet. After a moment she pulled out a sleeveless, sparkling silver dress. "What about this?" she asked.

      Shrugging, Cambry took the dress from Jenae and pulled it on over her black lace panties and matching strapless bra. The sparkling silver complemented Cambry's cocoa-colored skin. Jenae gasped. "You look incredible in that!" she exclaimed.

      With a smile Cambry said, "Thanks." She put a pair of silver hoops in her ears and a silver necklace around her neck. She fluffed her curly hair into an afro and added to her make-up while Jenae curled her red hair. Once they were ready, the women grabbed their clutches and called a cab to take them to the club.

      Twenty minutes later the bouncer had let them inside where a crowd of people danced on a hardwood floor. Behind them was a raised section with tables so that the customers could sit and drink their drinks. Opposite from the tables was the bar, behind which stood several men pouring drinks. The soft blue lighting created a classy but still party-type atmosphere.

      Across from the entrance a DJ stood on an elevated platform, providing the music. Immediately Cambry began to sway her body in time to the song. She and Jenae moved into the crowd and began to dance. After several songs they decided they needed a drink and the two made their way to the bar.

      While they waited for one of the bartenders to approach them, Jenae struck up a conversation with a handsome man standing next to them. He flashed his pearly-white teeth at her as they talked and Cambry found herself rolling her eyes. He told them he was a male model. His tan skin and bleach-blonde hair certainly helped that image, but Cambry figured he was probably just trying to impress them. It certainly seemed to have done the trick for Jenae, but Cambry quickly lost interest.

      Finally a bartender approached them. His dark hair and light eyes caught her attention and she found herself captivated by him. "What can I get for you?" he asked, flashing her a smile.

      Returning his smile, Cambry asked, "What's your specialty?"

      "Well, that depends on how drunk you want to get," he replied with a wink.

      Cambry laughed. "Let's say I want a good buzz but to still maintain my inhibitions."

      "Well, now, that's no fun," the man said.

      She shrugged. "Depends on your type of fun."

      "For a lady like you, then, I would suggest my Blue Mango Breeze," he told her.

      "Sounds delicious," Cambry said. "I'll take it."

      He smiled. "Great. I'm Brooks by the way." Brooks held his hand out for her to shake.

      Cambry accepted, noticing how soft his hand was. "I'm Cambry."

      "It's a pleasure to meet you, Cambry," he said before he walked away to make her drink.

      Jenae turned to her as the man she had been talking to walked away. "He's hot," she said.

      "Who?" Cambry asked, her eyes still on Brooks. He laughed at something with the other bartenders and she smiled, enjoying the sound.

      "Um, that hunk of meat you're devouring with your eyes," Jenae said.

      Cambry quickly turned her head to her friend. "I wasn't," she protested.

      Jenae laughed. "Right. And I'm the queen of England. You should ask him for his number. I bet he would give it to you in a heartbeat."

      "Whatever. He's not into me," Cambry replied. Brooks returned and set a glass of blue liquid in front of her. "How much do I owe you?" she asked, opening her clutch and pulling out a ten.

      "It's on the house," Brooks said with a wink.

      "No, I'll pay for it," Cambry protested, ignoring Jenae's nudge in her side.

      "Let me re-phrase that," Brooks said. "It's on me. If I wasn't working, I'd be buying you a drink. So instead, I'm giving you one."

      Cambry couldn't help but smile. "And what makes you so certain that I'd let you buy me a drink?" she asked.

      "The smile on your face tells me," he replied.

      Jenae purposely cleared her throat and Cambry shot her a glare before looking back to Brooks. "Well, you've caught me. I have a feeling if you asked, my answer would be 'Yes.'"

      "Why don't we settle for this?" Brooks asked. "I give you this drink and you give me your number."

      "I think that's a good deal," Cambry said. She picked up the drink and took a sip. "Mmm, that's good."

      "I know," Brooks said. "So how about that number?"

      "So humble and patient. We have a winner, ladies," Cambry said, still smiling.

      Brooks laughed. "I'm anxious for a pretty woman's number. Can you blame me?"

      Cambry had pulled a small piece of paper out of her clutch. "I guess not. Do you have a pen?"

      Nodding, Brooks pulled a pen from his shirt pocket and handed it to her. "Are you ladies going to be here for a while?"

      "Yes," Cambry said, nodding. "We plan to dance the night away."

      "Guess it's my lucky night, then," Brooks said. "I'm off at midnight. Maybe I can find you two in the crowd afterward."

      Cambry smiled and handed him the piece of paper with the pen. "Maybe I'll be waiting."

      Brooks mouth widened into a smile that made his eyes sparkle. They looked into each other's eyes for a moment until someone yelled, "Hey! Can I get some service down here?" making him look in that direction.

      He turned back to Cambry. "Gotta get back to work. I'll see you later."

      When he had walked away, Cambry turned to Jenae. Her friend had a very smug look on her face. "What?" she asked innocently.

      Jenae just shook her head and began to laugh. "Oh nothing. Except for I told you so!"

      Cambry shrugged. "You're right. He is hot."

      "And he's clearly into you!" Jenae said. She took Cambry's drink out of her hands and took a sip through the black straw. "Oh my. That is good."

      "Yes it is," Cambry replied. "I believe it's also mine." Chuckling, she took the drink back and sipped on it. Once they had finished it, the women headed back to the dance floor and began to sway their bodies once more.

      About an hour and a half later, Cambry felt someone's hands on her hips. She turned to tell the man off who was touching her without her permission when she realized it was Brooks. Instead, she said nothing and began to dance with him, enjoying the way his hands slid over her body as she swayed with the music.

      Looking into his eyes, she pressed herself against him so that her breasts were pushed up, making her cleavage look fuller. She watched as his eyes roamed over them and he bit the side of his lip. His hands wrapped around her waist and her arms wrapped around his neck. He guided her body to match his as they moved together.

      After a few moments, Cambry turned in his arms so that her back pressed against his front. Her rear rested against his crotch and she could feel his cock pressing into her. He was slightly hard and she smiled, knowing that he was hard for her. His hands slid down her sides and rested on her hips as she stuck her hands in the air.

      Brooks leaned in and whispered into her ear, "You are beautiful."

      Cambry smiled. "You're not too shabby yourself, cowboy," she replied.

      Laughing, the two continued to move their bodies in time to the music, keeping them close to each other. For the next several hours they danced, occasionally grabbing drinks from the bar. Cambry stuck with her goal to not grow too drunk, but to have just a light buzz for the night. Brooks seemed to follow the same plan, as he didn't drink too much either. She liked that he maintained control over himself.

      For several hours they danced together until the club was ready to close. For having not wanted to go out with Jenae, Cambry realized she'd had quite a bit of fun and was excited that she had met a guy who seemed to be really into her. Jenae had left them to be, disappearing to a table on the raised platform where she talked with the man who had first approached her at the bar.

      Eventually, though, it was time for them to go home. Jenae had to make her way onto the dance floor, which had cleared quite a bit, and pull on Cambry's elbow to convince her to leave. Brooks walked with them out into the night air and waited while the girls hailed a cab. The driver pulled up and Jenae climbed in right away, but Cambry hung back to say goodbye.

      "Are you going to call me tomorrow?" she asked.

      Brooks leaned in toward her, his arm resting on the open car door. "Do you want me to?"

      Cambry pushed herself against him so that her cleavage showed well. "What do you think?"

      He leaned in even more so that his lips and her lips brushed against each other. "I think you want me...to call," he said, pausing to place emphasis on what exactly he thought she wanted.

      "Well, then you'd be right," she whispered.

      She could feel his smile against her lips and also see it as it reached his eyes. Then she pushed her lips against his, sliding her tongue along the bottom lip. He opened his mouth slightly and pushed her tongue inside. She loved the way he tasted and found herself moaning as he wrapped his arms around her waist.

      After a moment she heard Jenae clear her throat and pulled away. Smiling shyly, Cambry said, "Goodbye," and climbed into the cab. Brooks closed the door for her and waved as the cab drove away.

      "Wow," Jenae said as they turned a corner. "You must really like him."

      Cambry shrugged, trying not to show how much she did. "He's hot," she said, digging into her clutch for her chap stick. "And he's a good dancer. And a really great kisser."

      Jenae giggled. "Well, it seems like it was a good thing that you decided to agree to go out with me tonight."

      "Yeah. Just think! I could have missed out on meeting him!" Cambry replied. She could still feel his lips against hers and she pressed a finger to her mouth.

      "I don't want to say 'I told you so...'" Jenae said, trailing off.

      "But you told me so," Cambry finished for her. "I know. I know. It's just been a while since I've had a calm weekend that I was tired. Well, I am tired. But I'm glad we went out tonight."

      Sitting back with a satisfied smile on her face, Jenae nodded. "Next time you protest to going out, I'm going to remind you about this."

      "Next time you want to go out, I may not need to protest," Cambry pointed out as the cab pulled in front of their apartment. "If everything works out with Brooks the way I'm hoping, then I'll be glad to go out with him."

      Jenae paid the cab driver, giving him a generous tip, and the two climbed out of their cab and took the elevator to their floor. As soon as Cambry had taken her dress off and hung it in her closet, she collapsed onto her bed and fell asleep the second her head hit the pillow.

      

      Chapter 2

      

      The next day Cambry slept until noon. She hadn't planned on staying out so late the night before, but because she did, she was tired and needed to get her sleep. Luckily it was a Saturday and she didn't have any plans, other than to read her book. Ever since she learned how to read she had loved to lose herself in a good book. First it started out with Dr. Seuss and now she found that she loved just about anything that was suggested to her. She spent most of her down time devouring any book she could lay her hands on.

      Jenae had managed to get up before her, so there was already a full pot of coffee ready. As Cambry walked into the kitchen, Jenae handed her a full mug. Cambry accepted it gratefully, wrapping her hands around it to warm them. "Thank you," she said after she had taken her first sip.

      "I figured we could both use it," Jenae said. She sat at the counter flipping through a fashion magazine, circling the information about the clothing that she liked.

      "So who was that guy you spent most of the night with?" Cambry asked as she grabbed a yogurt out of the fridge.

      "Oh you noticed him, huh?" Jenae said, raising one eyebrow.

      Cambry stuck her tongue out before she replied. "Yes, I noticed him. And how you were hanging all over him. I was just too distracted to ask about him."

      Jenae laughed. "I guess I can't blame you. Brooks is definitely a fine piece of rear."

      "Yes, he certainly is," Cambry replied. She took her yogurt into the living room and plopped down on the couch, resting her feet on the arm. "Think he's going to call me today?"

      Jenae sat in the arm chair next to the couch with her own yogurt in hand. "I can't imagine he wouldn't after that sickening display on the street."

      "Like you've not done anything like that before," Cambry said, rolling her eyes.

      "I don't know what you're talking about," Jenae replied, digging her spoon into the yogurt cup.

      Cambry chuckled. "Let's see, I remember that time with Jason," she said, ticking the names off on her fingers. "Carl, Alec, Nathan, and a certain Jeremy, all of which you did something similar with."

      "Whatever," Jenae said, her face turning red.

      Before Cambry could reply, she heard her phone ringing from her bedroom. She practically leapt off of the couch and sprinted down the hall to her bedroom so that she could answer it. She saw that it was a number she didn't recognize and swiped her finger over the "Answer" button. "Hello?" she asked, trying not to sound as though she was out of breath.

      "Hey, is this Cambry?" came the voice from the other end.

      She smiled. "Who wants to know?"

      "Well you see," the man said, "I was given this number by this really crazy chick last night, but for some reason she intrigued me. I thought I'd give her a call."

      "Hey!" Cambry protested.

      Brooks chuckled. "I'm kidding. It's Brooks."

      "I know," she said and laid back on her bed. "I don't give my number out to just anybody."

      "Well don't I feel special then?" he said.

      "You should," Cambry told him with a smile. "So what's up?"

      "I was wondering if you'd want to go out with me tonight," Brooks said.

      Cambry pumped her hand into the air in excitement. "What did you have in mind?" she asked, trying to sound calm.

      "I'd like to take you to dinner at this great restaurant I know of," he told her.

      "What is it?" Cambry asked him.

      "I'd like to surprise you," Brooks replied. "If you don't mind."

      "Hmmm," Cambry said, hesitating for a moment. "That sounds great. What kind of restaurant is it? How fancy do I need to dress? And what time should I be ready?"

      She could hear him laughing on the other end of the line. "It's not really fancy. Tennis shoes wouldn't be out of place there. But trust me, the food is fantastic."

      Cambry was surprised to hear that. Most of the men she had dated always wanted to take her somewhere fancy where they could show off their class. "Okay," she finally said. "I'm fine with that. What time should I be ready?"

      "I'll pick you up around seven?" he said.

      Cambry nodded even though Brooks couldn't see. "That's perfect."

      "Great," Brooks said. "I can't wait."

      They hung up and Cambry squealed. Jenae stood at her bedroom door, waiting to hear a report about the conversation. "What did he say?" she asked.

      "He asked me out for dinner," Cambry told her. A large smile crossed her face as she stood and began to rummage in her closet for what she should wear.

      "And where is he going to take you?" Jenae asked. "That way I'll know what to help you pick out to wear."

      "Well he wouldn't tell me," Cambry said as she pulled out a pair of her skinny jeans that showed off her rear. "When I asked how fancy I should dress, he said tennis shoes would be fine."

      "Tennis shoes?" Jenae said, helping her dig in the closest. "We're not doing that."

      Cambry shook her head. "No, I'm not wearing tennis shoes on a first date."

      Jenae moved out of the closet with a pair of red pumps and a sparkly, red top. "You should wear this," she said, laying the top above the pants on the bed. "And these red heels to match."

      

      Seven o'clock rolled around and Cambry was reading and waiting for Brooks. He showed up right on time, knocking on their apartment door in a pattern. Cambry was excited and felt butterflies flutter through her stomach. "This is it," she whispered to Jenae before she opened the door.

      Brooks stood on the other side, one hand in one of the pockets on his dark blue jeans. He wore a darker grey, button-up shirt that emphasized his muscular arms and chest. "Wow," he said when he saw her. "You look stunning."

      A smile broke across Cambry's face. "Thank you," she replied. "You look nice as well."

      He held his arm out for her to wrap hers through and she accepted, shutting the door behind her. Brooks led her out of the apartment building to a dark blue sports car that was parked out front. "Is this your car?" she asked. Nodding, Brooks opened the door for her. Once she was seated, he closed the door and walked to the driver's side before climbing in. She waited until he was on the road before saying, "How does a bartender afford a car like this?"

      He chuckled. "The truth is, I'm not just a bartender. During the day, I work with my father as a senior partner in his company."

      Cambry's jaw dropped. She had assumed that his only job was at the club. "What is your father's company?"

      "We own several different clubs, the one we met at last night being one of them," Brooks said, shifting his manual shifter in the car.

      She was in shock. Cambry certainly hadn't realized that Brooks was wealthy, but it turned out he was, in fact, very wealthy. A few moments later, he pulled the car up in front of a hole-in-the-wall restaurant that resided in between two larger companies. Having never heard of it, she felt nervous about what the food would taste like, but she decided to try to have a positive attitude about it.

      They walked in and she saw that there were only about ten tables, but only one of them was being used. Brooks led her to one in the corner and a moment later a man came over and set two waters and two menus on the table before them. "Brooks!" he exclaimed, holding his arms out to the side.

      Brooks stood and wrapped his arms around the man, pulling him into a hug. They clapped each other on their backs for a second. "It's good to see you again," Brooks said when he pulled away.

      "It's been far too long!" the man said. "And who is this lovely young woman?" he leaned over and placed a kiss on the back of Cambry's hand.

      "This is Cambry," Brooks told him, smiling. "Cambry, this is an old family friend, Nicola. He owns this restaurant."

      "It's a pleasure to meet you," Cambry said with a smile.

      Brooks sat back at the table. "We'd like a few moments to order," he told Nicola. "Cambry has never been here before."

      "Of course, of course. Welcome to my restaurant, Miss Cambry. I shall return," Nicola said before returning to the kitchen.

      Turning to Cambry, Brooks held out one of the menus. "So," he said. "This is a Thai food restaurant, run by an Italian family, in America, which is probably why it's not very well known. But it is delicious."

      Cambry laughed and accepted the menu. "Well, that would explain why I've never heard of it." She studied the menu for a few moments before deciding on a Thai chicken salad with a curried dressing. Just as she set the menu down on the table, Nicola returned. She figured he must have been watching them, waiting for when they were ready to order.

      "What can I get you?" he asked, pulling a notepad and a pen out of his back pocket.

      The rest of the evening flowed well and Cambry found that she really enjoyed Brooks' company. Not only was he handsome and funny, but she found that he was also charming and kind toward others; all of those were characteristics that she found attractive in a man. When they were done eating, Brooks drove them to an ice cream shop where they both ordered strawberry ice cream on sugar cones. As the evening wore to an end, Cambry realized that she hadn't enjoyed herself as much as she had with Brooks in a long time.

      Eventually, though, he drove her to her apartment and walked her to her door. As she pulled her keys out of her purse, Brooks took them from her and unlocked the door and opened it for her. "I really enjoyed myself tonight," he said, before she walked into the apartment.

      Cambry shyly looked down at her hands, which she held clasped in front of her. "I did too."

      Brooks smiled and placed Cambry's keys back into her hand. However, instead of letting go, he wrapped both hands around hers. "I would like to see you again, if you're okay with that," he told her.

      She looked into his eyes and nodded. "I'd love that." In her head, she was debating whether or not she should invite him in for a drink. Inviting him inside would imply that she wanted to take him to her bedroom. While that was certainly the truth, she didn't want him to think that she was the kind of girl who slept with guys on the first date on a regular basis. Jenae had told her she would make herself sparse that night in case Cambry wanted to invite him in, so at least she didn't have that to worry about.

      While she argued with herself about what to do, Brooks leaned in, pausing inches from her mouth. Cambry pushed herself to him, meeting his lips. Her stomach was a bundle of nerves, but the way he kissed her made her melt. She immediately made up her mind. When they pulled away from each other, she looked into his eyes and said, "Would you like to come in?"

      "Only if you're sure that's what you want," Brooks said, but the desire in his eyes told her that he wanted to as much as she wanted him to. Smiling, she took a hold of his hand and pulled him through her front door.

      

      Chapter 3

      Before she showed Brooks where her room was, Cambry headed into the kitchen and poured them each a drink. Knowing that she was about to put the moves on Brooks had her stomach doing flips, but not in a bad way. She was nervously excited and she wanted the alcohol to help calm her down.

      Immediately she drained her cup, keeping her eyes on Brooks. He noticed and set his glass on her coffee table. "Are you all right?" he asked, placing both of his hands on her shoulders.

      Cambry nodded. "Yes, I just don't normally invite a man into my apartment on the first date."

      He nodded understandingly. "I can go if you want. We don't have to do this."

      She met his eyes and saw that they were filled with concern. "I want to," she whispered after a moment.

      Brooks smiled and took her cup, setting it next to his. He pressed his lips against hers, slowly parting them so that he could slip his tongue inside her mouth. She wrapped her hands around his neck and he placed his hands on her rear, lifting her up. As Cambry wrapped her legs around Brooks' waist, he carried her down the hallway. He broke away long enough to ask, "Which one is your room?"

      "First one on the left," she said and he carried her into it. After he shut the door with his feet, Brooks walked to her bed and laid her down on it. She watched as he pulled his shirt over his head and threw it on the floor by his feet. He reached down and grabbed the hem of her shirt, then pulled it up over her head. He growled in the back of his throat when he saw that she wore a white lace bra.

      Smiling, Cambry sat up and reached behind herself so that she could unhook her bra. She watched Brooks' reaction as she pulled it off, revealing her breasts. Before she could drop it on the floor, he leaned over and began to lick one of her nipples. Cambry gasped and wrapped her hands into his hair.

      He slowly began to close his lips around her areola, lightly sucking. She moaned as his tongue swirled in circles. She slowly sat up so that she could reach down and pull open the button on his pants and pulled them down, along with his boxers. Her eyes widened as his cock was revealed, standing upright before her. "Oh my goodness," she whispered, taking all of him in. "It's so big."

      Lifting the corner of his mouth up, Brooks flashed her a half smile. "And it's all for you," he said.

      He straightened and pulled her pants down. Once they were off, Cambry moved herself further onto the bed and Brooks followed her. He placed the tip of his cock at her opening and paused. "Take me," Cambry whispered and he pushed himself inside of her.

      Brooks moaned as she moved in her hips in motion with his. He pushed in and out of her and she could feel every inch of him inside of her. After a few moments, she pushed him away and moved so that she kneeled on the bed. "Lie down," she instructed and he smiled, enjoying her taking charge.

      Lying down, Brooks positioned himself so that his head was at the end of the bed and his feet were at the top. Cambry placed her legs on either side of him so that she straddled him. As she pushed herself onto his hard cock, Brooks reached his hands up and began to massage her breasts. She moved her hips forward and back. Brooks moaned as he matched her motions, thrusting himself in and out. As they moved in tandem, Cambry felt her clit rubbing against his pelvic bone. She knew that if she continued, she would soon orgasm.

      Cambry placed her hands on Brooks' chest to help support herself. Brooks began to moan more loudly and she smiled, listening to him enjoy their intimate time together. "I'm close," he moaned after a moment.

      "Me too," she replied. She hoped that he could hold out long enough for them to orgasm together, as that always helped hers last longer. She began to moan loudly as the tension built inside of her. Just a moment later, she felt the tension break as the orgasm swept across her body. She cried out in pleasure at the same time that Brooks did too. She felt him push harder into her with each spasm of his orgasm, pumping his load inside of her.

      Once they were done, Cambry pulled away and collapsed on the bed next to him. Brooks immediately jumped up and grabbed a towel that he found on the chair next to her bed so that he could clean her up. He gently wiped her opening and her thighs before he cleaned himself. Then he laid on the bed next to her, still naked. "That was incredible," he told her.

      Giggling, Cambry rolled and laid her head on his chest. "Yeah, it was."

      "This probably isn't the most romantic thing to say afterward, but are you okay with it?" he asked.

      She tilted her head so that she could look into his eyes and nodded. "Yeah," she replied with a smile. "I am. Are you?"

      He nodded as well. "Yes. I was just worried about you. Especially with this being our first date and all."

      Cambry shrugged. "I don't normally invite the guy in on our first date, but there was something about you that I just couldn't resist."

      Brooks smiled and kissed her nose. "Well, for that I am glad."

      They laid in silence for a while and eventually Cambry could hear Brooks' even breaths, signaling that he had fallen asleep. She closed her eyes and soon enough she was also asleep.

      

      In the morning, Cambry's eyes popped open in surprise. She had realized the night before she hadn't even thought about the fact that she was no longer on birth control. She had just stopped taking it about a month before because she decided she didn't like the way it made her feel. Because she was still so used to being on it, she didn't even think about the fact that they would need some alternate form.

      Trying not to wake Brooks, who still slept peacefully next to her, she crawled out of the bed and pulled on her robe so that she could go into the bathroom across the hall. Once she was finished, she quietly opened the door to Jenae's room and saw that she was sleeping peacefully in her bed.

      Cambry quietly went back to her own room and got dressed. She wanted to hurry to a pharmacy she knew of that was a few blocks away so that she could get a day-after pill. As she dressed, she heard Brooks stirring in her bed and turned to see if she had woke him up. His eyes were open and he watched her with curiosity. "Is everything okay?" he asked.

      She nodded, pulling on her pants. "Yes. Sort of. I need to get to a pharmacy."

      Brooks sat up quickly, allowing the blanket to fall so that his bare chest showed. "A pharmacy?"

      "Yes," Cambry said. "I have a small problem."

      Realization dawned in Brooks' eyes. "Oh. I'm sorry. I didn't even think about that last night. I assumed if it was a problem, you'd tell me."

      Cambry nodded. "Normally it wouldn't be, but I just stopped taking my birth control about a month ago and I've been so used to not having to worry about it."

      Brooks climbed out of the bed and began to pull his clothes on. "I'll drive you over."

      She looked at him, grateful that he immediately stepped up to help her. "You don't have to do that," she said. "I can just walk."

      He shook his head. "Nonsense. I have a car and it's here. There's no point in you walking."

      "Thank you," she replied.

      Once they were dressed, they left the apartment and Brooks drove her to a nearby pharmacy. After she got the pill, he asked, "Since we're out, would you like to grab some breakfast?"

      "Sure, that would be great," she replied.

      They went to a local breakfast diner that was known for its pancakes. Cambry expected there to be tension in between them, or at the very least awkwardness, but Brooks didn't seem to be bothered at all by the situation. Instead, he had stepped up to help her take care of everything and she was incredibly impressed. "Thank you for your help this morning," she said after they had told the waitress their order.

      Brooks took a sip of coffee before replying. "It's not a problem. We did this together, I figured we should help solve it together."

      "Well I certainly appreciate it," Cambry told him. "Not every man would have been willing to help."

      "Then that's not a man," Brooks said, flashing her a smile. "It is my belief that you see everything through, whether you want to or not. I'm not saying I didn't want to help with this, but there are times when I don't want to have to deal with something, but I still do. That's just how I was raised."

      "Your father must be proud of you, if that's how you see life," Cambry told him. The waitress returned and placed their food before them.

      Brooks shrugged. "I don't know about that. My parents and I have an odd relationship."

      "I'm sorry to hear that," Cambry said after swallowing the bite of food she'd had in her mouth.

      "Thanks," Brooks replied. "So, do you know how effective that pill is?"

      Cambry pursed her lips, thinking about the numbers she had floating around in her head. "I've heard it's something like eighty-five percent effective, or somewhere around there, but I'm not one-hundred percent sure."

      He nodded. "Well, I guess we can only wait and see where you fit in."

      After they'd eaten, Brooks dropped her back off at her apartment. "Can I call you tomorrow?" he asked as they stood at her door.

      "Yes," Cambry nodded. "I'd love that."

      Smiling, Brooks pressed his lips against hers before we walked away. As Cambry's stomach fluttered with nerves, she prepared herself to go inside her apartment and tell Jenae about everything that had happened.

      

      Chapter 4

      Six weeks later, Cambry sat at the table at Brooks' parent’s house. He sat next to her and his mother sat across from him. On Brooks left side, his father sat at the head of the table. Dinner had just been set on the table and they were preparing to eat. Brooks plan was to tell his parents that evening that Cambry was pregnant with his child and that they had decided to get married.

      He knew his parents wouldn't be thrilled, especially since they had hoped he would marry their business partner's daughter, Ashley, but he didn't care. Even though it had only been a little more than a month he knew he was in love with Cambry and since they were going to be having a baby he figured they might as well get married.

      Cambry and Brooks had discussed this ahead of time. He told her he would do most of the talking, but that she was welcome to jump in if she wanted or needed. As she dug into her chicken and rice, Brooks mom, Connie, began talking. "It's so lovely to meet you, Cambry," she said. "Of course I'd heard him talk about you, but I didn't realize how serious you two were until he mentioned bringing you to dinner."

      Smiling, Cambry replied, "It's a pleasure to meet you as well. Brooks speaks only positively about you." Inwardly she sighed, hoping that Connie and her husband Benjamin would take the news well.

      While they ate, Benjamin opened a bottle of wine and poured some into each of their glasses. When he reached Cambry's, she held her hand up. "I'd actually rather have water," she told him politely.

      "Oh, of course," he said, sitting. She poured herself some water from the pitcher on the table. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see Connie staring at her and wondered if her soon-to-be mother-in-law was guessing the reason that Cambry had turned down the wine.

      She chose not to meet her eye, but instead kept her eyes on the food in front of her. Connie waited until Cambry had taken a bite before she said, "I was going to have our chef cook some fish tonight, but then Benjamin decided he'd rather have this dish. It's one of his favorites. Do you eat fish, Cambry?"

      Cambry shot Brooks a look before answering Connie. "Normally I do, yes," she replied, trying to maintain as vague an answer as possible.

      "Tell me, when is your birthday?" Connie asked, abruptly changing the topic.

      "Oh, it's in January," Cambry told her, wondering where she was going with her thinking.

      "Well," Connie said, clapping her hands together. "That's only two months away. If you two are together, we'll have to throw you a big party. What's your favorite cocktail? I'm sure you know Brooks has an incredible talent for making drinks. We'll have him and some of his friends there to make it for everyone."

      Brooks jumped in at that point, hoping to save Cambry from his mother's obvious attempt to get information. "Mom, let's not get too ahead of ourselves. We've only been dating a month. I'm sure Cambry doesn't want a birthday party with all of our family friends there."

      A disappointed look crossed Connie's face for a moment, but it was brief and she quickly brushed it aside. "Well you know how I love to throw a party. I'd love to do this for her."

      "Thank you, but that's not necessary," Cambry said.

      Connie turned to her. "You do drink, don't you?"

      "I sometimes do, yes," Connie said, slowly nodding her head.

      "Mom, do you have something you want to ask?" Brooks said.

      Benjamin had silently watched the interaction between the three of them and still remained quiet when his wife spoke. "Have you gotten that girl pregnant?" Connie asked, pointing a finger at Cambry.

      Brooks sighed and passed his hand over his face. "Well, this isn't how I wanted to tell you, but yes. Cambry is pregnant with my child."

      Connie gasped, dropping her fork and knife onto her plate. Benjamin's face had a stunned look on it and he opened and closed his mouth a few times. Cambry watched as his face turned from a pale white to a bright red in a matter of seconds. Neither one spoke, so Brook began again. "I know we've not been together long, but I've fallen madly in love with Cambry," he said, taking her hand in his. "We want to get married, with just a few family members and friends."

      Benjamin finally spoke. "Absolutely not. We were willing to put up with you seeing other girls for some time, but you are not marrying anybody but Ashley. That's all there is to it." His voice was well controlled, but underneath the surface there was a seething anger that scared Cambry.

      "Dad," Brooks said. "I'm afraid you don't have a choice. Cambry and I will be married."

      "Not if I have anything to say about it," Benjamin said, pounding his clenched fist onto the table.

      "Well you don't have anything to say about it," Brooks told him, standing. He placed his hands on the table. "Cambry and I are going to be married and you're either going to have to accept that or disown me. We'll leave now and when I come in to work tomorrow, we will discuss this like adults." He gently pulled Cambry up and led her out of the house.

      Brooks drove to his apartment in silence. Cambry could tell he was seething with anger, but she didn't know what to say. When they were settled on his couch, she looked down at her hands. "I'm sorry to have messed up your life," she whispered.

      He jerked his head in her direction. "Don't say that," he told her gently. "You didn't mess anything up. For whatever reason, my parents want me to marry Ashley, but they really don't get a say in it. They never have had a say in it; I just didn't let them know that until now. I love you and I want to be with you."

      "Are you sure you're not just saying that because I'm pregnant?" she asked, concerned. Even though she had taken the day after pill six weeks before, she had still gotten pregnant and she felt as though she was a problem for him to solve.

      Brooks placed his hand underneath her chin and lifted her head so that she looked into his eyes. "I'm positive," he whispered and placed his lips against hers. She immediately melted and wrapped her arms around his neck.

      Their kiss grew heated as Brooks' hand wandered down her stomach and underneath her shirt where he reached up and began to massage her breast. Immediately desire shot through Cambry's loins as his fingers teased her nipple until it was taut. She forgot about all of her concerns for some time while his hands worked over body.

      As his tongue licked her nipples, Cambry reached down and pulled open the button on his pants. He pulled away for just a moment to take his pants off and help her remove hers before he placed himself back in between her legs. Brooks kept his eyes on Cambry's while he lowered his head and began to lick her clit with his tongue.

      For a moment he moved down and swirled circles around her opening before returning his attention to her clit. She moaned, placing her hands in his hair as he stuck his fingers inside of her. Brooks moved them in a "come hither" motion so that he rubbed them against her g-spot.

      "Oh goodness," she cried as he sucked on her clit at the same time. An orgasm began to build and within moments she was practically screaming in pleasure as waves of the orgasm wracked over her body. Brooks kept going until she her screams had quieted and she pulled him up by his arms.

      With a smile on his face, he pressed his lips against hers. Cambry eagerly opened her mouth. She could taste herself on him as he swept his tongue inside her mouth, which turned her on even more. "I want your cock inside me. Now," she told him between kisses.

      She didn't have to tell him twice. Brooks thrust himself inside of her and she moaned as she felt every inch of him filling her. She moved her hips in motion with his as he pushed in and out of her, wrapping her legs around him and clasping her ankles together.

      Cambry trailed kisses from his ear down to his collarbone, lightly nibbling on his neck. He groaned in pleasure. Each of his thrusts grew rougher and harder until she could feel him slapping against her groin. "God it feels so good," he whispered.

      She smiled and smacked him once on the rear. Brooks raised one eyebrow. "Is that how you want it?" he asked.

      She nodded and he immediately pulled away. Placing his hands on her waist he flipped her over. Cambry stuck her rear out and leaned over the arm of the couch. He placed himself against her opening and thrust inside of her once more, still rough and hard. With each thrust, he smacked her rear. She gasped in pain and pleasure and felt another orgasm building. "Don't stop!" she cried as he spanked her repeatedly.

      Finally, with one last slap, she came again, crying out loud. Her pleasure was Brooks' pleasure and he joined her in an orgasm, pushing himself into her with each spasm. Once he was done, he pulled away and used a towel from the closet to clean them both. Cambry laid on the couch, arms above her head, a satisfied smile crossing her face.

      

      For the next two weeks, Cambry and Brooks planned their small wedding. His parents seemed to have accepted that they couldn't do anything about it, so Connie helped them with their plans, although a bit reluctantly. It was a Wednesday morning that she was driving to her job as a receptionist at an office building when her brakes went out on her car. She pumped her foot on the pedal, trying to get the car to stop, but it was to no avail. She screamed and blocked her face with her arms as her car slammed into another car in front of her.

      When she came to, she found herself in a hospital room. Brooks slept in the chair to her left and a machine beeped to her right. She remembered what happened and immediately panicked, hoping the baby was all right. "Brooks!" she said, shaking his shoulder. "Brooks! Wake up!"

      His eyes popped open and he leaned forward. "Oh thank goodness you're all right," he said, taking her hand in his and placing a kiss on it.

      "Is the baby okay?" she asked, unconcerned about anything else.

      Brooks nodded, a smile on his face. "Yes, the baby is fine. You, on the other hand, have been out for hours."

      Cambry adjusted her position in her bed and winced at the pain. Her neck and back were stiff and her right shoulder throbbed. Other than that, though, she felt okay considering she had been in an accident. "Do you know what happened?" she asked.

      He shrugged. "The paramedics said that when they arrived at the scene, you were in your car crying. They got you out and into the ambulance, but you couldn't tell them what hurt. You just kept mumbling, 'They wouldn't work.' You passed out on the way to the hospital and you've been out ever since."

      She shook her head. "I don't remember any of that."

      "Do you know what you meant when you said 'They wouldn't work'?" he asked.

      "No," she replied, thinking. "Oh! Maybe my brakes. That's what caused the accident. My brakes wouldn't work. The car wouldn't stop."

      Brooks furrowed his eyebrows. "That's strange. I'll tell the police that, though they'll probably want to talk to you."

      After Cambry had talked to the police and told them everything she knew, the doctor came and evaluated her. He told her he wanted to keep her overnight, just to be safe. Before they left, one of them received a call on his cell phone. Cambry watched the look on his face as he glanced at her with worry and then quickly glanced away. When he hung up the phone, he walked over to her and Brooks.

      "Is everything all right, Officer?" she asked.

      He shook his head. "I'm afraid I've received some bad news. It looks like your brake lines were cut. Do you know anyone who would want to hurt you?"

      Cambry looked at Brooks and they both shook their heads. "No, not that I can think of," she told him.

      The cop pulled a business card out of his pocket. "If you think of anyone, call me on my cell. In the meantime, we'll be considering this a homicide attempt and an investigation will be opened."

      "A homicide attempt?" Cambry exclaimed, sitting up straight.

      Nodding, the officer said, "I'm afraid so. Cutting someone's brake line is serious business. You're lucky you weren't injured more. Try to get some rest and I'll contact you tomorrow."

      He left and Cambry took a hold of Brooks' hand. "Somebody was trying to kill me," she said, her voice shaking. Tears filled her eyes and spilled down her cheeks.

      "We'll figure this out," Brooks said calmingly. "I'll spend every minute with you until they figure it out so that you're safe. For now, just try to get some rest, okay?"

      Cambry nodded and closed her eyes. She knew she wouldn't be able to sleep for a while, but she at least wanted to try. In the meantime, she was going to wrack her brain to figure out who it was that wanted to hurt her.

      

      Chapter 5

      The next evening, Cambry and Brooks were at his parent's house discussing plans for the wedding. Connie kept trying to get them to have a bigger reception but neither of them wanted that. She was putting together a guest list for the invitations that were to go out at the end of the week. "We'll of course be inviting Peter, Jessica, and Ashley," Connie said, writing their names down on a legal notepad.

      Brooks shook his head. "Don't you think it might be a bit awkward to have the woman whom both you and her parents wanted me to marry at my wedding to another woman?"

      Connie waved her hand dismissively. "Oh don't worry about that," she said. "It will be fine."

      "Have you known Ashley for long?" Cambry asked as Connie left the room, muttering to herself.

      Brooks nodded. "Most of my life."

      "Were you two ever close?" she prompted. She had been curious about Ashley since the first time Brooks had brought her up, but he had seemed fairly reluctant to talk about her.

      "Not really," he told her, looking at her out of the side of his eye. "We dated for a short time, trying to get things to work for our parents, but neither one of us were really into each other."

      "Is she pretty?" Cambry asked.

      Brooks laughed. "There's probably a picture of her here somewhere, if you'd like to see it. Our families often went on vacations together."

      Cambry nodded eagerly so Brooks pulled a few photo albums from the book shelf in the room. He sat down on the couch with her and flipped through the first album without finding anything. The second album was much thicker and it took a moment to find a picture. "Ah, there she is," he said, pointing to a blonde-haired woman standing next to him in front of a cabin.

      Cambry leaned in studying the picture. Brooks' parents were also in the picture, along with two other people that she assumed were Ashley's parents. Her eyes skimmed across them and then back to Ashley. However, she realized she recognized the man and quickly looked at him again. "Who is that?" she asked, pointing to him.

      "Oh that's Ashley's Dad, Peter," Brooks told her.

      Cambry's stomach dropped. She had stopped at a gas station the morning before on her way to work. She knew she had seen that man at the gas station, because when she came out with her coffee she thought she saw him quickly moving away from her car. She had assumed she was wrong and moved on, but now she wasn't so certain.

      "What?" Brooks asked. He had seen her face turn pale white and was concerned.

      "I saw him yesterday morning at the gas station," she said quietly. "I thought he was hanging around my car, but he moved away when I came out so I decided I was imagining things."

      Brooks inhaled quickly. "Are you sure?" he asked.

      Cambry nodded. "Yes. He stuck out to me because of the way he reacted."

      They stared at the picture for a moment before Brooks set his jaw. "If he tried to kill you, I will kill him," he said.

      Placing a hand on Brooks' shoulder, Cambry said, "Honey, calm down. You don't know that he did. And even if it was him that cut my brake line, we need to let the law take care of it. I'd rather have you around for the future of our child."

      Grimly, Brooks nodded. "Okay. I'm going to call the officer we talked to in the hospital and let him know what you've just realized."

      

      Two days after that, Cambry and Brooks heard from the policeman. "We've arrested Peter. After we questioned him, we felt like he was acting suspiciously. A judge gave us a court order to check the security cameras at the gas station that Cambry had seen him at. After reviewing the tapes, it was clear that Peter was the one who cut her brake lines. We've arrested him and charged him with attempted homicide."

      "Well that's a relief," Cambry said, placing her hand on her heart. "Did he say why he wanted to get rid of me?"

      She heard the policeman sigh. "These cases are always difficult, but yes, he did. He told us that he needed his daughter to marry your fiancé in order to save his family. I guess they are broke and he was hoping that her marriage to Brooks would save them. When he found out that Brooks was engaged, he thought up the plan to kill you off. Then he was going to send in his daughter to comfort Brooks and get in good with him."

      Cambry almost laughed out loud. She couldn't believe how outrageous Peter's motive was. There were tons of other ways that he could have made money, besides marrying his daughter off to Brooks! When she told him what the officer had told her, he did laugh out loud. "I would never have married Ashley. Your death would ruin me."

      She smiled. "I can't wait to start our lives together."

      Placing his hand on her stomach, Brooks said, "And bring this one in the world together." He pressed his lips against hers and she happily wrapped her arms around his neck, feeling her love for Brooks sweep across her body.

      

      ****

      THE END

      

      The Billionaire’s Secret Love Child: Nia’s Story

      A BWWM Secret Baby Billionaire Romance

      

      I knew there was the possibility that I would have to manage personal matters for Mr. Ellis, but this was becoming a daily chore of which I had no interest.

      “Ahem…” I coughed.

      This woman was pretty, a tall leggy blonde with gorgeous skin.  Her full figure was sprawled out over the rich silk bedspread, and I couldn’t help but compare her likeness to the girl from the previous night.  Mr. Ellis seemed to have a thing for tall blondes. But, then again, there was the redhead last week that stayed for the weekend.

      The girl in the bed stirred and snapped awake after noticing me at the end of the bed.

      “It’s 10:30 am and Mr. Ellis has left for business.  Breakfast is available whenever you’d like it and a car is ready to take you wherever you need to go,” I said.

      “Thank you, but I think I’ll stay here until he returns,” she responded condescendingly.

      I picked up a few of her things from the floor and tossed them to the bed.

      “Unfortunately, that won’t be possible as Mr. Ellis will be busy the remainder of the day.  We have your number should he fancy your company again.”

      I couldn’t help but feel disdainful of the woman lying comfortably on the bed.  She probably hadn’t done much with her life outside of looking attractive.  It seemed that she wasn’t enjoying my ogling.

      “Give me a minute to get dressed, and keep your tongue in your mouth.  I only prefer men … most of the time.” She said while biting her lip.

      The idea of sleeping with a woman like that seemed reprehensible.

      “Whatever the case, I have business that needs attending.  I’ll take my leave.”

      She gave me a snarl while picking up her things.  I paid her no mind and left the room.

      The rich marble walls reflected the light passing through the skylight in the main lobby and illuminated the vast entry space.  Brent, my driver for the day, stood by the front door with his crisp black suit and driving gloves at the ready.

      I can’t say that I’m incredibly used to being driven around just yet, but it’s something I could grow to enjoy.

      I snatched my briefcase from the entryway table, and Brent threw open the front doors for my exit.

      “Thank you,” I muttered.

      He ushered me into the black sedan, and I took a moment to look at today’s schedule on my phone.  I was running a little late and was hoping that Mr. Ellis wouldn’t be too upset over my tardiness.

      Brent was a safe driver and quite quick as well.  Before long. we had left the grand estate of Mr. Ellis’ and were downtown.  Perhaps I wouldn’t be late after all.

      We arrived at a new dig site that was to be christened today.  It was a notably large site in the downtown area and currently a parking lot.  However, the location was excellent for what he was planning to build.

      After exiting the car, I walked with purpose to meet with my newest employer.  He stood beside a reasonably large stage where several members of the media were setting up for today’s announcement.  I could tell he wasn’t nervous in the slightest and actually looked more excited than anything else.

      If only people knew what his nightlife was like.

      “Good Morning, Mr. Ellis,” I said as I approached.

      He waved and continued to talk on his phone.  I couldn’t tell incredibly well, but it sounded like he was speaking Italian.  He held up a hand for silence as I approached and I waited for a moment taking the small amount of time I had to look over the day’s schedule.

      I couldn’t help but look up from the schedule a couple times to admire the man who gave me such an auspicious position.  He was quite handsome, if you’re into tall, clean shaven men.  His short, cropped hairstyle eschewed his professional businessman persona, but his slightly unkempt tie and unbuttoned white dress shirt belayed what little professionalism he tried to exude.  His dark brown eyes were piercing when he looked at me as I looked at him.  And, as I distracted him he finished his call, and I produced a portfolio with some particulars he needed to look over.

      “Mr. Ellis, this was faxed over from legal this morning.  They need you to look it over before they make final arrangements.”

      He looked down at the folder, opened it for a moment and folded it closed.

      “What do you think, Nia?” he asked.

      I made it a point to look over all legal documents; it was good practice for my business degree.

      “They want to close it out at 15%, a 4% increase from the last proposal.  You’d make an estimated 4 million from signing, and that’s before ground is struck,” I said confidently.

      He opened it back up and sifted through a few of the papers. “What do you think?  I want your opinion.”

      I paused and thought.  I couldn’t help but wonder if he was testing me, or if he really did just value my opinion.  I considered a lie and thought I should agree with the numbers on the page but had a distinct feeling he wouldn’t enjoy his personal aide lying to him.

      “The numbers are a little rough, but it’s a good deal.  I think we could come up 3% on the back end but it’ll be a good investment either way, Mr. Ellis.”

      He handed back the portfolio, and I stuffed it inside my briefcase. “Tell them to come up 3% or I won’t sign.”

      I couldn’t help but feel a little giddy that he’d taken my advice and I also couldn’t help the shallow feeling that I may be wrong and might have cost him the deal.

      “Mr. Ell-“

      “Nia, I know you haven’t been working here long, but, after a month, you’d think that  you’d get over the formalities with me.  Just call me Tom like everyone else does.”

      “Of course Mr. El-.” He shot me a look and I realized my mistake again. “Tom”

      Another well-dressed man approached from the other side of the stage. “We’re just about ready for you.  Another five minutes and we’ll be set.”

      “Good, good. I have to get back to the office as soon as possible,” Tom replied.

      The stranger disappeared into the small crowd that began to swell.

      “Tom,” I said, feeling a little more personal, “come a little closer.”

      He leaned in, smiling, and I took the opportunity to straighten up his collar.  I couldn’t avoid the amazing smell that wafted from him; the cologne he wore must have cost more than my old apartment.  He seemed not to be paying much attention to his clothing as he lingered a little longer than was needed.

      “You’re all set,” I said. “I’ll have the documents drawn up again for the meeting later.”

      “Nia, what would I do without you?” he asked with a smile.

      “You’d find another personal assistant capable of making a slob like you look good.” I said with a wink.

      He couldn’t help but laugh for a moment.  His laughter was stopped by the man from before tapping him on the shoulder.  Tom nodded, flashed me another smile, turned around and joined the rest of the suits on stage.

      I took a moment to send an e-mail to the lawyers to draw up the new documentation, and, before long there was applause on stage as Tom stood behind the podium.

      “Today, we are here for an historic occasion.  What used to be an open parking lot will soon become low-rent housing for so many citizens that need it.

      “I wish I could provide a home for every man, woman, and child in need, but one man can only do so much.  I would like everyone to know that this will not be the last development project in this area as I am in the process of creating new places for people both young and old to relax and play.

      “We are building a new park and a new community center that will be free for anyone and everyone to enjoy.

      “Today is the dawn of a beautiful and bright future for us all.  Thank you.”

      The crowd cheered at his comments, and I felt proud of my boss.  So much money in the world sat in banks, but he wasn’t afraid to spend it to improve the city in which he lived.

      I knew this area well as I had grown up not far away. I can remember staying indoors to study while avoiding the gangs. I couldn’t forget playing on the street during the summer with my friends and wishing I had a real place nearby to play.  To be honest, it really did make me into the person I am today and I wouldn’t have changed a thing when I look back.

      Tom stepped off the stage and shook a few hands.  There were a few people that I recognized in the crowd, but I didn’t try to presume that they’d want to sit around and talk.  I had no time for reminiscing anyway.

      I sent Brent a message to start the car and joined up with Tom once again.  He had finally managed to clear himself from the crowd of people.

      He took a novelty shovel from another fellow and walked to the middle of the parking lot where a patch of dirt had already been cleared.  He shoved the shovel into the loose dirt and paused waiting for all the photo’s to be taken before ripping the dirt from its rest.

      After more hand shaking had finished, we made for the nearby waiting car.  Brent held the door as the two of us entered.

      “I find it odd, Tom. You could probably take a helicopter instead of waiting in downtown traffic.”

      “I like being driven,” he replied before taking a moment to think.  He continued, “Flying makes me feel like I’m looking down on people, driving makes me feel like one of the people.”

      I enjoyed that sentiment; feeling like a normal person and not looking down your nose at everyone else.  I felt attracted to his honesty and tried to push back any romantic feelings I had.  It was easier to do this morning as I knew what his previous night was like.

      It wasn’t long before we reached his corporate headquarters in the heart of the city.  The massive glass structure loomed over most of downtown and housed nearly all of his employees.

      It was quite intimidating to look at every time we came.

      Exiting the car, I was greeted by a courier holding a small stack of papers.  The lawyers had already redrawn the agreement and I briefly checked for the changes which appeared in order.

      “Here you are, sir.  The new agreement, as requested,” I said, handing him the stack of papers.

      He glanced over them as we walked through the lobby to be joined by many other finely dressed men ready to petition Tom for business approvals.

      As we entered the elevator, I shooed the incoming crowd away and was met with harsh stares of disappointment.  It honestly made me feel a little important.

      We zoomed to the top of the tower. I had to break the silence.  “Your private box is being readied for the game later today, sir.  Any special requests?”

      He pondered briefly before replying. “It would be nice if my assistant could come as well.” A coy smile crossed his lips.

      I stifled a laugh and continued. “It’s supposed to be a private event with your brother and his family.”

      “What’s the name of his youngest son?” he asked.

      “Jonathan, sir.  He’ll be two years old in March.  Their oldest is a girl named Isabel she just turned five last month.  His wife, if you can’t remember her name, is Lydia.”

      “Oh, I remember her name.  I was just testing you, is all.  Send my brother an e-mail and let him know I’m excited to see him and his family again.  And request to have some toys brought there as well.  I don’t know what kids like anymore.”

      I couldn’t picture him around kids and what I could imagine made me fear for his future wife.

      “I’ll send a runner to make a selection.”  The elevator shimmied open and he went on ahead while I fussed about sending more messages here and there.

      I tried my best to look professional, but, in a world full of old men, it was hard being a young woman.

      Tom entered a glass walled meeting room and sat at the head as he always had.  I got a lot of rough looks from one of elder statesman in the room; it was easy to see he didn’t like me at all.  I didn’t have the heart to ask whether it was my sex or my race that angered him the most. Racial diversity nearly seemed an afterthought in the office building.

      I plucked the water carafe from the stand and poured Tom some water while he finished looking over all the papers.

      “Tom, why the devil did you bring that sales mark up 3%?  You’re making them nervous; it’s going to blow the whole thing!” chimed in the elder statesman.

      “George, I did it because the deal wasn’t solid enough as they offered.  On the will of my personal assistant I increased the price and I trust her judgement.”

      “You trust her judgement,” he restated. “I wouldn’t trust her with a serving tray let alone a multi-million dollar deal.  You should’ve left this one where you found her.”

      My anger was tugging at me and draining what little patience I had.

      “If I cared for your point-of-view I’d ask for it, Mr. Dibney.  But, your opinion is worth about as much as the dirt I stepped in on the way over.”

      Mr. Dibney looked obviously distraught having his opinion so carelessly negated. “Listen here, Tom.  Your dad and I were running this company before you were in diapers!  My opinion should be the only one that matters!”

      Tom sat in his chair with his face resting in his hand and listened. “You know, you used to run this company before I bought it, Mr. Dibney.  I only kept you around out of respect for my father that helped build it.  And, let me emphasize that I bought it.  I didn’t have it handed to me on a platter like many sons do.  I didn’t spend my days doing nothing but driving fast cars and meeting loose women.  I spent them studying and investing so that I could one day make something of myself.” Tom paused and grinned. “If you’d like, I would happily give you Nia’s job.  She could take yours.”

      Mr. Dibney sat back in his chair and didn’t pursue his thought any further. But it was obvious that he had a lot more he wanted to say.

      I grew a bit more fascinated by my boss when he talked like that.  He was shrewd when he needed to be and never minded using the stick instead of the carrot.  His powerful words gave me a new sense of accomplishment and I wanted to live up to them.

      “Mr. Dibney, you’ve given me a great idea.  I’m going to add a provision that any money accrued on the 3% figure, that you so obviously hate, will be deposited in a trust for my personal assistant to do with as she pleases,” Tom said.

      I quickly did the math in my head and nearly fainted thinking about the numbers.  The amount of money would be nearly 1.2 million dollars.

      “Now see here, Tom.  Throwing money around doesn’t do any good for this company.  You’re going to cost a lot of jobs if this deal doesn’t go through. Are you prepared to deal with that?” Mr. Dibney spouted.

      “If a deal is to cost jobs, I should make it yours.  The amount of money in bonuses you make at years end would shore up the loss quite readily.  So, I should hope for your sake that this deal goes through.” Spat Tom.

      I couldn’t tell if Tom was interested in this conversation or not.  He had a stake in the outcome of this deal, but treating an old businessman like this felt a little harsh, even by my standards.

      I leaned in and whispered in Tom’s ear. “You don’t have to keep fighting for me, if that’s what this is about.  I get annoyed by racist rhetoric but I’m professional enough to deal with it.”

      Tom turned and whispered back. “I like watching him squirm, he knows it’s a good deal, he just wants more money for his pet projects.  Besides, you’ll need some seed money when you start your own business and I want to be an investor.”

      I felt giddy again knowing that he was being serious about giving me a percentage.

      It was around then that another group of people entered the meeting room.  They looked like penguins lined up in a row as they sat on the opposite side of the table.

      “Mr. Ellis,” began one of the men; it was Mr. Benjamin Riley a lawyer whom we’d had favorable dealings with in the past. “I see you wanted to increase the margin by 3%?  I don’t think my client is able to go that high with the economy as it stands.  We can go as high as 16%.”

      Tom stood up, and looked over the crowd of new people at the table.

      “Need I remind you all what this deal is for?” Tom started. “We’re here to change the lives of so many people.” He walked down the line of chairs while he spoke. “This is to secure the land rights for the park.  Are you really trying to profit off the backs of subjugated minorities?  I know I’m not.  That’s why I’m waiving my usual fees to make this deal happen.” He stopped and leaned against Mr. Dibney’s chair, which continued to fluster the old man.

      “You might be waiving your fee, but you stand to make a lot of money from this deal, hiring people from your own company to build a project that the city is commissioning from you.”  Mr. Riley leaned back in his chair. “You also will own the land rights for any businesses that build on the site meaning that we couldn’t go near it with any franchise we own.  You’re asking a lot, even though you know we need to sell, the deal is still raw.”

      “I’ll not have any franchises mucking up this community center, nor will they tarnish the parks.  This is to be a place for small local business to thrive and build up.  The only way for people to care about their community is to be active members of it.  I’ll build the buildings, I’ll handle the rent check, but you’ll still get paid a fair share, and more than a fair share.  I could give you less than twenty percent, but instead I’m giving you more than eighty.”

      Tom was right and they knew it.

      The group of men talked amongst themselves for a moment and returned. “We’ll sign and we hope you might reconsider the option at a later date.”

      Tom had received his increase in price, which was great for him and great for the people.  Hands were shaken, papers were signed, and I couldn’t help but respect him just a little more.

      The room cleared quickly, and Tom stared out the 60th floor window looking out at the expanse of the city.  He may like to keep his feet on the ground, but it was obvious that he loved surveying his domain.

      “Did I make a change, today?” he asked suddenly.

      It took me a moment to piece together an answer. “You are improving the lives of a community in which I used to live.  Of course you made a change today.”

      I cleaned the space a bit, replacing water glasses and readying papers to be filed or shredded.

      “Really, Nia, I made a promise to improve lives and create jobs for as many as I could.  I feel like it takes so long to make things happen that I won’t have really done a thing by the end.”

      “Nonsense, sir.  You are young and bold.  Rocks are only hard to drag when going up a hill, not down one.  I think you’ve carried this rock to the top of the mountain, and all it needs to do now is roll down into place.”

      He laughed and sighed.

      “Thank you, Nia.  I’ll be sure to add your provision to the document when legal is done going over the final particulars.”

      The way he stood seemed so introspective and lonely.  I wanted to give him a hug and assure him it would be alright.  I wanted to give him the strength to continue with the fight that I knew he would win.  Then I stymied the thought, knowing that I shouldn’t be thinking of my boss that way.

      He handed me his now empty glass and walked out.  The rest of the day continued as usual, but it would be shorter than normal as he had to leave for his game today.

      ****

      

      I took the opportunity to make some time for myself that I hadn’t had in quite a while.  I invited my friend Denise out to drinks and to catch up, and she was more than willing.  It wasn’t long until we were more than a couple drinks into our evening and chatting like we were schoolgirls again.

      “Okay, okay, tell me.  Is he cute?” she said through slurs.

      “I don’t want to think like that. He’s my boss!” I replied.

      “Yeah, but he’s gotta be cute, otherwise you wouldn’t still be working there, right?”

      “I can’t confirm nor deny his cuteness.”

      “Spoken like a businessman. I want details, details!” she replied.

      She wouldn’t let me go until I said something.

      “He’s cute for a white guy; I can’t say I haven’t thought about it.  But, he’s my boss!” I said for what felt like the millionth time.

      “Nia, you are barely out of college and this gorgeous rich boy picks you up and makes you his assistant?  Sure, you might be some smarty businesswoman, but deep down he’s gotta be thinkin’ about that sweet backside you know you like showin’ off.”

      She was half-right.  It came off as odd now that I spent time thinking about it.  He hired me, from thousands of candidates, to handle his personal affairs.

      “Where are you living these days, hun?” she continued.

      “Well … I’m a live-in personal assistant.  He requires near constant help with his affairs so, per my contract, I live in his mansion.”

      Her eyes lit up. “You live with him?  Girl, you might as well be married already.” She continued to sip at her drink while making eyes at nearly every man in the room.

      I laughed at her off beat comment; she always had a way of making me laugh at myself.  “I doubt he’d want to marry someone who wasn’t white.  You should see the models I have to throw out almost daily.  He wouldn’t be interested in someone like me.”

      “Hun, he might sleep with a bunch of white chicks, but that boy is all over you, trust me.”

      I continued my laughter. “Girl, don’t preach like that.  I’m doing this job until I figure out what I want out of life.  And, I hope I can figure it out soon because it has been exhausting.”

      The night continued on and soon my friend would leave my company for a man.  She knew what she wanted out of life, and it made me a little envious.  Her cavalier attitude towards meeting men was a sight to behold; not ten minutes later she was dancing with a completely different man.

      I finished my drink and called Brent who readily drove by and picked me up.  It had started raining, and I had a feeling the evening was only getting started.

      A few minutes passed, and we were back on the estate.  I sheltered my hair from the rain with a file from earlier in the day, but it did little to help me from getting drenched in the short walk to the entrance.  Brent didn’t seem to be having much of a time of it either as he trudged into the house.

      “Alright Miss, I’ll be in the servants quarters till you need me.  Have a good evening.” He said before retiring to the back rooms.

      I made my way upstairs, stumbling and a little weak on the way.  The bannister was my best friend as I made my way which was slow going.

      I slammed open the doors to my room which happily shut behind me as I entered.  I kicked my heels to the bedside and plopped to the bed trying to avoid moving as much as possible.  It didn’t last long as my clothes were sopping wet and irritating to wear.

      I removed my blazer and unzipped my slim yet professional black dress.  I slid it down my shoulder and it clumped into a wet pile on the floor.

      I caught sight of myself in the mirror and gave in to my vanity.  I might not enjoy every part of myself, but the parts I saw I liked.  I may not have model-level skin but I thought it looked quite smooth with its rich chocolate color.  I started doing model poses and came to the conclusion that it wasn’t as hard as it looked.  My black lace panties did an amazing job of accentuating my hips and went well with my black bra that squeezed me in just the right ways.  But, there were few things better than taking it off at the end of the day.

      I removed what little of my clothing remained and examined myself further.  Shoulder length black hair flowed over my shoulders and frizzed up because of the rain.  My soft features and high cheekbones gave my face a thin profile.  I pursed my lips and laughed at my silly poses before settling back on the bed.  I felt too lazy to put anything on at all and started to settle under the covers.

      Then I heard the front door slam open and a raucous laughter filled the entryway.  Considering how thick my door was, I couldn’t help but be interested in what was going on.

      I pressed my ear to the door to try to hear, and the first voice I heard was Tom’s.

      “Deborah, tell me, am I striking out here?”

      “I don’t think you can strike out.  I think you’re about to hit a home-run tonight,” the woman said.

      And then another woman spoke. “Come on, Tom I wanna see what the pool looks like, I brought my swimsuit just for you.”

      “Jen, I don’t see how you can fit a swimsuit in that tiny purse,” Resounded Tom’s voice again.

      “Trust me, you’ll like what you see.”

      I had to see what was going on as I had never been up while he was in the middle of one of his trysts.  I cracked open the door to my room which let out a small creak as it slid and started to tip-toe down the hall.

      Looking out over the foyer, I saw one girl already hoisting her incredibly small dress off her tiny frame showing off her model sized assets.  I sneered at her skinny frame and wished I could at least have a slimmer physique.

      The other girl was leading Tom towards the back of the house and out of sight.  Tom didn’t really show much trepidation as they went and seemed quite excited.

      I knew I should stop but my curiosity and intoxication led me forward still.  I crept down the stairs while trying my best to keep an eye on the trio.  Tom pointed them towards the pool that waited in the wing and I continued to follow just a corridor behind them and trying my best to keep out of sight.

      The women, now naked, climbed into the pool, and Tom grabbed another drink from the decanter nearby.  He looked down the hall and I ducked behind a doorway.  As I turned to look back to the pool room my gaze was met by Tom, who was now standing right beside me.

      I was spellbound by his stare, and he had a drunken smile on his face.  He gave me a look up and down.

      “Nia, are you aware that you’re naked.” He asked.

      You could probably have boiled water on my cheeks I was so incredibly embarrassed after he said so.  I did my best to cover myself up, but it wasn’t much of a relief.

      “If you want to go for a swim, the pool is open and it’s apparently clothing optional,” he said while stripping off his shirt.

      I didn’t have any response; I just wanted to be back in bed and forget this happened.

      “Okay, I can see I’ve embarrassed you.  Let’s just say that I’m too drunk to remember anything and you can head off to bed.  Does that sound okay?” he said.

      I nodded and started backing away down the hall.  His eyes never left me nor my body and I wanted to slap him for staring, but, at the same time it was my mistake.

      I nearly lost my footing on a carpet and caught myself with my hands; giving him another eyeful.  While I was incredibly embarrassed, I did feel at least a little flattered that he wanted to stare at me instead of the women in the other room.  So I slowed my pace and let him stare as I walked off with the sexiest walk I could muster.

      I heard his footsteps follow me for a moment before stopping as I made my way upstairs.  I felt a little flush when I closed the door to my room; I felt like being naughty.

      The alcohol was catching up with me and I sprawled out in bed.  The silk sheets I had grown accustomed to would be my only comfort of the night.  Still, I felt much better about myself.

      ****

      

      I dressed sensibly the next morning, throwing my wet things over the shower in my bathroom and feeling much better after the rest.  I journeyed through the halls toward the kitchen downstairs and it felt oddly empty this morning.

      The chef was nowhere to be found nor was Brent nor was Magda, the maid.  I hunted through the house to see where everyone was and only found Tom sitting in a deck chair in the pool room.  The room was empty, save for him. The girls who were here last night left no trace.

      “Tom?” I said.

      He lifted his head and squinted his eyes.  “Ah, it’s just you Nia,” he said laying his head back down. “I gave everyone the day off.  Clear my schedule for the afternoon if you don’t mind.”

      I started looking over his schedule for the day on my phone and it was to be a light work day anyway.  I sent a few e-mails and texts to make sure his staff would be abreast of the matter.

      He stood up and stretched his muscles a bit. “What would you say to dinner?”

      I looked at my watch, wondering if I was up late.

      “It’s barely eight, why are you asking me to dinner?” I replied curiously.

      “It takes about seven hours to get to Paris from here, Nia,” he said as he casually strolled closer.

      “Paris?” I asked with astonishment. “You want to fly to Paris for dinner?”

      “Isn’t that generally what you do when you have a personal jet and a day off?” he replied.

      I couldn’t find fault in his logic, and it helped that I didn’t want to find fault in his logic.

      “I would be happy to join you, if that’s what you wish,” I said.

      He clapped his hands in a cheer and gave me a hug.

      “I own a restaurant that’ll open a table up for me tonight.  Have my tuxedo pressed and take the car out and buy something dressy.  If you’re going to be holding onto my arm you need to look the part.”

      I tried my hardest to hold in my excitement.  Not only would I get to go to Paris, but I’d get to play dress up and feel rich for the evening.

      “I’ve arranged a limousine for you today since Brent has the day off.  Flight leaves in 2 hours so don’t take long,” Tom poured himself a drink from the whiskey stored nearby and sat back down in the deck chair.

      I lingered a moment trying to understand his motivation.  He could have done anything on his day off, but, instead, he’s taking me to Paris.  I had to think this had something to do with last night.

      No matter, I could use the day off.  I left him to his vices and joined with the driver that waited outside by the limo.  A few minutes later I was being shown some of the most beautiful and incredibly expensive dresses I had seen; and I wanted them all.  I settled for a skin tight black dress that ended just above the knee.  The low back and deep neck line accentuated my curves and I looked amazing.  Twenty-five thousand dollars later, and I had my dress for the evening.

      It wasn’t long before Tom and I were sitting a few thousand feet above sea level in his private jet, sipping on wine.  I kept seeing him glance at meet from the corner of his eye.  I pretended not to notice.

      “Nia, I hope my attitude last night wasn’t off putting,” he said.

      “Off putting in what way?” I asked.

      He swiveled his chair toward me kicked a leg over his knee.

      “I might enjoy the company of many women but I didn’t mean to do so in front of you.  I would prefer to stay professional when possible.”

      I swept the hair out of my eyes and gave him a big smile. “I’m not put off by sex, Tom.”

      “That may be so, but watching your boss have sex must be strange.”

      “The only reason I would’ve been watching is if you hadn’t noticed me.  I didn’t see anything except two young trollops showing what god gave them.” I said.

      Tom gave me another insightful glare. “Don’t you mean three?”

      I blushed a little thinking about it and crossed my arms trying to cover myself more than I already was. “You didn’t have to stare, you know.”

      “And you didn’t have to walk that slowly and sensually, but you did.”

      I suppose someone as perceptive as him would notice something like that.

      “Okay, okay. I was out drinking, and my best friend told me in no uncertain terms to pursue you as more than just a boss.  But, I stand by my professional work.  I’m not interested in being arm candy to some rich man.”

      Tom sat back in his chair partially pleased with himself. “I didn’t do anything with them last night and you can blame yourself for that.”

      “What did you do?” I asked.

      “I called Brent and told him to take them home,” he said. “They didn’t seem that interesting anymore after I caught you.”

      I was feeling a bit light headed as the blood rushed to my face.  I couldn’t tell if it was a compliment or an insult so I prodded further.

      “You gave up a night with two beautiful women because you saw my bare rear?  Am I that much of a turn off?” I asked.

      “Just the opposite,” Tom said. “It’s like living in a world full of cabbage, you eat it and it’s familiar; it keeps you full and satiated and happy.  But, then you have your first taste of cake.”

      “So, you’re saying that I’m ‘cake’ now?” I asked.

      “No, I’m saying that you’re a beautiful woman and deserve more praise than you’re probably afforded.”

      I was gushing with pride as he said that.  I felt as light as air and that felt a bit ironic as we were in a jet.  I could see something was holding him back from saying anything else.

      “Is that all you wanted to say?” I asked.

      His face twisted as though he had something to say but didn’t know how to say it.  I had a feeling I knew what he was attempting to vocalize.

      “You’re afraid I’ll call a lawyer and claim you’re sexually harassing me; something along those lines?” I asked.

      He nodded and sighed, taking another large sip from his glass.  I slipped a piece of paper from a nearby notepad and, with the pen from my purse wrote a quick note; on it I absolved him of all sexual misconduct that may happen aboard this plane.  Adding my signature to the bottom, I handed it to him for perusal.

      He took it and read over it quickly. “You know this isn’t legally binding,” he said.  Before he could finish I had already slunk into his chair.

      He tossed the note over his shoulder and gripped my back with his soft hands taking me into a deep kiss.  My knees weakened while he pet along my curves.  I shuddered in anticipation while hooking my arm under his shirt and feeling his chest.

      He stood up and lifted my top from my chest.  I did the same to him and as it came off I gave him a kiss on the chest.  He threw the garment behind him and reached around to unhook my bra.

      My breath grew heavier as he pulled it from me.  I pulled him in close for another kiss and he obliged.  Feeling a little naughty, I shoved him back into the chair.

      I looked around for a moment and found the remote for the stereo; clicking it on and turning to music I could dance to.  I started to dance for him; letting him stare all he wanted as I swayed back and forth to the music.

      His eyes lit up as a hungry dog staring at a freshly cooked steak.  I liked feeling his stare on my topless body.  The music bellowed deeply, with a steady beat and my hips gyrated as I undid the pants I wore.  I turned around and let him watch as I inched them down my legs; giving him a full view of my dark skin.

      I threw the pants aside and could feel my panties getting soaked as I continued to dance.  I could see the bulge in his pants bursting to get out and I wanted to help it, but not yet.

      I lowered myself into his chair and rubbed my swollen pussy up and around his throbbing member.  Dancing and swaying up and down to the music it felt like he was near ready to burst.

      I faced and straddled him and then undid his pants.  He grabbed my hips as I continued to grind.  I stood back to my feet and pulled what remained of his clothing off him.

      I lowered my own underwear down my legs and let him admire my sex from behind while continuing my dance. I backed towards him again.  Once again I began to grind in his lap, letting him feel me with his skin. And I could feel his penis pushing against me. It drove me wild.

      

  




I couldn’t wait any longer; I straightened my back and allowed him to penetrate my engorged sex.  I moaned as he entered me, inching further and further as I sat down.

      He grabbed my hips and held me down, and I could feel him deep inside, throbbing.  He was bigger than I thought he would be and it felt good as he continued to swell.

      He started working me up and down with his hands and I had to try to catch my breath as we continued.  He became more ravenous with each thrust pounding deeper and deeper.  I lost my mind in the sexual music we made.

      I lifted myself off and turned around so that I could kiss him and as I did I lowered myself back onto him.  I hugged around his neck and he continued to work me up and down along his shaft.  I oozed my wetness down to the rich leather of the chair and he didn’t seem to mind.

      I could feel myself giving over to the ecstasy of the moment and felt the familiar tickle of an orgasm beginning to crest.  And, it felt like he wasn’t far behind.

      I arched my back and he had to hold me as I clenched my muscles for the orgasm that kept wracking my body.  I could feel him pumping his fluid deep inside me and I accepted it readily.

      It was then that I noticed the flight crew peeking out of the cabin and with a bashful smile I threw the radio remote at them.

      ****

      

      It took a while before we finally managed to pry ourselves off one another.  I had to lock the cabin door shut so they’d stop their attempts to sneak a peek.

      After we had landed, there was a limousine waiting for us that I had arranged prior to liftoff.  He wore his pressed suit and I wore my wonderful new dress I had purchased earlier.  Unfortunately, I hadn’t brought a change of underwear which didn’t really bother me as much as I thought it would.

      We drove through the narrow streets of Paris, and I took in the sights. The Eifel Tower’s million lights twinkled like starts. I imagined being here but not like this.  I imagined coming here as a successful businesswoman, running my own company and not as an escort.

      I couldn’t drive the thought out of my head.  Had he hired me with this as his end goal? Or had this just been an incidental byproduct of working in such close proximity to a womanizer?

      The car pulled up to a small restaurant that overlooked a fountained courtyard.  The scene was picturesque and soulful at the same time.  Inside the restaurant was a simple scene almost as though it hadn’t been changed for more than a hundred years.

      The night flowed on and our conversation was light and fun.  I hadn’t really spent time getting to know Tom that well until now.  I had always seen him as my boss and that suited me just fine.

      I still felt unsettled and I needed to address it.

      “Tom, this experience is something I’ve never had. But I still wonder if I’m just becoming another woman that you throw away when you’re finished.”

      He played with the cork from the wine and leaned back in his seat. “Why would I throw you away?”

      “I’m supposed to be your personal assistant.  There are supposed to be boundaries between us, and it feels like we’re tearing them down needlessly.”

      “Are you trying to say that you want to go back to being boss and assistant?  I don’t know if I can do that,” he replied.

      “I’m saying I want more.  The last month has inspired me, Tom.  I’ve seen you making million dollar deals before breakfast and coming home with more conquests at night.

      “I don’t want to be the prize you un-wrap. I want to be the equal that you make deals with.  Give me some time to build up my resume and my capital so I can see you as an equal before considering the possibility of continuing this.”

      I could feel my heart pang as the words came from my mouth.  I really did want to be something more than an assistant in his eyes and needed him to know that.  And I certainly did not wish to be just another one of his conquests. I had to make him prove himself.

      “Alright, we’ll go back to being boss and assistant again.  The best things in life are worth waiting for.”

      He raised his glass and I mine, and we toasted the agreement.

      ****

      

      On Monday, I went back to work as though nothing happened. Tom had changed.  His passion towards work overtook him and his nightlife faded considerably.

      A few months passed and he hadn’t been with anyone in a while.  He seemed to distance himself from many of the women that had thrown themselves at him in the past as if a part of him died.  I felt sorry for him.

      He started spending a lot of time with his brother’s family.  Before our trip to Paris, he barely would see him once a year but now it seemed to be once a week.  Tom would show me photos of him giving new toys to his brother’s children and how happy they were.

      In those few months I had learned something else.

      I was pregnant.

      I had a strong feeling it was his and I didn’t want to burden him further with the responsibility of being a parent.

      “Tom,” I said one day after a meeting, “I think it’s time I move on.  I’ve been working towards a few projects of my own with the money you’ve helped me raise and I think I have some good prospects.”

      He flashed me his smile again, and I was struck by how sad his eyes looked.  He embraced me, and my feelings were swept away.  I kept myself straight faced, which was the hardest thing I’d ever done.

      “Don’t make me wait.” Was all he said.

      I pushed myself away, knowing that, if I stayed any longer, I would become a mess.

      “I’ll have my things packed and be out of the house before day’s end.  Thank you again, Mr. Ellis.” I said.

      I turned and left, leaving him standing there sullenly.

      As I exited, I wondered if I’d gone too far, if there was something else I could’ve done to know if he wanted me for my business savvy or my looks.  But, I couldn’t decipher anything at the moment.

      At the mansion, I began to pack everything I had, which I realized was not much.  Then I heard a knock on the door.

      “Hey, Nia.” It was Brent. “I know we don’t talk much, but can we have a chat?”

      I cracked the door and let him wander in.

      “This place is way better than the shack I’m living in.  You must be one smart cookie,” he said admiring my living space.

      “Did you come here to talk or to admire the scenery?” I asked rudely.

      “Whoa, calm down,” he said while stepping back toward the door. “I just have one thing to say so I’ll say it.  You got Mr. Ellis twisted up good.  I never seen him like this in the last ten years I been workin’ for him.”

      “Are you referring to how he doesn’t seem to sleep around as much?” I asked.

      “No, I’m referring to how he keeps askin’ me what you’re up to.  He wants to know if you’re seein’ anybody or if you are feeling taken care of.”

      “He asks about me when I’m not around?”

      “He does.  I never seen him like that for anyone.”

      I finished packing my bag and zipped it closed.  I took a moment to take in all the sights from this palatial bedroom and let out a deep sigh.

      “Let’s go, Brent,” I said.

      I made for the door, but Brent wouldn’t let me carry my own bags.  Like a gentleman he took the bags and followed me down the front stairs.

      I had him take me to a hotel downtown for the evening and scheduled time with a real estate agent while on the way.  My excessive funds from working with Mr. Ellis had continued to grow over the past few months into a small fortune.

      I said my final farewells to Brent and entered the lobby.  It was completely empty save for the one attendant at the front desk waiting patiently for business.

      He looked at me, smiled, and handed me a room key.  I found it rather odd as I hadn’t called ahead.

      “Is this for me?” I asked.

      “Of course it is,” he replied. “Room 1506. The elevator is around the corner.”  Another on hand attendant swooped in to relieve me of my luggage and led me to the elevator.

      We zoomed up to the 15th floor, and my curiosity swelled.  I inserted my keycard into the door and swung it open.

      Mr. Ellis was sitting on the bed, waiting patiently.

      “How did you-“

      “I work downtown, it’s only three blocks from headquarters,” Tom said.

      “Mr. Elli-“

      “My name is Tom. I told you months ago, Nia.”

      He sat me down on the bed and stood over me.

      “I’m going to talk, and you’re going to listen,” he began. “The last several months I’ve been meeting more with my brother and his family and you know what I learned?  Don’t answer that, I still want you to listen.  I learned what makes him tick; I learned why he wakes up every morning and goes to his dead-end job upstate; I learned that it’s not easy to be in love.”

      He was pacing back and forth as he talked, and I smiled as he continued on.

      “That’s right, Love.  Love is what gets him out of the house in the morning so he can go work a dead-end job to provide for his family.  I saw him get in fights with the person he loves; only to watch them kiss and forget it ever seemed to happen.  It was like some kind of magic was happening in his household.

      “I watched them play with their kids and how amazing it is to see someone grow up.  I watched them roll their eyes and the millionth diaper they’d had to change, knowing that they’d have to do the same thing an hour later; only to give that baby a kiss on the cheek.

      “Love and compassion are two things I’ve been trying to spread around the city, and, yet, I haven’t ever been able to find those things in my own life.  These last few months I think I’ve started to find it, and would you like to know where it started? Guess.”  Tom paused. “No, don’t answer that either.  I started finding it the moment I caught you downstairs that night.  I continued to find it in the airplane the next day, and I know I found it when I saw you exit that airplane wearing that black dress.”

      I could feel tears streaming down my cheeks as he continued to talk.

      “I want you in my life; I need you in my life.  I don’t want to feel like I’m forcing this because I think you want me in your life as well.

      “Nia, I love you.  And, if you’ll have me, I want to start a family.”

      I stood there shocked to hear all of it.  All I could do is nod and smile as he leaned in for a kiss.  I stopped him before he could, though.

      “I need you in my life, too.  But, I have a couple things I need to say first.”

      Tom sat down in a chair nearby and listened.

      “As it turns out, starting a family will be easier than you think.”

      He thought about it for a moment, and then I could see his eyes start to beam. “You’re-“

      “Yep,” I nodded. “And the second thing is: I only want to start a family as long as I can continue pursuing my own career as well.  I want to be your equal and not your damsel.”

      Tom nodded happily. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      I gave him a loving embrace and kissed him all over his face.

      We walked from the hotel arm in arm.  Our future started that day and it never looked brighter.

      *****

      THE END
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      Danielle Harper wasn’t sure she had heard the man correctly, so she leaned forward. It was, after all, pretty noisy in the club. She lived in Vegas and made some money on the weekends working as a waitress. She was tall and slender, her skin and hair dark. The most important thing was that she looked good in heels and a skirt. Her long legs got her a lot of tips, and perky cleavage got her even more.

      The club was called The Event, which Danielle thought was a stupid name, but it was popular and busy on the weekends, and Danielle needed every bit of help with her student loan debt that she could. She had a year of school left, and already the prospect of the debt felt crushing and suffocating.

      It was early in the evening, before the large crowds came in, but she had been serving a couple of the small round tables that dotted the outside of the dance floor in the dark club. At one table was a man and three of his friends. He was handsome. A young caucasian man with a strong jaw that made him look a bit like a superhero. His hair was blonde and buzzed. None of his friends made the same impact that he had on her. She had been with one white man before, a one night stand. The way the young man had kept looking at her, she was wondering if she was on her way to another.

      But then it looked as though he and his friends were moving on, and they gathered their things and paid their tab and walked out the door. The good looking one lingered, though, and he caught Danielle’s eye and waved her over.

      “Yeah?” Danielle asked as she went to speak with him by the front door.

      “What’s your name?”

      Danielle tapped a manicured nail against the small plastic nametag she wore to the left of her chocolate colored cleavage. “Danielle.”

      “I saw that, but don’t most women in Vegas have fake names? What’s your real name?”

      Danielle laughed. “Where are you from?”

      “Hidden Hills,” the man said. “It’s near Los Angeles.”

      “Well I don’t know who is feeding info to Hidden Hills, but Danielle is my real name.”

      “All right, Danielle. Well, I think you should marry me.”

      That was the part she had thought she hadn’t understood. She leaned forward and shook her head. “Excuse me?”

      “I think we should get married. You are absolutely stunning.”

      “I’m not going to marry you.”

      The man laughed. “Why not?”

      “I don’t even know your name.”

      The man held his hand out. “Ray,” he said. She shook it. His hand was strong, but not rough.

      “Okay, Ray. Well, my answer is no.”

      “Hey, I really need to run right now, but I think we should talk more about it. What time do you get off?”

      “One.”

      “In the morning?”

      “Yeah.”

      Ray whistled through his front teeth. “Rough gig,” he said.

      Danielle laughed. “It’s alright.”

      “Well, listen. I have a penthouse in the… well trash, I don’t remember the name. But we’ll be drinking like crazy and generally raising trouble. I can have someone pick you up and bring you over, and we can get to know each other.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I’ll send someone, and come if you want. Alright?”

      Danielle didn’t know what he meant about sending someone, but she just nodded. “Okay then,” she said, and Ray smiled and then turned and left.

      Danielle wasn’t sure what was going on, but, somehow, she felt an attraction for Ray. He was obviously nice to look at. Taller than she was and wide in a muscular way, with broad shoulders. He had been dressed in expensive clothes, but she had spent most of her time around him imaging what he looked like without a shirt on. Maybe going over to his penthouse in some hotel was the perfect opportunity to find if her fantasy shirtless Ray lived up to the real thing.

      As her night wore on, and the club became packed, she couldn't push her strange conversation with Ray from her mind. One in the morning rolled around quickly, and she clocked out and headed outside. The club would be open for a few more hours, so she stepped quickly through the entrance and through a sea of people trying to get in. Her car was parked along the side of the building, and she reached for her keys. She had a paper due on Monday, and she didn’t know a single thing about Ray or any of his friends. She didn’t make it a habit to go to strange hotel rooms with men she didn’t know, and she had decided she wasn’t about to now.

      And then she saw the stretch limo parked along the side of the building, boldly blocking the traffic that was trying to stream in from the well lit road which ran through the famous Vegas strip. The driver was ignoring the honks and the curse words being thrown at him, and he was holding a piece of paper with Danielle’s name on it.

      She had never ridden in a limo before, and thoughts of strange men and papers due vanished. She would take her shot. She smiled at the driver as she neared, and tapped her finger on her name tag.

      “Looking for me?” she asked, and then older man nodded.

      “Looks like it, Miss,” he said, and he pulled the door open for her.

      Danielle half expected Ray to be waiting for her in the limo, but he wasn’t and she felt a wave of disappointment wash over her. There was a bouquet of flowers inside, and a couple of bottles of wine and a glass, so she poured herself some as the car started moving.

      Danielle had been raised in New Orleans, about as far from a life which would afford her rides in stretch limousines as she could get. It had just been her and her mom, and her mom had always struggled to keep them in houses, and food on the table.

      Danielle had seen education as a way out and had grades that were good enough for her to have offers from six schools. She had ended up at Ryeman College, twenty minutes outside of Vegas.

      Vegas was a town built for the wealthy, and Danielle had only ever seen the edges. But riding in a limo, looking through the dimmed windows as the strip passed by, a glass of wine in her hand, it was about as much fun as she had ever had. She only wished she had someone to share it with.

      It turned out Ray was staying at Wynn Las Vegas, one of the nicer hotels and casinos on the strip. The driver took her to a side entrance, where a bellhop met her. He was obviously younger than her twenty-one, but only by a few years. He had traces of acne, and he looked her over without shame as she climbed out of the limo.

      “Mr. Ferris left this for you,” the boy said, holding a keycard to her. “Slide it into the slot in the elevator and it will take you to the top floor.”

      “Thanks,” Danielle said, reaching down to pull the hem of her skirt a little lower while the little creep glanced at her legs again. She went inside and found herself in a nondescript hallway with concrete walls. It obviously wasn’t meant to be seen by the guests. She wondered just how Ray Ferris managed everything. He had sent a stretch limo for her, a bell hop was waiting around for her to come by, and he had a top floor penthouse that needed a special elevator key. It all sounded like something out of a James Bond movie, if James Bond had a billion dollars instead of just millions.

      There was a small elevator at the end of the hall, and the doors opened quickly when she pressed the button on the wall. Inside it took Danielle a moment to find the small slot where she could slide the keycard into the wall, but when she did the doors closed, and the elevator car started upward.

      It seemed like a lifetime, or, at least, five minutes, though Danielle was sure it was much shorter, but finally, the elevator stopped, and there was a soft chime before the door slid open. Danielle tried not to gape. The door opened directly into the penthouse suite. Music was blaring, and people were dancing. A lot of people. Young and good looking, more women than men. None of the women were wearing much clothing, some were just shaking their hips in their panties, their breasts swinging freely. It made Danielle uncomfortable, but she found the whole thing strangely alluring as well. She had never been much of a party girl. She was always focused on school.

      The men at the party, in fairness, were just as underdressed as the women. Everyone looked sweaty. She saw more than a few couples making out, and a few groups of people grinding and kissing and rubbing.

      “Danielle!” a voice called, just as she was trying to figure out if she should leave or get off the elevator. It was Ray. He wore swim trunks and nothing else, but seeing him smile made her step forward, off of the elevator. The doors shut behind her.

      “Swimming?” she asked, quirking an eyebrow and nodding her head to his wet swim shorts. As far as she knew, even the penthouse suite didn’t come with its own pool.

      “I’ll show you,” Ray said, and he took her hand and led her through the throng of people dancing in the living room. As she made her way further into the suite Danielle saw that the music was coming from a DJ, an attractive blonde woman with hardly any meat on her bones that she swore she recognized from TV.

      “Is that…?” Danielle started, and Ray cut her off with a grin and a nod.

      “It is. Her dad and my dad are friends. Come up in the business together,” he said.

      “What business?”

      “Film. My dad is a producer.”

      “Wow,” Danielle said. It was all she could think to say.

      Ray led her into one of the bedrooms, where a group of people were grabbing water balloons from four giant plastic tubs and throwing them at one another. From the smell, Danielle wasn’t so sure they were filled with water.

      “Vodka,” Ray said with another grin which made the young black woman weak in the knees.

      “Looks fun,” Danielle said.

      “It is,” Ray said, and then a balloon came sailing by, and it broke on Danielle’s shirt. It soaked through the thin white material, giving everyone a good look at the lacey red bra she wore underneath. Ray looked her over, and she found it didn’t annoy her the way it had when it was the bellhop doing it.

      “Want to play?” Ray asked, nodding his head to one tub.

      “Maybe later.”

      “Want a drink?”

      “Now you’re talking,” Danielle said with a laugh, and Ray took her hand and led her out of the bedroom. There was a whole room off of the living room which had been given over to a bar of sorts. Three bartenders who worked for the hotel were there, mixing drinks and slinging beers. Danielle found herself suddenly self-conscious as she looked them over. They looked like she did. Servers. Servants. Pouring drinks while rich people played.

      “What can I get you?” Ray asked her, making his way to the bar and pulling her along.

      “Any beer,” she said to the bartender, a young blonde girl. She nodded and set a frothy bottle on the bartop. “Thanks,” Danielle said, taking the beer and sipping.

      “I think you’re gorgeous, and I’d really like ot have sex with you,” Ray said, and Danielle almost spit her beer out.
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      Ray was more forward than any man Danielle had ever met, and she had met some forward men. Ray was a millionaire, or maybe a billionaire. And he had just told her he wanted to have sex with her. They were surrounded by a hundred people; all jam packed into the most expensive hotel room Danielle had ever seen. It all felt like a dream. A dream someone else was having. Danielle hardly recognized her own voice when she spoke.

      “Okay,” she said.

      Ray grinned again. His teeth were white and perfect, like a movie stars. He took her by the hand again and led her out of the bar room. He led her to a closed door, and then pushed through it. Danielle found herself in a bedroom that was empty, besides the two of them. No one was throwing water balloons filled with vodka, and the music wasn’t as loud after Ray shut the door and locked it behind them.

      Danielle had never been one to have sex with strangers, except for that single one night stand. She figured it had to be something about white boys as Ray put his hands on her hips and leaned in to kiss her. She closed her eyes and parted her lips to him. She felt his tongue, like velvet against hers. His fingers gripped her rounded hips, but he didn’t hurt her.

      The room was dark, the only light coming from a fat silver moon which hung high over Las Vegas. The windows were open so the moonlight could come in, and below them, there were flashes of lights, red and blues and yellows, a thousand signs in front of a thousand hotels and casinos and little places to get a shotgun wedding.

      Ray wasn’t wasting time. He gripped the underside of Danielle’s vodka soaked shirt and tugged it up. She looked for somewhere to put her beer, but there was nowhere. Ray took it from her and tossed it to the floor where the dark amber colored liquid chugged from the bottle, staining the carpet.

      When her shirt was off, Ray had a hold of it, and he tossed it to the floor as well. They kissed again, their lips and tongues like one instead of two. His hands explored her torso, strong and soft together across her flat stomach, and up over her ribs.

      He found her breasts, still clad in the red bra. Fingers slid under the cups, brushed against nipples which hardened instantly. She reached behind herself and undid the clasp, and then the bra was off, joining the beer and her shirt on the floor. He bent his head, and his lips went to her nipples. He nipped at her sensitive rosebuds, licked at them with the tip of his tongue.

      Danielle moaned. Her arms went around him, one on the back of his bare torso, the other to his hair as he sucked on her belly. His hand was at the other, gripping her, groping her. Her nipple was hard and rubbing against his palm. Danielle felt herself yearning for him, a passionate heat growing between her legs.

      “Bed,” she moaned, and his lips pulled from her breasts. He nodded, and then they were kissing again as he stepped forward and she back pedaled, and they fell upon a large, soft bed. She spread her legs, forcing her skirt to hike up towards her hips. Ray positioned himself between her, arching his back, so his crotch rubbed against hers, his rigid member evident beneath his liquor-soaked swim trunks against her wet slit, hidden beneath the silky material of her panties.

      Danielle wasn’t thinking straight, she knew that, but she didn’t care. She wasn’t anything like those women out in the living room, dancing with their breasts out, letting men rub all over her, but there she was, about to harass a man she didn’t even know, and she knew it was exactly what she wanted.

      Danielle had been with big men before, in terms of penis size. The one white guy she had slept with had the smallest toe, and she had always assumed it was true what they said about black guys and white guys. But Ray put that notion to rest, in the dark bedroom, when she reached down and slid her hand past the waistband of his trunks. His cock was hard and pulsing. And it was huge. Bigger and thicker than any cock she had ever touched. She wrapped her slender fingers around it, jerking him back and forth as his lips found hers once more. He tasted like vodka, and it made her head spin.

      Then the man was pulling away, and it made her hand slip off of his erect member. He knelt at the end of the bed, and came forward again, sliding downwards. He planted a kiss on her hip and went downwards until he reached her skirt. He gripped it in his strong hands and pulled it down, and she lifted her rear off of the bed to help the process along. Ray tossed her skirt over his shoulder, and it left Danielle nude except for her panties, which were red and mostly see through.

      Ray went back to his kissing, his lips trailing down over her panties, and onto the sensitive black skin of her inner thighs. She was wet, soaked, her desire for the man more intense than any desire she had ever felt.

      “I’m going to make you come,” Ray whispered to her in the dark. From outside the room, there was the dull thumping of the music, a remembrance that there was a party going on. Beyond that, it felt to Danielle as though she and the rich man were the only people on Earth.

      With one hand Ray held the crotch of her panties aside. With the other he ran a finger up her slit, stopping to rub on her engorged clitoris. Danielle groaned, throwing her head back.

      Those red see through panties were quickly pulled off and deposited on the floor with all of her other clothes, and then a new sensation replaced Ray’s finger on her pussy. He was licking her, the tip of his wet tongue sliding up and down her slit, probing. He spent time working on her clit, flicking it back and forth with his tongue while he slid a finger into her pussy, and then two.

      She had never wanted a man more, wanted his cock inside of her, but she didn’t want him to stop either. He made true on his promise, he said he was going to make her come, and Ray did just that.

      It took hardly any time, and if Danielle could have felt anything but an explosion of intense pleasure emanating from her pussy and spreading through her body, causing her toes to curl as he used his tongue to make her come, she would have been a bit embarrassed. It had been a little bit since her last boyfriend, and she hadn’t messed anyone since then.

      She shook with orgasm, her hands going to the back of his head, trying to find hair long enough to grip onto but failing. She almost doubled over, as the wave of pleasure rolled through her core, and for a moment, she didn’t think it would abate. Finally, it did, and Ray was grinning up to her from between her legs.

      “You on the pill?” he asked, and Danielle nodded. She was, even though her sex life was about as dead as the dinosaurs. “Good,” the man said, and he stood at the foot of the bed and pulled his swim trunks down. He stepped out of them, climbing back onto the bed. He moved upwards, kissing up her stomach, and then stopping for a moment to suck on one brown nipple. He moved on, his lips moving up her neck, to her lips. She spread her legs to him, still wet, still yearning for him even as she fought to regain control of her breathing. She reached down, took his throbbing toe in hand, and guided him inside of her.

      He was large, and for a moment Danielle was worried it would be uncomfortable, but he pushed deep inside her, and then pulled out, and after a few more thrusts it was fine, and the discomfort was gone, replaced by nothing but pure bliss.

      Ray was gentle, but he was in control. She reached up for his face, but it took her hand by the wrist and pushed it away, holding her down as he grinned and dipped his head so he could nip softly at her nipple.

      His pace grew quicker, but as it seemed as though he was nearing completion he stopped and pulled suddenly out of her.

      “Turn over,” he commanded, and Danielle did so.

      “Are you used to getting what you want?” the black woman breathed, and she heard the man laugh as she lifted herself up on her elbows and knees.

      His strong hands found her round rear, squeezing onto her cheeks almost painfully. The bulbous head of his cock pushed against her wet slit, and then he shoved his hips forward, and he was inside her once more.

      He pulled one hand away from her rear, and then sent it down swiftly, slapping onto her skin and causing her to yell out. He slapped her rear again, and then he was grunting, gripping her by the hips and pulling her roughly backwards as he shoved forward and came. His cock jumped in her tight snatch, and his semen filled her pussy.

      He collapsed on top of her, panting. Their bodies were covered in a light sheen of sweat. He kissed her, and then pulled his still hard cock out of her and rolled over to lie next to her.

      “That was amazing,” he said.

      Danielle grinned.“I agree.”

      He looked to her and laughed. Then the laugh faded and he propped himself up on his elbow.

      “So about marrying me,” he said.
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      Danielle had almost forgotten about Ray asking her to marry him. But here he was, doing it again.

      “I don’t know you,” she said.

      “You know me better now,” Ray cracked. She couldn’t help but laugh, and she glanced down to see his cock, shining with her juices, throbbing in the pale light from the moon. He was in between hard and normal, and it still looked absolutely massive.

      “I do know you better. But you’re not really being serious, are you?”

      Ray sighed, and he nodded his head. “Look, I’m going to lay it all out there. My father and I don’t get along. I didn’t go to college, it pissed him off. I’m not too interested in taking over the family business, it pissed him off.”

      Danielle wondered how someone took over the family business when the business was investing money into films, but she didn’t say anything, and Ray went on. “Long story short, is he thinks I need to do something with my life. I’ve never had a serious girlfriend, and this is what he’s digging into. He wants me to get married. He thinks if I marry, it will make me figure out what else I want out of life.”

      “So you want to marry me?” Danielle asked, confused?

      “To put it bluntly, my father is old-fashioned. That’s a polite way of saying if I marry a black woman, he’ll lose his mind.”

      Danielle couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She sat up, and then quickly got out of the bed. “What’s a polite way to tell you to mess off?” she asked, bending and grabbing her panties and pulling them on.

      “I’ll pay you a million dollars. Marry me. Six months. We can get divorced after, and I’ll give you a million dollars. I don’t want to be married, but if it keeps my father from cutting me off, I can work with it. In six months, that’s long enough to seem like I made an effort, and I can go back to partying, and you can come back here, a million dollars richer. You go to school?”

      Danielle nodded. She put her bra back on, and then looked to the man.

      “It’s expensive, right?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      “So take a million dollars. Live with me for half a year. It will be like a vacation. Take a semester off, then come back and do your thing, with a little bit of money.”

      “A million dollars isn’t a little bit of money,” Danielle said.

      “Think about it,” Ray said. “But don’t take too long. Vegas is the perfect place to tie the knot, don’t you think?
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      Two days after Ray had messed Danielle, she was standing inside a small white chapel, and a man dressed like Elvis was reading vows. She had struggled to come to a decision, but ultimately the money wasn’t something she could pass up, and she knew Ray was good for it.

      It only took ten minutes, and then she was married. Mrs. Danielle Ferris. One of Ray’s friends was there to witness it, but when they left he got in his own car and drove off, and Danielle climbed into the passenger seat of Ray’s car. It was as black as tar and freshly shined, and the young rich white man made the engine roar as they raced back to his hotel. The penthouse suite was empty and clean, and they sat on the couch awkwardly for a moment, unsure of what to say.

      “I could write you the check now,” Ray said. “If you promise to stay for six months. You can put it in the bank later today, grow some interest on it.”

      “Alright,” Danielle said. Speaking of their arrangement made her feel strange, and almost a little dirty. It didn’t seem right, but she wasn’t in a position to turn down a million dollars. Ray got up and wrote her a check, and then she slid it into her purse. She was wearing a white sundress, thin and short. He wore a button-up shirt and a tie, both purple. He looked quite handsome, and Danielle found herself thinking about the sweaty and exhilarating sex they had two nights before.

      “Do you want a drink?” Ray asked, and she laughed.

      “God yes,” she said.

      He poured her one, and then made one for himself, and they sat together again.

      “I should get to know you,” Ray said.

      “Okay,” Danielle said.

      “Then let’s play a game,” he said. “I’ll ask you a question, and if it’s to personal for you to answer truthfully, you have to remove an article of clothing. I’ll do the same.”

      “That’s not fair, I only have the dress and panties on,” Danielle laughed.

      “Hey, those sandals count too. That’s two more things.”

      “Alright then.”

      “I’ll go first,” Ray said. “Do you have any siblings?”

      Danielle shook her head. “Nope.”

      “Okay, you ask.”

      “Ever had your heart broken?”

      “Yes. Have you ever had a threesome?”

      Danielle laughed. “No.” She looked to Ray. “Who broke your heart?”

      He grinned after a moment, and then took his tie off. The game wore on, and after an hour she was naked, sitting on the couch. She hadn’t answered a question about her father, nor one about a friend of hers who had died, and then she was barefoot. Ray asked another question about her dad, and she lost the dress. He was in nothing but his underwear, a bulge evident at his crotch when he asked her his last question. “Does it annoy you that you want me to forget you again?”

      Danielle had smiled seductively at the man and slid out of her panties. He took her on the couch.
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      Within a couple of days of her sudden and abrupt wedding, Danielle had pulled out of school for at least a semester and had quit her weekend job. She had packed up her meager collection of belongings from her dorm and then shoved the couple of boxes into his tiny black sports car and rode with him to California.

      It was awkward being around Ray, and he seemed to feel it too. The whole thing was insane, and Danielle wasn’t quite sure she had even registered it yet. It was some abstract thing that was happening, marrying a man, moving in with him, all for a million dollars, and all to make his father angry.

      That part still made her mad, and she wasn’t looking forward to meeting Ray’s father. If he would have a problem with his son marrying a black woman, he wasn’t the kind of man she wanted to know.

      It was a drive that took almost four hours, and Ray and Danielle didn’t speak much. When they reached Ray’s neighborhood, she had fun gawking at all of the mansions, but nothing could prepare her for her new husband’s home.

      He had to stop in front of a gate just off of a quiet street with a lot of privacy hedges and fences. He leaned out through the window and typed in a code on a small pad that sat on an iron pole next to the driveway. When he was done, there was a mechanical squeal, and the gate swung inward, and he drove through.

      The gate closed behind them, and the driveway turned to the right. The house was hidden from view by a grove of sorts made up of palm trees, but when they turned again it was revealed, and Danielle felt her mouth fall open in shock. She would be living there for six months, and it was the most amazing house she had ever seen.

      The home was huge, three stories and as long as the white house, or, at least, it seemed that way to Danielle. It was a cream color, with darker columns in the front and a short but wide set of stairs which led to the double front doors. Ray pulled the car in front of the home and grinned over to her.

      “Welcome home,” he said.

      He carried her boxes in, piling them atop one another in his arms, and then he gave her a tour.

      There were more rooms than she could keep track of, but she was particularly taken by the backyard, a large chunk of which was given over to an infinity pool, where one side seemed as though it was missing, and a small waterfall fell over that, pooling ten feet down the side of the hill on which the house sat.

      “I’ve got to go swimming,” she said, and Ray laughed.

      “By all means,” he said, and she hurried to change into her swimsuit.

      The first day was spent in the pool, and they even had dinner out there, Ray grilling steaks by the pool while she watched him from the water.

      Danielle had conflicting thoughts on the man. The sex had been wonderful, both times, and he was friendly and seemed to really be into her. On the other hand, he had paid her a million dollars to marry him for half a year, so he could make his apparently racist dad angry. She didn’t know how to describe that in any other way than gross.

      The next day was one that Danielle was dreading. Ray was going to take her over to his parents home and drop the bombshell news of their marriage to them. She had promised she would never speak to anyone about his proposition, and she intended to keep that promise.

      Ray’s parents lived just ten minutes away, in a house which was somehow bigger than his own home was. Danielle had learned that Ray usually had a few friends who lived with him off and on, an entourage of sorts, but he had made it clear to them that he was a married man now, and he and his new wife would need the whole home to themselves. The young woman wondered if it was possible that they would ever need that many rooms for themselves, and found herself wondering the same thing as she stepped into Ray’s parent’s home. She was sure they must rent out fifty or so rooms, that it made no sense for them to live there alone, but she knew that they did. Although, as she stepped inside after her new husband did, she was greeted by a maid, and she had a moment to wonder if the help lived in the house. She realized she didn’t know anything about how the wealthiest people in America lived, and she had a million questions.

      Ray and Danielle made their way into a massive living room and sat on a couch. The maid had told Ray that his father was wrapping up a business call, and his mother was out at a tennis lesson. The fact that Ray’s father had his maid greet his own son made Danielle feel bad for Ray. It was as if he was treating him like some sort of employee instead of a son, but if Ray felt bad he was careful not to show it on his face. He smiled when Danielle caught his eye, and he reached over and took her hand.

      “Nervous?” he asked, and Danielle nodded. There was no point in lying.

      It took ten minutes before Ray’s dad arrived. He was shorter than his son and had a bit of a gut. His hair was gray but thick, and he wore trendy glasses with a small frame.

      “Who is this?” he said after shaking his son's hand. Danielle thought of her mother since her father had died before she was born. They always hugged, whether Danielle was gone for months at school, or half an hour down at the grocery store. Ray and his father didn’t have that sort of relationship; that much would have been clear to anyone.

      “This is Danielle,” Ray said, and his father shook her hand. If he disliked black people, he didn’t show it in his face, and his smile was warm as he shook her hand. And then Ray went on. “My wife.”

      Ray’s father pulled his hand away from Danielle’s and spun on his son.

      “This is my father, David Ferris,” Ray went on, as though he hadn’t anticipated David’s reaction.

      “Your wife?” David asked. “Are you out of your mind?”

      “You seemed to want that for me,” Ray asked, laying it on thick. They were near Hollywood after all, so his acting was more than appropriate.

      “May I speak to you in the other room please?”

      “Which one dad?” Ray said with a grin, raising his hands. They had plenty to pick from. David didn’t find his son’s antics funny, and he turned and stalked out of the living room. “I’ll be right back honey,” Ray said to Danielle, before following his father out.

      Danielle stood awkwardly near the couch. She wasn’t sure where Ray and his father had gone, but she could hear them though their words were muffled and not clear. Still she heard David say the words black, kidding me, and use your brain, with a lot of other angry words in between. Ray was either silent or speaking in a normal tone because she couldn’t make out any of his words.

      After ten minutes, Ray returned and smiled. “Okay, that’s done. Dinner is cancelled, I’m afraid. We can go out tonight if you want.”

      Danielle nodded and then waited until they were in Ray’s car and heading down the long driveway before she asked what she wanted to.

      “What did he say?”

      “He told me you were after my money. Well, his money I guess.”

      “He’s not concerned that I’m black?”

      Ray laughed. “He brought it up, but surprisingly he wasn’t as racist as I thought he would be about it.”

      Danielle laughed. She couldn’t help herself. Somehow the absolute absurdity of her situation presented itself, suddenly, like a tiger springing onto an unsuspecting deer from the forest brush.

      “What’s so funny?” Ray asked as he pulled onto the road.

      “Everything,” Danielle said. And then the rich man began to laugh too.

      That evening they went to a restaurant so expensive that they didn’t even bother putting the prices on the menus. If you had to ask how much anything there cost, you couldn’t afford it. Over dinner, Ray was very open, and Danielle took advantage of it. He discussed his childhood, growing up in that lifestyle, with the wealth, but a busy father who had little time for him. He discussed his future, and how he wasn’t sure what he wanted to do, and how he didn’t feel great about living off of his father’s wealth, but that the shame of doing so wasn’t enough to make him stop.

      “So isn’t he going to cut you off?” Danielle asked as she sipped a wine that was older than anything she owned, a true classic vintage with an intense but pleasurable taste.

      “No. He told me I had to get married, I had to start living a life that wasn’t just partying, and that’s what I’m doing. I told him I loved you. I’ll be upset in six months when it all falls apart, and maybe he’ll turn into a human being and feel bad for me, and I can get a few more years off of him.”

      Danielle was surprised to hear her husband speak so bluntly. He seemed very self-aware, and he seemed sad inside, but he hid it behind his lavish lifestyle.

      “So you have to want to do something,” Danielle pressed.

      Ray sighed. “I have one thing,” he said.

      “What?”

      “I want to write.”

      “Write? Poetry? Movies?”

      “A novel. But my dad… I don’t know… he just throws money at creative people. He doesn’t respect them, he doesn’t think I have that in me. Writers are just people he forces to write a script the way he thinks it will sell. I have this idea… it’s a book, a real novel with complex… well, everything. But it’s stupid.”

      Danielle reached across the table and placed her hand on top of Ray’s. “It’s not stupid,” she said with a smile.

      “You’re the best wife I’ve ever had,” Ray joked, and they both laughed.
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      Two months passed, and Danielle was further exposed to a world she could barely comprehend. Ray had a personal chef who he could call up and have over at a moments notice, and once a week a crew of women came through and cleaned the massive house. He had more cars than she had pairs of shoes, which had been her one weakness throughout her life, even if being a broke college student meant she didn’t buy as many as she wanted.

      They did nothing, and it was exactly what Danielle had needed, after years of intense study at school. She lounged in the pool, she lounged in the massive home theater watching movies with Ray, and she lounged in bed late at night after they had sex. They never made love, not those first two months. It was always, and they did it often. Danielle was glad she was on birth control because it meant the rich young white man could take her whenever he wanted. And he wanted to a lot.

      She would be brushing her teeth in the morning, and he would step out of the shower with a raging hard on, and without a word he was behind her, pressing his cock against her rear cheeks, clad in just her panties. She would turn to kiss him, but he would force her down to her knees, and with frothy toothpaste at the corner of her mouth she would blow him, until he came, spraying thick strands of cum across her face. Then with his semen drying across her nose and chin she would perch her rear on the edge of the sink, and he knelt down, repaying the oral favor.

      Or she would be in the pool, and then he was there, sliding inside of her in the cool water. Or he was bending her over the foot of the bed, or she was riding him in the back of one of his cars, or a million other positions.

      Through all of this, Danielle began to fall for the man. He was caring. Sweet. Hurt. She saw how growing up with his father had affected Ray. It afforded him an amazing lifestyle, but he was missing something, some affection he had needed his whole life. Over two months Ray and Danielle only saw his father once, but his mother came a few times, visiting at Ray’s house each time.

      One night they lay in bed, talking as a fat silver moon rose above the mansion, sitting like a bright bulb in the middle of the black sky, with a million pinpricks of light surrounding it. They both had been sleeping nude, and they were lying next to one another under a thin silk sheet. Danielle reached over and ran her fingertip along Ray’s abs. He looked to her and smiled in the darkness.

      “I love you,” he said suddenly, and it took Danielle by surprise.

      “I love you too,” she said, without thought. They kissed. Up to that point their kisses had been full of passion, hot and heavy, but there under the sheet, in the moonlight, it was different. Slow. Sweet. Full of passion that was tempered by love.

      Their tongues danced together. Her hand slid up and down his abdomen, her fingertips brushing his skin. He rolled onto his side and took her into his arms. Her bare breasts pressed against his chest, her nipples hardening against his skin. She felt his cock grown hard and press against her hip. They rolled over together, and he was pressing against her as they kissed. He ran a hand through her black hair, which she kept straight. She sent a hand down his back, to his rear, where she squeezed and dug her nail playfully into his behind. He grinned against her mouth and reached down, sliding a finger along her slit between her legs, wanting to get her ready, but she already was, her warm juices coating his finger. He slid inside her.

      For the first time, they made love. It was sweet and sensual and slow. For an hour they rocked slowly together, his cock sliding in and out of her, his lips on her breasts, her neck. Her nails trailed lazily down his back, her legs wrapped around his hips. Another hour passed, and every time he seemed as though he was going to come he slowed down, or stopped completely, his cock hard and throbbing in her tight pussy. The urge to climax would pass, and he would start thrusting at a glacial pace again.

      Meanwhile, Danielle was in ecstasy. She came in the first half hour, moaning in a husky voice as the walls of her pussy clamped onto his toe, and the orgasm tore through her core. And then he was going again, and within twenty minutes she had come again.

      By the time he came, over two hours since they started, she had experienced five orgasms. It was the most amazing love making she had ever been a part of. When Ray released he groaned and grunted, moving his lips to her collarbone and biting there as his cock jumped inside of her and hot cum spurted from the tip to fill her snatch.

      He kissed her as he lay there panting. They rolled over, but Danielle kept her leg over his body, and his cock remained inside her. They fell asleep like that.
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      Two more months passed, and Danielle had never experienced such happiness. She and Ray still messed often. He would tell her to suck his cock while he lie in bed, and the would hold her head and choke her with his massive member, so tears streamed down her face and she couldn’t breathe until he blew his wad, the sticky mass sliding right down her throat. He would furiously pump her on the couch in the living room, or bent over one of the stools in the kitchen.

      But they also made love. Tender kisses, light touches. They were in love, Danielle had no doubt about it.

      Then the young black woman missed her period. She had always been pretty regular, and going three days past when she expected filled her with dread. She had been taking her birth control, hadn’t missed a pill.

      When Ray was out one morning, she took one of his cars and bought a test at a nearby upscale grocery store. In one of her temporary home’s bathrooms, she peed on the little white plastic stick, and sat on the toilet, waiting for it to register. It did, and she cried. She was pregnant.

      She knew what Ray would say. There were only two months until their marriage was supposed to be over. But he had said he loved her, and she knew she loved him. Would he want to get divorced? He would think she had stopped taking her birth control pills. He would think she wanted to get pregnant, so he was stuck with her. What was a million dollars when this could be her life? Or at the very least, when he still divorced her, he would have to pay child support. She knew that’s what Ray would think, or, at least, that’s what his father would tell him to think, and then it would be in his head.

      She knew she couldn’t put off telling him. When he returned home, just before lunch, she broke the news to him. She had sat him down in the living room, but as soon as the words were out of her mouth he had stood up.

      “You said you couldn’t get pregnant,” Ray said, his eyes wide.

      “I didn’t say that I said I was on birth control.”

      “So you lied?”

      “No!”

      “So you quit taking the pills?”

      “No!” Danielle said. She felt hot salty tears stinging her eyes.

      “Don’t you start crying!” Ray said forcefully. He sounded angrier than she had seen him.

      “Ray, I love you.”

      “You love my money,” the man said, confirming Danielle’s worst fears.

      “No!” the black girl argued. It was all she could say.

      “You want my money! You think this is the way to get it? I thought you loved me! I loved you!”

      “I do!”

      “You love this life! This money! My money!” Ray argued.

      “It’s not your money!” Danielle said before she could stop herself. “It’s daddy’s money, and I don’t give a hoot about any of it!”

      “Forget you,” Ray said coldly, and then he turned and left the room. Danielle ran after him. She begged him not to go, but he wouldn’t listen. He walked out of the massive front door, and she stood there, watching as he climbed into one of his sports cars, and then he was gone. Danielle fell to the ground in a heap, and cried.

      When she could, the young woman called a cab and packed up some clothes. Ray had bought her many things over the four months, mostly clothes and shoes, and she was careful not to take any of it. By the time she had a small bag the cab was outside of the gate at the end of the long driveway, and she walked down to meet it.

      She had the million dollars in her bank. She hadn’t touched it yet, she hadn’t needed to. Now she did, using it to pay for the cab and a hotel room. She didn’t want to go back to Las Vegas. She needed Ray to know that she loved him. Days passed. They turned to weeks, and then a month. She tried to call him, tried to text him, but he would never speak with her.

      She went to an upscale stationery store and bought a beautiful leather bound writing journal, and a set of silver pens. She had the woman at the counter wrap them for her, and then she went to Ray’s home. He wasn’t there, so she went to his parent’s house. His sports car was parked outside. Someone let her past the gate, and she parked next to it, driving a rental car. She sat for a moment behind the wheel, writing a check for the money he had paid her to marry him, or, at least, most of it. She didn’t have the money to pay back the hotel or rental car.

      Danielle climbed out of the car and went to the front door, knocking softly. Ray opened it.

      “What do you want?” he asked.

      “I want to talk.”

      “Our lawyer will talk when the baby comes,” he said and went to shut the door. She held her hand out.

      “I don’t want money from you,” she said.

      “I don’t believe that for a second,” another voice said, and then Danielle saw David, Ray's father, come to the door.

      “Dad, I can handle this. She’s not the first woman to come after my money.”

      “Here’s a check for what you paid me to marry you,” Danielle said, and by the look on David’s face, she knew that news was a surprise to him.

      “What’s she talking about?” David asked, and when it looked as though Ray wasn’t going to fill his father in, Danielle did so.

      “He wanted to make you mad, so he married me in Vegas after paying me a million dollars. He didn’t think you’d want him marrying a black girl.”

      David said nothing. Usually, people didn’t want to talk about their racism. Ray remained silent as Daniel held the check out to him.

      “I don’t want it,” she said. “I want you. I fell in love with you.”

      Ray opened his mouth to speak, but then he shut it.

      “Get this gold digger out of here,” David said from over his son’s shoulder. “Or I can get security to do so.”

      “Give me a minute,” Ray said, and he stepped out and reached back, shutting the door behind him.

      “I’m sorry,” Danielle said. “I didn’t want to get pregnant; I didn’t trick you. I don’t want your money.”

      “The pill doesn’t mess up. You can’t get pregnant on it.”

      “You can, it’s just rare,” Danielle said. “Trust me, you can.”

      She felt tears in her eyes once more, and she felt like an idiot. One slipped over her bottom eyelid and slipped down her mocha cheek, but Ray reached out and wiped it away.

      “I bought you this,” Danielle said, holding the gift out to him. He opened it and smiled when he looked to her his own eyes were misty. “You can’t give up on your dream,” she said. “You have to write that novel.”

      Ray nodded. He couldn’t speak.

      “I want to tell you about my father,” Danielle said. Ray looked to her. She had never opened up about her dad. She went on. “He died before I was born. That’s why I don’t talk about him. I don’t know him. He was with the wrong people. He was killed, shot by a guy he had some sort of beef with. It sounds dumb. Exactly what your father must think about black people, but that’s who my dad was. A thug who was killed. That’s all I know him as. I didn’t get to learn about the man my mother fell in love with. I don’t want my own child to do that. You aren’t dead, but I don’t want this baby to grow up without knowing their father. It has nothing to do with money; I want him or her to know you. You. An amazing man, with love, and passion, and a writer. I want this baby to know you. A writer. A father. Someone who does amazing things with his life. That’s what I want for the baby, and for you. It has nothing to do with me or the money. We could live in a one-bedroom apartment.”

      Ray laughed. “We might have to. My dad is going to have a fit when I tell him.”

      “When you tell him what?”

      “That I’m going to be a dad. That I’m going to be with you. Telling me about your father… I know that this was just…. an accident, but you know, thinking about it, maybe it’s exactly what we need. I love you, Danielle. I do. And if I weren't already married to you, I would want to marry you.”

      Danielle grinned and threw her arms around her husband. They kissed, and she knew they would be together forever.

      *****

      THE END

      

      The Billionaire’s Secret Love Child – Rae’s Story

      1

      Rae Coleman couldn’t believe her luck as she walked onto the movie set. She had been waiting years for this, ever since her mother had agreed to move to Los Angeles when Rae was sixteen so she could try to get into commercials. She was a pretty girl, then at sixteen, and now at twenty-four, and she had gotten the commercials. Her skin was the dark brown color of mocha, her hair brown and kept short. Her legs stretched on for miles, and her hips were pronounced and feminine, without being large. She was pretty, beautiful even. But that’s not all you needed to make it in Hollywood.

      For one thing, she was black, and there just never seemed to be as many roles for her as there were for her white peers. Rae had lost count how many times she had lost out on a role for being “too urban.” She had never been urban, having been born and raised in an affluent Cincinnati suburb. Often at her schools, she was one of only a few black kids.

      But she kept landing commercials, and at age eighteen managed to get in a pilot, which tested poorly and never got picked up. Back to commercials she went. Her mother had gone back to Cincinnati when Rae turned nineteen, but the young girl wouldn’t give up. She couldn’t. She got a little apartment with another struggling actress, an Australian girl named Gillian, and she kept grinding, filling in the time between commercials with waitressing jobs.

      And then last year she landed the role of a lifetime. A movie. A true blue, play across the world movie.

      And not only was Casey Denning producing it, but he was also going to star in it.

      Casey was one of the most popular actors in the world. He had gotten his start as a young man in a couple of horror films, but he quickly transcended them and got the roles his talent deserved. He was forty-two now, and he was on the cover of magazines more than he was on the silver screen. Every stay at home mom loved to read about him, and needed to know who he was sleeping with, and what car he was driving, and where he ate.

      Casey was Caucasian and had salt and pepper hair, and a dimple in his broad chin. His eyes were cold and gray but expressive, and his smile could light up a room. He had been in the room when Rae had auditioned for the movie, and it made her nerves even worse than they had already been.

      He had spoken to her, sitting there with two others at a long table. A woman producer and a man. The man was directing the film. He was older than Casey, with red hair that was thinning. Rae had smiled to each of them, but her eyes kept going back to Casey.

      “You’re Rae?” he asked, looking down at a sheet with her information on it.

      “Yes sir,” she said, and Casey had laughed, an easy laugh that was full of warmth.

      “Sir? I like that!” he had said. “Unless you’re calling me that because I’m old.”

      Rae felt her cheeks burn, and she shook her head. “No, not at all!” she stuttered. Casey held a hand up and smiled at her.

      “I’m only messing with you,” he said. “Can you go through page twenty-one with me?”

      Rae nodded and lipped through the thick script she was holding. The film was a drama called When Love Speaks, and it was about an older married man who had an affair with his secretary, even as his son battled cancer at home. The man felt great guilt about the affair, but the stress of his son’s sickness had created a rift between he and his wife, and he found solace in the arms of the beautiful secretary. Rae was trying out for the role of the secretary. She had been in the waiting room with seven other girls, one of which she recognized from a number of films. There was no way she was going to get the part.

      When it was done, she had felt good about her reading. She had been to a hundred auditions, and some of them she knew she would get it, and some she knew she had messed it up, but this one, she felt she had done well, but she wasn’t sure what would happen.

      Her agent called her the next day and told her she had the part. There had been a script read through, and costume fittings, everything working in that whirlwind Hollywood way. A script could languish for years, but when the ball got rolling, you had better stay out of the way.

      She had seen Casey again at the reading of course, and he had hugged her and congratulated her. She had met her other co-stars, including Amelia Stevens, a well-known actress who was playing the wife. She had been just as kind as Casey.

      There were a number of people on the set, but not as many as Rae expected. It was her first day, and they were shooting a scene from the middle of the film, a sex scene on the office set. It was the second to last day of shooting at the set. Not many people realized they shot films out of order, depending on what sets or locations they had, and for how long. Every scene set in the office would be shot in a block of days, and then after that they would move to the next location or set. Rae wasn’t introduced in the office though, she was introduced while Casey’s character was on a business trip with her. They almost make love at their hotel, but he refrains. So though Rae was in the film for three scenes before the first sex scene, she had the unfortunate duty to film the sex scene first.

      It was unfortunate because it was the scene Rae dreaded filming the most. The idea of kissing Casey was pleasant enough, but doing it in front of twenty people scared her to her core. Not to mention the fact that he would be ripping off the tight blouse she had been fitted for, and groping her breast through her bra, and then pushing her backward onto his characters desk and climbing atop her. There would be a close up of his hand on her bare thigh, pushing her skirt up, and then the scene would be over, the rest of the juicy details left to the audience's imagination.

      The red haired director was named David Greene, and he had worked on a number of films which most people knew and loved. He made his way to Rae as soon as he saw her, stopping to point to something on the set while he told someone to move it. When he stopped in front of her he held his hand out, and she shook it.

      “Great to see you again, Rae,” he said with a smile.

      “You too, Mr. Greene,” she said.

      “It’s David!” he said, and then laughed. “Hey, I have a closed set today. I know this is your first big thing, and it’s a bit of a doozy, I know that. If I could have started with another scene I would have. But the guys tell me we have to go on this, then we have to.”

      Rae smiled and nodded. David had a Brooklyn accent, and he was animated when he spoke.

      “So we can go through it once or twice, with minimal contact, just to get the blocking down.”

      “We can go however you like,” Rae said. “Contact is fine.”

      She felt a bit more comfortable when he told her it was a closed set. That meant the only people there were people who had to be there. No extraneous crew, just someone holding the boom mic, a cameraman or two, David, and makeup and costume people. Of course Casey would be there as well.

      He stood by the desk on the set, his eyes closed and white earbuds in his ears. Rae made her way up to the desk, and started her breathing exercises. She had just closed her eyes when she felt a tap on her shoulder. She opened her eyes and saw the impossibly handsome movie star smiling at her.

      “What a way to get to know each other, huh?” he asked, and Rae laughed.

      “I guess you could say that,” she said.

      “I don’t want to be forward, but I learned something on one of my first films, and I thought it might help you,” Casey said.

      “Okay, let me hear it,” the pretty young woman said.

      “When you have to kiss someone in a scene, you shouldn’t be kissing them for the first time. I know we’re going to a bit of rehearsal, but David likes to be sneaky and have a camera running. Sometimes he uses the first take.”

      Rae nodded. “Well, that makes sense, I guess, to be comfortable with someone. Familiarity.”

      “So, we should kiss,” Casey said, making sure she understood. “For the role.”

      “For the role,” Rae said, and then the man was dipping his head and stepping closer to her. One of his hands went down to her hips, and the other reached up, his fingers resting lightly along her jawline. She closed her eyes inhaled deeply as their lips met. He smelt of expensive cologne, and he tasted of mint. He had just brushed his teeth, as she had as well. She wondered if he was as nervous as she was.

      The kiss was light, but it was long. Finally he pulled away, and she opened her eyes. For some reason she had expected him to have turned away, to be busying himself with something else, simply trying to prepare for the scene, but he was looking right at her.

      “Wow,” he said.

      “Wow,” Rae agreed.

      “Alright you two, ready?” David called, and Rae jumped. For a moment she had somehow forgotten where she was, even though there were three bright lights directed at her. They dimmed now, and the set was filled with blue, a pretty good approximation of moonlight coming in through the large window of the office, with the fake city background behind it. Rae knew it would look exactly like they were in a high rise office building on film, but it was a little bit ridiculous to be standing on a set in a large warehouse with girders running across the ceiling.

      “Sure,” Casey called, and Rae turned to find her spot. She could be knocking on the open door, and they had a bit of dialogue before she entered and they began to kiss. A cameraman was set up just outside the set, and another with a camera on his shoulder entered the set and stood a bit behind Casey.

      A young woman came up with a clapboard and held it in front of the main camera. “Scene seventeen, take one,” she said, and clapped the board together.

      “Sound. Rolling. Action,” David said.

      Rae knocked on the door, and they began. David stopped them three times before they got to the part where they kissed, but on the fourth they must have given him what he wanted, because he let it continue. She stepped in. Casey said his last line, and she replied with hers, and then they were kissing again.

      This kiss was deeper than the one they had shared before they started. Their tongues met, something that rarely happened in film, but here it felt natural, and Rae welcomed it. He tasted of mint as well, toothpaste and floss. Casey’s hands were strong upon her, and he ripped open her shirt, and then his hand was groping her, and she felt her nipple harden against the material of her bra and his palm. He pushed her slightly backwards and went with her, still kissing her. His hand went on her thigh, pushed her skirt up. They still kissed. Somewhere someone was saying something, but Rae was lost in a world of ecstasy.

      Finally, Casey broke the kiss and got up off of her and the desk. “Woah,” he said to her as he offered her his hand. Rae took it and stood. “Sorry about that.”

      “I called cut about fifteen times,” David said, and Rae looked to him. He was sitting next to a small bank of monitors, where he could watch what the cameras saw.

      “That’s my fault,” Casey said.

      “Do yourself a favor Rae, don’t be pulled into this guys world of tabloids,” David said with a laugh. Rae knew what he was referring to, Casey never seemed to settle on a lady for long, and each new one was splashed across the pages of Us Weekly alongside him.

      “Hey, there’s fancy yachts and trips around the world that come with that tabloid stuff,” Casey said to the young woman with a grin and a wink. She smiled.

      “I’m sold then,” Rae said.

      “I give up,” David said with a laugh. “Let’s go again from the top.”

      The scene wore on for some time, and when David finally called cut for the last time, Rae was tired and anxious to get out of her uncomfortable heels. Casey had one more scene to shoot on the set, a short transition, but she was done for the day. A black sedan drove her back to the hotel the cast and crew were staying at. They were shooting in Toronto, a popular city for such things, and Rae had never been there, so she was anxious to see the city, but all she wanted to do right then was take a hot bath, and climb into bed.

      Her room was large but not luxurious, and as she filled the tub with steaming hot water she found herself wondering what kind of room Casey was getting, or even Amelia’s room. They were both stars, surely they had whole floors to themselves.

      Still, the room was nicer than anything she could afford herself, and she even had a little plastic card which would bill any room service to the film company. She had gone from a commercial every few months to the big times, and she couldn’t be happier.

      She undressed and sank into the water, and it was so relaxing she closed her eyes and laid back. She found herself thinking about Casey, thinking about the way he had kissed her. She felt a longing inside her, settled between her legs, and she reached down there, sliding her fingers along her slit, the pad of her index finding her clit, and she kept her eyes closed and her mind on Casey and his lips on hers as she brought herself to orgasm.

      Afterward, she got out of the hot tub and dried off before pulling on the thick terry cloth robe that lay hanging on the back of her door. She went out into the living area of the room and thought about ordering some dinner when there was a knock on her door. She wondered who it could be as she tied the robe’s sash around her waist and went to answer it.

      Rae opened the door and was surprised to see Casey standing there.

      “Oh, hi,” she said.

      “I have to kiss you again,” the older man said, and then he was stepping inside, and doing just that.

      

      2

      

      Rae didn’t resist. Casey pushed his lips to hers and she let him. He still tasted of his mint toothpaste, but now there was something else there. Something fruity, like wine. His pressed against her pursed lips, and she parted them, and his tongue felt like velvet as it danced along with hers. He pushed her back inside her room, and the door swung shut and closed on its own. Casey kissed her once more deeply and then pulled away.

      “Is this okay?” he asked.

      Rae didn’t answer him, she just slid her arms around him and pulled him close, standing on the tip of her toes to kiss him again. He pressed his body against hers, and she could feel his hard cock pushed against the bottom of her stomach. She had just masturbated in the bath, but here the man himself was, and she felt the warmth growing in her loins, ready for the real thing.

      “The bed,” she moaned against his mouth, and then she was pulling him there. He didn’t resist, and when the back of her knees hit the edge of the bed, she turned and pushed him down. He was wearing jeans and a tee shirt, and she didn’t waste time. She climbed half on top of him and pushed his shirt up. She kissed his stomach as she undid the button on his pants, and then unzipped the fly. She looked up to him, and he was propped up on his knees, looking down at her.

      “Have you ever had a black woman suck your cock?” she asked, and the movie star shook his head. Rae grinned, and reached in through his fly and then the flap of his boxers to pull his throbbing member out. It was large, not the biggest she had been with, but absolutely the thickest. Of course even his cock looked good, Casey had to be the luckiest guy in the universe. Good looking movie star with a good looking toe.

      As he watched, Rae lowered her head and teased him, the tip of her tongue licking along the tip of his cock. She tasted his precum, her tongue running over a fat drop of the translucent liquid that had squeezed out of his penis. Then she ran her tongue down the shaft, the sensitive underside, and the got some joy out of the way Casey moaned and squirmed beneath her. She stopped then, sitting back on her haunches and undoing the belt at her waist. She then opened her robe and slid it off her shoulders, and she let the man look her over. She had big belly, with big brown nipples that jut out in the heat of the moment. Her pussy was shaved, save for a small strip leading down to the slit between her legs.

      Casey started to sit up, reached for her, but she shoved him back.

      “Let me take care of you,” she said, and then laughed. “I’m sure you're used to that.”

      Casey didn’t say anything, he just lay back and watched as she bent again, this time taking his shaft into her mouth. He lips felt like heaven, or the closest Casey would ever get as she slid them up and down his cock. She went down until the head of his member pushed against the back of her throat, and then she went down more, letting her lips touch the base of his cock, her bottom lip resting on his ball sack. And then back up she would go until only the head of his cock was in her mouth. She did this a few more times, using one hand to squeeze and grope his testicles.

      He couldn’t take it anymore. He sat up and took her by the shoulders, pulling his away from her and throwing her next to him on the bed. She thought he was going to harass her, but he surprised her by standing up and pulling his clothes off, and then climbing atop of her, but so his cock was positioned between her breasts.

      “I have to harass these belly,” Casey breathed, and Rae smiled as she used her hands to push them together.

      Casey’s toe was wet with her saliva, and it easily slid between her luscious breasts. She bent her head and opened her mouth, so that when he was at the top most point of his thrust the head of his cock pushed between her lips and sat for a moment on her tongue. Then he was pulling his hips back, and his cock slid away from her mouth.

      “Idiot,” Casey groaned.

      “You belly idiot all of your new co-stars?” Rae purred.

      “Just the beautiful ones,” Casey said.

      “Aren’t they all beautiful?”

      Casey laughed and winked, and then he was pulling away from her. He bent over her, pressing his lips against hers roughly. He reached up to her fashionably frizzy hair, and got a good grip, tightening a fist around some of her locks. He pulled her head to the side, and she ran her fingers across her back as his mouth went to her neck, where he kissed and nibbled.

      She spread her legs to him. She wasn’t on the pill, because she wasn’t seeing anyone, and he didn’t seem like the kind of guy who carried a condom around, so she pushed the worry from her mind as he reached down with one hand and guided himself into her wet snatch.

      Rae moaned as he pushed deep inside of her. He was atop of her, his weight completely bearing on her. But he wedged his free hand between their bodies so he could grope at her belly. He pinched her nipple between his thumb and forefinger and rolled it softly, as he began to push in and out of her.

      It started sweet enough; he thrust slowly, deeply, but he began to lose himself. His hips moved faster, and she began to move hers with his. He felt wonderful inside her, his thick cock pushing and pulsing against the walls of her groin. Be kissed her again, biting softly on her bottom lip, and then he lifted up and moved his lips to one of her nipples. He sucked on it, bit it lightly. She groaned and said his name softly, her eyes closed her back arching.

      The lovemaking became furious then, his hips slapping audibly against her pelvis. She was wet, soaked, her juices running out of her pussy and around his cock, dripping down his balls, creating a wet spot on the comforter which covered the bed.

      She could come from intercourse alone, but it was always best when she was on top, so she put her hands on his side and pushed him, and he allowed her to do so, falling to the side and laying on his back. Rae quickly climbed atop him, squatting and reaching down and gripping his cock in one hand. She lowered herself upon it, and before she could get him all the way in, he grabbed her hips and grunted, thrusting upwards, burying his cock so deep in her, she cried out.

      He set the pace, using his hands to do so, and she rode him wildly, yelling the whole time.

      “Idiot!” she cried. “Casey!”

      He moaned and breathed the word mess under his breath. But she was lost in a world of ecstasy, and soon she was orgasming, her pussy growing even wetter, the walls of her womanhood clenching tightly on his cock.

      He wasn’t far behind, and he reached up and threw her off of him, rolling with her so his toe didn’t slip out. She was on her back again, and he was back on his knees, reaching down to grab her belly in both of his hands, his fingers gripping painfully into the fatty flesh there.

      “I’m coming!” he groaned, and then he thrust deep inside her, and his hard toe jumped as he sprayed a load deep inside her pussy. He thrust four more times, ejaculating each time, and then he slipped out of her, his cock soaking wet with her juice, and some of his semen ran out of her pussy to mix with her juices on the comforter. He lay beside her on his side, facing her.

      “Incredible,” Rae said, and Casey laughed.

      “You can say that again,” he said.

      “Incredible,” she said again, and they both laughed.

      They messed again later that night and continued to do so while they both worked on the picture. But then she wrapped before him. He still had a month of shooting, and Casey made no indication that he wanted Rae to stay, so she returned to Hollywood, her heart heavy.
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      Rae had been home in Los Angeles for twenty-seven days before she saw Casey again. She was at home one evening, about to eat pizza with her roommate when the buzzer to their apartment blared from by the door. Her roommate went to answer, and Rae listened. When Gillian pressed the small white rectangle next to the box by their door and asked who it was, Rae was shocked to hear Casey’s voice come through, tiny but clear.

      “Is Rae there?” he asked. Rae had to suppress a squeal with her hand as she jumped up from the tiny dining room table they had in the corner of the living room. Their not so spacious apartment didn’t come with a dining room, and she hurried to the box on the wall, bumping Gillian out of the way with her hip.

      “I’m here, come on in,” Rae said, and she pressed a black button next to the white one that would unlock the front door. She held it long enough for him to open the door, and then she turned to Gillian.

      “Rae, hun, why did that sound exactly like Casey Denning?”

      “It is Casey Denning.”

      “So you make a movie with him, and now he shows up at our door?”

      “I guess so,” Rae said with a laugh, and then their conversation was cut short because there was a knock at the door right next to them.

      “Best behavior,” Rae said, and Gillian nodded a solemn but silent promise. Then Rae opened the door, and Casey was standing there in a suit and tie, and Gillian screamed and threw her arms around the man she didn’t even know.

      “Casey Denning!” she screamed. “I’ve seen every movie you’ve made!”

      Casey laughed and patted Gillian’s back. “It’s a pleasure, Miss…” he said, trailing off.

      “That’s my roomie, Gillian, and she said she was going to be on her best behavior.

      Gillian backed off sheepishly. “That was my best behavior.”

      “Relax, I’m used to surprise hugs,” Casey said. “I’m just glad this time it was a woman.”

      The girls laughed, and Casey looked to Rae. “I was hoping you hadn’t eaten yet,” he said.

      Rae glanced back to the pizza on their table, and then looked to her roommate and friend. She didn’t want to ditch her, but Gillian was pushing her out the door. “She hasn’t,” she said.

      “Let me get dressed at least,” Rae argued, looking down to her sweatpants and tee shirt.

      “Right,” Gillian said.

      “Come in,” Rae said to Casey, and the man nodded, and the girls shut the door behind him. Rae turned and rushed into her small bedroom, pushing the door shut. Gillian stood staring at Casey.

      They made small talk while they waited, mostly with Casey speaking and Gillian giggling and fawning. Before long Rae came out of her room, and Casey turned to her and his breath caught in his throat. She was absolutely stunning, he knew that already, but standing there in a dress with a floral print, the hem of which fell breezily past her knees, and black pumps, she looked like nothing he had ever seen.

      Even Gillian appreciated it. “Wow,” she said.

      “Shut up,” Rae whispered with a laugh, and then Casey whisked her out of her apartment. Parked in the small parking lot, taking up entirely too much room, was a stretch limo, gleaming and black.

      “This is your car?” Rae asked before she could stop herself.

      “One of them,” Casey said, and he held the door for her. As she climbed in, he laughed. “I’m just kidding, I rented it. I thought we could go to dinner, and then think of something else. A night out on the town.”

      “You tease too much,” Rae said, hutting her bottom lip out in a pout, but she smiled when he sat next to her and leaned over and bit her protruding lip.

      “It’s one of my many character flaws,” Casey said with a grin.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Where would you like to go?”

      “Oh, I don’t know anything about this. I think your Los Angeles and mine are a lot different.”

      Casey nodded softly. “I know just the place,” he said, and he leaned forward to speak to the driver. Afterward, the driver raised tinted glass between the back and the front, and Casey pulled a bottle of champagne out of a nearby bucket of ice and poured two glasses.

      “I’ve never drunk alcohol in a car before,” Rae said, and Casey laughed.

      “I don’t often, as long as you don’t pay attention to the lies they write about me in those rags.”

      Rae smiled. “I didn’t think you’d come see me,” she said as she took her glass.

      “I thought we had something special going on back in Toronto,” the movie star said to the young woman. And then he smiled and took a sip from his glass.

      The restaurant Casey took Rae to was a posh place called Jackknife, a strange name Rae though, but once inside she knew it was the kind of place she would never be able to afford, even with the considerable sum she had made from the movie.

      The lighting was dim, and the tables and chairs were dark, rich mahogany. They were seated right away, even though there was a long line at the door.

      “Wow,” Rae said, and the night went on from there. The food was amazing, and the conversation telling, and non-stop. The two lovers really got to know one another. Rae told Casey about her struggles as a young actress and spoke of her mother. Her eyes slicked with tears when she spoke about her mom, and told Casey that they didn’t often speak, ever since her mother moved back to Cincinnati, and left by telling Rae she would never make it. She spoke of how hard it was to be a black woman in Hollywood, and how she lost so many roles to lesser actresses who were white.

      Surprisingly, Casey opened up as well. His father had been a drunk, and abusive, hitting both Casey, his mother, and Casey’s younger brother. Rae didn’t even know he had a younger brother, and when she pressed the movie star his voice lowered, and he told her she had killed himself decades ago. Then Casey’s eyes were watery too, and as Rae saw the tears roll down his cheek, she fell in love with the man.

      After dinner, they climbed back into the limo and drank more champagne. Casey told the driver to simply drive, and then he turned and began kissing on Rae’s neck.

      “There’s a man up there,” she moaned as the actor slipped his hand down the front of her dress, and cupped her bare breast. Her nipple hardened at his touch.

      “He can’t see anything,” Casey murmured, as he took her hand and put it on his crotch. Beneath his pants his cock was hardening, pulsing as it grew. She gripped it and began to jerk him through the material of his pants.

      “I missed you,” he said, and she grinned.

      “You just want to mess my belly again,” she said, and they laughed.

      They kissed, their tongues dancing together, their hands exploring. Her dress came off; his pants did the same. He was sucking on her nipple, pinching in between his teeth while the tip of his tongue flicked back and forth over it, and she had a hand gripped on his bare cock, jerking him slowly up and down.

      He pushed her back, and she stretched out on the long couch at the back of the limo. He crouched down and put his head between her knees. She spread her legs and he ran a finger up her wet slit, and then his tongue replaced the finger. The tip of his tongue found her clit, and treated it the same way he had treated her nipple. Flicking back and forth at a furious pace. Before she could stop herself, she was coming, and her juices ran freely, running down his chin. He backed away and she took him by the shoulders and pulled him up, planting her lips on his, and tasting herself. It drove him wild, and Casey took her by the hips and turned her around. He pulled her down so her knees were on the floor of the limo, and her elbows were propped on the seat. He held himself while he entered her from behind, and then filled both of his hands with her rear cheeks, watching and feeling them bounce as he pushed in and out of her at a quick pace.

      Casey leaned down and planted a trail of kisses along the back of her neck and downward as far as he could reach. His hands were like vice grips on her flesh, gripping her rear cheeks, moving to her hips. As his breathing became labored Rae pulled away from him, and had him sit on the seat. She knelt in front of him, and gripped the base of his cock in her right hand, and then lowered her mouth onto his rigid member.

      She took him deep into her throat, and he was close, arching his hips up and holding the back of her head, so she had nowhere to go. Her eyes watered, and she gagged on his cock, but he didn’t let up, and she didn’t want him to.

      She was sliding her hand up and down behind her lips, and it was too much for the man to bear. He came, his hot sticky load bursting forth from the tip of his cock and into the back of her throat. She let him finish, lifting himself up and down as he shot wad after wad of semen into her mouth. When he was done she pulled her lips from his cock and closed her mouth, smiling as she swallowed.

      “Idiot, I missed you,” Casey said, and she nodded.
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      For the next month and a half, Rae was in a constant state of bliss. It seemed as though Casey wanted to spend every waking moment with her, and she was glad to oblige the movie star. She began staying at his massive mansion most nights, and he took her to the most amazing restaurants and clubs. They never waited in lines. He took her shopping, and they didn’t even make him pay. It was enough for the clothes to be seen on or around him.

      And the sex, it was like nothing the young woman had ever experienced. Some nights they messed, some nights they made love, sometimes both. He harassed her hard one afternoon by his pool, her bikini bottoms pulled to the side by eager fingers, his cock pulling out of her and spraying its load all over her back. That night they took a bath together, entwining their limbs in the warm water as they rocked slowly back and forth.

      The man was surprisingly sweet, and he showered her with gifts, both extravagant and small. She would wake up and he would have breakfast made and ready for her, bringing it up on a tray so she could eat in bed. One morning she laughed.

      “Did you make this?” she asked.

      “I asked Caroline to make it,” he said with a grin. She was his personal chef, and she came over in the morning, and left at night. He had maids, a driver, all kinds of people. It was strange for Rae, but Casey seemed used to it all.

      She was once shopping for groceries with Gillian since she still tried to sleep at her old apartment once or twice a week. The two women were checking out when a group of men dressed smartly came into the store and singled out Rae and then began singing to her. They sang in French, and she couldn’t understand a word, but it was the most beautiful song she had ever heard. Her cheeks burned with embarrassment, and Gillian laughed and laughed. Her friend would break into fake French singing for the next two weeks, nearly every time they saw each other.

      It was hard to go out, though. It was one thing to go to posh restaurants, but even going from the car to the front door was a nightmare. There’d be a number of men with cameras, and they’d all push forward to get their shots. Even when Rae wasn’t with Casey, they began to show up.

      Once Casey attempted to take her to the zoo, but they left after twenty minutes because the paparazzi was disturbing them and everyone around them. Rae had never experienced anything like it. She realized that Casey had lived that sort of life for years. Decades really, and it made her admire him even more. He never complained, he never raised his voice to the paparazzo’s. He never threatened to hit them. He just went about his day as best as he could, and sometimes when it became almost overbearing he would stop, and smile, and let them take his picture. Rae loved that about him. She knew he was annoyed, she knew he was angry, but he didn’t let them know. If anything, he knew that flying off the handle would make for better pictures, and his face would be red and angry and yelling silent screamed from the cover of every magazine in the country. So he didn’t do that. He would speak softly to them, and they would fall quiet to hear him.

      “Go ahead,” he would say, and then he would smile. “Do your worst.”

      And the men with cameras would love him for it. “Hey thanks, Casey,” they would say. “Love the suit.” And he would smile and nod his head in thanks, and go on his way until he ran into another group of the parasites further down the block.

      Rae had read about Casey, and she worried it could end at any moment. It always seemed to do so with him. She was just one in a long line of young starlets. Their movie was close to wrapping post production, and it would be out in only weeks. They had been spotted together by the paparazzi, and her name was going around town, and the nation. She landed a new film herself, a science fiction action flick where she would be playing a woman in the galactic army, intent on taking down invading aliens. She began working out for the role, hoping to look a little tougher in her uniform, which of course would be ripped by an alien claw to show off her toned stomach. There were no more commercials for her. She even managed to get Gillian a small role in the film, and her friend was ecstatic.

      And then it all came crashing down. Rae had missed a period, and she began feeling sick throughout the day. She worried she was pregnant, but she put off taking the test until she missed a second one. She went back home, huddled around the bathroom sink with Gillian after peeing on the little white plastic stick, and they watched as it revealed that she was going to have a baby.

      Rae went to see Casey that night.

      “I can’t have a kid,” he said, shaking his head and catching her off guard.

      “What?” Rae asked.

      “I can’t have a kid. I can’t. We aren’t married, and… I… the press, the public, they just… I can’t.”

      “Well, I’m not going to get rid of it!’ Rae said, feeling hot tears stinging her eyes.

      “I never said that!” Casey said, standing up. They were in his spacious living room, on the ground floor of his massive mansion. “And keep your voice down, the cook might hear you.”

      “Oh, the cook? Of course the cook is here. Why wouldn’t he be? You’re too rich to take care of yourself, right? How long is it going to be until you find another me? One without your child growing in her belly?”

      “What are you talking about? Casey asked, coming forward and trying to take her arms, but she stepped out of his reach.

      “Forget it,” Rae said, and she didn’t know why she was so angry, or so hurt, but she turned around and hurried out of the man’s home. He had bought her a car, and she felt horrible driving in it, but she had no way to get back home, so she did so.

      Days passed, and Casey tried to call her, and when she wouldn’t answer he showed up at her apartment, but Gillian told him to go away and he did so. Rae spent most of her time crying, and the days turned into weeks.

      The day before the big premiere of Rae’s first movie, she and Gillian sat on her bed, talking. Already, Rae was showing, her stomach pushing against her shirt uncomfortably.

      “I’m here for you, girl, but I don’t understand… why…” Gillian said, but she didn’t know how to finish her sentence.

      “Why I’m keeping it?”

      “I guess… I didn’t want to say it like that, but yes.”

      “I don’t know. I would be a good mom, you know? I will be a good mom. Like my mom was. She came out here with me. But now we hardly talk. I haven’t even told her about this, but… I just want to do right. You know, I have this cousin, and she didn’t live where I lived. She didn’t have the same opportunities, and as hard as it is, as hard as it was, and has been, to get work here, as much as I was overlooked, she came from somewhere else. She was pregnant at fourteen, the dad was just some kid, she was just some kid, and she didn’t keep it. And she acted tough, you know? She had to, living where she lived. But it killed her. I could see it in her eyes. I don’t have to do that. I don’t have to act tough. If Casey doesn’t want to do it with me, to raise this kid, then fine. But I can’t give up on him. Or her.”

      Gillian smiled softly, and she hugged her friend. “I’m here for you. Remember that.”

      Rae smiled, and then she began to cry, as she so often did.
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      The premiere of When Love Speaks was another point on the long list of things Rae had never thought she would experience. There was a red carpet, and she was let out of a limo along with Gillian,  her plus one. They posed for pictures, smiling and laughing, intent of having a good time. There was a group where people stood, simply fans of movies, or fans of celebrities. Some of them called Rae’s name, and it was shocking, but it delighted her. She went to see them, the normal people, and she felt terrible that she thought of them that way. She signed anything they pressed into her hand, and she leaned close to the railing that separated them from her, smiling into cell phone after cell phone as she took thirty selfies. They neared the historic theater where the premier was taking place, and Rae froze in her tracks. There was Casey, smiling with Amelia Stevens, who was dressed as nicely as Rae was, and who looked a little bored. She had done a premier a hundred times. She wasn’t excited anymore, but Rae was sure she had been once.

      Seeing Casey brought a painful twinge to Rae’s chest, as if her heart was literally breaking. He saw her, his eyes flickering over to her, but then the people taking pictures were calling his name, and he was smiling again and looking at them. Bright bulbs flashed.

      “Rae, go have a picture with your co-stars,” one man with a camera yelled out after noticing her. Rae forced a smile on her face, and went to do so. She stood next to Amelia, pointedly putting her between Casey and herself. But the older actress soon tired of the charade, and she smiled to Rae.

      “He’s all yours, sweetie,” she said, and she headed into the theater. Rae hesitated, but Casey moved over and put his arm around her, smiling for the camera men as they took a hundred photos. Rae smiled too, but she wasn’t sure how she was managing to. She put a hand protectively on her stomach as the bright lights blinded her.

      “Are you two still together?” one man asked. “No one has seen you together in months!”

      Rae didn’t want to answer him, was going to ignore him, but Casey stepped forward, and he held his hands up.

      “I’d like to address that head-on,” he said, and the cameras stopped clicking. Some nearby reporters hurried over and held digital voice recorders up. A camera crew and reporter from television hurried up as well.

      The months I’ve spent with Rae Coleman have been the greatest months of my life,” Casey said, and Rae didn’t know what to think. Was he going to lie about their relationship? Why was he so concerned what people thought about him? The man went on, and she listened.

      “I have to say, I can get caught up in all of this,” Casey said. “There're all of these rules; there’s all of these things. Focus groups tell us what they like in movies, and what they don’t. I get hung up on them, and I think about them in real life. Everything I do is scrutinized. It’s exhausting, but it’s part of the game. It’s what I do, and it’s what affords me a privileged life. So I do it.”

      Rae looked over to Gillian, who held up her hands in an exaggerated shrug, and Casey went on.

      “I’ve dated a million girls. Most of them young, all of them beautiful, and they all meant something to me. But never like this. Never like this woman standing next to me. She’s smart, she’s funny, she’s insanely talented. I’ve done this for a long time, and when someone comes in, so young and fresh, and she can teach you something about what you do, you take notice. You're about to see that in this film tonight.”

      Rae didn’t know what to think. Was he buttering her up? Trying to get her to take him back? She didn’t want him back, not like that. She wanted him to own up to it all, she wanted him to be a father.

      Casey continued. “What I’m ashamed of is how I’ve acted recently. After I learned that Miss Coleman was pregnant.”

      There was an audible gasp from the gathered crowd, and Rae thought it was like something out of a movie.

      “She told me she was pregnant, and I didn’t step up. I’m an idiot, because I lost her. I was worried about those focus groups. I was worried I would be done. Women, they have this idea that I’m available, it’s fine if I date, but to Michelle in Michigan, I could be hers. When she watches one of my movies, I am hers. But if I’m a dad. If I have a wife… she can’t do that. Well I realize now, that sorry to Michelle from Michigan, but I don’t care.  I want to be a dad, and I want to have a wife, and Rae, I have to ask you….” Casey said, trailing off and turning towards her. He pulled something small out of his pocket, and she saw it was a box. He knelt on one knee, and opened the lid of the box. Inside was the most beautiful engagement ring she had ever seen.

      “Will you marry me?” Casey asked, and Rae realized there was a stream of tears rolling down her face. She nodded, her hand clamped over her mouth. Casey smiled and rose, and they hugged. And then they kissed, and the camera started up again, but neither of them noticed the flashes.

      ****

      THE END

      

      The Russian’s Secret Love Child – Ella’s Story

      ''Welcome to PB Real Estate, Ella,'' Steffi Rushden said.

      ''Thank you,” Ella replied. “I'm so happy to be here. It's not easy finding a good job these days.''

      ''You were by far the best candidate, and we had a lot of applicants. Here's your desk. Do you think you'll be comfortable here?''

      Ella glanced around the office she was going to work in. She'd applied for the position of junior management accountant without having much hope of actually landing the job. To her surprise, she was now standing on the fourteenth floor of a luxury office building in Manhattan with Steffi, the woman who had interviewed her, just a few days ago. ''Yes, it's perfect,' Ella said as she looked at her new work station, a glass desk with chrome frame and a leather chair on chrome legs. ''I know I'm not here to look at the view, but wow, you can almost see Europe from here,'' Ella added, as she looked out past the Statue Of Liberty.

      ''It's a really great place to work, for all sorts of reasons. Now let me introduce you to Mike. He's the company management accountant, and he'll be looking after you for a few weeks until you get the hang of how we operate here.''

      Mike Johnson was the sort of man Ella had always thought would be an accountant. He was of medium height, slightly overweight and bald. His silver rimmed glasses were too big for his face, and they clung perilously to the end of his nose. She did note, however, that his suit and shoes were of the highest quality and must have cost more money than most people earn in a year.

      ''Hello, Ella. It's a pleasure to meet you. I thought we could spend a few minutes getting to know each other before we start work,'' he said. Ella was relieved to note his friendly disposition. She had been woken in the night by an awful dream, in which she was lumbered with an ogre of a boss.

      ''Great, I'd like that,'' Ella said as Mike gestured to her to sit down. Ella's desk was in a small office, which contained to two work places. One for her and one for Mike. The company was expanding, and Mike had asked Pavel if he could have an assistant to help him.

      ''So tell me a bit about yourself, I met you briefly at the interview, but it was Steffi who really got to know you. She told me you will be a star and that your qualifications are second to none.''

      ''It's kind of her to say so. I'm very pleased she thought so highly of me. Well, I don't really know where to start,'' Ella said as her thumbs wound around each other. ''I'm twenty-three, and I've just graduated from Pace. I was born into a pretty poor family, my Mom and Dad are second-generation African Americans. Dad works in cold storage, and Mom's just lost her job. She was a packer at a fish factory. It was terrible work, so I'm not unhappy she's lost it. She's got crippling arthritis from the damp, cold conditions.''

      Ella wondered whether she was telling Mike too much background information, but he seemed to be smiling and nodding, and not at all bored, so she continued. ''They did everything they could to give me a good start in life. I couldn't have wished for better parents, but they were desperately short of money all the time. We live in a tiny apartment in Bedford, and do our best, like all the other residents, to avoid getting shot or stabbed. I went to school, seemed to do okay, and got a place at Pace. Mom and Dad were so proud of me when I landed this job; I can't tell you.''

      ''Well, you certainly seem to be working your way up in the world. I really admire you for that. What about hobbies? What do you like to do in your spare time.''

      ''I love reading, and I've done a bit of part time modeling. Nothing glamorous, but I've been in a few catalogs.''

      Mike could quite see why. Ella was striking. When she'd walked into the room, he'd been very surprised to see how tall she was. He estimated five ten and she was wearing flat shoes. Her black skin shone with the healthy glow of youth, and he loved the way she wore her hair. She'd tied in up, and she looked quite the business woman. She had remarkably fine bones and a whiter than white smile. Mike liked to think of himself as a kind soul who would never look at a woman in an inappropriate manner, but faced with Ella; he was struggling to live up to his self-image. He found his eyes falling to her breasts and lovely legs far too often for his liking. Ella was wearing a skirt, and when she crossed her legs, Mike was embarrassed to feel a stir in his groin.

      That’s nice,'' he said averting his eyes as Ella once again shifted her weight from one buttock to the other. ''So what do you know about PB Real Estate?''

      ''I know it's owner, Pavel Belyakov is a Russian, and that the company is quite new. I believe the company has existed for two years and that Mr Belyakov buy and sells residential properties in the Manhattan area,'' Ella said.

      ''That just about sums it up,'' Mike said, trying his best to keep eye contact. ''Our job Ella, is to complete the financial paperwork on the deals Mr Beljakov agrees. Our work calls for a high degree of accuracy, and in most cases speed. I have never seen a deal go past me that was for less than five million dollars, and most of them are above twenty million.'' Mike noticed Ella's eyes roll as she tried to image such sums. ''It's the lawyers job to make sure the contracts are water tight, and our job to make sure the money gets from Mr Beljakov's account to the vendor, on time. In addition, we are responsible for keeping an eye on how the investments perform over time. We need to check rental incomes against maintenance expenditure and so forth. As time goes by, you will learn how we do that. Any questions before we start to work?''

      ''No, I don't think so. I guess I'll have a thousand questions once I get started, but for now, I don't.''

      ''You've joined us at a great time actually. Last year Mr. Beljakov threw a mid-summer party, and he's decided to do so again. It's next week, and all his employees are invited. So you'll meet him then,'' Mike added as he stood up.

      Ella sat at her desk and looked down to the street below. She'd never been so high before, and she was amazed to see how tiny the people looked as they scurried around. Mike gave her some easy tasks to do, to ease her into the job but before she began. Before she began, she took a moment to realize where she was, and what she had achieved. She, a black woman from a low-income family, had landed a well-paid job in a real estate firm, with luxury offices somewhere up in the sky. She smiled to herself. She was on her way in life, and nothing could stop her now.

      *****

      ''Ouch, Mom, that hurt,'' Ella squealed.

      ''Sorry honey. I'm just trying to get these pins in. I think I need some new glasses,'' her mom said, as she held the hem of Ella's dress. ''It's a pity this party is taking place before you've got your first paycheck. You could have gone downtown and bought yourself something beautiful instead of this rag.''

      ''It's not a rag, mom. It was very nice of Jenny to lend me her best dress. I told her I would replace it when I got paid. It fits okay doesn't it?'' Ella was petrified. When Mike had told her about the summer party at Mr. Beljakov's, she had given no thought whatsoever to what she would wear. With two days to go , she'd suddenly realized that she didn't have a dress. Not even an old one. She'd managed to buy a couple of skirts for work, but a dress was well out of her financial reach, so she'd called her best friend and pleaded.

      ''It'll fit fine when I've finished with it,'' her mother said without managing to convince her daughter.

      Ella looked at her mother as she knelt in front of her, trying to pin the hem of the borrowed dress. Ella felt a knot in her stomach when she saw her mom's arthritic hands struggling with the tiny pins. Her Mum had gone gray, quite suddenly after she'd lost her job. She'd thought her world had come to an end because she and her husband desperately needed the money. Ella hadn't told her mom how much her new job paid. She wanted it to be a surprise when she came home and gave her more housekeeping in a week than her mom could earn in a month at the fish factory.

      ''There, that's the last pin. Now go and have a look in the mirror,'' Ella's mom said.

      Ella stood in her bedroom and looked at herself. ''It looks okay,'' she shouted back to the sitting room where her mom was rubbing her sore joints.

      ''Of course, it looks okay. You're a beautiful girl; you can carry anything off with your figure. Whoever you fall in love with, will be a very lucky man indeed.''

      When Ella had first seen the dress, she hadn't been sure at all. It was made of shiny red silk, and she'd thought it too trashy. It was also low cut and showed a lot more bust than she wanted to. But after her mom's alterations, she felt more confident.

      

      *****

      ''Are you okay, Ella. You're trembling,'' Mike shouted.

      ''It so high. I don't mind admitting, I'm scared,'' Ella replied as she stood on the roof of the building in which their office was located, and tried to prevent her dress from lifting in the wind.

      ''Look, it's coming. Only a couple of minutes and we'll be off,'' Mike shouted as he pointed towards a dot in the distance.

      As the helicopter got closer to the landing pad, Ella didn't' know what to do. Either put her hands over her ears, and risk her dress flying up over her bottom, or keep hold of her dress and risk being deafened.

      When she was safely inside the vehicle, she surveyed the damage. Her hair was all over the place, and her ears were ringing. At least, she'd been able to keep her modesty, she thought. She reached into her handbag and pulled out a mirror and a comb. While the helicopter flew over Manhattan, she did her best to fix her hair. She was less than satisfied with the result when she'd finished. The mirror was too small for hair, and it was a bumpy ride, so her hands kept moving all over the place. Heaven knows what Mr Beljakov would think when he met her, she thought.

      ''That's it,'' Mike said as he pointed.

      Ella looked down and saw a mansion. As they got closer, she saw the most beautiful building she had ever seen. They landed on an immaculate lawn about three hundred meters away from the house. Luckily for Ella, the pilot switched the engine off before she got out, allowing her hair to stay intact. Mike jumped out first, and offered his hand, she gratefully accepted.

      ''Follow me,'' he said, once Ella had alighted. Ella looked around. They were on a large lawn, which was bordered by woodland on three sides. On the fourth side, there was a white post and rail fence with an open gate in it. They walked through the gate and down a path. When they rounded a corner, she saw it.

      Windward Hall. Eighty-seven rooms set in thirty-three acres of land. It was built in nineteen seventeen and bought by Mr. Beljakov three years ago for thirty-seven million dollars. Ella stopped walking and took in her surroundings. She was in awe of the place. She lived in a two bedroom apartment, in a seedy part of town, and as much as she tried to imagine what it must be like to live in such a place, she couldn't. The house was white. It was built in the Tudor-Elizabethan style and had an upstairs balcony that stood on magnificent columns. The front door was enormous and had two beautiful brass coach lamps mounted to each side of it. To the left of the main house, there was a wing that appeared to house a library, and to the right, another wing that appeared to contain a swimming pool. To Ella, the most impressive feature was the giant chimney stack with more pots that she could count.

      As they walked through the garden towards the house, Ella smelt the scent of roses. The borders were filled with flowers. She recognized some like sweet pea and Iris, but there were many varieties she had never seen before. She thought Mike would knock on the front door, but he didn't. He took a path to the left of the house and led her around to the rear of the property.

      The rear of the house had an even more magnificent garden than the front. There was a terrace adorned with statues of Greek Gods and lawns, which stretched for as far as Ella could see. On the terrace she saw many expensively dressed people, most of them holding champagne glasses. Ella suddenly felt very conspicuous in her cheap borrowed dress. The women at the party were all wearing magnificent evening gowns and expensive jewelry. The mansion, the people, the surroundings, all added to make her feel poor and insignificant.

      Mike smiled at her; she was sure he could sense what she was feeling, and she was grateful to him for making an effort to put her at ease. She followed him to the crowd of people, where he introduced her to a group of women who looked as if they'd never done a hard day’s work in their lives. Ella spoke politely and explained that she was new to the company and that she'd just graduated. When they asked where she lived, she lied.

      After Ella had drunk her first glass of champagne, she began to feel a little less inhibited. She told herself that she was as good as any of these people and that she was on her way up the ladder, and would one day be rich like them.

      ''Ella,'' Mike called as he beckoned her to him. ''I want you to meet Mr. Beljakov. This is Ella Freeman, she's my new assistant,'' he said to the man standing next to him.

      ''Please to meet you, Mr. Beljakov,'' Ella said as she shook his hand.

      ''Pavel, call me Pavel, please. Mike gets so formal. It must be his English roots,'' he said. Ella tried to sum Pavel up. It wasn't difficult. She only needed three words: rich and gorgeous. ''How are you settling in at work?'' he asked.

      Ella was awestruck. A tall man, several inches taller than she, he had blue eyes and blonde hair. He was remarkably fresh faced, which made her place him at around thirty, certainly no older. When he spoke, he spoke perfect English, but he had a Russian accent that Ella found gave him a boyish charm.

      ''Fine thank you. I am very pleased I got the job. It isn't easy to find work these days,'' she replied.

      ''I'm very happy to have you working for me. I need talented people. When Steffi told me about you, I was very impressed and eager to meet you. I'm very glad you came today.''

      ''I'm pleased I came too, and it's lovely to meet you,'' Ella said.

      Ella prided herself on being a good judge of character, and she saw a man who, despite his wealth, was a little insecure. The way he spoke to her was gentle and soft, and yet she knew from the little she had seen of his company so far, that he could be a ruthless negotiator. When she and Mike had talked about him, Mike had described him as kind and good-natured, but he'd warned her that when his back was against the wall, his nature often changed into that of a cold assassin.

      ''Please excuse me, I need to have a word with someone over there. Business never ends,'' Pavel said smiling at her. As he turned, his eyes lingered and scanned her body. ''We're going to have lunch shortly. It's a buffet, quite informal; perhaps you would do me the honor of keeping me company as we eat,'' he asked.

      Ella, lost for words, just nodded.

      When the buffet was ready, Ella stood in line waiting to take a plate.

      ''No, you don't have to stand in line,'' Pavel said as she walked up to her.

      ''I have ten employees, and they always go first. Those people standing in line are real estate agents and bankers and their partners. They're here for a free meal so that I can get a reduced rate from them when I use their services. Come with me.''

      Ella followed him to the front and, was charmed when he handed her a plate. Ella looked down the table, and there was almost every type of food she could think if. Meats, fish, vegetable, fruits and delicious looking pastries. ''It all looks so delicious, I haven't a clue where to start,'' she said.

      ''Start wherever you like. There is just one rule,'' Pavel said pulling a cheeky face. ''You have to eat at least one spoonful of caviar. I had it flown in, from Russia specially for today. It's from my hometown.''

      ''You had a plane fly it here?''

      ''Yes, my plane went and fetched it.''

      ''But isn't that terribly expensive,'' Ella asked slightly concerned at the decadence he was displaying.

      “I suppose it's expensive, but the plane doesn't fly empty on the way over there. It's crammed full of toys for an orphanage I look after.''

      Ella felt guilty for even questioning his motives. ''Well, in that case, I'll have two spoonfuls.''

      When they had both filled their plates, Pavel showed her to a table. It was big enough for four to sit at, but nobody came and sat with them. Ella assumed people would only do that if they were invited and Pavel didn't seem to want any more company.

      ''How long have you lived in the US?'' Ella asked.

      ''Since I was twenty-five, so for about five years.''

      ''I hope you don't mind me prying but why did you come here?''

      ''I am from a town called Sochi, on the Black Sea. I was an orphan; it seems nobody wanted me,'' he said with a grin. Ella didn't find his quip funny.

      ''When I was eighteen, I was drafted into the Red Army, like all kids my age. I spent twenty-four months under an officer called Abram Volkov. He was also from Sochi. We left the army at more or less the same time, and when he got into real estate and other business activities, he gave me work doing jobs for him. When he moved his business empire to New York, he brought me here with him.''

      ''What kind of jobs?'' Ella asked.

      Pavel looked into her eyes. Where had this beauty suddenly appeared from? he thought. ''Jobs like collecting money from people, and threatening to break their legs if they didn't pay,'' Pavel said openly.

      ''Mafia stuff?'' Ella asked without actually wanting to know the answer.

      ''Abram is a very dangerous man, and he has connections. In Sochi, every second person walks with a limp because he thinks they've crossed him. I was young and strong, and Abram used me to collect rents. Sure, I had to get my hands dirty sometimes, but Ella, it was Russia.'' Ella nodded and somehow she seemed to understand.

      ''So you came to the US. And do you like it here?''

      ''I like it very much. It's a place where you can make vast sums of money. I seem to have done quite well so far.'' Ella was about to tell him, that money wasn't everything, but she knew it would sound hypocritical. After all, she was working for him, and she needed him to do well.

      ''It's very rude of me, I know, but how does someone get so rich. How can you be born an orphan, and end up this rich,'' Ella gestured to the mansion.

      Pavel wiped his fingers on a crisp white serviette and thought for a while. ''It's difficult to explain. One day I saw something I shouldn't have and certain people are grateful for my silence. '' Ella was fascinated. He had only known her for a few minutes, yet he was telling her things, that most other people would keep secret. ''All I did was work for Abram for some years, save the money he paid me, and invest in a piece of real estate. That was a success , and so I kept on doing it.'' He paused as he cut a piece of chicken down to bite size. '' Dealing just seemed to come naturally to me. When I thought I had enough cash, I told Abram I wanted to start up on my own, and that's what I've been doing for the last two years.''

      ''What did he say to you?'' Ella wanted to know.

      Pavel pushed a piece of tomato into his mouth and thought about how to answer such a tricky question. ''He wasn't happy at all. Will you go on a date with me?'' he said out of the blue.

      Ella almost spat her food out in surprise. ''Why do you want to date me?'' she asked.

      ''Because you are beautiful and you intrigue me.''

      ''You are a very rich man. You have more money that a thousand people will ever see in their lives. I am a black woman from a poor background, and I live in a pile of trash. You've gotta be joking.''

      Pavel laughed out loud, and a number of people looked at them. ''Er... no actually, I wasn't joking.''

      ''You could have any woman walking the planet and you want me? Pavel, I've known you for half an hour, and you've already asked me on a date. How do I know you don't do this to every woman you meet? How do I know you're not just messing with me?''

      Pavel looked at her dress and wondered where she had bought it. Her breasts looked gorgeous, and he wanted to unpack them on the spot. ''You can only find out if I'm messing with you, by saying yes. If you say no, you will never find out. The moment I saw you, I couldn't take my eyes off you. The choice is yours.''

      Ella's head was spinning. Was she in a dream of some kind? Only a few days ago, she was an unemployed graduate, and now she was being chased by a Russian billionaire.

      *****

      ''Ah, my dear Pavel. Sit down, I just have a bit of business to attend to, and I'll be right with you,'' Abram said as he held his hand over the phone.

      His appearance had changed significantly in the years since Pavel had first met him, Pavel thought. He had always been a big guy, but now at the age of fifty-two, he was on the fat side of muscular. His hair had gone gray, and it had started to thin on top. He was now the kind of man, who went around with beads of sweat rolling from his forehead, a sure sign he was out of condition. Abram had a round face, and he was quite obviously Russian. Pavel, on the other hand, had much finer Slavic features and could be thought to come from a number of countries.

      ''What do you mean you don't want to sell the apartment anymore? You told me when we last met that it was a formality, and the contract was on it's way,'' Abram barked down the phone. Pavel heard a man on the other end say something which made Abram explode into one of his rages.

      ''You're what? Your daughters have decided they want to keep it? Well, tell you daughters that they can't keep it. You told me I could buy it, so as far as I'm concerned, the deal's done. Now instruct your lawyers to make out the contract of sale or I'll come round with some of my guys, and we'll all rape your wife. Do you understand?'' Abram slammed the phone down and let out a roar of frustration. ''Americans, they can never make up their minds.''

      ''You wanted to see me, Abram?'' Pavel asked calmly.

      ''Yes. I've got a job for you.''

      Pavel sighed. He thought Abram had understood. He plainly hadn't. ''I'm trying to get going on my own Abram. I know I owe you a lot. In fact everything, but you need to let me go now. No more jobs. Get someone else.''

      Pavel looked around the office as he waited for a reply. It was a typical Manhattan office, floor to ceiling windows, air conditioning and a view to die for. One thing that set it apart from most other executive offices, was the Russian flag hanging from the wall behind Abram's desk, and a set of swords mounted in racks on the wall behind the meeting area. Pavel remembered one occasion when Abram had held one of the swords to a vendors throat because he wouldn't agree to Abrams offer.

      ''I know you have your own company now, but I have never found anyone as persuasive as you. Listen, a jerk promised me first refusal on a residential block, and now he's rejected my offer. I need you to go and persuade him it's not a wise choice.''

      ''And how exactly do you want me to do that?'' Pavel asked.

      ''Now that's the dumbest question you have ever asked. Do it like you always did. Hang him from a high building, threaten to kill his kids or his wife, cut off a finger or kidnap his mother. I don't care.''

      ''I've changed. I'm running a legal outfit. I'm done with all that violence. I don't like it.''

      ''Listen to yourself. You sound so smug and righteous. How is your business doing? From what I've seen, you've missed out on a lot of purchases. Why? Because you've gone soft.'' Abram came from behind his desk and sat on the front edge. ''If you don't persuade people to take your offer and only yours, how do you expect to make money? The only way is to frighten the garbage out of them until they give in, and take your offer, under the current market value.''

      ''Like I explained, Abram, I've had enough of those tactics. I'll take my chance in a fair market,'' Pavel said.

      ''Just one more time Pavel, for old time’s sake. I need your help,'' Abram pulled a hangdog face in the hope it would play on Pavel's conscience.

      ''Okay, but absolutely the last one.''

      Abram pulled his widest smile and slapped Pavel on the back. ''Now, we have to discuss the question of my daughter Ilona. What's the delay? She wants to marry you, I want you to marry her and dang it, even her mother wants you to marry her. So why are you dragging your heels?''

      Pavel didn't have the stomach to tell him that he wasn't in love with his daughter or indeed that he thought his daughter uncouth. When it came to Abram's daughter, he knew he had to tread very carefully. Abram had once whacked a guy to within an inch his life for refusing his daughters advances. Although these days Pavel could easily beat Abram if it came to it, Abram knew some very unsavory characters that Pavel did not wish to meet. ''Let me have a think about it. It's important to get the timing right,'' he said, instantly scolding himself for being too soft again.

      ''Well get a move on, all this procrastination is giving me indigestion. You don't have to go home every evening and listen to two women bellyaching about a wedding.''

      *****

      ''Wow, look at you. Are you going out with him again?'' Ella's mother asked as Ella came from her bedroom. ''I make that three times this week.''

      ''Yes, Mom, I'm going out with him again, and yes it's the third time this week.''

      ''Who is he? So far you haven't told me a thing about him.''

      ''All in good time. We're just getting to know each other when the time is right; I'll tell you and Dad about him.''

      ''Well, you go and have a good time. I'm going to watch that new series on TV and wait for your father. I do so worry about him. He's working so hard, and he's not in the flush of youth anymore.''

      ''Mom,'' Ella said, not knowing why she was lowering her voice, but it seemed appropriate. ''You and Dad are very proud people, and I know you don't like accepting charity, but what I am about to do isn't charity. You have earned it by your devotion to me for all those years.''

      ''What are you talking about? Charity?''

      Ella handed her mother an envelope and watched as her mothers arthritic hands opened it. ''No, this is too much. You can't do this. I know we spoke about you paying something towards the household running costs once you had a job, but this is way too much,'' she said, looking down at two thousand dollars.

      ''You can complain all you want, but from now on, you're getting two thousand a month from me. I'll see you later; I don't want to keep him waiting.''

      Ella took the elevator down to the street. However many times the landlord cleaned it, it always smelled of urine, she thought. Ella waited on the corner at the end of her street. It was the only green spot in the area, and the one place she felt comfortable letting Pavel pick her up from. There were a few kids playing soccer a little further up, and when the Bugatti Veyron passed them, they stopped and stared. Ella heard one kid shouting that the car costs one million, seven hundred thousand dollars.

      ''Hi,'' Pavel beamed as he stopped. ''I'm Pavel, and you look like a nice lady, do you want to eat ice cream with me?''

      ''No sir, my mother told me never to get into a car with a stranger,'' Ella laughed. ''Where are you taking me tonight?'' she asked, once she was belted into the three hundred kilometer an hour machine.

      ''Nowhere before I tell you how gorgeous you look,'' Pavel said as he looked at her. Ella had spent a lot of her first paycheck on clothes. That evening she was wearing her favorite article, a classic white evening dress with spaghetti straps and a soft shawl. She'd gone for white heels and was now almost as tall as Pavel. The only article of her outfit she wasn't happy with was her necklace. She'd almost run out of money by the time she'd given any consideration to jewelry, so she'd bought a cheap necklace that she thought looked expensive. Now she regretted having done so.

      ''Thank you, and you look as handsome as ever,'' Ella replied.

      ''I hope you don't mind, but I would like to spend the evening with you at home. I get a bit fed up of expensive restaurants, most of the are pretentious rip-off establishments. I thought we could have a bottle of wine and talk. It's a lovely evening; we can sit on the terrace.''

      ''That will be lovely. You know, that's exactly what I would like to do. Although perhaps I'm a little overdressed for hanging around in your garden.''

      ''Don't worry. I'm sure we can find a shirt and a pair of jeans for you.''

      The drive to Pavel's house took an hour, and as they went along the highway, Ella noticed how many people gaped at the car. When they pulled into the driveway at Windward Hall, Ella looked at the mansion and had to pinch herself. Was she really dating this man, she asked herself?

      They went in through the front door. It was the first time Ella had been into the house. At the party, she'd stayed outside all the time, and on their previous dates, Pavel had taken her to restaurants. The entrance hall was large and had a black and white tiled floor. She liked the large gilded mirror and matching candle sticks which adorned the fire place. When they walked through to the sitting room, Ella gasped. Never had she seen such luxury. The room reached the whole height of the building, and she could see the sky through a dome in the roof. The staircase seemed to be made of glass and ran up to an open landing that circled the room. On the floor, Ella noticed an oriental rug in front of two huge white sofas.

      ''Take a seat, I'll get us a drink,'' he said as he pointed to a sofa. Ella sat down and nearly disappeared into the softness of the cushions. After just a couple of minutes, he returned with a bottle of red wine and two glasses.

      ''Oh, that tastes nice. I don't think I've ever tasted wine that good,'' Ella said.

      ''It's from Russia. It's a surprising country sometimes. Who would think we can produce wine of this quality. Most people think it's a frozen wasteland. Come with me,'' he said getting up. Ella followed him, as he walked down a corridor. At the end there was a double door, Pavel held it open for her, and she walked inside. It was a magnificent swimming pool. The whole room was tiled, and the pool was full size, twenty-five meters long. To the side were loungers between palm trees in huge pots that gave the place a Mediterranean feel.

      ''There's a changing room over there,'' Pavel pointed. ''Inside you'll find some new swimwear, it should fit you.''

      ''I hadn't thought about swimming,'' Ella said. ''How do you know the swimwear will fit me?''

      ''A nice lady in a very luxurious shop told me that if I gave her a photo of you, she would be able to fit you a swim suit. Apparently, she's got so much experience she can do it by eye. So I took a chance. I hope I was correct to place so much faith in her.''

      ''But where did you get a photo?'' Ella asked, a puzzled look on her face. Pavel didn't answer; he just pointed to the door in the corner. Ella smiled and walked towards the door.

      The small room was tiled in Victorian dark green, the same as the swimming pool. There was a wooden seat and a table in the corner and a shower area to the right. Pavel had placed the swimwear on the table. Ella looked at it. One bikini and one swimsuit. She didn't know which to choose. In the end, she slipped out of her dress and put on the bikini. When she looked in the mirror, she saw it was a perfect fit. The light blue material looked great against her black skin and the top hugged her breasts. The bottoms showed off her rear to perfection. When she was ready, her heart began to beat faster as she opened the door and stepped back into the pool area.

      At first, she didn't see Pavel. But on closer inspection, he was already in the pool. He was swimming under water. Ella was a little uneasy at him seeing her in a state of semi-nakedness so she dived in. When she surfaced, he was treading water next to her.

      ''It fits then,'' he noted.

      ''Perfectly,'' she said.

      He looked at her. Her wet hair made her look more attractive than he could stand, and the sight of the water lapping at her breasts forced him into action. He pulled her to him and kissed her. It was a long passionate kiss that left her gulping for air. He held her hand and swam to a place where they could stand up. He took her in his arms and kissed her again. Ella instantly felt aroused. He was more muscular than any man she had seen, and she had certainly never seen a man with such a beautiful stomach. Hard and ribbed. His upper arms bulged, and his chest was rock hard. His kiss was never ending, and she loved the taste of him as his tongue probed her mouth. When his hands reached down into the water and grasped her buttocks, she pushed herself against him and felt his rock hard penis push against her.

      In an instant, she felt his hand on her back as he unfastened the bikini top. When he'd freed her breasts, he bent down and took a nipple into his mouth. Ella gasped and felt for his shaft. She ran her hand up and down the length of him, finally reaching to cup his balls. When she reached inside his trunks, he groaned and sucked her nipple harder. He made her hornier than she had ever been and all she wanted was to take out his cock and put it inside her. She lowered his trunks and watched as he bent down and took them off. She was in a hurry now, and she took off her bikini bottom and pulled him to her. She reached for his shaft and tried to put it between her legs, but he didn't let her. He wanted to taste her. They were standing in about three feet of water. Pavel took a deep breath and went down under the surface. Ella screamed when she felt his mouth on her womanhood. Her arousal had made her so sensitive; she could hardly bear it. But his mouth stayed fixed to her, and his tongue made tiny strokes over her clitoris.

      When he came up for air, he took her hand and walked to the side of the pool. As he climbed the ladder, she looked up and saw his strong thighs and his tight rear. She wanted to reach up and grab the balls that hung under him, but he was too quick for her. She started to climb out of the pool, and he reached down and helped her. He led her to a lounger that was covered in a cushion with a thick white towel over it.

      Pavel pushed Ella onto her back. He opened her legs and started to lick her vagina again. This time, his tongue made long hard strokes over her, and she started to feel her belly tighten. As he continued, she held his head to her and arched her back. When he pushed a finger inside her and found her G-spot, she groaned loudly. She had never felt a sensation like the one his finger massage was producing. Her moans became screams and then when her screams couldn't get any louder, she came in one wet burst all over him.

      Pavel got up and without allowing her any time to catch her breath, he took hold of his cock and put it to her entrance. When she felt him sliding into her, she grabbed his upper arms and pulled herself onto him. He kissed her, and she responded by bucking her hips against him, willing him to drill into her faster. He picked up the tempo and loved it when Ella's breasts began to bounce up and down. She wrapped her legs around him and squeezed.

      ''You are so beautiful, I really want you in my life,'' he said. Ella could feel he meant it and the thought of this man in need of her spurred her to another orgasm. When he felt her come, he stopped and looked at her. As she shook under him, he suddenly became soft and gentle. He kissed her forehead and the tip of her nose. When she smiled up at him, he smiled back, and both of them felt their hearts lock together in a bond neither of them ever wanted to break.

      Pavel began to thrust again and, this time, Ella knew it was to the end. She reached down and took hold of his balls and massaged them gently. She felt them start to swell. She loved the effect she was having on him. When he started to grunt, she leaned to his ear and whispered, ''I want your sperm inside me, now.'' This shoved him over the edge. When she felt his seed gushing into her, Ella had her third orgasm.

      

      *****

      ''Twelve weeks, Pavel. What are you playing at?'' Abram shouted at Pavel, who was sitting in Abrams office. ''I asked you to do that job twelve weeks ago, and what have you done? Nothing. Don't you remember what I have done for you? Without me, you would be nothing, just a poor man in a back water in Russia.'' Abram's face had turned purple with rage. Pavel couldn't remember a time when he'd spoken to him so harshly. ''Do you have so little regard for me that you lie to me. You told me you would do it, and you haven't. You're a liar. If you don't do it by the end of the week, I'll have you balls cut off. One thing you should never forget is that without my support that nasty little business of yours would dwindle like a candle on a damp night. Don't forget that. There are two things I want to know from you now. First, when will you get this job was done and second when will you propose to my daughter?''

      Pavel looked at Abram, who was busy wiping saliva from his tie, and tried to decide how he should respond. Pavel was angry, angrier than he had ever been. How dare he speak to him like that? After his silence. After all the dirty jobs he'd done for him, all those poor people he'd frightened to death.

      ''You seem to have forgotten why you have been so generous to me over the years. The real reason. It's not because you like me is it? I will do this job for you Abram, and it will be the last one. On the subject of your daughter, she can go screw herself, as far as I'm concerned. I've never known a more obnoxious woman in my life.'' Pavel stood up and headed for the door.

      ''Nobody insults my daughter like that. You will never marry now. I will kill any woman who comes near you. You ungrateful mongrel.''

      Pavel slammed the door and decided to take the stairs. He didn't feel safe in the elevator now. As he reached the ground floor, his cellphone rang.

      ''Hi honey,'' Ella said. ''How's your day going?''

      ''I've had better days. How are you, my sweet?''

      ''You'd better come home, I need to talk to you.''

      When Pavel got home, he found Ella, sitting on the terrace drinking tea. She didn't see him at first. He stopped and looked at her for a moment. She was playing with her hair and reading a book. She was a vision of loveliness the like of which he had never seen. He'd known since the first time they had made love in the swimming pool that he loved her, and now it was time to tell her.

      ''Hi, what are you up to?'' he said as he pulled a chair up.

      ''Pavel, I....I......'' she burst into tears.

      ''What? What's the matter.''

      ''This morning I was sick so....'' she couldn't finish her sentence

      ''Did you eat something dodgy,'' he asked.

      ''No. I'm pregnant.''

      Pavel thought for a moment as the shock rolled over him. ''That's the most fantastic news I've ever heard in my life,'' he said, as he beamed at her.

      ''Really?'' she said wiping away her tears

      ''Yes. I love you, Ella. I would give up everything I have to be with you. And now you're carrying our baby. My goodness, that's such fantastic news, I can't tell you.''

      ''But I thought you might think it was too early and be angry or worse want me to have an.......''

      ''Never,'' he interrupted. ''I want you to marry me.''

      *****

      Pavel sat in his car and looked across at the house he was about to visit. It was a mansion behind a high wall and wrought iron gates. There was a security guard sitting in a wooden hut just inside the gate. He drove up to the gate and waited for the guard to come out.

      ''My name is Pavel Belyakov, I have come to see Mr. Rasmussen. Please tell him I have come on behalf of Abram Volkov.''

      The guard went away and didn't appear again. The gate swung open, and Pavel drove up to the house. It was a large house set in it's own grounds. A tall man opened the door.

      ''I'm Stephan Rasmussen, the guard told me you have come on behalf of Mr Volkov.''

      ''Yes sir. My name is Pavel Belyakov. Mr. Volkov asked me to come and have a word with you about the property deal.''

      ''I told Mr Volkov that his offer wasn't good enough, I was expecting him to improve it or tell me he no longer wanted to buy the property.''

      ''Mr. Rasmussen, do you think I could come in for a minute and explain to you Mr Volkov's position.''

      Rasmussen motioned with his arm for Pavel to enter the house, and he did so. Inside it smelled of fresh bread, and it made Pavel's stomach rumble. He hadn't eaten since breakfast, and it was now seven in the evening.

      ''Please sit down, Pavel,'' Rasmussen said when they had entered the sitting room. Pavel sat on the couch and Rasmussen on an armchair. The room was cozy, and Pavel noticed pictures of young children on the mantle above the fireplace. ''How can I help you,'' Rasmussen continued.

      ''I have come to break your legs and frighten your wife and children so much, they will convince you to do anything I ask,'' Pavel said.

      Rasmussen jumped up. ''What? I'm calling the police.''

      ''Please sit down, Mr. Rasmussen. That was supposed to be the reason for my visit. I have decided on a change of strategy.''

      Rasmussen sat back down and looked at Pavel. ''What are you talking about?''

      ''There is a beautiful smell of bread here and from that, I deduce that your wife is at home.''

      ''Yes she is, but leave her out of this. I don't trust you.''

      ''Please bring her here. I promise I will not move from this sofa. I want to tell you both something.''

      Rasmussen got up, walked to the door and called for his wife. After a minute, a beautiful woman appeared. She had dark hair, round eyes and a kind face. ''Stefan, what is it? I'm right in the middle of....'' She stopped in mid sentence when she saw their guest. ''Hello. Sorry, I didn't see you sitting there,'' she said as she walked to Pavel and shook his hand.

      ''Sit down my love, Mr. Beljakov has come to tell us something, although I have no idea what.''

      Pavel waited until she was sitting. ''As I explained to your husband, the original reason for my visit this evening was to physically hurt your husband, and frighten you and your children.'' Mrs. Rasmussen put her hand to her mouth and looked at her husband.

      ''It's okay, I think he means well, although I wish he would get to the point.''

      ''The point is: in the past, I worked for Mr. Abram Volkov in the real estate business. I was his henchman.'' Mrs. Rasmussen gasped and moved closer to Stefan. ''Mr. Abram does not do business fairly. He frightens people into selling their properties to him a lower prices than the market value. In the past, it was me who frightened the people on his behalf. Now I have my own business, and I do not use scare tactics.'' He looked at the Rasmussen's and noted how intently they were listening to him. ''I am very ashamed of myself for some of the things I have done, but today it all stops. I promised Mr. Volkov I would do one more job for him, and that was to frighten you two. I understand you were in negotiations with him for the sale of an apartment block in Manhattan?''

      ''Yes. My wife's mother has recently died and left us Norfolk Towers. It's got one hundred and twenty apartments. I am an industrialist, I run factories, and my wife is a dentist.'' He looked lovingly at his wife, before continuing. ''We have no understanding of real estate, and we decided to sell the building. Mr. Volkov contacted our agent, and we had a meeting, during which we both took a dislike to him and his offer.''

      Pavel nodded, I understand. ''As I have explained I was sent here to persuade you to sell to him. Mr. Volkov is a very dangerous man and a very bad man. I believe he will send someone else to persuade you, once he realizes what I have done. I would, therefore, advise you to go to the police and tell them he is threatening you. Please do so for you own sake.''

      Mr. and Mrs. Rasmussen looked at each other dumbfounded. ''Thank you Mr. Beljakov. We will do so, and we will have Mr. Volkov spoken to. Fortunately, my wife's brother is well placed to deal with this matter on our behalf. He is district attorney.''

      ''Excellent. Then I will be off. I am sorry I have ruined your evening, but I wanted to warn you who you are dealing with.''

      ''Thank you,'' Mrs. Rasmussen said. ''Please wait here.'' She got up and left the room.

      ''Do you want to buy it?'' Stefan asked.

      ''I would be very interested in making you a reasonable offer. One to our mutual satisfaction. Perhaps I can ask my secretary so set up a meeting with you and your agent.''

      ''Alright. I will do so.''

      Mrs. Rasmussen reappeared holding a parcel. ''Here, please take this. Fresh bread. It's much better for you than all the rubbish they sell in the stores.''

      Pavel looked at her and noted how lucky Stefan was to have landed himself such a beautiful and intelligent wife.

      *****

      Ella stepped into the bath in Pavel's house and submerged herself in the warm water. It was a large bath, and she could almost swim in it. When she bobbed back up again, she opened her eyes and looked at her belly. In her fourth month, it was swollen, and she loved how it looked. Her breasts were also bigger and tender to the touch. She loved the changes her body were going through, if only the morning sickness would stop.

      When she was finished, she got out, dried herself and put on a soft white robe. She walked into the bedroom and lay on the bed. She had never known such luxury. The bed was bigger than her bedroom at her parent's, and the bedroom was almost bigger than their whole apartment. She felt so lucky. She was pregnant by a man she loved and who loved her. Unlike most of her friends, she wouldn't have to worry about money.

      She was just dozing off when the phone rang. She picked it up, hoping it would be Pavel. He should have been back half an hour ago.

      ''Hello,'' she said. There was a long silence. ''Hello.''

      ''So he does have a jerk,'' the person at the other end said. He hung up.

      Ella began to shake as she realized what the man had said. She instinctively put her hands to her belly in an act of protection. Where was Pavel, she thought. Five minutes later she breathed as sigh of relief when she heard the front door.

      *****

      ''How was your flight?'' Ella asked the father of her child.

      ''Long and uncomfortable,'' he replied.

      ''So why was it so uncomfortable?''

      ''Firstly, because you weren't with me and secondly, a toy elephant kept poking me in the leg. Really, I'll have to have a word with the guys that load the plane with the stuff for the orphanage. They forgot to leave room for me this time.''

      ''Well you usually don't fly with all the toys, I suppose they forgot. Please Pavel, be careful, I am worried sick about you. I can't sleep for worry.''

      ''You know what we discussed. You will be safe at your parents'' Stay there until I come for you. I'm sorry you are involved in this, but nobody threatens the woman I love. I will put an end to in once and for all.''

      ''Oh my goodness, please don't do anything stupid and get yourself killed. I couldn't bear to lose.......''

      ''Ella, listen to me. Nothing is going to happen. I will be back in a few days. Get some sleep and look after our child.''

      Pavel put the cellphone back in his pocket and walked out of the airport.

      ''Hello Pavel,'' Lilia said, holding a broom in her hand.

      ''Lilia, come here,'' Pavel said as he held out his arms. He hugged the sixty-three-year-old woman who looked after his apartment in his home town of Sochi. ''Thank you for looking after the place. It's a long time since I have been here.''

      ''It's my pleasure, and it's so nice to see you. I have stocked the fridge and made the bed.''

      When Lilia left, Pavel looked around. He'd kept the small apartment he'd managed to buy after he'd left the army. He took a photo from the sideboard and looked at it. It was taken in Chechnya. Abram was in the middle, in his officers uniform and Pavel, and a few comrades were huddled around him. Pavel didn't want to remember his time there. It had been the most brutal of wars, and he'd considered himself lucky to escape with his life. Unlike a lot of his comrades, he'd been able to come home. His thoughts turned to Nikolai. Now he was going to avenge his unnecessary death.

      Pavel showered and drank some coffee. When the taxi arrived, he was sitting on the wall in the street outside his apartment. He'd gone out early to get a feel for the place. It hadn't changed much at all. Everyone still hung their washing from wires on their balconies and the kids still rode around on rusty old bicycles.

      The taxi, a battered Lada, arrived and took him to Gagarina Street, block 18. He got out and looked up at the dilapidated balconies. Some of them had been repaired and some of them looked as thought they were ready to fall down. He went into the building and climbed to the third floor.

      ''Katya,'' he exclaimed when the old woman opened the door.

      ''Pavel, my dear boy. How long it is since I saw you, How are you?''

      ''I'm really well. How are you?''

      ''Come in and I will give you a long list of my ailments,'' she chuckled. Inside it was a typical Russian apartment. A small corridor with a kitchen to the right and a living room to the left. At the end a bathroom and a single bedroom.

      ''This apartment hasn't changed at all,'' he remarked.

      ''No. I wanted to renovate it, but I only have a small pension. Now I'm too old to bother,'' she said as she showed him into the tiny sitting room.

      ''Please Katya, sit down. I'm afraid my visit today is not going to be a pleasant one.''

      Katya was in her eighties and just five feet two. She had curly gray hair and for her age remarkably fresh looking skin. She was dressed in a flowery summer dress. Outside it was thirty-two degrees and inside the stuffy apartment, not much cooler.

      Katya instinctively put her hands up in the air when Pavel pulled out a hand gun and pointed it at her. ''I am sorry to have to do this Katya. But your son is a disgrace. He is one of the richest people in New York, and he's left you living in this hovel. I need him to come home and see what he has done, and there's only one way to do that.''

      ''Why are you pointing a gun at me and why are you talking so badly about my boy. He's a good boy.''

      Pavel ignored her and pulled out his cellphone. When he got up and put the gun to her head, Katja closed her eyes. Pavel dialed the number and waited.

      ''Hello,'' Abram said.

      ''Abram, Abram, there's a man here and he's going to kill me. Please help me,'' Katya cried into the phone.

      ''Abram, you've got two days to get your ugly rear back to Sochi or your mother gets a bullet,'' he said. He put the phone down.

      *****

      ''And what do you want?'' he man said as he looked through the peephole in the wooden door.

      ''My name is Pavel Beljakov. I'm an old comrade of Dimitry's brother, Nikolai.''

      ''So what, what do you want?''

      ''I want to speak to him about his brother.''

      ''Wait,'' the man said. Pavel was standing outside what looked like a Hacienda. It had high walls on all sides, and they were finished off with red tiles. After a couple of minutes, the maroon door opened, and Pavel saw a man holding a Kalashnikov. He was just about the largest man Pavel had ever seen. ''Follow me,'' he said.

      Behind the walls, there was a magnificent ranch house, with white walls, a veranda and red roof tiles. The man showed Pavel inside. They walked to a central courtyard and through a door into a sitting room. Pavel had never seen so many cushions on the giant sofa, and he had certainly never seen a stag as big as the one that hung from the wall above the fireplace.

      ''Mr Beljakov, please take a seat, I'm Dimitry Ilyin. You wanted to talk about my brother?'

      Pavel sat down on the sofa and looked at him. He was about the same size as his brother had been, six five. He also had blonde hair and blue eyes just like Nikolai.

      ''I know what happened to Nikolai,'' Pavel said.

      Dimitry sat down in an arm chair opposite him. ''I'm listening?''

      ''Before I begin can you perhaps tell me what you thought had happened to Nikolai?''

      ''All I know is that he didn't come back from Chechnya. His commanding officer Abram Volkov told me he had died at the hands of Chechen rebels when he'd become detached from his unit.''

      ''It's not true.''

      ''How do you know and who are you?''

      ''I served with him in the 2nd Battalion.''

      ''Then tell me what happened to him?''

      ''Please remain calm when I tell you this.'' Dimitry nodded. ''He was shot by Abram Volkov.''

      ''What? How do you know?'' Dimitry said as he jumped from his chair with his fists clenched.

      ''Nikolai was with me and some other comrades. It was the last night before we were due to leave for home. He and Abram were playing cards, and they were both pretty drunk.'' Pavel looked at Dimitry and thought he saw a tear in his eye. ''The sums they were betting were getting out of hand, and we told them to stop, but they didn't listen. Abram accused Nikolai of cheating and Nikolai got up and slugged him. He knocked him across the room, and Abram lost a tooth. Abram reached for his pistol and shot him. Just like that. No warning, nothing.''

      Dimitry let out a roar that hurts Pavel's ears. ''And why did you keep silent about it for so many years?''

      ''We were all young and scared. Abram was well connected in the army and at home. He had some pretty powerful friends. It was brushed under the carpet, and we all went about rebuilding out lives.''

      ''Are you telling me, that but for Abram Volkov, my brother would have been alive today?''

      ''Yes, as I said it, was the evening before we were due to travel home.''

      Dmitri got up and walked to a cabinet in the corner of the room. When he opened it, Pavel saw an arsenal of weapons he didn't like the look of. ''One more question before I make preparations to blow his head off. Why should I believe you?''

      ''Please come with me, if you would be so kind,'' Pavel said as he stood up and headed for the door. They crossed the courtyard again, and Dimitry nodded to the man to open the door. When they were on the street, Dimitry saw two men leaning against his wall. ''Alexander, Sergei, come over here,'' Pavel shouted.  The two men dropped their cigarettes and stamped on them. ''Would you please tell this man who killed Nikolai.''

      ''Abram Volkov,'' they said in unison.

      Pavel handed Dimitry a note. He looked at it. ''What is this?'' he said.

      The address at which you will find Abram Volkov. He is on his way over from the USA. Please give him a day or so. And if I may make one request.'' Dimitry nodded. ''Please do not harm Katya, his mother.''

      *****

      ''Pavel thank you for all you have done for my parents,'' Ella said. ''They are proud people, and they took so much persuading to move, I can't tell you. But their house is just right. Detached, not too big. Dad can't get enough of the yard and Mom loves the neighbors. I'll never be able to repay you.''

      ''You already have,'' he said as he looked down at their tiny daughter.

      *****

      THE END

      

      The Russian’s Secret Love Child – Octavia’s Story

      A BWWM Russian Romance

      

      ''Mr. President, ladies and gentlemen,'' the Russian Ambassador to the United States began. ''I am honored to welcome you to the Russian Embassy this evening.” The Ambassador glanced at his most special guests. “I am particularly pleased to be able to welcome you, Mr. President and your lovely daughter, Octavia.''

      The President of the US, Daniel Wahlberg, nodded in recognition as the Ambassador continued. ''I am very grateful to you for your support in the initiative our two great countries have embarked upon together. As you all know, terrorism is the number one threat to civilization in modern times. That is why, it is so important that we have managed to agree on terms to set up the Russian - US Initiative to Prevent Nuclear Terrorism. Now I am sure you don't want to hear me talking all evening, so I would just like to say, I hope you enjoy yourselves this evening.''

      The Ambassador climbed down from the podium in the Russian Embassy in Washington DC and gratefully accepted a glass of champagne from a waiter.

      ''Mr. President, as I said in my speech, thank you for attending this evening.''

      ''Not at all, it is a magnificent initiative that deserves my support. If a terrorist got hold of one of these weapons, it would be the greatest disaster that has ever befallen us.''

      Daniel Wahlberg looked at the Ambassador. He didn't like or trust him, but the President was an experienced politician who made everyone feel they were his friend. Stanislav Kuklov was a big man. Probably six feet two and very broad. He had a round face with a scar down his right cheek. His eyes were particularly noticeable because they were gray or very faintly blue if one was being polite. Unlike the President, he had a full head of black hair and sun-tanned skin.

      ''Mr. President, may I introduce you to my son, Slava. He's over here on vacation.''

      ''It's nice to meet you, Slava,'' the President said, as he shook the young man's hand.

      ''The pleasure is mine, sir,'' Slava replied.

      ''Have you met my daughter, Octavia?'' he said looking at his twenty-year-old daughter.

      ''No sir, I have not. It is a pleasure to meet you too Octavia,'' Slava said as he lifted Octavia's hand and kissed it.

      Octavia laughed at the manner of his greeting; she thought it old-fashioned but extremely quaint. ''I can see you are a perfect gentleman,'' she replied, referring to the hand kissing.

      ''Ah, where I am from, that is quite normal.''

      ''Mr. President, shall we leave these two young people to chat? I would like to talk to you about a matter that has been on my mind for some time.'' The President nodded and Slava and Octavia found themselves standing alone.

      ''If I may say so Octavia, you look quite stunning this evening. I have of course seen many photos of you in the press, but in real you are even more beautiful.''

      Octavia looked at him before she replied. He was her age, around twenty, tall and dark, like his father. Unlike his father, Slava was handsome. She took an instant liking to his relaxed manner and blue eyes. When he smiled, it made her want to giggle, like a school girl.

      ''It's very kind of you to say so. Is it customary in Russia to comment on a ladies beauty so soon after meeting her?''

      ''If I have offended you, I apologize. It wasn't my intention to....''

      ''No, you didn't offend me. Your remarks made me feel wonderful. I only ask because it happens so rarely in the US. Mostly people are more interested in  criticizing what I have chosen to wear.''

      ''I have seen your photo in many magazines and newspapers, and I can say, I have never seen you wearing anything I didn't like. It must be tough being the President's daughter. In the US you are akin to royalty,'' Slava said.

      ''It is not easy, you are right. But I am privileged, and that is something I mustn't take for granted. Most people in the world are less fortunate than me, and I mustn't forget it.''

      ''That is an interesting comment, one I have often used myself. However, I believe everyone has their problems, and just because they don't have worse problems than others, doesn't make it any easier.'' Octavia was impressed by his thought. He seemed different, someone who rationalized, unlike most people she knew who were uptight and always ready to criticize.

      Slava knew it was impolite to stare, but he couldn't drag his eyes from her. He loved black women, and he'd read many times about the President's beautiful daughter, but he hadn't realized quite how lovely she was. She was almost as tall as him, which made her five feet ten, although he noticed she was wearing heels. Her hair was combed to one side with long curls hanging down to her shoulder.  He had the urge to kiss her neck. It looked so elegant and fragile. She was wearing a satin evening gown and a diamond necklace with matching earrings. He didn't want to look down at her body in case she noticed and moved away to talk to somebody else, but unable to resist, he afforded himself a quick glimpse. He'd seen many pictures of her in various magazines, and what he'd liked most about her, was her beautiful shape. Her breasts looked heavy and inviting, and her hips and bottom were curved just as he liked. All the women back home in his social circle, were tall and slender, with little bust and no hips. He was bored by them. Octavia was a real woman with all the attributes he craved. In fact, he would never admit it, but whenever he'd seen her picture in a magazine or newspaper, he'd stare at it for as long as he could.

      ''So what do you do Slava? I mean for a living?''

      ''My father wants me to be a career politician or a diplomat like him. I am studying politics and economics at Moscow University.'' Octavia noticed how his expression had changed when he'd mentioned his father's expectations.

      ''Your father wants you to be a politician. Is that what you want as well?''

      ''No I want to sail,'' he said as his eyes lit up and his smile returned. ''I love yachts, or, in fact, any boat. Most of all I would like to sail around the world and design breathtaking yachts.''

      ''And why don't you do that?'' Octavia asked. ''Sorry, that was rude of me,'' she added quickly. ''I'm afraid I already know the answer. You see I'm in the same boat,'' she stopped at the unintended pun, and they both laughed. ''I mean my life seems to have a similar pattern. I'm studying law at Harvard. But I really just want to be a writer.''

      ''Really? What kind of things do you want to write?''

      ''Romance books. I love getting lost in silly romances. Please don't tell anyone, though. If it got out, the press would call me a lightweight.''

      ''I would never think you a lightweight, whatever you did,'' he said. He was mortified to feel himself blush.

      Octavia noticed, and she leaned to him. ''That is the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me. Thank you so much.''

      

      *****

      ''Hi Slava. How are you?'' Octavia asked as he appeared on her laptop. He looked every bit as handsome as he'd been when they'd met just a few short days before.

      ''I'm well, how are you? I can see you perfectly. Skype is amazing isn't it?''

      ''Yes. Did you get back from the US okay?''

      ''It's a long way and a long flight, but I managed. I read some books and looked at a few magazines. You were in one of them.''

      ''Oh really? What was I doing?''

      ''You were interviewed about what it's like to be the daughter of the President of the US. It was interesting to read, especially now I have met you in person. I liked the photos too.''

      ''Was I standing in front of a Christmas tree?''

      ''Yes that's the one. Standing in front of a Christmas tree with a red hat on. A bit like one of Santa's helpers,'' Slava joked.

      ''Thanks,'' she replied ironically. There was a pause in the conversation and then they suddenly tried to tell each other the same thing. ''Sorry Slava you go first,'' she said.

      ''I just wanted to say what a lovely evening I had at the Russian Embassy with you.''

      ''I enjoyed it very much as well,'' Octavia said. She wasn't wearing any of her expensive jewelry as she sat in her room at Harvard, but Slava found her just as stunning.

      ''Octavia?'' he said as if he were going to ask her something of the utmost importance. '' What are you going to do when this semester ends in June?''

      ''I don't know, I guess my parents will have all sorts of tasks lined up for me. Why do you ask?''

      ''Because I wanted to invite you onto my boat for a few days.''

      ''Oh that would be fantastic,'' she said spontaneously. ''But hang on,'' she said suddenly realizing something, ''I don't know if my security will allow me to travel to Russia and get on a boat before they have checked it out thoroughly.''

      ''That's a good point. I didn't think of that. I suppose you have far more security than me, after all you are the President's daughter. I'm just the son of an Ambassador.''

      ''It's a perfect pain in the butt, all this bodyguard stuff. I can't move without someone watching me.''

      ''I tell you what, I'll charter a yacht in the US, and we will sail along the Eastern Seaboard. Your security will be able to follow at a discreet distance, and they'll be much more accommodating of the idea if you are in the US.''

      ''That would certainly help. Oh, I'll really look forward to that. Thank you for asking me. I took a boring exam today, and I'm not sure if I passed, so you have brightened up my day no end.''

      ''Who needs stupid exams. You can sit on the boat and write your first novel while I sail us around. That sounds idyllic doesn't it.''

      ''Yes it does. How cruel reality is.''

      *****

      Octavia stood on the quay at the New York Yacht Club and watched Slava carry her bags on deck. ''It looks like you chartered a floating palace,'' she commented.

      ''She's a sixty-five feet motor cruiser. Six bedrooms and more luxury than enough,'' he shouted as he walked up the gangplank. The harbor was full of expensive boats, but it seemed Slava had managed to get his hands on the largest of them. Octavia watched him. His legs were long and thin in his white jeans. He was wearing a blue shirt that made him look every bit the sailor. His boar shoes were navy with white souls.

      ''Why do women always need so many clothes,'' he asked as he came back for the final two bags. ''You're going to be wearing shorts most of the time or swimwear. But I hope you didn't forget your cocktail dress,'' he joked.

      ''I know it seems like a lot, but you never know who we will bump into when we put into harbor. I am a terribly important woman don't forget,'' she jested.

      ''What makes you think we'll put into a harbor, maybe I'll turn into a horrible pirate and keep you hostage on the high seas.''

      ''I couldn't think of anything better,'' she quipped, ''but I think my bodyguard may have something to say about it.''

      Slava looked at her and smiled. When she smiled back, there was a moment. A moment when they knew what was going to happen on the yacht and were looking forward to it.

      ''Has my bodyguard spoken to you?'' she asked.

      ''Yes, he's briefed me. We are to stay in US waters, and we're not to exceed twenty knots, so he can easily keep us in his sights.''

      ''Okay. Then when are we leaving?''

      ''As soon as I have put your extensive baggage into your bunk.''

      An hour later, Octavia was standing at the bow of the boat as they set off. It was a beautiful day without much wind. Octavia hadn't done much sailing in her life, and she was slightly apprehensive about being sea sick. She'd put on a pair of white shorts and pink blouse. Her hair was tied in a pony tail and she'd added just the miniMum amount of makeup. As Slava looked down at her from the bridge, he felt a feeling he had never felt before. It was a fluttering feeling that burnt right to his core.

      When they left the harbor, the yacht began to sway gently. Octavia was perfectly at ease, and she sat down, tossed her head back and looked at the summer sky. Her thoughts began to wander to Slava. She liked him more than any man she had ever dated, she thought. He was handsome and charming, and she was convinced she was about to find out how good a lover he was. She knew her parents wouldn't approve if anything came of their relationship. They wanted her to marry an all-American boy, and preferably one with a political career ahead of him.

      ''Hey, come up here and keep me company,'' Slava shouted when he saw Octavia lay down. ''You don't think I'm going to stay here and drive all the time without having the benefit of your company, do you?''

      She laughed and got up. She walked up the narrow staircase and onto the bridge. There were hundreds of dials, and a few screens on a huge dashboard in front of Slava, but she didn't know the faintest thing about how any of them worked. Slava was sitting in a Captain's chair. In front of him was a wheel and what seemed to be a lever that made the boat go faster or slower.

      ''Come here,'' he said as he jumped out of the chair. ''Sit here and take over.''

      ''I can't possibly do that,'' she complained.

      ''Nonsense, you can drive a car can't you?''

      ''Yes but....''

      ''Well this is the same, just a bit slower. Octavia sat in the chair and held onto the wheel.

      ''Now push that lever forward gently,'' he said. She complied, and the boats engines began to roar. As their speed increased, he looked at her. ''Shall we throw your body guard?''

      ''If we do they'll only send someone to get me and the trip will be over. Do you know they're a real pain? Do you remember what you said to me, that evening in the Embassy?''

      ''About people's problems?''

      ''Yes.''

      ''Well I've thought about it, and you are right. I feel trapped. I hate what I'm doing, and I hate being watched all the time, especially by a media that doesn't understand that when they print bad things about me, it hurts.''

      ''I understand,'' he said, as he watched her face become sorrowful.

      ''I never wanted to go to Harvard, and now I'm there, I actually hate it more than I thought possible. Most of all, I hate what I'm studying,'' Slava put his hand on hers in a show of solidarity. Much of what she was saying applied equally to him. ''I've spent hundreds of evenings sitting in front of my books wishing they would go away,'' she continued. ''I have zero interest in the law, and even less interest in the type of people I'm studying with. Most of them are pretentious and shallow,'' Slava thought he saw a small tear in the corner of her eye. ''My parents are control freaks who think I should only marry a politician. I really don't think I can stand many more years in Washington. It's such a shallow existence.''

      ''Octavia,'' he said, as she quickly gathered the tear she thought he hadn't seen. ''I really like you. You know that don't you? I don't just want to be friends with you. I want more.''

      She looked at him and ran her palm over his cheek. ''And I like you very much too and I have no intention of just being friends. You are far too handsome for that.''

      Slava put his hand onto hers and pulled the lever she was holding back until it would go no further. The boat slowed, and eventually the engines cut. All they could hear was the water lapping under the boat and the odd seagull. ''What did you do that for? We're just drifting now,'' she said.

      ''Then let's do something about it. Pull that lever there,'' he said pointing to a long lever against the wall, to the side of the Captain's chair. Octavia leaned across and pulled it. There was a loud sound at the bow and stern of the boat and Octavia realized that she had just lowered the anchor. ''There, we won't move far now. We're about three miles off the coast and perfectly placed to pull into to Gladesville harbor for the night.''

      ''Why have we stopped?'' she asked.

      Slava didn't speak. He leaned to her and kissed her. When Octavia stood up, he pulled her to him and kissed her passionately. She put her hands around his neck and held onto him. ''Oh, I've wanted you to do that since the moment I saw you,'' she said, when their kiss finished.

      ''Me too. I have just kissed the daughter of the President of the United States, and she tastes wonderful,'' he said as he threw his arms up in the air like a soccer player who had just shot the winning goal in the World Cup. ''Come with me,'' he added. He took her hand and led her down some steps to the lounge. It had a gold ceiling and a floor made of beautifully polished wood. There were gold colored sofas down both sides, and high windows, through which it's occupants had a superb view of the ocean. He went down another flight of stairs and through a narrow door. It was the master bedroom, and even Octavia, a woman accustomed to luxurious surroundings, gasped.

      The bed stood in the middle of the room, and it was round. Above the bed, there was a glass roof that looked up to the sky. The room was mostly blue. It had a blue carpet, blue pillows and a blue counterpane. On the walls, there were murals of dolphins and whales that were punctuated by small portholes.

      Slava pushed Octavia onto the bed, and as she lay down, he straddled her midriff. When she looked up at him, she saw a look of extreme concentration as he put his hands to the buttons on her blouse. When he'd opened two buttons, he leaned down to her and whispered. ''I've been watching you. No, in fact, I'd call it stalking you.''

      ''What do you mean?''

      ''I have countless magazines at home. Not because I like the magazines, but because they contain pictures of you.''

      ''Why on earth would you do that?''

      ''Two reasons. First, I think you are the most gorgeous woman alive, and I can't get enough of looking at you,'' he said. He returned to unbuttoning her blouse.

      ''You forgot the second point,'' she reminded him.

      ''Despite all the material on the internet that a man could use to satisfy his urges, I am proud to say that I had no use for the internet whatsoever.''

      ''Do you mean you used my photo's to masturbate?'' Octavia said, not knowing quite what to think.

      ''Plainly put, but correct,'' he said.

      ''I'm not sure if I should be flattered or shocked.''

      ''Dear Octavia, I am certain it is only modesty that prevents you from thinking about images of yourself, but I can tell you that in the world, there will be thousands of men who look at your picture everyday while pleasuring themselves.''

      A strange image flashed across her mind. ''But you are the only one who will ever have me in real life.'' She reached up and pulled him down to kiss her. Her tongue tasted sweet as it found his. Her lips were soft. As they kissed, Octavia ran her hands up and down his back, feeling how strong his muscles were. He pulled away and put his hands on her blouse again. He popped the remaining buttons open and watched as her blouse fell open. He'd been right in his appraisal of her photos; she did have a large bust. He put his hands on her bra and felt how full her breasts were, and how her erect nipples stuck into the material. He sat on her and looked down as he undid his shirt. When it landed on the floor, Octavia sat up and was on him with her mouth. She kissed each nipple gently as she smelled his intoxicating scent. Her hands rubbed over his solid chest and down over his six pack. When she reached the bottom of his stomach, she pushed her hand inside his pants and felt for him. She found his warm shaft and felt how hard it was.'' That must be painful all squashed up like that,'' she said as her hands reached for his belt. She undid it so expertly that Slava wondered how many times she had done it before. In no time, his zipper was open, and her hand was on him again. She pushed his shorts down a little and pulled his penis out. As she looked down, she could see a tiny drop of pre-come glistening back at her. She caught it on her index finger, looked him in the eyes as she opened her mouth and tasted it.

      It was a gesture that drove him wild. Before he pushed her back down, onto her back, he unfastened her bra and took if off. When she lay back, his tongue found a nipple and licked over it. Her nipples were hard and sticking out   in a most seductive way. Slava liked women with big nipples and big breasts and he had been rewarded. He rocked back and looked down at the two mounds that seemed to be inviting him to play with them. He put a hand on each and rubbed his thumbs over the hard buds at their center. Octavia groaned as his caresses shot wave after wave down to her damp center.

      He stayed where he was and began to unfasten her shorts. When he was ready to open the zipper, he lay to one side of her, and slowly pulled it open. He put his hand inside and discovered she wasn't wearing panties. His hand went straight onto her pubic hair. He pushed a little further letting his hand slide over her moist lips. His fingers played in the folds of her vulva, and he leaned over and kissed her again. She kissed him like he'd never been kissed before. Her tongue darted in and out of his mouth and found every crevice of his mouth. As he fingered her, he heard her breathing change up a gear. She was finding it increasingly difficult to bear his insistent fingers without crying out. He stopped and pulled his hand from her. She almost came when he licked her juices from his hand and smiled at her.

      Now he wanted to taste her for real. He got up, and tugged her shorts down over her ankles, and let them drop onto the floor. Still standing, he put his hands on her knees and pushed her legs open. When he saw her womanhood, his cock jerked in anticipation. When he lowered himself between her legs, the fist thing he noticed was the beautiful aroma of her excitement. The second thing he noticed was how excited she was. Her lips were wet and open for him. When his tongue landed on her most sensitive spot, Octavia screamed out and pulled his hair. He planted his mouth on her and let his tongue go to work as he reached up and squeezed a breast. She took hold of his hand and pushed it into her soft flesh.

      A moment later, it was too much for her, and she cried his name as her back lifted from the bed, and her groin thrust into his mouth. Slava licked hungrily at her fountain as she trembled, helpless and wanton.

      ''Come up here,'' she said when her orgasm had subsided. She pulled him to her and urged him to lie on top of her and kiss her. His penis was sticking out of this pants and pushing into her belly. It was uncomfortable, and Slav quickly stood up and rid himself of his pants and shorts. Octavia let out a playful whistle when she saw him exposed for the first time. His thighs were strong and hairy, and she marveled at the size of what stood between them. Not just his penis, which was long and thick, but his balls that looked swollen and tight up against his body.

      Again he lay between her legs, and again he put his mouth on her. She tried to pull him up because she wanted him to fill her, but he wanted one more taste of her. When he felt her second orgasm coming, he slid up her and entered her. Her scream hurt his ears. She flung her legs around him and clasped her hands onto his hard buttocks. He rode her hard with long powerful strokes as her second orgasm flowed seamlessly into her third. He grunted as he devoured her, splitting her open and making her come time and again. Her dark hair fanned out on the pillow beneath her, framing her face, which was glowing. He kept up his rhythm, leaned down and kissed her hard. She pushed her pelvis up and forward, wanting him to release his seed info her. He grabbed her hands and shoved them up above her, as his body lay fully on her. She gasped under the weight of him and screamed as his thrusts began to hit her clitoris. He closed his eyes and let his other senses take over. The feeling of his penis in her wetness and the smell of her hot body writhing under him. When he felt her begin to tighten again, he pulled himself up and opened his eyes. As he saw her beautiful face, his balls swelled, and he cried out, pumping his thick semen into her. When every drop was spent, he slumped onto her, crushing the breath from her. She put her hand onto his sweaty hair and stroked it.

      After an age, it was Octavia who spoke first. ''My goodness, if we have sex like that every time, I won't ever bother getting out of bed.''

      ''Just wait til I'm old and gray, and can't get it up. You won't want to stay in bed all the time then.''

      ''I don't care. I will be old as well. We'll have to make do with cuddling each other to orgasm.''

      Her hair was wet and a few strands clung to the sweat on her forehead. He brushed them away, and kissed her there. 'I don't know about you, but I need to sleep a bit.'' Octavia held him as he drifted off. She followed soon after.

      They woke two hours later, still clinging to each other. Slava got up and turned on the shower. '' Wanna join me?'' he asked. When Octavia turned away from him, willing him to soap her back, he couldn't resist bending her forward and thrusting himself into her once more.

      The next day they lifted the anchor and began to sail into the marina at Gladesville. As they got off the boat, Slava put his arm around her. There was a click as a camera went off.

      ''That'll be all over the tabloids by tomorrow,'' Octavia said. ''I tell you, it never stops.'' They walked into a bar that served breakfast. It was dark inside and free of prying eyes. The exertions of the previous evening had left them in dire need of food, and they both ordered a large fry up.

      ''Tell me about your family Slava,'' she asked.

      ''Are you sure you want to know?''

      ''Yes. Your father, what's he really like?''

      ''He's a mongrel.''

      Octavia looked shocked. ''Do you mean he was born out of wedlock or do you mean he is not a nice person.''

      ''Both. My father has no idea who his father is, and his mother was a prostitute in St Petersberg. He was put into an orphanage and eventually rose to be where he is today. I don't know how many bones he's broken on the way up, but make no mistake, he is the most brutal of men.''

      ''Are you scared of him?'' Octavia asked sympathetically.

      ''Yes a little. He is quite capable of killing his own son if the moods takes him.''

      ''Surely you don't mean that? Slava that can't be true?''

      ''Well, I wouldn't bet against it. He always gets what he wants, and nobody stands in his way.''

      ''And how does your mother put up with this kind of man?''

      ''She always says yes to him. He's beaten her black and blue too many times for daring to defy him.''

      ''That's awful. For you both. Have you ever seen him hitting her?''

      ''Yes.''

      *****

      

      Octavia looked at the doctor's face. When he nodded to her, she burst into tears. She been waiting for the test result in a small room in Washington's most expensive private hospital. A nurse came and offered her an handkerchief, she took it gratefully and blew her nose.

      ''Miss Whalberg, your car has arrived,'' said the hospital manager. He'd been assigned the job of looking after the President's daughter during her short stay.

      Octavia didn't want to see her parents, so she had the driver drop her off at Harvard, where she went into her room, closed the door and curled up on the bed. When her sobs stopped, she fell asleep. When she woke, she turned on Skype.

      ''Hello sweetie,'' Slava said. ''Do you know what time it is here? It's...''

      ''Slava I've got some very bad news,'' she said stopping him in his tracks. ''I don't know how to tell you this, but I'm pregnant.''

      Slava wasn't quite sure he'd heard correctly. ''You're what?''

      ''Pregnant,'' she sobbed.

      ''That's great, no it's more than great, it's the best thing ever.''

      Octavia was surprised. She'd thought he would be angry and afraid of what it might do to his future. ''Are you sure you're okay with it.''

      ''Okay? That's a useless word to use under these circumstances. If I weren't thousands of miles away, I'd crack open a bottle of champagne. Oh, Octavia, this is fantastic news.''

      ''I'm amazed you are so happy. I thought you would be angry and worried about the future.''

      ''Why? There is nothing I want more than to have you as the mother of my children. You will be a perfect mother. Just one thing, though. We should keep it secret from my father.''

      ''Okay. But what are we going to do? I'm the President's daughter; I can't be pregnant and unmarried. It simply isn't an option.''

      ''Sod it. You're not happy at Harvard, and I'm not happy in Moscow without you. I have dreamed about doing this with you. Let's take my boat and sail away. I have more money than we'll ever be able to use in our lives and a great place to live. My yacht. You can write books while I sail us around. I can design yachts and sell the designs via the web. What do you say?''

      Slava looked at his computer screen as Octavia fell silent. After two minutes, she responded. ''There will be heck to pay. If I elope with you, my father will be crucified by the press, and he will suffer in the opinion polls. He will send the FBI, and lord only knows who else to find me.''

      ''Octavia, you are a grown woman living in a free world. Nobody can drag you back to the US against your will. We won't be committing a crime. It's not eighteen hundred.''

      *****

      

      ''Yes what is it?'' the Ambassador barked as a small fat man entered his office. The Ambassador's office was not as large as he believed his position deserved. His desk was covered in photos of him in various posts he'd been sent to over the years, and there was a Russian flag standing on a pole to the right of his desk.

      ''Ambassador, it's your son. I have just received notice from the Federal Security Service that he was seen leaving St Petersberg in his boat two days ago.''

      ''Where was he going?''

      ''Nobody knows.''

      ''And I suppose the buffoons don't know where he is now, either?''

      ''That is correct sir. There is one more piece of information. He was with a woman.''

      ''What woman, he doesn't have a girlfriend as far as I know. He's too busy trying to finish his studies.''

      ''The girl's name is Octavia Wahlberg.''

      ''What? That black girl that calls herself the President's daughter?''

      ''Yes sir.''

      ''Get me General Toporov now.''

      The man nodded and left the office. Five minutes later the Ambassador's phone rang. It was General Vladimir Topov, head of the Russian Security Service.

      ''You wanted to speak to me, Ambassador?''

      ''Yes General. I want you to find my son and bring him back to finish his studies, and then I want you to deal with the woman he has seemingly gone off with. Eliminate her if you have to. Do you understand? There is no way my son will marry an American, let alone a Black American. I don't want her having his children. She' behaves like a prostitute. I hate prostitutes; they are dirty. ''

      ''Ambassador, the woman to whom you refer, is the President's daughter. We can't do anything about her and your son being together. It's a free world, and they are both consenting adults.''

      ''Have you forgotten what happened in Moscow in 1991? If you have, then perhaps I should get it put in the newspapers so everybody can read what an unpleasant character you are. Don't you remember those poor girls? They were just innocent students having a good time. When you'd finished raping them, they couldn't walk anymore. Now, what do you say to my request?''

      ''I will do what I can,'' the General said.

      When his phone rang again, the Ambassador swore. This time, it was the President, Daniel Wahlberg.

      ''Ambassador, my daughter has given her security agent the slip and has been picked up by your son in a boat in Tallinn, Estonia. I will hold you personally responsible for anything that happens to her. I want you to contact your son and tell him to let her come home. Se has her studies to think of.''

      ''Mr. President, I have no contact with my son. At the moment, I have no idea where he is.'' The Ambassador sighed as if he was already bored with the news. ''No doubt your daughter has led him astray. Much has been written about her, and not much of it good. She likes to, how shall I say it, put herself about a bit.''

      ''If you are suggesting my daughter had anything to do with this, you are sorely mistaken. Now get her back here or I will call your President and have you sent back to Moscow.''

      ''Mr. President, nobody threatens me. Even the so called most powerful man in the world. Be careful what you say. As I understand it, you daughter is in a very vulnerable situation at the moment.''

      *****

      Slava looked out of the bridge window, as he maneuvered his boat out of the harbor in Tallinn. He looked at Octavia and knew he would love her forever. He would tell her when they reached London.

      His boat was a sixty-five feet luxury yacht called Serene. It had five bedrooms, three bathrooms, a siting room and a dining room. When servants were on board, they brought the food from the galley to the dining room in the elevator. The bridge where Slava and Octavia were sitting was full of all the latest gadgets.

      ''So tell me all about what happened?'' he asked.

      ''It was quite surreal actually. I told my bodyguard I was going to spend the night with a friend. The security team has waited outside friend's houses before while I've stayed the night, and, this time, was no exception,'' Octavia took great pleasure in relating the story of her escape and Slava could see it in her face. ''All I did was go into my friend's house and get out via a toilet window. I got a taxi to the airport, and flew here.''

      ''No questions asked?''

      ''No, a few people recognized me, but no body of any importance who could have stopped me.''

      ''Have I told you, how beautiful you are?''

      ''Lots of times. But make the most of it. I'll soon have an enormous belly and you won't want to come near me.''

      ''You're wrong there. You'll be so sexy; I won't be able to keep my hands off you.''

      ''Where are we going first? I mean we have the whole world to go at,'' Octavia asked.

      ''I have a surprise for my budding writer. All I'm saying is that we're going to London.''

      ''Not England, it rains all the time. Can't you take me somewhere warm.''

      ''Just, believe me, you'll enjoy yourself there.''

      ''Alright, I'll bow to your superior knowledge. Now can the Captain's assistant get a kiss?''

      ''And who will you write your first novel about?''

      ''About a man who is good looking and charming and who any woman could love without fear.''

      ''Me?''

      ''Of course, someone like you,'' she laughed.

      When the boat pulled into the Thames Estuary, Slava was weary. Octavia had gone to bed some three hours earlier, but he was determined to make it to Milby Marina in London, before dawn. In the dark, one of the busiest rivers in the world is a tricky place to navigate, and despite fatigue, Slava kept his concentration.

      Two hours later, the Yacht was safely tied to the dock in London's most exclusive harbor. Slava climbed out of the captain's chair and went on deck to get some fresh air. He was disappointed to see that his yacht wasn't the biggest there. He consoled himself with the feeling it was, at least, the third biggest in one of the world’s richest cities.

      The fresh air did him good and he was soon ready to sleep. He hadn't had much time to think about what he and Octavia had done, but he was convinced they had done the right thing. In the bedroom, he quickly undressed. When he slipped into bed, he cuddled up to Octavia, who let out a little hello and promptly fell asleep again. When Slava put his hand on her swollen belly, he knew everything was going to be alright, and he drifted into a deep sleep.

      ''So, here we are in London, Octavia said, as she poured herself a coffee. What have you got planned for me?'' she asked eager to know what secret Slava had been keeping from her.

      ''It's twelve o'clock, let me get a shower and then we'll be on our way.''

      ''Okay, I'm coming to watch you in the shower. Will you,...you know......?''

      ''If you want me to,'' he said, eagerly.

      *****

      ''Slava, please tell me where we are going. We've been driving for hours.''

      The man from the luxury limousine hire company had told Slava he would send his finest limo and driver. It seemed he had kept his promise. They were sitting in a top of the range Mercedes with leather seats, a TV, and mini bar. As Slava sipped his iced water, Octavia eye's drank in the English countryside.

      ''It's very green isn't it? Quite beautiful. Unlike anything I've seen back in the States.''

      ''Or in Russia. I suppose it's all the water that falls from the sky. Look at that green field there, it really is bright green,'' Slava replied.

      After two hours, they arrived at their destination. Octavia was extremely puzzled; they were in what seemed like a village, in the middle of nowhere. The driver pulled up, got out and opened the door at Octavia's side.

      ''Slava, if you don't tell me where we are, I'm going to divorce you.'' It just slipped out. A joke, but, nonetheless, Slava heard it and took it as a hint of what their status really should be.

      ''We've come to look at a museum.''

      ''You dragged me all the way here, to some stuffy old museum,'' she complained.

      'No. Not some stuffy old museum. Here read the sign.''

      ''Jane Austen Museum,'' Octavia read out loud. Then she suddenly realized. The home of one of the greatest writers of romantic fiction ever to have lived. ''Oh Slava, thank you. How thoughtful of you. I'm ashamed of myself for being so grumpy.'' When she began to weep with joy, Slava took her in his arms and held her tightly.

      ''For you my dear. May you become the Jane Austen of our time. Come on let's go and see what we can learn.''

      They learned that they were in the village of Chawton in the County of Hampshire. They also found out that Jane Austen had spent the last eight years of her life in the house and had written three novels. They spent two hours reading everything they could and soaking in the atmosphere. Slava observed Octavia as she looked around the tiny rooms. It was as if she were in a trance, lost in a world she dreamed of. He only hoped he could provide her with a lifestyle where she could relax, be calm and have the clarity of thought to do what she wanted to, write.

      ''That was fantastic,'' she exclaimed as they got back into the limousine.

      ''Yes, we've got a lot of history in this country. Next time you should go to Stratford upon Avon, the home of William Shakespeare,'' the driver said.

      ''Oh, that would be lovely,'' she said still entranced by the world of Jane Austen.

      Slava didn't like the look of the man lurking next to Serene when they arrived back at Milby Marina. He put a protective arm around Octavia and hurried her into the boat.

      ''I'll be back in a minute,'' he said. He walked back down the gang plank and up to the man.

      ''Who are you,'' he asked directly in Russian.

      ''I'm Vasiliev Moltov. I have a message from your father.''

      ''How did you find us here?''

      ''It's not difficult these days to track a boat of this nature, '' he said pointing at Serene. '' All the signals it transmits, you were really easy to find.''

      ''And what do you want?''

      ''I work for a man called General Topov head of the State Security Service of Russia. I'm the bureau chief in London.''

      ''You mean you're a spy.''

      ''Whatever you want to call it. I work on behalf of the Russian people to ensure a fair world and the safety of our nation.''

      Brainwashed was the word that came into Slava's mind. ''So answer my question, what do you want?''

      ''Your father is worried about you.''

      ''Then tell him I am fine and leave me alone.''

      ''It's not quite that simple. Your father has asked me to take the woman you are with, and send her back to the US.''

      Slava laughed. ''You are certainly going to have to kill me before you can do that. She is in a delicate state, and if you so much as put one hand on her I will rip you into pieces, here and now.''

      ''Please calm yourself,'' Moltov said, slightly worried that Slava looked more than a match for him. ''What do they say in English? Ah yes, don't shoot the messenger. Your father has asked me to return the President's daughter back to the US. If you don't comply, I will relay that back to your father, and I will await further instructions.'' His eyes narrowed as he thought carefully about what he was going to say next. ''But your father is very disappointed that you have chosen to run off with an American, and especially one of such note. Your father has little regard for American's as indeed have I. They are trashy, loud and lack sophistication. Given that, it's no surprise that she is pregnant out of wedlock.''

      When Slava's fist slammed into Moltov's mouth, he saw a tooth fly out, and plop down into the water below the pontoon they were standing on. Moltov sank to his knees, rolled his eyes and passed out. Octavia, curious to know what Slava was doing, came on deck and looked at  the man lying on the ground.

      ''Slava, what on earth?''

      ''He's come on behalf of my father. He wanted to send you back to the US. He was rude, so I knocked him out. I think I must have hit him very hard . Indeed, he's lost a tooth.''

      ''Oh my goodness,'' Octavia cried. ''They're going to split us up. I can feel it. They want me back in America and you back in Moscow. I'll never see you again. I'm going to call my father and tell him where we are. He'll get someone here to protect us.''

      Slava went back onto the boat and took her in his arms ''No. They'll take you from me. I couldn't bear that. We'll leave and go somewhere else.''

      ''But Slava, if they found us here, they will find us in any other place. At least, my father can keep us safe.''

      ''Okay. But I want to speak to him as well.''

      Octavia opened her laptop and dialed the number. The Presidents secretary answered. ''June it's Octavia. Can I speak to my father?''

      ''Octavia, where are you, everyone's so worried?''

      ''I'm fine. Obviously our secret service isn't as fast as the Russians in finding me. I'm safe and well.''

      ''I'll get him, please wait.''

      When Octavia's father came onto the screen, he looked ashen, and Octavia instantly knew that she had caused him a lot of anxiety. ''Hi Dad. Listen I'm.....''

      ''Octavia for goodness sake where are you? Your mother is having a nervous breakdown and me too come to that.''

      ''I'm fine. I just want to talk to you. If you'll let me.''

      ''Okay baby, talk. You know we love you more than anything in the world, and we only want the best for you.''

      ''I know, and I love you guys the same. This is Slava, do you remember him?''

      Slava shuffled along the sofa and into the President's view. ''Hello Mr President.''

      The President seemed as if he was going to explode into a rage, but he took a deep breath and controlled himself. ''Yes, of course, Slava. I remember. you. I would be grateful if you would please bring my daughter home safely. I could send a few armed men to get her, but none of us want that. Just bring her home, please.''

      ''Sir, I love your daughter and she loves me.'' Slava was resolute, and it seemed he had no fear of who he was addressing. ''I have all the respect in the world for you. But Octavia and I have taken a decision. Neither of us wants to continue our studies. We are bored stupid by them. We each have a dream, which we intend to follow. We ask your blessing in doing so.''

      Again the President drew breath. ''I understand. Maybe if we had all talked about this in the first place, we would have been able to work something out. I am first and foremost worried about her safety. It's a dangerous world, and somebody could quite easily kidnap her. I ask you to think of the consequences of that.''

      ''Sir, I have done, and I understand.''

      Octavia decided to intervene when she noticed her father's voice change tone. It had taken on a more conciliatory tone, one that he used when he wanted to reach an agreement.

      ''Dad, what we are saying is give us a chance. Both of us have enough money, and we have a home. I don't want to be part of the political world. I'm artistic, and I want to write. Slava wants to sail and design yachts. We're not dropping out. We're just following what we really want to do.'' She paused and decided she would tell him. ''I'm having a baby Dad. You and Mum are going to be grandparents.''

      The President was torn between congratulating her and flying into a rage. ''That's great, honey,'' he said. ''Listen how about we make a compromise. Come home with Slava, just for a few days if you like. Come and talk to us. Tell us what you want, and I promise I'll support you in any way I can.''

      ''No tricks?'' Octavia said suspiciously

      ''None at all. Come home, talk to us and if you want, go off again on your boat. But one thing I will not budge on, is the security aspect. We'll talk about that at the time, though.''

      Octavia looked at Slava, and he nodded. ''Okay sir. Octavia will come home for a few days, and I'll join her when I can.'' When the President had gone, Octavia was angry with Slava. ''What do you mean? I'm not going anywhere without you.''

      ''Listen to me. My father will have you killed. I am convinced of it, after the visit we had. The last thing he wants is to see is me marry an American. He hates Americans and everything they stand for.''

      ''Goodness. Do you really think he'd......'' she stopped in mid sentence as he nodded. ''And how would he kill me? You heard Dad; he wants to help us with security. Your father would never get near us.''

      ''Did you see how they murdered Andrey Yevchenko? They put poison in a cup of tea. Or what about Yuri Davydov? They stuck the poisonous umbrella into his rear when he was walking across London Bridge. There are so many examples where good people have been murdered, and nobody noticed the killer.'' He looked at her, and the distress in her eyes, and he decided there and then he was going solve the situation. ''Listen, I want you to go back to your parents. They are good people; they will let you do as you want once it all been discussed. I'm going  to St Petersberg.''

      ''No you mustn't, what if I never see you again?'' Octavia said, now more worried than ever.

      ''I need a few days there. I will have my father returned to Russia in disgrace, and we will be able to get on with our lives.''

      ''And how do you propose to do that?''

      

      *****

      Slava sat in an office overlooking the River Neva in St Petersberg and looked at the young man in front of him.

      ''Slava, it's so good to see you. We haven't seen each other since graduation day at school. How are you?''

      ''Igor, I am very well. There are things happening in my life now that are so fantastic; I can't begin to tell you.''

      ''You must. How about dinner this evening?'' Igor asked. Igor Krasnoyarsk was born on the same day and in the same year as Slava. They went to school together and had been inseparable friends. As often happens, their lives took them separate ways. Igor went to work as a trainee journalist in St Petersberg and Slava to University in Moscow.

      ''You know why I'm here, don't you Igor?'' Slav said, in a somber tone of voice. Igor was just five feet five but  handsome with his dark hair and blue eyes.

      ''Yes, it's time isn't it?''

      Slava nodded. ''Yes it's time. The day has arrived, as I knew it always would. He has to be stopped. My mother is exhausted by his regular beatings, everyone who works for him is afraid of him, and now he has turned on me.''

      ''Okay, I understand,'' Igor said as he stroked his stubble.  ''How do you want to proceed?''

      Slava laughed. ''You're the investigative journalist. I thought you might tell me. But as you ask, here are the names and addresses of five people who can bear witness against him.''

      ''Do you think they would testify against him. Wouldn't they be scared?'' Igor asked.

      ''They will be scared, but they are old now and have little to lose. I will provide them all with the necessary security. And besides, the State Security Service won't protect my father once the accusations come out. They'll drop him like a piece of hot coal.''

      ''Alright, I'll go and interview them all. What about other evidence?''

      ''I have a weapon, which the witnesses say was used at the time and I have  a shirt.''

      ''A shirt?''

      ''Yes, the one worn at the time. It's got blood on it.''

      ''Great. How did you come across these articles?''

      ''They were sent to me by an old woman called Petrova Abdulova. I also have the letter she wrote at the time.'' Slava placed a bag on Igor's desk. ''All the things you need are inside the bag. I know you will do me proud, Igor. Thank you for your friendship over the years, and I do hope our paths will cross a bit more often that they have in the last couple of years.''

      ''Let's chat about old times this evening. I'll pick you up at your hotel at seven.''

      *****

      

      ''Octavia, oh Octavia'' her mother cried as the bullet proof limousine, dropped her outside the White House. ''What have you been up to, we were worried sick about you. Promise me never to run away like that again.''

      Octavia didn't say anything. She looked at her mother, the First Lady.  A woman of average height and above average looks. A brunette, not a hair out of place, she had married Octavia's father when she was just nineteen. She was more popular than her husband among the public, because she was always on TV raising funds for children. ''Your father has canceled all his appointments this afternoon. We're going to sit down and have a nice chat.''

      Octavia hoped the 'nice chat' didn't turn into a monolog lecture. She went up to their apartment and into her room. It was predominately white and full of cuddly toys that well-wishers had sent her at various points during her life. The journey from London had tired her, and she undressed, had a shower and slipped under the sheets. She woke when her mother called her at around three pm.

      ''Octavia,'' her father exclaimed. ''It so lovely to see you. Come here.'' He took his daughter in his arms and hugged her. She was surprised how warm he was towards her. They were in the sitting room in the Presidential Suit in the White House. It wasn't a large room; it was cozy. There was a large round window in one wall, and double doors in the other wall leading to the rest of the suit. There were two sofas, opposite each other and a glass table between them. Octavia's father sat next to her mother with Octavia opposite them.

      ''Your mother and I are so happy that you are having a baby. We're really proud of you, and we want to tell you we will give you all the support you need throughout your pregnancy. If you think Slava will be a good father, and you love him, we will support both of you equally.'' He looked at his wife who nodded in agreement. ''Where we do have a concern, is with you traveling around unprotected.''

      ''Mum, Dad,'' Octavia began. ''I hate Harvard and law. I want to be a writer. I want it so much I was prepared to run away from you. Slava and I have found a way to make our dreams happen. He wants to sail, and I want to write. That's what we'll do. Live on his boat and follow our dreams.''

      ''Alright, if that's what you want. What about your baby. He or she will have to go to school one day,'' the President asked.

      ''Of course, and we'll cross that bridge when we come to it. For now, we have our plan, and we're going to follow it.''

      ''Okay then. Now we understand what you want we can support you. Why didn't you tell us you were so unhappy at Harvard?'' her mother asked.

      ''Because I was worried what you would think. I could see the headlines. President's daughter drops out.''

      ''Leave the press to me. When I'm finished with them, they won't dare to mention you anymore,'' her father said.

      

      *****

      

      As he was about to leave for the airport, Slava's phone bleeped. It was an Email. He opened it and read:

      Hi Slava, please find attached the first in the series of articles. I hope you like it.

      Igor.

      

      Slava clicked on the attachment and began to read.

      

      St Petersberg 2015

      Night of Knives - The First In A Series of Articles About The Unsolved Murder of A Woman.

      She was a woman in her forties. A woman to whom life had not been at all kind. Neighbors remember her as being slight and extremely pretty. What stood out most, though, to those that are able to recall her, was her kindness. She was willing to help anybody and regularly looked after some of the older women in the street. The street where she lived was a just like most of the other residential streets in St Petersberg, apartment buildings, and play areas. It was a close-knit neighborhood, where people knew each other and took an interest in each other.

      You could be forgiven for thinking that the woman in question worked in a local factory or shop, but you would be wrong. Illona Kuklov was a prostitute. On the night of thirteen January 1985, it was bitterly cold, and she had just let her last client of the day out of her apartment. Somewhere around ten pm, there was a scream. It was a scream that makes those I have interviewed about the incident, still have sleepless nights.

      When neighbors rushed to her apartment, they found Illona struggling for breath in a pool of her own blood. She had been repeatedly stabbed, and the weapon was still poking from her chest. Illona's murder has remained unsolved ever since, but it shouldn't have. There is more than enough evidence to bring the murderer to trail. Several witnesses, a murder weapon, and a shirt are all pieces of vital evidence that have been ignored by investigators.

      This newspaper has uncovered the truth about this gruesome murder, and we are able to reveal exclusively, that the chief suspect in the murder is Stanislv Kuklov, Illona's son. He is better known today as the Russian Ambassador to the United States of America.

      Follow each day this week as we exclusively reveal how this man has avoided arrest for so many years and what can now be done to bring him to trial.

      

      Slava shut his phone and smiled to himself as his plane took off towards New York.

      *****

      ''But how do I hold her,'' Slav said as he looked at the tiny bundle in his arms.

      ''Oh I can see you've got a lot to learn,'' Octavia said as she walked up the gangplank on Serene. ''Bottle feeding and diaper changes, you can learn the lot.''

      ''Octavia. Come here please,'' he said. As he put his arm around her, he kissed her. ''You have made me so a happy, I can't tell you. She is so beautiful. I'm afraid I will never be able to give her away to another man like your  father did on our wedding day.''

      ''You will if he's as good a man as you,'' Octavia said.

      *****

      Later that day Slava received a text message from Igor.

      ''Judge says he's an animal. Gave him thirty-five years.''

      *****

      

      

  




THE END

      

      The Rockstar’s Love Child – A BWWM Billionaire Pregnancy Romance

      “Lela, why aren’t you taking this more seriously?!” Liddy was already working on her makeup for the show, and I had barely decided if I was going to go.

      “It’s just a concert, with a bunch of loud girls screaming.  I’m pretty sure that wearing a slutty skirt and layers of makeup won’t help me enjoy the concert more.”

      I still slipped into the skirt, though.  I thought I looked good in it, and I think Liddy felt the same way.

      “That look is perfect for you.  I wish I had your model figure.”

      I gave her a sheepish look.  More people have told me that I’m lucky for my figure, but just as many people have told me to eat more.  I think I eat too much, honestly.

      “Thanks,” I replied, “why are you tryin’ so hard to look good for this, I’ve never seen you work so hard before a concert.”

      She gave me a half smile and a wink.

      “I may have a little surprise for after the show.”

      I rolled my eyes, the last time she said she had a surprise I was stuck driving her while she had awkward sex in the backseat.

      “I hope this time your underwear stays on,” I said.

      “Trust me, this time, neither of us will be wearing anything afterward.”

      She bit her lip.

      I didn’t talk much after that, but the ideas I had about what she wanted to do after the show were mortifying.  She was the kind of person that was interested in driving to Mexico at two in the morning.

      It really didn’t take long for me to get ready, and soon enough we were in a cab with three of our other friends headed toward the show.

      ‘The Sell-outs’ were the newest and most popular rock band, and their tickets sold out in minutes.  I was actually surprised that Liddy managed to get tickets.

      Even more surprising is how good the seats were, not that anyone ever really sat in their seats at these concerts.  I figured that would be best explained later.

      When they began the entire audience lit up, screaming and dancing, some even began to sing along off-key.  I didn’t mind, though, I just enjoyed the music and danced along.

      The four members of the band played so hard that they started taking their shirts off part way through the show.  And, when the lead singer Aiden threw his shirt to the crowd, I thought there would be a riot.

      For some reason it felt like he made eye contact with me a few times, perhaps it was how close we were seated towards the stage, or it might even be that Liddy felt the need to flash the singer a few times.  But, to me, it felt like a moment, and before too long the concert was over and the moment had passed.  I could already feel sick thinking about the hangover I would probably have tomorrow morning.

      However, as everyone filed out of the stadium, Liddy grabbed me by the arm.  She gave me a wink, and with that, I could tell that this night might only be getting started.  Pushing past the exiting crowd, we found ourselves standing in front of two of the beefiest men I’d ever seen in person.

      “Passes?”

      The larger one asked.  Liddy reached into her small handbag and held out two ID badges, and after a quick look, the guard ushered us toward backstage.

      I’d never been backstage at a concert before, and the suspense was getting to me.  My hands were starting to sweat, and I could feel myself getting a little dizzy when I looked around.  But, Liddy kept pulling me along on this ride, and I just followed.

      Walking through busy corridors and hallways, even a staircase or two, Liddy kept flashing her badges and would be met with people pointing one direction or another.  Before long we had found the holy-grail, the coveted green room where the band was enjoying some much-needed refreshment.

      

      2.

      It wasn’t a terribly large room, but it was large enough for the band and a few other girls to wander around.  Along the far side sat a table, covered in drinks and food.  A couple of couches and chairs occupied the center of the room where the band sat, as well as most of their female company.  The longest wall had a large balcony stretching out towards the stadium field.  A few roadies, drinks in hand, were chatting with a couple of the other girls on the balcony.

      Liddy shot from my grasp as soon as she made contact.  This was her element; she always was a bit of an attention hog.  I never minded at all. I wasn’t interested in being stared at by a bunch of gawkers, but she was a professional.

      “Lela, get over here!”

      She waved at me, attempting to bring me in closer but I just waved her off and made for the table in the back.  All that dancing had me feeling relaxed but too drained.  I could already tell that my muscles would be regretting my workout from tonight.

      I put together a small plate of snacks, as well as some water, and sauntered off to the balcony.  It was quite a nice night actually; the cool air off the water staunched the summer heat.

      As I stood, leaning against the railing, it became a bit lonely as the couples filtered back inside, leaving me to my thoughts.

      I couldn’t help but feel like I was wasting the gift from my friend.  She probably worked hard to get these passes, and here I was just leaning against a railing eating meager snack foods.  I peeked on Liddy; she was laughing and chatting with the lead singer.

      I had to admit, I did think Aiden was gorgeous.  His long blond hair was tied back behind his head, and it showed off his sharp, and high, cheek bones.  Being a rock singer, he definitely took care of himself, and while he was quite skinny, it looked like he still enjoyed his time at the gym.

      He was out of my league; he was only really paying attention to the fairer skinned girls at the party, so I could tell right away that his eye wouldn’t stray too far my direction.

      Still, as imaginative as I was, I tried my best to tamp down any thoughts of Aiden coming my way.  Besides, Liddy was more interested anyway, it would probably be best that she is given the opportunity of a lifetime.

      “Excuse me, is this balcony taken?”

      The voice sounded familiar, I turned my neck and saw him standing there, long hair and all.

      “Err… um … no.  It’s open to everyone,” I squeaked out.

      I turned back to my empty plate of snacks, but now I couldn’t remember what I had just been thinking about.

      “Lovely night,” he said.

      I nodded, trying to hide my excitement.

      “You’re missing out on the party, were you planning on staying out here all night?”

      I nodded again.

      “You certainly are a woman of few words,” he laughed.

      I smiled and giggled to myself a bit.

      “Well, that’s quite a nice smile.”

      I was happy for the compliment, as much as he was happy to have given it.

      “Since this doesn’t seem like your kind of party, I doubt you came here alone, who dragged you here?”

      I turned and pointed at my friend Liddy, who was chatting up their bassist at this point.  I was quite surprised that none of the other girls were trampling the balcony, hoping for another minute or two with Aiden.

      “She seems nice. Bit of a talker, though.”

      I giggled again. He was right.  She had quite a mouth on her.

      “Why didn’t anyone follow you out,” I asked meekly.

      Aiden let out a surprised expression, as though he’d just seen lead turn to gold.

      “So you can speak!”

      He laughed, almost as much as I did.

      “To answer that question, how many people in that room do you think would follow me out here right now?”

      I turned and counted, there must’ve been about fifteen girls in there ready to swoon all night.

      “Looks like fifteen?”

      “Sounds about right; how many of them look available enough to chat on this balcony.”

      I looked again, and after examining, I saw that most of them were already talking to other band members or strong looking roadies.  Except maybe one or two that just sat chatting with each other about who knows what.

      “Maybe two of them would come out?” I asked.

      “This happens after nearly every concert.  I’m not really interested in groupies, they get boring.  Sex is great and all, but it feels like I’m exploiting my fans.  I just get a dirty feeling after it’s all over, so I just don’t sleep with them.  I respect my fans too much to exploit them as bad as my record label does.”

      “So you just told them all you weren’t interested, and they backed off?  That doesn’t sound like Liddy at all.”

      “Ah, Liddy is your friends name,” he said. “She was the hardest pressed to get close to me tonight.  She told me she knew the manager, which was strike one right there.  Anyone that knows our manager knows what a total creep he is.  He’d have to sleep with all the girls in that room before he’d even think of giving any of them a backstage pass.”

      That explained quite a lot in my mind, Liddy didn’t mind using herself to get what she wanted, and I suppose this was no different.

      “So how did you get yours,” he asked.

      “Liddy had two, so she gave me one.  We’ve been best friends since 2nd grade, so she didn’t even have a second thought about whom to give it to.”

      “She got two from that scumbag manager?  She must’ve done some pretty crazy things to get a second one.”

      I giggled, but I also felt a little sad about how badly she must’ve wanted to get a second pass, and here I was wasting it on this balcony.  But, I couldn’t help but wonder what she did to get it.

      “Okay, I need to change the subject.  Thinking about Greg sleeping with anyone is killing my brain.”

      I giggled.

      “What do you do when you’re not performing,” I asked.

      “Oh, that,” he said, flashing me a big smile, “I like a lot of things.  But, the thing I like to do most is photography.  It’s really convenient for me since I can take my camera with me anywhere, and I get to visit some places that most people only dream of.”

      He looked really excited.

      “I suppose you probably knew that from the fan club website, though.”

      I shook my head no.

      “Back to not talking again, eh?”

      “Sorry, I don’t really talk to a lot of new people, let alone rock stars.  You’re a bit out of my league.”

      He laughed at the thought.

      “You think you feel overwhelmed by me?  I’m just amazed that 20,000 people want to show up and listen to me play, that’s overwhelming.  I’m not out of your league.  If anything, I’m in just the right place.”

      “No way, I’m sure you’ve been hit by the celebrity bug.  Haven’t you met some other people that you admire and felt awestruck?  Don’t say it never happened.”

      He bellowed a laugh.  But, his moment of silence that followed let me know that I was right.

      “I’ve been bitten by the bug, alright.  You don’t grow up in the middle of nowhere expecting to meet your inspiration.  I must admit that I melted a bit when I met Robert Plant and James Hetfield.”

      I gasped at the name dropping; those were a couple of my celebrity crushes as well, although they were still a bit too old for me to consider anything dirty.

      “So, if you were to go out for a walk with them now, would they still be out of your league?  You’re probably just as famous.”

      He thought about it for a second before he answered.

      “I guess fans spending time with their idols will always be overwhelming, but you shouldn’t feel that way with me.  Sure, I might get paid doing what I love, but I’m nothing too special.  You’d be able to tell that if you spent a day with me.”

      A sudden flash of interest flashed into my head, and I didn’t want to miss out on an opportunity to prove someone wrong.

      “Well then prove it; I want to see a humble rock star walking around town and being normal.  Let’s take a walk around the town and you can photograph all the sights, and I’ll even show you some you won’t see in a travel book.  I’ll even be your model for the day,” I said with a sudden surge of boldness and my cutest smile.

      I wondered why I said it; it seemed so out of character.  Here I was, asking a rockstar out of on date in a rather odd way.  I hardly recognized myself.

      Aiden looked taken aback, as though he’d never been talked to in such a manner, at least in recent memory.  He stood up tall, straightened his shirt, and held out his hand.

      “Very well, miss-“

      “Lela,” I added.

      He nodded.

      “Very well, Miss Lela, I have a concert tomorrow evening so we’ll make a morning of it.  I’ll send a cab for you in the morning, and you can be my model.”

      I took his hand and shook it, my palms were sweating, and that feeling of faintness rushed back to the forefront of my head.  I had a date with Aiden.
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      “You must be joking,” Liddy said in the cab ride home, “you’re going on a date with the lead singer?  That’s the best news I’ve ever heard!  I’m super jealous.”

      She really did like to talk.

      “This is perfect!  You can get him to set me up with his bassist, that dark hair of his gets me wet all over, Ooh and those muscles are screaming for some lovin’.”

      I felt incredibly embarrassed being in the same cab as her; I could tell the driver was getting a good laugh out of it, as well.  Thankfully we were near our apartment, and I could do my best to forget my embarrassment.

      Dragging Liddy up the stairs, while she continued working her mouth, was a tedious chore.  But, I loved her like a sister and wanted nothing but the best for her.  So, even after she spent another twenty minutes making sure her stomach was empty; I made sure she found herself asleep in her bed.

      I slept lightly that night; my head was alight with the possibility of tomorrow.  Aiden seemed much nicer than I thought, he seemed to cultivate a bad boy image, and every girl wanted him, and I didn’t really feel that much different.

      It was a short evening before tomorrow, and the sleep I didn’t get was already taking its toll on me.  My muscles felt fatigued, and my head was pounding with a headache.  Since I was awake before Liddy I thought it best that I make her some food, she always had horrible hangovers after long nights.

      The one thing I would say I was good at was multitasking.  While preparing the food I also found ample time to put together a bag full of fun outfits to change into if my photographer needed it.

      Most of the clothes Liddy had helped me pick out, she knew what looked good on me, not that I lacked fashion sense, but I spent a lot of time in hoodies and leggings.  There’s nothing wrong with being comfy, but Liddy always liked playing dress up with me, like I was her private model.

      “Morning sleepy,” I said to Liddy as she stumbled out of her room, still wearing the dress she wore last night.

      “Ugh,” she managed before plopping down at the table.

      I was already handing her the pain medication we kept for just such emergencies.

      “I have no idea what I’m doing today.”

      She looked up from her bacon and realized that I wouldn’t be here long.

      “You’re doing the Aiden thing, today!” she shouted, apparently forgetting for a moment that she had a killer headache.

      I nodded.

      Liddy sighed and held her head.

      “You know, if you don’t talk much to the guy he might just run off and find someone else to play with.”

      I giggled, she didn’t know what we were doing today, and then again, neither did I.

      My phone rang, there was a taxi waiting for me downstairs.  I started getting butterflies while thinking about meeting up with Aiden again.

      “Go, GO! And don’t forget to ask about the bassist,” urged Liddy.

      I nodded, took my bag full of clothes, and rushed down the stairs.  I still felt it necessary to take it a bit slow, as I found myself a bit clumsy in situations like this.

      The ride in the taxi was a bit longer than I thought it would be.  I lived in an odd neighborhood.  It was the furthest area from anywhere really interesting; so we drove downtown towards the more luxurious part of the city.

      As we pulled up in the cab, I managed to make out a small gathering of people, huddled in a circle.  I had a feeling that my goal was in the middle of the group.

      I pressed past a few onlookers before Aiden caught my eye.  He was currently taking a few selfies with some jealous fans, who made me feel more than a little uncomfortable.

      “Lela!” he managed.

      The crowd turned toward me as he waved, beckoning me closer.

      “Hey everyone, this is my friend Lela.  She’s going to be showing me around town today.  Thanks for finding me out and about, just for you guys I’ll have a special signing at the coffee shop just over there in about three hours.  Thank you all!”

      The gathered people let out a collective sigh and a groan.  He really didn’t have to do that, but it seemed to help as the crowd started to funnel away from the two of us.  Of course, a few people stuck around to take last minute photographs and get an autograph or two.  And soon, we were finally alone enough to talk.

      “I suppose it would’ve been better if I’d worn a disguise or something,” he laughed.

      I nodded with a large grin on my face.  He still made me flutter a bit.

      “Okay, you promised to be my model for the day, let’s see if we can get a few photos before I need to meet back here.”

      He started walking in random directions through the street, stopping here and there to take a photo of an interesting contrast on the side of a building, or a photograph of some people playing in the street.

      He liked to show me his shots after he took them, and I was pleased to say he had quite an eye for framing up his pictures.  The only problem is that I wasn’t in any of them.

      “So, where would you like me to model for you,” I asked.

      “I’m still looking for the right spot.  I know there’s a beach nearby, maybe there’s a nice scenic shot, there.”

      I think I understood what he was looking for.  I grabbed him by the arm and pulled him through the street towards the beach.  I knew a great spot that was gorgeous but barely anyone could get to.

      For a Saturday, the beach was surprisingly empty.  It was rather odd to see it so empty, but there was a hint of drum music in the air that was quite faint at first, but as we turned I could make out a street fair off in the distance.

      The street fair could wait; I wanted to show off my favorite spot.

      I pulled Aiden through a broken wire fence, ducking behind a series of rocks that jutted out into the ocean before coming back upon a pack of sand that looked perfectly undisturbed.

      To our left was a large concrete and brick wall that couldn’t be looked over, and to our right was an outcropping of jagged boulders that were much larger than I was, but right in the middle was a sandy beach-head that looked out into the horizon.

      I tossed off my shoes and ran out to the water playfully.

      I could hear a few clicking sounds from Aiden’s camera; he must’ve liked the view as well.

      “Okay, you got me.  This is a nice view.”

      He set his bag down in the sand near my shoes.

      “Hey, come over here and let’s take a few of you with these rocks, I like the shape.”

      I complied, and walked over, giving my best model stare.  He took another few pictures.

      “I don’t suppose you have something a little more beach-worthy in your bag, those skinny jeans look great, but it doesn’t look right for the shot.”

      I nodded again; I was prepared for this.  I started unbuttoning my jeans and slipped them off my slim legs.  I was smart enough to wear my bathing suit underneath.

      “Okay, that is a truly gorgeous sight.  Were you going to tell me about this?  Or just make me guess?”

      He kept snapping more photos as I took off my top to reveal my underwhelming bust size.  I was wondering if he was thinking about his model for the day if he was trying to get me at angles that wouldn’t show off my hips that were too big, or my boobs that were too small.

      It didn’t seem to matter to him, though; he continued to click away, never taking his eye off the viewfinder on the camera.

      “You are a stunning woman,” he said, “I can barely take my eyes off you.

      I decided a change was in order.  I popped over to my bag and put on my skirt from the night before, and a really slinky top that I rarely ever wear.

      He looked like he was about to lose it, as he kept taking more and more photographs.  Before I realized, it had been a couple of hours.  Being the center of his attention was getting me a little turned on.

      I walked over to Aiden and decided to make the first move.  I leaned in close to him and waited for him to lean in.  He greeted me almost instantly, tenderly pressing against mine.

      I could feel his passion as he pulled me in closer for more kisses.  He was a little rough, but I liked it.  He stripped off his camera as I began to unbutton his shirt.  His chest was thin but powerful as I rubbed my hand along his abs.

      He cupped my butt and lifted me off the ground a little, only to throw me back down onto the sand.  I laid there while he awkwardly stripped off his tight jeans.  I couldn’t help but giggle while he did it.

      He was rock hard and had an almost animalistic lust in his eyes.  He fell to the sand in front of me and stripped me of my clothing, and his roughness just made me wetter.

      He started kissing me all over, starting with my neck while he undid my bikini top, then down to my uncovered nipples, until he started kissing my thighs.

      He flicked his tongue up and down my little clit while massaging my leg with his hand.  I could feel surges of ecstasy start to build inside my stomach.  He was pulling the animal out of me.

      I gripped his upper back and pulled him up towards me; I wanted him inside me so bad.  He got the hint and lifted himself higher until his member was tickling my nether region.

      I enjoyed the sensation for a moment before he pushed himself inside, pulling me open with his girth.  I let out a long drawn out gasp in between moans of pleasure as he took me.

      He thrust powerfully, and I could feel him filling me to the maximum while I tried my best to stay at least a little quiet.  I hoped nobody was watching, but at the same time, I wish they did.

      The public setting and the idea that we might get caught was turning me on even more, and I think he could tell.  He slid in and out even easier with each thrust, even as my womanhood grasp on to him and tried to keep him inside as much as possible.

      Then I could feel it building up, a sudden and powerful explosion shattered my thoughts and expelled itself down my spine as the orgasm took hold.  I couldn’t breathe for a moment as I was wracked with wave after wave of pleasure.

      He must have enjoyed himself, too.  I could feel his hot manhood spurting into me.  I wanted it to fill me up, so that I wouldn’t forget this perfect moment on my favorite beach, with someone I never wanted to forget.

      He pulled out slowly and laid himself next to me.

      “Can we just stay here until tomorrow,” he asked.

      I wanted to scream, ‘yes’ as loud as I could, but the words never found me.

      He let out a long, drawn out sigh.

      “You’re right, I have a show tonight.

      He stood up, covered in sand from head to toe, and started cleaning himself off.  I didn’t want to move, and I could barely feel my legs.

      “Aiden, you wouldn’t happen to have some extra tickets for tonight’s show, would you?” I asked.

      “You didn’t need to sleep with me to ask me for tickets,” he said, in a more serious tone than I should have liked.

      “No, I slept with you because I like you, and you’re the first person that let me be the center of attention for once.  I asked for tickets because I thought we could meet up afterward and do this again,” I smiled in a coy manner.

      “I think I have just the thing,” he said.

      “Oh, and is the bassist available,” I asked.
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      He seemed to be showing off; he got Liddy and me into his private box along with his managers.  I felt incredibly out of place; I wore something a little bit slinky while everyone else seemed to be wearing suits or nice dresses.

      While the concert progressed, I made polite conversation with many of the people.  They were all quite nice, and wished me well, asking me how I knew Aiden and the band.  While I wasn’t entirely honest with how I knew Aiden, I was still nice and answered all the questions they had.

      It was another fantastic show, just like last night, and I made my way backstage with Liddy in tow as soon as it was all over.  I was starting to come out of my shell a little.

      “Lela, you made it!” I heard, as soon as we entered the green room backstage.

      It was the same as it was the previous night, but now, there were more unfamiliar faces contending for the affection of the band members.  I don’t think any of the guys minded in the slightest.

      “You remember Liddy, I hope,” I said.

      “Bruce, do you remember Liddy,” Aiden said, looking over at his bassist.

      “How could I forget,” Bruce replied.

      I had never seen it before, but Liddy blushed.  I giggled as she hopped away.

      Aiden excused himself from the girls that surrounded him and met me back on the balcony again.  It wasn’t as empty as it was yesterday but it was quiet compared to the cramped room.

      “Did you enjoy the show?” Aiden asked.

      I nodded.

      He laughed.

      “Still staying so quiet today. Well, you weren’t so quiet earlier today.”

      I smiled and beckoned him closer.

      “I’d be louder if we could find somewhere private,” I said while biting my lip.

      He perked up.

      “I’m ready to leave. I’ll call the driver-“

      “Aiden!?”

      A shout echoed through the backstage room; it was somewhat unfamiliar.

      “Aiden, get your rear out here, we need to talk.”

      I could see Greg, his manager filtering into view.  Aiden excused himself and went back inside to greet him.

      They had chatted for a moment before Aiden pointed toward the balcony.  When they came out, I could feel Greg’s rage.  He was a gruff and professional looking man.  His slick hair and trendy suit were hiding a prudent businessman.

      “Everyone off the balcony except her,” he shouted.

      Even the bigger roadies looked scared of him, and they pushed past to get inside in a hurry.

      “Are you going to explain this, Aiden,” Greg said, holding up Aiden’s camera.

      “I was out and about taking photos today, I do that in every town, how is it any different this time?” he replied.

      I stayed silent, watching the two of them, and wondering why they might need me here.

      “This, right here, this is why it’s different,” he turned on the camera and started playing a video.  It was the two of us, making love on the beach.  The camera must have accidently turned on when he dropped it in the sand, and it captured everything.

      I backed away a bit, trying to avoid being seen, but there was nowhere to hide.

      “What are you trying to say, Greg?  Did we do something wrong or are you just here to give tips,” Aiden added with a chuckle.

      Greg wasn’t having any of it.

      “Listen, Aiden, have you ever seen a celebrity sex tape get leaked to the public?  A person in your station shouldn’t be seen having sex with someone like her.  This would drag you down if it got out.”

      Aiden wasn’t laughing anymore.

      “What do you mean, ‘someone like her’?” he asked.

      It looked like he was about to mention my skin tone, I was used to people talking down at me because of my darker skin, but that didn’t mean I had to like it.

      “I’m talking about some local hussy that is just after you for your money.  I bet she set this up to record you two so she could blackmail you for it.”

      Aiden clenched his teeth, attempting to hold back his frustration.

      “Greg, you’re a good manager.  You helped make me famous, and I think you for that.” Aiden said. “But don’t think for one second that you can talk about the company that I keep like that.”

      That shut him up; Greg might have been the brains, but he certainly wasn’t the face, and he knew that he wouldn’t make a dime if he got fired.

      “Take your camera, and get rid of that video.  We’re on the road again tomorrow morning; I just want to put this behind us.”

      He left, still in a ball of rage.  All interest I had in being close with Aiden tonight fled from me.  I wanted to run out of there and not stop till I got home; I was so embarrassed.

      Aiden just pushed a few buttons on the camera, pulled out the memory card, and handed it to me.

      “You mean a lot to me, I know we’ve only spent one afternoon together, but hopefully, this helps you trust me.  If you wanted to destroy my career, you could.  But, I don’t think you want that.  So, I’m entrusting this with you.”

      I took the memory card and tucked it into my cleavage.

      “Listen, I need to get some sleep tonight.  I wanted you to come with me, but I don’t know if I could make it happen.  At least, Bruce and Liddy are having a good time.”

      I looked inside; they were making out already, and I had a feeling that I would be going home alone.

      “We’ll be back through here in about two months.  But, that doesn’t mean that I want to wait two months before I see you again.”

      I nodded.

      “Do you want to visit me on the road?”

      I thought about it for a minute.  Of course, I want to visit that biggest rock star on the road.  But, I had too much to do.

      “I can’t, Aiden, I’m in school and this next week is finals.  If I pass my classes, then I’ll be graduating with a degree in journalism.”

      He laughed again.

      “You’re telling me that I just gave the biggest story of the year to an up and coming journalist?  Wow, do I know how to make decisions.”

      I giggled as well.

      “Your secret is safe with me; I don’t want to see my face in some tabloid magazine anytime soon.”

      “Well, if you can’t visit me on the road, then you should know that we’ll be back through this way in about two months.  I want you to come see me then.”

      I nodded again; this was becoming an odd habit.

      “I will be there,” was all I could say.

      We hugged, and he went on his way.

      It was a lonely car ride home.
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      I started getting phone calls the following day.

      It was Aiden; he wanted to know more about me.  We would spend hours on the phone chatting when he wasn’t at rehearsal, and I wasn’t in class.

      Hardly a day passed where we didn’t actually talk for a little while, and some nights I would fall asleep with my phone on while we fell asleep together.

      I learned a few things, like how his name wasn’t really Aiden, it was Chris.  But, I kept calling him Aiden because that was the name I got to know him by, and he barely answered to his real name anymore.

      I spent many happy moments watching our love making session on the beach over again.  I would play with myself while watching and would still feel his powerful body on top of mine, driving me into the sand.

      Things got a little more interesting after a few weeks, my period was late, and a quick trip to the doctor confirmed that I was pregnant.  It tied my stomach in knots, and I tried my best to keep my secret, but I couldn’t help myself, so I told Liddy.

      She freaked out, as I assumed.  I didn’t really mind someone making a big deal about it.  But, I needed her to keep it a secret because I didn’t want to impact Aiden’s career.

      I had to tell him, though, and I had to tell him in person.

      I booked a flight to the city he played in and let him know I would be on the way.  He was more excited than I thought he would be.

      I met him backstage before the show.

      “Aiden,” I said.

      “Lela,” he replied.

      I couldn’t get out the words; I was choking on them.

      “Lela, maybe we could find somewhere a little private and have some fun before the show,” he said.

      I honestly felt the same way, and maybe I would grow more of a backbone afterward.  We rushed backstage to his dressing room, which he locked and propped a chair against the knob.

      I was practically undressed before the door was closed, and he was in a rush to do the same.

      I stripped his pants off him and buried my face in his manhood.  I slid his long, thick member down my throat as far as I could.  I could hear his moans of pleasure as I bobbed up and down.

      It surprised me how long he lasted, but he stopped me before I could finish him off, and he pressed me against a wall.  I could feel my sex dripping all over him as he pushed himself into me.

      I tried my best to avoid screaming with pleasure, but it was difficult.  I had to bite down on a pillow to avoid making too much noise.

      I felt it again, almost like everything from the last month was leading up to this moment and the excitement and pleasure gave me an intense, earth-shattering orgasm.  I felt him releasing inside me.  I didn’t mind at all, this time; I had nothing to be scared of anymore.

      The post-sex high that followed left my body relaxed, and I didn’t mind talking.

      “Aiden, there’s something you need to know,” I started.

      “What is that, Lela?” he replied.

      “I’m pregnant, and you’re the only person I’ve slept with in months,” I said.

      He was dumbfounded for a minute; I could see an elated expression become dulled over by realization.

      “I’m excited to be a father, but this can’t go public.  Just like our video from before.  We can’t let anyone know.”

      “Why not?  Don’t you want people to know?  Aren’t you excited?”

      “Of course, I’m excited, Lela.  But, if the public got hold of this it wouldn’t just damage my relationship, it would damage the bands.  I can’t let them down right now.”

      I understood what he wanted; I didn’t need to make it a public thing.  I don’t want people staring at me, or wondering what we’re going to name the baby.

      I just nodded.

      “Lela, you’re welcome to stay here for a while.  We’re going back to your hometown in a couple of weeks, and you can stay with me till then.”

      “I need to go home,” I said, “I still have school to finish, and I don’t want to distract you from your show.”

      “Lela, you’re not a distraction, but if you need to go then that’s fine.”

      I couldn’t stay there; I needed to be home.  I needed something normal in my life to hold onto.

      

      6.

      “So, what did he say?” asked Liddy.

      I just shrugged, and she knew what that meant.  Being friends for so long meant that she could decipher just about all my odd quirks.

      “I don’t know if I can do it, though,” I said.

      “Aren’t you used to it,” she asked, “I mean, you’ve always pulled yourself out of the crowd.  I never tried to change you, and I can’t think of anyone who could.”

      “I know,” I replied, “but this is different.  This is an acknowledgment that we’re something more.  I like him, I really do.  I might not know him all that long, but I was hoping that he would, at least, call me his girlfriend.”

      “Lela, Aiden is a good guy, but can’t you understand that this isn’t something he can do so easily?”

      I nodded.

      “He has worked his entire life to get to the top, and he gets there by being the single and attractive man that he is.  Men want to be him, and women want to be with him.

      “If you take away his image, then you’re stuck with something that he can’t be, and that’s a normal person.”

      She was right, and I knew it as well, Aiden couldn’t say anything because it could cost him the love of many of his fans.  I didn’t want to hear it, but I really wanted to be special.

      “I don’t know if I can do this anymore,” I said.

      Liddy came over and sat down beside me.

      “You can’t force something to happen; the best you can do is sit by and wait.”

      I looked her back in the eye, and she could see how sad I really was.

      “I’m tired of waiting, Liddy.”

      She knew I was going to do something that I might regret, but there was no way she was stopping it.

      I picked up my phone and dialed Aiden.  It had taken a while before he picked up.

      “Hey, Lela, just finished our show tonight, good to hear from you.”

      I was silent for a moment, trying not to give in to emotion as best I could.

      “Aiden, I can’t do this anymore.  I really do love you.  But, I can’t do this.  I want more than to be a backstage booty call before a show.  I want to feel like your girlfriend and tell people that you mean a lot to me.”

      I could already feel some tears starting to flow.

      “I won’t hold this baby over your head; you don’t have to worry about us.  But, I need to find someone that isn’t ashamed to have their arm around me.”

      I was about to hang up, but he jumped in.

      “Lela, wait!  You can’t leave, not yet.  I just can’t let people know about you right now.  Come on, Hun, I love you too.  I want to talk about this with the band, but I don’t think they want to hear it.”

      “Aiden, do what you need to do.  I’ll always be here to talk, but it’s pointless for me to sit around and wait for you to be ready.  Goodbye, Aiden.”

      The other end of the line was silent as I hung up.  Liddy sat nearby; a bit flustered from having listened to me break off any real connection I had with Aiden.

      “It hasn’t been that long, Hun.  Maybe something will change.”

      

      7.

      The weeks flew by in almost no time, Aiden and I barely talked, and before long I got word that Aiden was playing at a venue nearby.  I received a couple of tickets in the mail, but I wasn’t incredibly interested in going.

      “Lela, you better not blow that boy off.  He sent you tickets to his most recent show and you better, at least, make an appearance.”

      I sighed.

      “Liddy, I know you still want to see Aiden and me together again, but it’s just not going to happen, not as long as he wants to keep me stuck under the rug.”

      “You can’t deny that this is going to be the show of the year.  The stadium is packed, and these tickets are front row!”

      She was right, again, I might not be incredibly interested in seeing Aiden, but his band was really good, and these were excellent seats.

      “Alright, I’ll go.  But, for obvious reason, I can’t drink.”

      Liddy nodded and spent the rest of the afternoon trying to put together an outfit for me.  I was surprised when the outfit she liked most was a little less revealing than usual.  I guess I didn’t have any reason to show off anymore.

      Liddy was more ready than usual; she was wearing the least amount of clothing I had ever seen.

      “Bruce has kept in touch.  I thought I’d give him something good to look at tonight while he’s on stage,” she said while beaming a smile.

      I hadn’t ever really thought about Liddy and Bruce.  She was spending an awful lot of time on her phone with him lately.  At least one of us was happy, and I felt happy for her.

      Once we got to the show, I found myself wondering what Aiden was up to before the show.  I hadn’t seen him nervous before, and I doubted I ever really would.

      The doors opened, and we pushed our way to the front of the crowd.  While we walked up, I could tell we were getting a lot of foul looks from people further back.

      I had never seen the stadium this packed.  It must have been around 35,000 seats all filled up and I was in the best seats in the house.  I stood up and screamed along with the crowd for the band.

      I really was hoping that everything was okay.

      Then, the lights went down, and the cheering grew louder.  Glow sticks and cell phones illuminated the arena.  Then a single spotlight hit center stage.

      Aiden walked out; he looked a little nervous as he did so.  Even though he wasn’t looking my direction I could feel his gaze.

      “Hey everyone,” he said as the crowd erupted, “Before we start tonight, I need to do something special.”

      I had a feeling I knew what he was about to do, and I felt both nervous and embarrassed.

      “There’s someone here tonight that means a lot to me.  I’ve been doing a lot of soul-searching and I need to get this off my chest.”

      He looked right at me.

      “Lela, would you come up on stage for just a second.”

      The crowd cheered, still.  I looked around, and all the fans around me kept pointing me towards the staircase to go up on stage.  I wearily took step after step, pushed on by Liddy standing behind me.

      Aiden came over and helped me up the stairs.  My heart was beating strongly in my chest.  I stepped up on the stage and looked out into the blinding light and the ocean of fans screaming.  This truly was intimidating.

      “This is Lela. Would you like to say hello, Lela?” he asked.

      I shook my head and pushed the mic away.

      “She’s a bit shy, so I’ll do the talking.”

      He leaned in and whispered in my ear.

      “Please don’t hate me after this.”

      Then he turned back to the crowd.

      “I’m in love with this beautiful woman, right here.  Not a day has gone by that she hasn’t been in my thoughts and not a day goes by that I don’t think about our baby.”

      The crowd seemed especially surprised, as was I.  I was trying my best not to faint under the scrutiny of so many people.  But, after only a moment of silent chatter, they started yelling again.

      “Lela is my heart and my soul, and I hope that she’ll be able to forgive me for being such a terrible person.  I tried to hide this wonderful woman from the world, but I couldn’t keep doing it.  I wanted you all to know the truth.”

      I couldn’t hold back my tears anymore.  I kept trying to leave the stage, but I wanted to be close to Aiden.  I didn’t want to leave his side.

      Aiden pulled me in close again to whisper in my ear.

      “Lela, I want you to stay out here for the show, but I think you’d be more comfortable sitting in the box upstairs.”

      I nodded.

      “I’m going to be right back, but in the meantime here’s the opening act!”

      Another band came out and took the stage, but I didn’t pay them much attention.  As soon as we were off stage and out of earshot of many people Aiden pulled me aside.

      “Lela, I didn’t believe in love at first sight before.  I think things need to be tested and worked through.  Then I met you.  I couldn’t keep my eyes off you while you were standing on the balcony when we first met.  I didn’t want to say anything because I didn’t want to sound like some sort of creep.

      “After you decided to break it off, I felt something leave me.  It was like losing a part of me, and I couldn’t bear it.  The shows I did, between then and now, were terrible, and I just haven’t really been myself.

      “I want you and this baby in my life.  It means a lot to me, Lela.  Please stay with me.”

      I couldn’t say no to his face, I just nodded.

      He smiled and gave me the roughest hug I had ever felt.

      “Aiden, you’re on in ten, get ready,” I heard Greg say from behind while sneering at me.

      “Liddy should be here to take you backstage in a moment or two.”

      He was right, Liddy was already waiting nearby, and she snapped a photo of the two of us mid-kiss.

      “I guess I have my first news story,” I said.

      “Surely not your last,” he replied.

      Then he left, to get made up for the show.  Liddy and I walked slowly up the stairs and through the back halls of the stadium.

      “I talked to Bruce about the whole thing.  He said that Aiden was in a slump.  Then I told Bruce what you had said to Aiden and Bruce took it upon himself to talk to the rest of the group.  They all wanted him to be happy.”

      I wiped a tear off my cheek.

      “You’re a good friend, Liddy.”

      “Hey, you set me up with the greatest bassist in history.  A girl’s gotta watch out for her own.”

      I laughed, as did Liddy.  I was lucky to have such a great friend.

      *****

      THE END
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      Aisha had been working for Mr. Conner for a week when she first met Sandy. Of course, she had no way of knowing just how Sandy would affect her life then, but there was something about the woman that made Aisha take notice.

      Aisha was just out of college, and it had been her dream to become a sports agent. She had moved to New York after graduating from Boston, though she had been born and raised in Michigan, twenty miles outside of Detroit. Boston had been something of a culture shock, but nothing had prepared her for New York. The massive buildings themselves seemed overpowering at first, oppressive even. Going out on the street, the throngs of people on the sidewalks, the unending stream of yellow cabs in the streets. It was all too much at first. But if she wanted to make it as a sports agent, she needed to be there. The Big City, practically trademarked.

      When Anthony Conner was younger, he had been a hot shot agent with the largest sports agency in the world. A decade ago he had left to open his own agency, CSA. Now it was the largest sports agency in the world, and Aisha’s top marks in her classes at Boston had been enough to land her a job as his assistant. Of course, getting coffee and making copies wasn’t exactly what she wanted to do, but she knew you had to start somewhere.

      And so she had been sitting at a small desk outside of Mr. Conner’s large corner office when someone approached her. She had been typing up a contract Anthony had needed quickly, and she only glanced up, at first, to see if she knew who it was who was tapping their foot impatiently in front of her desk. She hadn’t recognized the woman, so Aisha had gone on typing as the spoke.

      “What can I do for you?” she asked.

      “I need to see Anthony,” the woman said.

      “I’m sorry, do you have an appointment?”

      “I don’t need an appointment,” the woman snapped, and Aisha stifled a sigh and looked up. The woman was Aisha’s opposite it just about every way. Aisha was black, her skin dark, like coffee with just a splash of milk mixed in. The woman in front of her was pale, with high cheekbones and strawberry blonde hair while Aisha had a round face and hair as black as coal. The woman was tall, almost as tall as Mr. Connor himself, and Aisha had always been short, but it worked for her, and added to her feminine qualities, like a curvaceous hourglass figure made up of wide hips and an ample bosom, she looked like something straight out of most men's fantasies. The white woman was angular and sharp, beautiful to be sure, but simply in a different way than Aisha was.

      “I’m sorry,” Aisha went on. “He’s booked completely today.”

      “Shut up,” the woman snapped, and then she marched past Aisha’s desk and into Mr. Conner’s office.

      Aisha was up on her feet in a flash, but she was too slow to stop the white woman, so all she could do was march in after her, and call to Mr. Conner over the woman’s shoulder.

      The man sat at his richly lacquered mahogany desk, typing on his laptop. She was glad he wasn’t on his phone, she knew he would be annoyed to be interrupted, but he would have been furious to be pulled off of a call with one of his clients.

      “This woman just barged in,” Aisha said, feeling foolish. Of course, she had, and she knew Mr. Conner would be able to tell that since the woman was in the process of barging in. Her boss looked up, and his eyes widened a bit when he saw the white woman.

      “It’s fine,” Mr. Conner said to Aisha, holding his hand up, indicating she should leave. Aisha felt anger swell inside of her for a moment, an anger that confused her, and she left silently, thinking about it. Why had she gotten angry? A woman barged in, and her boss was letting her stay. So what? Why would that make Aisha angry?

      As she sat at her desk once more, she realized it had not been anger, not exactly, but more so jealous. Mr. Conner was a powerful man, and one that Aisha was simultaneously attracted to, and respectful of. She had wanted him to send the lady out, to get mad, to rise from his chair and point to the door, and tell her to leave. Instead, he had held up his hand to her, and Aisha had been the one sent away.

      Mr. Conner was a nice man and a great boss. Aisha was sure he was attracted to her, the same way she was attracted to him, and he paid her the same attention most men did. She was gorgeous, and she knew it, and she wasn’t the type of woman to be ashamed by that. Nor did she have a problem flaunting some aspects of her body. To put it simply, it made life easier sometimes. The job with Mr. Conner was an important first step to a career in her field, and it had been sought after by quite a few applicants. Men and women alike. So she had interviewed in professional but somewhat sexual clothes. Low cut tops, short skirts. She knew some women would balk at such tactics, but Aisha thought it was foolish not to use whatever you could to get ahead, and she knew thinking like that would only help her in her chosen field, one that was filled with backstabbing and people looking to do nothing but further themselves.

      Of course, Aisha drew the line in places too. She would never sleep with anyone for a job. That wasn’t the kind of thing she was comfortable with, and it wasn’t the sort of thing she respected. Of course showing off her belly and her legs, and her rear in a tight skirt was different. She wouldn’t sleep with Mr. Conner for her career, but she didn’t mind if he wanted to harass her. If he did, that was only good for her. He was a man who had everything. Making him want something he couldn’t have would be good for him as well.

      The hard thing was Aisha wanted to mess him too. Badly. But she had dealt with crushes before. Having them, being wanted, it was no big deal, and she was going to control herself, and she was going to keep teasing her boss, and make it on her own.

      She got back to typing up the contract Mr. Conner needed, but she couldn’t help but overhear the woman and her boss in his office. Overhear wasn’t the right word, not exactly. She couldn’t tell what was being said; she could only make out that the woman was speaking very loudly, almost yelling. She didn’t hear her boss raise his voice at all, but due to the pauses between the screeching woman’s words, she was sure he was trying to speak to her.

      After ten minutes or so, the door to Mr. Conner’s office swung open and banged loudly against the wall. The tall woman stormed out, her face red and pulled into an angry scowl. “Of course,” she said as she stopped just long enough to look at Aisha, and then she was going again. As she stomped on sky-high heels towards the elevator that would lead down to the lobby, heads turned in cubicles to watch her go.

      Aisha swiveled in her chair to see that her boss was standing in his doorway. She smiled and cracked a joke. “Another satisfied client?”

      Anthony Conner laughed. “Something like that,” he said, and then he wiped his forehead, feigning exasperation. “I need a drink.”

      “It’s only ten in the morning,” Aisha said.

      “Well, tell me when it’s noon. I’ll take you to lunch. As long as you don’t mind if I drink mine.”

      Aisha giggled and shook her head. “Fine by me,” she said, and Anthony turned into his office and shut the door.

      Mr. Connor had never asked her to lunch, but she had been hoping he would. Any time spent with her boss, so she could impress him with her natural talent when it came to their very specific work, was good. Great in fact. She typed up the contract and took it into his office, and then went back and watched the clock on the corner of her computer screen slowly click upwards towards twelve.

      Right at noon, she went into her boss's office and waited until he got off the phone. She leaned against the wall next to the door, listening as he spoke to a very famous baseball player who was nearing the end of his contract, and who desperately wanted off of the small market team he played for. When the conversation was done, Anthony looked to his gorgeous assistant and let his head tilt to the side.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “Well, it’s time for-” Aisha started, but Anthony spoke over her, cutting her off. “Do you always listen in on people’s conversations?”

      “Oh, I should have waited out-” Aisha started again, but once more she was cut off, this time by Mr. Conner’s infectious laugh. It was booming and loud, and it made Aisha laugh every time she heard it, but, this time, she fought her own laughter away and remained stone-faced.

      “I’m kidding,” Anthony said. “I like messing with new people,” he said.

      “Well I don’t like it at all,” the young woman snapped.

      “I’m sorry,” Anthony said, holding his hands up, suddenly taken aback.

      “I don’t care if you're sorry,” Aisha said, she then stormed forward and slapped her palms down on his desk, leaning over, so he would surely get a nice view of her supple cleavage. “I quit.”

      “Aisha!” Anthony stammered, trying to keep his eyes on hers, but failing spectacularly in the face of her large, perfect, breasts.

      “Kidding,” Aisha said, standing upright and laughing. “And my eyes are up here,” she added before she laughed harder. Anthony sat wide eyed for a moment, and then he too burst into infectious laughter.

      “Are you busting my chops?” he asked as he stood and grabbed the suit jacket he had draped over the back of his chair and pulled it on over his very expensive shirt and tie.

      “I think so,” Aisha said, and they walked out of his office together.

      She paused for a moment to gather her things, a coat to fight off the oncoming autumn air, and her purse, and then they walked together down the row of cubicles and to the elevator. Aisha couldn’t help but notice a number of people watched as they walked by, and she wondered if they thought Mr. Connor, who was her boss and theirs, of course, was taking her to lunch or is she was going to sit in the backseat of his car with her and suck him off. She knew what some women did to get ahead, and she admitted to herself she would be wondering the same thing if she saw Anthony and another pretty young woman walk by together at noon.

      She knew tongues would be wagging as soon as they were out of earshot, and she stole a glance at her boss. If he was thinking the same thing, his impassive face didn’t show it. They got to the elevator, and Mr. Conner pressed the button to call it up to their floor. As they waited, Aisha let her mind run wild some more. First she thought about going down to the parking garage and indeed slipping into the backseat. Would he slip in with her? If she just sat back there, and held the door open for him, leaning out of the car to do so and affording him another great view of her belly, would he get in with her? Would he be hard? Would he object if she pulled his engorged member out of his pants and went to town on it? She bet he would get in with her, but he wouldn’t object.

      And then she thought again of her co-workers, and she had to hide a smile. She liked the idea of them wondering. She knew that there was a whole other level, with her being black, as sad as that was in the modern age. He was a successful white man, almost double her age. She was a young black girl. She wondered if he had ever been with a black girl. He didn’t seem like the type who would discriminate, but most people felt more comfortable with lovers of their own race, even if they weren’t discriminatory. You were just drawn to people like you. And it was true for Aisha as well. She had never dated anything other than black men though in college she had spent one wild night with her Asian roommate, who was a woman.

      In the elevator Aisha felt something, standing so close to her boss, alone with him in the small box. It felt as though there was an attraction there, something tangible in the air though Aisha was sure she could just be imagining it.

      Down in the parking garage, Mr. Conner led the way to his car. Aisha paused as he unlocked the doors, and tried to keep from gaping. She had never seen what he drove, but she should have known it would be something expensive. And it was. It was a Ferrari, Aisha didn’t know more than that, but she recognized the little emblem on the front of the car. It was as black as midnight, with shining silver hubcaps. Her boss opened her door for her, and it swung out slightly and then lifted straight up, and she dropped down onto the passenger seat.

      As they pulled out of the garage, she could tell Anthony was yearning to push the pedal down to the floorboard and speed off, but the insane traffic of New York kept him from doing that.

      “This car is amazing,” Aisha said, and her boss smiled.

      “Thanks,” he said. “I love taking it upstate; it’s a nice car to actually drive. This city is not built for driving, but I hate cabs.”

      “How long have you lived here?” Aisha asked. She craned her neck and looked at the skyscrapers as they drove slowly by them, as she always did. She still couldn’t get over some of the buildings in New York. How massively tall they were, and how packed into a small area they all seemed.

      They stopped at a red light, the massive engine of the expensive car purring like a jungle cat. Mr. Conner looked over to Aisha, and she noticed his eyes dipped, following the long line of her crossed legs, down to her knee and then back to her dark thigh, where they disappeared under her skirt.

      “All my life,” Anthony answered finally. “Born and raised.”

      “Wow. I still can’t get used to this place.”

      “It’s nuts, and it’s a crazy way to grow up. My dad wanted something for us, for his family, so he and my mother and my older brother moved here just before I was born. He never made it, always worked a couple of jobs, just managed to get by, but there’s something about living here, right here in the city, and it inspired me.”

      “I didn’t know you had a brother,” Aisha said.

      “He moved away as soon as he could. He didn’t take to the city like I did. I don’t see him much.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      The light turned green, and the car pulled forward, and Aisha’s boss shrugged. “It is what it is.”

      Aisha laughed. “My grandmother used to say that. I thought it sounded good. When I was in highschool I wrecked my mom’s car. He was yelling at me, and I said it is what it is. He didn’t find it funny, or profound.”

      Anthony Conner laughed. “Do you have any siblings?”

      “Three. Well, three half-siblings. That’s typical, right? My mom had me first, and then two with her second husband. The third is only six, and she doesn’t know who the dad is exactly. She had just gotten divorced again.”

      “What do you mean that’s typical? Mr. Connor asked as they pulled into a small parking lot, next to a very expensive Italian restaurant that had a name Aisha didn’t quite know how to pronounce.

      “Black girl with a bunch of half-siblings,” Aisha said, wondering if Anthony was that sheltered, or trying to spare her feelings. She wasn’t ashamed of where she came from, but she was proud of herself from getting away from that sort of life.

      Anthony parked and looked to his assistant. “Who cares about that trash, right?”

      Aisha smiled and nodded, and her boss reached over and put his hand on her leg. It seemed friendly, just a little touch between a man trying to make sure a woman knew he didn’t care about things like that, but his hand wasn’t on her knee, it was closer to her thigh, his pinkie finger touching the hem of her short skirt. The touch was like electricity, sending a shock of pleasure through Aisha’s body. His hand was strong and warm, and she found herself wishing the older man would slide it under her skirt.

      But then he took his hand away, and opened his door, and it was time for lunch.
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      Inside there was a small line of well-dressed business men and a few women waiting for a table, but Mr. Conner didn’t have to wait at all. He led her past the line, right to a smartly dressed maitre d’ who stood next to an oak podium. He was a tall man, older than Aisha but younger than her boss. He had slicked back hair and a thin mustache.

      “Mr. Conner,” he said with a smile as he motioned them both back towards the dining room with his hands. “Glad to see you.”

      “Thanks, Tom,” Anthony said, pulling a crisp bill from his pocket and palming it, so after they were shown to their table, and when Tom shook his hand, he could discreetly take the tip. It was hard to be sure, but it looked to Aisha like her boss had handed the man a hundred dollar bill.

      The restaurant was small and dimly lit, with the tables and chairs and other furnishings looking more expensive than anything the young black girl owned. She had worked hard to get where she was, but there, at the table with her boss, she felt out of place. She shoved the thoughts from her mind, though and smiled across the table to Anthony.

      “I’ve never been here before,” she said. “What’s good?”

      “The wine,” Anthony Conner said, and they both laughed. “Really, though, you can’t go wrong with anything. Do you like seafood? They have a great pasta with shellfish. I always add an order of crab cakes as well.”

      Aisha nodded. “I’ll have whatever you recommend,” she said, and her boss nodded and ended up ordering for both of them. Each dish had a complicated Italian name, and Aisha found herself wondering if her boss was saving her a bit of embarrassment. Soon after ordering their waitress, who was a thin white blonde girl with a massive chest and an even bigger butt, clad in a crisp white shirt and tight black pants, brought a bottle of wine which Aisha was pretty sure cost more than she made in a month.

      “Bring another, will you?” Mr. Connor said with a smile, and the waitress nodded.

      “That woman must be a Heck of a client,” Aisha said wryly.

      “She’s a Heck of a pain in the rear, I’ll tell you that much,” Anthony said, as he poured two glasses of wine.

      Lunch wore on, for an hour, and then another, and Aisha and her boss slowly got drunk. When they left the restaurant, there was a cab waiting for them. Anthony had called and asked for one twenty minutes before they had left.

      “I’ll come back after work for my car. Hopefully I’ll be sober by then.”

      Aisha was drunk as well, and she felt light headed, and she stumbled a bit as she made her way to the cab, so that her boss had to catch her and steady her.

      “I didn’t think you could get drunk at work,” she said after they were both in the backseat.

      “Hey, we aren’t at work,” Anthony said, which made Aisha giggle. “And I’m the boss, so what I say goes.”

      The cab driver pulled into the busy traffic, and Aisha closed her eyes for a moment, fighting to sober up before they got back to work. When she opened her soft brown eyes, she was surprised to see her boss was looking at her.

      “What?” she asked.

      “You have beautiful eyes,” he said, and Aisha felt warmth flood her cheeks.

      “Thank you,” she said. “You’re drunk.”

      “You’re beautiful,” her boss added, and this time, she didn’t say anything. Instead, she leaned towards the man and kissed him. She pressed her full, pouty lips to his, and their lips parted, and their tongues danced together. He tasted of the wine, and the mint he had after. She pulled away.

      “I’m sorry. I’m drunk,” she said, and once again, they both laughed.

      When Aisha and her boss returned to the office, they both managed to get through the long walk to the back of the floor, where her desk was, and his office sat, the door closed, without stumbling or looking drunk. People watched them pass of course, but they were trying to find any sign of sexual dalliances, not the fact that they had polished off two bottles of wine. But despite the kiss, there was no sign of romance. No clothes on backward, no lipstick marks on his collar and Aisha’s co-workers were disappointed, and went about their jobs.

      An hour after returning, the phone on Aisha’s desk beeped, indicating a call from Mr. Conner. She lifted the receiver to her ear.

      “Yes sir?” she asked.

      “Can you work late tonight?” he asked.

      “Sure,” she said.

      “Good, come in here.”

      Aisha stood and went into her boss’ office. He sat behind his desk, rubbing his temples with the pads of his fingers. “Wine at lunch was a bad idea.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “Tommy Wilson just got arrested for drunk driving,” Mr. Conner said. Tommy Wilson was a football running back, one of Anthony Conner’s more famous, and infamous clients. He was also a lot of trouble.

      “Alright, let’s spin,” Aisha said, nodding. Mr. Conner smiled to her, and they got to work. It was a long day, trying to track Wilson down first, and then speaking with him on the phone, and then emailing his lawyer. A statement had to be drafted, and then Mr. Conner sent it to ESPN, and the NFL Network, and other appropriate outlets. The long day slowly turned into a long night.

      Finally, with an empty and dark office space beyond Mr. Conner’s door, and a black sky that was starless due to the light pollution from New York City, Aisha’s boss let her off the hook.

      “Go get some sleep,” he said. Come in an hour late tomorrow.”

      Aisha looked at the handsome man. “What about you?” she asked.

      “I’ll be fine,” he said, waving her off. “I’m going to wrap a few things up.”

      Aisha was sitting at his desk, but across from Anthony. They had been like that for hours. Now she stood, and something was taking a hold of her. The day had turned out to be stressful, but she was working so closely with the man who was considered one of the best, at exactly what she yearned to do, and it had injected her with adrenalin. The work was writing, and talking, and sending emails, but somehow it had been exciting. And Anthony Conner had known Aisha was up for it. He told her to do something, and she did it. He didn’t check up on her; he trusted her.

      Her attraction for the man, and admiration for him had grown in the hours since she had sat across from him and gotten to work. Now she stood and moved around the desk. She sat there, perching her round rear on the edge of his desk, crossing one dark skinned leg over the other. He looked at her legs. “I’m not drunk now,” she said, looking at him. He glanced up at her.

      Aisha didn’t know why she was doing it, but she knew she wasn’t going to stop herself. He might stop her; he might know it wasn’t appropriate, but she almost always got what she wanted, especially when it came to men. Anthony Conner didn’t disappoint.

      He reached up, placed his hands on her legs, her thighs, and he stood. She uncrossed her legs, spread them, and he stepped over and forward, positioning himself in between them.

      “Miss Davis,” Anthony said, using her last name. “You’re being rather forward.”

      Aisha grinned. “I just told you I wasn’t drunk. You came up here.”

      “I did.”

      “For what?”

      “To kiss you.”

      “Is that a good idea?” Aisha asked. Her boss grinned.

      “Let’s find out,” he said, and then he leaned forward, and they kissed. It was long, sensual. Finally, he pulled away, and they both opened their eyes.

      “It’s a good idea,” Aisha said, and then they were kissing again.

      His hands went down to her legs once more, strong fingers on her thighs, his hands riding up, taking her skirt up with them. He leaned forward, and she slipped her arms around him, her hands on the back of his expensive shirt. Their kissing was hot and heavy, their tongues exploring each other’s mouth. Anthony moved his hands up from her legs, pushing up and over her hips, and then along her ribcage on either side.

      Soon his hands were at her breasts, where he groped her from outside of her shirt. Her nipples were hard, pushing against the material of her bra, and suddenly she could think of nothing other than him touching her there, so she slid her own hands between their bodies and began unbuttoning her shirt.

      Mr. Conner wasn’t a patient man, however. He pushed her hands away and then ripped her shirt open, sending two buttons flying off to clatter against the wall behind the desk before falling to the floor. Aisha sucked in a lungful of air, shocked by the man's actions. Of course, buying new clothing was nothing for him, but she was just out of college, and while Anthony Conner paid well, he didn’t pay that well. She thought for a moment about it, wondering if it was his way of dominating her. If he knew that ruining a shirt like that meant something to her, meant a little extra money where she didn’t have much extra. But then his hands were at her breasts again, feeling her through the bra, and her mind could go nowhere else but that office, and his body.

      His lips tore from hers, and then planted themselves on her jawline before moving down, trailing tiny kisses and nips down her neck, and then across her collarbone. Strong fingers hooked into the cups of her bra and pulled them down, freeing her heaving belly with her brown areolas, hard and eager for his mouth. He didn’t disappoint, taking each nipple into his mouth in turn, and sucking on them softly. He nipped with his teeth, and Aisha moaned aloud.

      She reached down with one hand and gripped her boss’ hard cock through his pants. He throbbed in her fist, and she teased him a bit, gripping and sliding her hand along his member, but making no effort to free it from his pants. She should have known that he wouldn’t wait for her, being a take charge kind of guy. He stepped back and undid his fly, letting his pants fall to his ankles. His cock was big and thick, and a small drop of precum shone in the light of his office on the end of his toe.

      “Suck it,” he said to her, gripping himself at the base of his cock. She opened her mouth to argue, but he was reaching forward, gripping her short and straight black hair behind her head, forcing her forward off of the edge of the desk. Then she was going to her knees, half on her own power, and half because he was directing her, and she found herself just inches from his penis, and she saw how it twitched and throbbed, waiting for her, and she decided Mr. Conner wasn’t a man you wanted to keep waiting.

      Aisha opened her lips and took Anthony’s toe into her mouth. There was no teasing, no sensual swirls of the tip of her tongue on the tip of his cock, she just parted her lips, and he thrust forward, burying his cock in her mouth until his swollen head hit the back of her throat.

      “Idiot,” Anthony said, tilting his head back. His hand remained at the back of her head, gripping her hair, and his hips stayed in motion, pulling back, so his cock almost slipped out of her mouth, and then pushing back in.

      Aisha had sucked cock before, had always been told how well she did it, but the men she had been with had always seemed content to let her do the heavy lifting so to speak. They would lay back, hands behind their head, and she would bob on their toe, sucking and licking, until they shot their hot, sticky loads down her throat. Her boss was not like that. He was actively her, using her mouth like other men used her pussy, and she found she was enjoying it immensely. He choked her, gagged her with his massive member, and tears formed at her eyes, but she wouldn’t tell him to stop, she didn’t want to let him down. He was using her, but that was alright, she knew she would use him in that office when she got the chance.

      Her pussy was wet, soaking her panties, and as her boss rocked back and forth, his swollen cock sliding in and out of her mouth, she reached down between her legs and slid the crotch of her panties to the side, so she could slide two fingers into herself.

      She was nearing orgasm when her boss pulled his erect toe fully from her mouth and let go of her hair.

      “Stand up,” he demanded.

      “Shut up and sit down,” Aisha said, pulling her fingers from her own pussy and standing before the powerful man. He looked surprised, but he did what she said, stepping back in an awkward shuffle due to his pants still being around his ankles, and then sitting in his office chair. Aisha held her fingers to his lips, the sheen of her own juices catching the light from overhead. He sucked on her fingers, tasting her.

      Then Aisha turned away from him, and slowly she reached down, taking the hem of her short skirt, and pulled it up. She teased him, knowing his eyes were on her full figured rear, making him wait as slowly the bottom of her cheeks appeared, and then the material of the red boy shorts she was wearing. Then her skirt was up over her hips, and she felt his fingers grabbing the waistband of her panties and tugging them down. She stepped over them, careful to keep her heels on; she would need the added height to make the position work.

      She bent a bit, reaching down between her legs to grip Anthony’s cock, and then she sat, letting his toe slide up into her hot, wet pussy. “Incredible,” she breathed, taken by just how big his cock was. She had only been with black men, and most of them had been well endowed, but no one had been able to match Anthony Conner. The man really had everything.

      As she slid all the way down, taking his cock completely into her tight pussy, he put his hands on her hips. She went up and down, her fat rear cheeks slapping against his lap. Soon she was coming, an orgasm rushing from the core of her loins to spread throughout her body, helped along by the time she spent fingering herself while her boss had harassed her face. She leaned forward further as she came, putting her hands on the carpeted floor behind Anthony’s desk. He moved his hands from her hips to her rear, squeezing her cheeks as she moaned aloud.

      “Come,” he said simply, saying it over and over as she did. Her pussy tightened on his cock as the last of the orgasm took her, and then it was his turn.

      He wasn’t far behind. Aisha set the pace, keeping her hands on the floor. He put his hands on her hips again, and as she rocked down each time, he would pull her down, so she slammed down with his cock deep inside of her.

      “I’m coming,” Anthony said, and it occurred to Aisha that he hadn’t ever put a condom on, so she lifted off of his cock and spun quickly, putting a hand at the base of his penis as she sucked on the head just as it jumped and exploded in her mouth. His cum was hot, and strand after strand filled her mouth until some was leaking out past the corner of her lips and running back down his member.

      Aisha leaned back and swallowed what she could, and then laughed. “I didn’t think working late would be that fun,” she said.

      

      3

      Over the next week, Aisha and her boss messed in his office twice more after everyone else had gone home, and then once on a lunch break where they never actually made it to a restaurant. Their relationship was hot and heavy, and very physical. But as the first week stretched into the next, and the one after that, it became something else altogether. They still messed like rabbits, but there were the lunches too, and the small gifts, given secretly at the office.

      Aisha opened a small box one Thursday to find a beautiful bracelet that she was sure cost more than her yearly salary. They stood in Anthony’s office. She didn’t think of him as Mr. Conner anymore though she still called him that at work. He watched her put it on and smiled.

      “You like it?” he asked.

      “I love it,” she said truthfully, but something must have shown in her face because he reached out and put a hand on hers.

      “What is it?”

      “I don’t want people to think I make it in this business because I’m you,” Aisha said, truthfully and bluntly.

      “Is that what this is??”
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      The Bet of the Season – A Regency Romance

      ''Lord and Lady Ashington and their daughter Emily,'' the announcer shouted.

      Emily stood with her parents at the top of the marble staircase and looked down into the ballroom. She noticed how everyone seemed to be looking at her.

      ''I hadn't expected there to be so many people,'' she whispered to her mother.

      ''As you know, your father and I always host the first ball of the season. We like to invite as many people as we possibly can. We find it gets the season off to a rousing start. This is the first ball you have been to here since your coming out. It's going to be a splendid occasion.''

      ''It all looks very spectacular,'' Emily whispered, just before her father led them down the stairs to their eager guests.

      When they had reached the bottom of the stairs, Emily's mother turned to her, ''there are several eligible young men here this evening my dear. Please don't wander off with your cousins before I have had a chance to introduce you to some of them.'' Emily looked around, curious to see who her mother could possibly mean.

      She was very familiar with her surroundings. Although this was the first ball she had been allowed to attend at Priory Manor, she had spent many a childhood hour in the ballroom with her sister and cousins, hosting pretend balls. Emily remembered how exasperated her mother had been when she had borrowed her pearls to dress up in. ''They are priceless, and you are swinging them around like you found them in a back alley,'' she'd told her.

      The ballroom was the largest in the County of Yorkshire. Priory Hall had been the seat of the Ashingtons since the days of King John. It was one of the finest stately homes in the land. Emily was amazed at how colorful the event was. At her debutante ball the previous summer, all the young ladies had worn white. That was behind her now, and she was able to go to balls where the ladies wore splendid colors. She had chosen to wear a striking gold muslin dress with gilt edges and silk flowers woven into it.

      ''Cousin Emily,'' Beatrice exclaimed, enthusiastically. ''You look stunning. I adore your gown. Such beautiful silken flowers. And your tiara of pearls is simply exquisite. You are the most amazingly beautiful woman here this evening.'' She looked at her cousin, who she adored, and tried to see what was different about her this evening. Emily was tall and slender, and Beatrice thought her dress showed off her tiny waist to perfection. She noticed Emily's Mediterranean blue eyes sparkling under the light of the giant chandelier, her blonde hair falling beautifully to her shoulders in perfectly manicured locks. Then Beatrice realized. It was her makeup that was different. In particular her lips. Emily had voluptuous lips, as perfect as was humanly possible and this evening she had used lip rouge. She looked stunning.

      ''Nonsense cousin, if anyone is the Belle of the Ball, it is you.”

      ''Well then, let these two beautiful women go and find themselves, two handsome princes. There are so many unattached men to choose from, we'd better hasten or we will run out of time.”

      ''Oh cousin, I would like nothing more than to go with you but mummy has asked me to say here. Apparently she wants to introduce me to some eligible young men of her choosing. I am terrified. She has such poor taste. Every man she points out to me is so dreadfully dull. I am young, and I want someone handsome and dashing, not someone twice my age.''

      ''Well then, I will go and search for us while you are meeting these dull creatures. Come and find me when you have finished. You never know, I might have some success.''

      Emily watched her walk down the side of the dance floor and strike up a conversation with a tall looking gentleman of similar age.

      ''Emily, please come over here,'' her mother said. ''I would like to present the Duke of Bedford.''

      The Duke took Emily's hand and pressed it to his lips. ''Enchanted,'' he said.

      ''My Lord, it is a pleasure to meet you,'' Emily replied as she curtsied. She looked at the man her mother presumably found to be of sufficient breeding to contend for her hand. She was pleasantly surprised. The Duke was not old and stuffy. He was young and handsome. ''Miss Emily, would you do me the honor dancing with me?''

      Emily was keen to dance with the handsome Duke. She was relieved it was a country dance and not one of the more intricate dances. A country dance was simple and would allow her maximum time with him. A lot of other dances called for many more partner changes. She'd never seen the point of being asked to dance by a man, only to spend the rest of the dance in the arms of several other men.

      As they undertook the required steps, Emily studied him. He was, at least, six feet tall, and he had a very elegant Roman nose. His eyes were green, and his hair was dark. How on earth did such a young man become a Duke, she wondered? She'd always imagined Dukes to be old. Emily recognized his uniform and was impressed to note he was an officer in the Dragoons, one of the bravest regiment in the British Army.

      ''Thank you, Miss Emily, you are indeed a very fine dancer. You have learned the art well. Now I promised to return you to your mother. I believe she has some more guests she would like you to meet.''

      

      *****

      

      ''She really is the most impressive young lady. Her beauty knows no bounds,'' Robert Masters said.

      The Duke nodded in agreement. ''She is indeed an amazing creature. Any man would give all he is worth to take her hand in marriage. What do you say Charles?''

      ''I say, if she were in an auction only the richest men in the land need attend. She is a very fine woman I agree.''

      Robert Masters, The Duke of Bedford and Charles Carrington were standing in the corner of the ballroom looking on as Emily endured a dance with one of her mother's less inspired choices.

      ''You mentioned an auction, Charles. That really is an interesting thought.'' Robert said.

      ''Yes, that's it,'' the Duke exclaimed. ''We all three admire her. Any one of us would take her as a wife at the drop of a hat. Instead of competing with each other and risking our friendship, why don't we three place bids for her. The highest bidder earns the right to court and marry her ahead of the lower bidders. We'll bid in five rounds. The last bid to be the final word. What do you say?''

      ''A bid a week for five weeks, Robert said.''

      ''Agreed,'' said Charles.

      

      *****

      

      ''Emily, Emily, the most terrible thing has happened.''

      ''Beatrice, what on earth can be so terrible on this magnificent occasion?''

      ''I hardly want to tell you. It is so shameful.''

      ''Really, Cousin. Tell me.''

      ''Alright,'' Beatrice took a deep breath. ''I believe the three men over there,'' she nodded her head clandestinely, ''have decided to buy you?''

      ''What? What do you mean, buy me? I'm not for sale.''

      ''No, sorry, I don't mean buy, I mean bid for you.''

      ''Really, Beatrice, you are making no sense whatsoever.''

      Beatrice was so enthusiastic to tell her cousin what she'd overheard, she had lost all clarity of thought. She took another deep breath and tried again. ''I heard the three men over there talking about you. They all like you, in fact, they would all marry you at the drop of a hat. The man in the uniform said it would be a pity if their friendship were to be spoiled by them falling out over you. To avoid this, they have decided to place bids. The highest bidder will win the sole chance to approach you, and they assume marry you. There are going to be five rounds of bidding, one each week.'' Beatrice let out her breath, relieved she had managed to convey the story accurately this time.

      ''How very presumptuous of them. I wonder what makes them think I am interested in marrying any of them?''

      ''I really don't know cousin. But you must admit, they are all very handsome.''

      ''They are as you say, quite handsome. But they have rendered themselves much less so by entering into to this ridiculous activity. I have an idea.''

      ''Please tell me,'' Beatrice said anxiously.

      ''They are going to place bids for my hand in marriage. It is I, however, who will decide which of them I will marry, if any of them. I will pretend to be interested in them all. I will court each one of them and find out what they are like. Then I will persuade the one I like the most to bid the highest amount so we may continue our courtship and see if we are suited enough to be married.” Emily paused. “There is just one difficulty. I am acquainted with the Duke of Bedford, but I don't know the other the gentlemen. Could you please find out for me?''

      Beatrice obliged and at the end of the ball. Emily now knew the names, the Duke of Bedford, Robert Masters, and Charles Carrington.

      

      *****

      

      The Duke of Bedford's carriage pulled up outside Priory Manor. A footman opened the door. As the Duke climbed out, he looked up at the house. It was very large, indeed. He estimated, at least, fifty rooms. The front of the house had a stone staircase leading up the front door. The large windows were arranged symmetrically and the he noticed the clock in the facade. It was three pm.

      ''The Duke of Bedford is here to see you, Miss Emily,'' the butler announced.

      ''Thank you, Jennings, please show him in.''

      ''Miss Emily, I was most surprised to receive your note yesterday. Pleasantly surprised, I might add. I do get a lot of invitations from young ladies but seldom from one as beautiful as your good self.''

      ''It is kind of you to say so. Please be seated,'' Emily pointed to a French sofa opposite her. A maid poured tea, and they studied each other.

      ''I do hope you don't think it forward of me to ask you to tea.''

      ''Not at all. I am, after all, a Duke. I assume it is not often that you have the privilege of entertaining such a titled man.''

      Emily disliked the conceit of his answer. ''I will come to the point, my Lord. I much enjoyed our dance the other evening. It is not for a lady to ask, but I would like to know you better. Do you think me too forward?''

      ''Miss Emily, I am honored that you asked me. I am of course much in demand with young ladies throughout the whole country. It seems I only have to dance with one of them, and I am invited for tea very soon afterward. I have a title, and that is an attractive proposition for any woman. However, I must say, I am in awe of your beauty, and I would be delighted to give you the chance to know me better.''

      ''Splendid, that's settled. Tell me, my Lord, do you live alone?''

      ''Yes. I am the youngest Duke in the country. My unfortunate parents died two years ago in a boating accident at Newby Hall. I live alone in Aldborough Hall.''

      ''Then may I ask you to invite me, how shall I put it, to stay with you. For the sake of modesty perhaps you could invite me to a dinner party where there are other guests. It would be indiscreet to come to your house alone. I would please like to stay the evening in one of your rooms. A journey home so late in the evening would be ill advised for a young woman, on her own.''

      ''I would be delighted if you stayed,'' Emily noticed the glint in the Duke's eye.

      

      *****

      

      ''Mr. Robert Masters to see you, Miss Emily.''

      ''Mr. Masters, please come in and sit down. How was your journey?'' Emily had seen him at the ball, but she hadn't been close enough to see how handsome he really was. He was tall and thin, with blonde hair and green-brown eyes. He had a Viking roughness to him that women found very attractive. His eyes made her feel he was undressing her and in his mind he already was.

      Masters sat on the same sofa the Duke of Bedford has used two days earlier. ''Fine, thank you. I must say I was pleasantly surprised to receive your invitation to tea, Miss Emily.''

      ''I have heard so much about you, I wanted to ask you here, to see for myself if what they say is true. I do hope you don't find me forward in doing so?''

      Masters looked longingly at Emily's décolleté. ''Forward? No, not in the slightest. Pray, what have you heard about me?''

      ''I have heard that you are a ladies’ man. I like confident men. Someone who knows how to speak to a woman. Is that the case Mr. Masters?''

      ''Well....it could be said that I enjoy the company of women, yes.''

      ''And how many conquests have you had in your short life, may I inquire,'' Emily asked.

      ''Quite a number.''

      ''I will come to the point if I may. The reason I extended this invitation to you is this: I admire you, and I would very much like to know you better. Would that be agreeable to you?''

      Masters looked at her breasts again before looking her straight in the eye. ''That would be very agreeable.''

      ''I want you, to invite me to your home. It is, of course, a little indelicate for me to come unaccompanied to the house of a single man, especially one as experienced in the ways of the world as you. Perhaps you can invite me to dinner. Make sure there are other guests there. But I would like to stay the night if I may. It is ill advised for a woman to travel alone in the evening.''

      ''Of course. I will arrange it. I will prepare your bed chamber myself,'' he smirked.

      

      *****

      

      ''Mr. Charles Carrington to see you, Miss Emily.''

      ''Mr. Carrington, what a pleasure it is to meet you,'' Emily said.

      ''Miss Emily. Thank you so much for the kind invitation to your splendid home. I must say I was surprised to receive it.''

      ''Please take a seat.'' As the Duke and Masters had done before him, Carrington sat on the French sofa. He looked at Emily and was struck by her blue eyes. ''Mr. Masters, I am so pleased you could come today. You may think it forward of me, but I noticed you at the ball, and I must say, I decided I would like to get to know you better.''

      ''It is an honor to be here Miss Emily,'' he said, in awe of her beauty.

      Emily looked at him. He was quite the most handsome of the three. Not as tall as Carrington, but taller than the Duke. He had long dark hair and emerald green eyes. His eyes told her he was sad in some way.

      ''It is most kind of you to invite me here today, but first I have to tell you of my unfortunate circumstances. I am flattered that you wish to know me better. However, I am a man of poor means. My father, the Earl of Rochester, has disinherited me. I would not pretend for one minute that I am suitable for you in any way. You deserve better than to court a pauper. You should marry someone who can keep you in the manner to which you are accustomed. I cannot provide you with what you deserve.''

      ''I understand Mr. Carrington, but I really would like to get to know you better, despite your troubles.'' Emily hadn't expected such a reply and now feared her plan was in jeopardy.

      ''Please, Miss Emily. If I may say so, I find you deeply attractive, and I would like nothing more than to step out with you. But our positions are uncomplimentary. You must consider what harm society would do you if it were known that you were seeing a pauper.''

      Emily was a little piqued. ''Mr. Carrington, I do not care about your money. I care about knowing you. Please do not deny me that pleasure.''

      ''I understand what you have asked me, but please, do not embarrass me further. It is not for someone of my lowly status to interfere in your life. Thank you for the tea. Now I must bid you good day.''

      Emily was impressed by Carrington's modesty and consideration for her future wellbeing, but she was angry. Her plan wasn't going to work unless she could persuade the very honorable Carrington to change his mind.

      

      *****

      

      Emily looked out of the carriage window as it took her down the drive, on the Aldborough Hall Estate. They had passed through the magnificent sandstone gate some minutes earlier, and Emily could still not see the house. In the estate grounds, they had passed a church, which was obviously the private place of worship for the Bedford family. They had also driven past several farm houses, which Emily assumed must be Bedford's tenants. They turned in a curve to the right, and she saw it appear from behind a wood. The largest, most magnificent dwelling she could ever have imagined.

      ''It was designed by Robert Adam, the Duke told her as he escorted her from her carriage. It has more rooms that I can count.''

      ''It's beautiful,'' Emily said as she held onto his arm. You are so lucky to live in this beautiful place.''

      ''Luck, my dear, doesn't come into it. We are bred for it. We are a higher class of person, who is capable of appreciating this kind of property. Imagine what would happen to it, if the peasants in the village got their hands on it. They would steal the lead off the roof in no time as well as strip all the furnishings out of it.''

      Emily was saddened to hear him speak of local people in this way, many of whom were his tenants and paid him good money for the privilege.

      ''Parsons here will show you to your room,'' the Duke said. ''Parsons, take Miss Emily to the Queen Elizabeth suite and make sure she has a maid assigned to her.''

      The butler nodded, and Emily followed him up the grand staircase. The servant opened a large mahogany door and motioned to Emily. It was indeed fit for a queen, as its name suggested. It was enormous. To the right, there was a large four-poster bed adorned with a silk bed cover and eight great feather pillows. There was a writing desk in the middle of the room and a marble fireplace with a gilt mirror hanging above it on the left wall. Emily rushed to the window and looked out over the garden to the fields beyond. ''Paradise,'' she said.

      A footman appeared with her cases and put them on the floor in front of the bed. He was followed by a small woman with red hair. ''I'm Rose, Miss Emily. I am to be your maid throughout your stay. Can I hang up your dresses,'' she asked. Emily nodded, and the young woman busied herself with Emily's finest gowns.

      At six o'clock in the evening, Rose appeared again. Emily had napped for two hours, tired from her journey. ''Miss Emily I have come to help you dress for dinner.''

      ''Thank you,'' Emily said gratefully.

      Rose stood behind Emily and brushed her hair. Emily looked at herself in the mirror. She was wearing an apple green ball gown, fetchingly finished with delicate lace. Her décolleté was purposely lower than usual. ''Your hair is very soft and quite the most beautiful I have brushed,'' Rose told her.

      At seven thirty, the Duke knocked on Emily's door. When she appeared, he felt a sudden wave of desire envelop him. She was perfect, he thought. Emily smiled at him. It was a suggestive come and get me kind of smile.

      At dinner, there were four other people. The Duke introduced them. There were his first cousin and his wife and his best school friend and his wife. The dining room was large and uninviting, and Emily felt cold. The dining table was too long for six, and the guests seemed to be a long way apart. So far, in fact, it was almost necessary to shout at each other.

      ''What did you do with those troublesome tenants,'' the school friend asked the Duke, as they tucked into a roast pheasant.

      ''Do you know, they hadn't paid the rent for two months. They kept complaining that their child was ill, and they had to use their rent money to pay the doctor’s bills. I've never heard such nonsense. Got them evicted.''

      ''Do you mean the family whose little girl had tuberculosis?'' the first cousin's wife asked.

      ''I haven't got a clue what ailed the child,'' the Duke said.

      ''But surely it is cruel to put a family with such woes onto the streets? Wouldn't it have been kinder to allow them some more time or assist them monetarily,'' Emily asked, quite horrified at the Duke's attitude.

      ''Assist them with money? Good grief, Emily. If I was to do that, all my tenants would start to expect favors of that kind, and I have over five hundred of them. I would be bankrupt in no time.''

      ''While there is some merit in what you say, I still believe it is important to be humane in exceptional circumstances,'' Emily retorted.

      The Duke looked at her. Contrary as well as beautiful, he thought. Another wave of desire rose from his groin. ''My dear, you are young and have yet to experience the harsh realities of the world. I am afraid it is simply not possible to help everyone. The people with a lower status than we should be subservient and pay their rent on time. Now let's change the subject, I can see Emily is a little inexperienced in business. Perhaps we should talk about ladies fashion,'' he said patronizingly.

      Emily looked down to her hands as they played nervously in her lap. She felt the Duke had belittled her. At the end of the evening, Emily was cold and more than ready for bed. She stood up, thanked the Duke for his hospitality and wished the other guests good night.

      Rose had made a fire in Emily's room, and she gratefully pulled the armchair to it and warmed herself. Rose knocked on the door. ''I'll help you get ready for bed, Miss Emily,'' she said eager to help.

      ''Thank you, Rose. You really are superb at your job. You have made me feel most at home here.'' I hope I don't speak out of turn, but are you happy here, in this position?''

      Rose didn't know what to say. ''Well......Miss Emily I........'' She brushed Emily's hair with increased vigor and suddenly found the courage to speak. ''Honestly, no I am not happy here, but I am just a maid and where could I find other work? I don't want to go to a factory, and if I left, I am sure the Duke wouldn't give me a reference. He can be...........let's say awkward sometimes.''

      Rose saw Emily to bed and closed the door behind her. The room was filled with the red glow of the fire's last burning embers as Emily began to think about the Duke. No sooner had her thoughts turned to him, there was a soft tap on the door. Emily sat up and listened. She heard it again. She got out of bed and opened the door slightly. It was the Duke.

      ''Miss Emily would you allow me to come in?''

      She could smell port on his breath. “Please do,'' she said opening the door further.

      He stepped inside, closed the door and grabbed her. ''Duke really, calm yourself. I am a defenseless lady. Please let us........''

      ''I want you. I have wanted you since the minute I saw you this evening. Emily, take me to your bed. Let me show you my desire.''

      ''Slowly, my Lord. Slowly. I am taken with you, and I do feel your desire for me. I am flattered, but I hope you appreciate, a lady needs time before she is fully able to give herself. Come and sit with me.''

      The Duke was delighted to see Emily sit on the edge of the bed, not the armchair. Perhaps he still had a chance. Emily noticed his manhood straining against the material of his trousers. She smiled to herself.

      ''Now, my Lord, we will do this gently and at a pace, I am comfortable with. Do you agree?''

      The Duke nodded.

      ''You may kiss me.''

      He took her in his arms and kissed her. Emily felt his tongue trying to open her lips, but she managed to keep them tightly shut.

      ''Now, that was nice wasn't it?'' she asked him.

      Again he nodded. He was racked with desire and couldn't speak. His member was harder than it had ever been and he wanted to plunge it into her, without delay.

      Emily took his hand and placed it to her breast. He felt her nipples stiffen under the thin nightgown. ''My Lord, please forgive me. I am inexperienced in the ways of the bedroom. I have never had a man before.'' The Duke's breath quickened at the thought of taking this virginal beauty. ''I ask you to have patience with me. I will give myself entirely to you, in time. For the moment, I am comfortable letting you kiss me and touch certain parts of my body.''

      The Duke listened in dismay. All he was going to get was a kiss and a feel of her breasts. It wasn't enough, but other than raping her, he concluded he had little choice but to wait.

      Emily pushed him down so that he was lying on the bed. She lay next to him and propped herself up on one elbow. She kissed him. ''My Lord. Please be assured of my firm interest in you, but one thing is troubling me. One thing that may come between us and ruin any chance we have of happiness together.''

      The Duke looked up at her. He had accepted that his sexual desire wasn't going to be quenched this evening. ''What on earth could possibly come between us?''

      ''A process of bidding,'' Emily said boldly. She looked at the Duke. She knew that look. It was the same guilty look she'd used when her mother had caught her using her pearls.

      ''How do you.....?

      ''My cousin heard you and the other two gentlemen talking about holding an auction for my hand.''

      ''Emily please, that was just......''

      ''I am flattered. Don't think me angry in any way. It is just that I am worried in the extreme that you will be outbid and that any chance of happiness I may have with you will be destroyed. I have a proposal to make.''

      ''Please go on,'' the Duke said.

      ''I understand the agreement is for five rounds of bidding. You must tell me after the fourth round of bids what your final bid shall be. I will use my womanly charms to persuade the others that your bid is much lower than it is and you will win me, and we can follow our hearts at last.''

      She kissed him again. This time longer and with her mouth slightly open. ''Any other outcome would break my heart,'' she said as her forefinger traced a path over his stomach and down to his belt.

      ''Oh, Miss Emily. You are so beautiful, and I desire you like I have no other woman on this earth. I will tell you, of course, I will.''

      

      *****

      

      ''How many of the men have you met with?'' asked Beatrice, as she walked with her cousin over the freshly cut lawn at Priory Manor.

      ''So far, only the Duke,'' Emily replied.

      ''And what are you feelings for him?''

      ''He is the most objectionable man I have ever met. Do you know he evicted a tenant family when their daughter was ill with tuberculosis? He is conceited and arrogant. He has untold wealth, and I could become a Duchess, but he is quite intolerable.''

      ''Then there are just two,'' Beatrice added.

      ''I don't know. Mr. Carrington was adamant that his position made it impossible for us to meet. He has been disinherited and has no money. He rather charmingly told me that he wants the best for me, and as he can't offer it, he won't consider meeting with me. Of that, he left me in no doubt whatsoever.''

      ''Then you must make him fall in love with you. You must make him desire you, so much that he will do anything to have you. Only then will he give up his notion that he must have money to court you.''

      ''And how do I do that when he won't even see me.''

      ''I will attend to that. Don't worry.''

      

      *****

      

      ''Come to my room when you are finished,'' Emily whispered. Masters looked at her and swallowed hard. Emily said goodnight to the guests, with whom she had shared a pleasant evening at the dinner table and left the room. Masters hadn't provided her with a maid. He wasn't as wealthy as the Duke, but he was wealthy enough to move in the circles Emily's mother found acceptable.

      In her room, she took off her clothes and put on a nightdress. She arranged it in such a way that Masters would see her breasts. She'd enjoyed his company at the dinner table. He had proven amiable and witty. He had told the guests of his trips to the Far East. Emily had been mightily impressed by his recollections of the evening he'd fought off a tiger that had entered the camp he'd been staying in.

      The bed was large and much more comfortable that the Queen Elizabeth bed she had slept in at the Duke's residence. Emily lay under the covers and waited for him. As she had anticipated, it wasn't long before he knocked on her door.

      When she'd let him in, Emily stood before him, in her nightgown. She'd left the top few buttons undone, and Master's looked at her breasts. He pulled her to him and kissed her passionately. She held onto him pulling him against her. She could feel his desire touching her hip through their clothing. She gasped as he threw her onto the bed. Her nightgown slid up as she fell, allowing him a glimpse of her silky legs.

      He stood at the side of the bed and took off his waistcoat and shirt. Emily marveled at his muscular physique and let out a little scream when he pulled her up to him. He kissed her again. This time, she felt his tongue inside her mouth, prodding, searching. As they kissed, Masters took hold of her nightdress at the hem. He pulled it up over her buttocks. She lifted her arms and in one swift movement, she was naked.

      He pushed her back down and began to unfasten his trousers. Emily looked at him, fascinated. When he slipped the material down over his legs, she gasped as his penis sprang out. It was the first time she'd seen an erect member. She began to feel warmth between her legs and realized she was now a woman with desires.

      When he was naked, he got onto the bed and gently parted her legs. He lay between them and kissed her on the mouth. He lowered his mouth to her nipples and sucked. Emily let out an involuntary cry, and as she did so, he entered her. She cried out again, this time, louder. He felt her body stiffen, and her arms tighten around his back.

      He remained inside her but didn't move until he felt her soften under him. When her breathing returned to something like normal, he began to move his hips. Emily felt his hardness filling her and she liked it. As he moved in and out of her, she felt it increasingly difficult to catch her breath.

      Suddenly he stopped and pulled out of her. She grabbed him and tried to pull him back to her. She liked it and didn't want him to stop. She didn't realize he wanted to change positions. It took him several tries to get her to put her bottom in the air in just the right manner. On her hands and knees with him behind her, she felt open, vulnerable and quite uneasy. When he entered her again and began to thrust hard into her, her opinion of this position changed.

      After fifteen minutes, Emily was exhausted. Masters had moved her at regular intervals and taken her in as many positions as he had in his repertoire. Back in the missionary position, Emily felt more comfortable, and she could again concentrate on the pleasure of their lovemaking.

      As he pushed into her, she felt herself beginning to shake. Wave after wave of delight had started to flow from her wet center. Masters put his hands under her, raised her buttocks thrust into her harder. Now he was taking her like a man, and she loved it. He felt her nails dig into his arms as she pushed her pelvis up to meet him, her body willing him on. Her moans sped him forward, and she felt the muscles in his back begin to tighten. She realized he was at the peak, and the thought of him coming inside her pushed her over the edge. She rolled her eyes, arched her back and let out a low moan as she felt a jet of warm semen flowing into her.

      Afterward, as they lay in each other’s arms, Emily began to cry. ''My love what on earth can be wrong? Did I hurt you?''

      ''No I liked it very much. It's just, I am afraid.''

      ''Why be afraid, I am here?''

      ''I am afraid I may lose you?''

      ''Dear Emily, please tell me why you would think that, especially after we have confirmed our need for one another, here in this bedchamber tonight.''

      ''I know about the auction you and the others are holding for the right to my hand. The thought you may not win is one that is too abominable to contemplate.''

      He looked at her sheepishly. ''Emily I wasn't thinking correctly when we made that stupid agreement. I hardly knew you. Now I am mortified I had anything to do with it. If I could change it, I would but I made an agreement, and I am bound by it.''

      ''Of course, Dear, and I wouldn't want you to go back on it. You have your reputation to think of. I have a proposal if you may allow me?”

      ''Please, anything to get us out of this terrible predicament.''

      ''You must tell me after the fourth round of bids what your final bid shall be. I will use my womanly charms to persuade the others that your bid is much lower that it is. You will win me, and we can follow our hearts at last.''

      ''That is a splendid solution,'' he said.

      

      *****

      

      ''Dear Mr. Carrington, please accept my apologies for interrupting your day, but I have some urgent business to attend to concerning Miss Emily Ashington.''

      ''She isn't ill is she?'' he asked, a genuine look of worry on his face.

      ''No, but she is very concerned for her reputation.''

      ''Why would she be that? She has an excellent reputation; everyone thinks her divine.''

      ''The auction Mr. Carrington,'' Beatrice said, looking at him sternly.

      ''Oh,'' he replied, not quite knowing what to say.

      ''She knows about your scheme with the other two, and she is desperately worried that if it becomes common knowledge, her reputation will suffer. After all, I think you may understand if you give it some thought, that men, wagering money over a lady, is hardly good for her reputation. It is marginally akin to prostitution. ''

      ''Oh, what a terrible situation. It was a silly agreement. I hardly knew Miss Emily then. We were in high spirits, and it all happened so quickly. I don't know what I am able to do about it. I cannot change it now. A gentleman's agreement is final.''

      ''Of course, Sir. Miss Emily fully understands your predicament. It is just; she needs your assistance. Of the three, she is most drawn toward you. She does understand, however, that because of your circumstances, there could never be a liaison between you. However, your actions have caused a danger to her reputation, and I must ask you to make amends.''

      ''Amends? How may I do that?''

      ''By stepping out with her until the whole sordid business is finished. If society sees her courting with a single man in a steady, proper manner, it will be much less inclined to call her reputation into dispute should your sordid agreement become public. They will think it a rumor when they look at the two of you.''

      ''But I am pauper and no use to her at all.''

      ''It is not common knowledge that you are a pauper. Indeed, it is only in your honesty toward Miss Emily, that you have revealed it to anyone. Society thinks you are the well to do son of the Earl of Rochester. You must make amends for you actions and step out with her until you and the others have concluded your actions.''

      

      *****

      

      Emily removed her bonnet as the sun beat down on the two cousins. ''This garden is the nicest I have ever seen,'' Beatrice said. ''Your mother is the perfect gardener.''

      ''And you, my dear cousin, are the most perfect schemer?''

      Beatrice looked at her with a humorous look on her face. ''Why Emily, how on earth could you think that?''

      ''Because I have noticed that Charles Carrington will visit me tomorrow. What on earth did you say to him.''

      ''He is a man of honor and I just called upon that honor. What of Mr. Masters? How did you find him?''

      ''Quite agreeable. In fact, he is handsome, witty and knowledgeable.''

      ''That is marvelous. Then you want him to win the auction?''

      ''I am not sure. He is let's say, a little too well versed in activities of the bedroom for my liking. I believe he has, in all probability, had a lot of women, and I am not certain I would ever be able to fully trust him to be faithful to me. Thus far, dear cousin, Mr. Carrington has made the best impression on me, and his circumstances won't allow us to be any more than friendly toward each other.''

      

      *****

      

      Charles looked at Emily as the maid placed the tea tray on the delicate table. He waited until she was finished and had left the room before he spoke.

      ''Miss Emily, how can you ever forgive me? Miss Beatrice told me you have knowledge of our silly wager and that you are desperately worried about your reputation.''

      ''Yes, Mr. Carrington, she was correct, I am apprehensive indeed.''

      ''Please call me Charles. Miss Beatrice rightly pointed out that such activities have a habit of becoming common knowledge. She also stated that should that happened, you would be protected if society believed you to be in a courtship of substance. I am prepared to make that pretense, to protect you. But I must tell you that my circumstances have not changed since the last time we met, and I cannot allow you and I to become any more than friends.''

      ''Charles, you have put my mind at ease. I have been desperately worried during the past few days. I cannot thank you enough for having the courage stand by me in this difficult time.''

      ''You do of course realize that I am unable to take part in this auction with any significant sums and that one of the other two will win? Are you prepared for that?''

      ''Yes entirely. Once a winner has been declared, I shall accept his advances in good faith. I must add Charles, that it is such a shame that you have no chance of winning.''

      

      *****

      

      ''The river is remarkably high for this time of year,'' Emily pointed out.

      ''Yes, there has been so much rain recently. It is a delightful pathway we are walking. It is as if we have been whisked away to a planet of our own. It's so serene.''

      ''If we wanted to, we could walk all the way to York along it. I have never done so, I keep within an easy distance of home, but I do like to explore some of the smaller paths leading from it. But Charles, enough of paths. I want to know why your father saw fit to disinherit his only son. Tell me why.''

      ''It is a very private matter and one that I have not spoken of, to anyone but my mother.''

      ''Please forgive my intrusive nature, I really am intolerable sometimes.''

      ''I attacked my father in such an aggressive way, he was hospitalized for a short time,'' Charles blurted out.

      Emily was shocked. ''You attacked your father? Why?''

      ''Because he is a scoundrel. He is continually unfaithful to my mother and one evening when she objected to his behavior, he beat her, brutally. When I saw her black eyes and busted lips, I was unable to control my anger.''

      ''What a horrible situation for you, my poor dear. I am quite shocked.'' She put her hand on his arm in a gesture of support, but he pulled it away from her.

      ''Emily, whatever you feel for me and, however, my situation came about, it is inappropriate for you and me to touch. You are compromised on two fronts. First by my stupidity in entering into this ridiculous auction and second by my financial situation. I am endangering you. As soon as the auction is finished, I will wish you well and leave your life forever.''

      ''Charles, stop walking and look at me.'' When he'd told her about the situation with his mother, Emily had stopped walking, hoping he would do the same. She'd wanted to comfort him, but he'd just carried on. ''Charles stop, curse you.''

      He stopped. her harsh words ringing in his ears. When he turned to her, she could see more sorrow in his eyes, and it pained her greatly. ''You will not leave my life. I forbid it. I have never met a man like you. I don't care that you are the most handsome man I have ever seen. More important is that you are a man of principal and a man who cares passionately about people. Especially women. You will take those few steps back to me, take me in your arms and kiss me, this instant.''

      ''Oh Emily. I cannot do that. I vowed to myself that I would not touch you. You don't seem to understand. I have told you several times. I will repeat myself. I have no means to keep you. Do you want a life of poverty?''

      ''I don't care about money. It is you I want. If you will not love me, then I will never marry any man.''

      ''Then you will remain single. In the first months of our marriage, you would be happy, but as time went by, a life of poverty would eat away at that happiness. You don't know what you are asking me to do. You are asking me to take you down a path that will ultimately lead to misery, and I won't do that to you.''

      ''Mr. Carrington, you are quite the most frustrating man I believe it is possible to encounter. I know you are doing this for the right reasons. However, without you, what substance would my life have? I understand your point of view, but you must change it. I demand you do so.''

      ''I do not react kindly to ultimatums, Emily. You may follow me back to the house from where I will take my leave of you, or you may continue the walk alone. In either case, this is the very last time you will see me. I bid you farewell.”

      

      *****

      

      ''Emily, please dry your tears. Here, take this,'' Beatrice passed her a handkerchief.

      ''Now tell me, what is so bad that you have held onto me and constantly cried  for the last ten minutes?''

      ''Those three arrogant, cruel men.''

      ''What about them?''

      ''You know I want Charles, desperately?''

      ''Yes, I remember how upset you were when he left you. And if you want my opinion you should forget him.''

      ''I can't forget him. I am in love with him, and the worst of it is.......oh Beatrice.'' Emily began to sob again.

      ''Dear cousin, it pains me so much to see you like this. If Mr. Carrington has no means and refuses to be with you, what can you do? You have little choice but to accept it and carry on with your life.''

      ''To make matters worse. I have learned from the Duke that he is going to bid the sum of twenty thousand pounds for me, and I also know that Mr. Masters is unable to bid so much. I am going to be stuck with that arrogant, conceited man, and I can't stand the thought. The plans I had to manipulate the bidding in my favor have come to nothing. The Duke simply has too much money and has decided to outbid everyone regardless.''

      ''And what has Mr. Carrington been bidding.''

      ''A pittance. The other two have been laughing at him. But Beatrice, the man I love has no money and certainly not twenty thousand pounds. That is enough to keep a peasant family for a thousand years. I am trapped in a terrible situation.''

      ''No, you are not. You are an independent woman, and you are strong. Simply tell whoever wins the auction that you are not interested in courting them.''

      ''But how can I refuse the advances of a Duke. If I refuse, my mother and father will see me into a sanatorium.''

      ''No, they will not. You are being melodramatic now. Let the men have their fun and be done with them.'' Beatrice held Emily tightly and stroked her hair as Emily sobbed into her shoulder.

      

      *****

      

      ''Cabby, can you travel any faster?''

      ''It's the fog, Sir. I don't want to run anyone over.''

      ''Well go as fast as you can. We have no time to spare.'' Charles looked at his friend James. ''Thank you so much for doing this. It is a favor I will never be able to repay.''

      ''Not at all Charles. You are a dear friend, and it is I who will never be able to repay you. You remember how you fought off that prefect at school? The one who wanted to give me twenty lashes. Well, if it hadn't been for you knocking him unconscious, I would still have the scars across my backside.''

      ''Now remember what I told you. Just knock on the door and enter, don't wait for him to open it. We need to catch him in the act. Clear?''

      ''Clear as crystal.''

      ''Here we are, Sir, number twenty-one,'' the cabby said, relieved his horse hadn't killed anyone in the pea soup fog that had enveloped London earlier that afternoon.

      Charles got out and paid the cabby. He looked at number twenty-one. It was a large house with black railings. The front door was black with a large brass door knocker at its center. The curtains were closed, and Charles knew why.

      He knocked on the door. Mrs. Pearson answered. She looked at the two young gentlemen and smiled. ''Good evening, gentlemen. Please come inside, out of the damp air.''

      ''We have come on urgent business,'' Charles said. ''We are members of staff of the Earl of Rochester. We urgently need to speak to him. It is a matter of state and a matter of the highest urgency.''

      ''Well, he can't be interrupted now, he is busy.''

      ''Madam, tell me where in this house we can find him or I will have your tongue cut out,'' Charles said violently. Mrs. Pearson didn't like the threatening look in his eyes and believed he was actually capable of performing such a terrible act on her.

      ''Room sixteen, first floor, second door on the left.''

      The two men climbed the stairs as fast as they could. ''Here it is,'' Charles whispered. ''Now remember what we practiced?'' James nodded. ''Then go in and say your piece. I will wait here and at the right moment, I will come in'' Charles added.

      James knocked on the door and opened it. Charles, standing next to the door so that he couldn't be seen, heard a man shout, ''What the heck......get out.......you........'' Then he heard James interrupt him.

      ''You are, I believe, the Ear of Rochester, the Minister for Family Affairs, are you not?''

      ''I am, and if you don't leave now, I will have you shot.''

      James looked at the naked young lady lying next to him and threw her a dressing gown. ''Put this on and go downstairs,'' he told her. When she had gone, he looked at the Earl, who was still as naked as the day he arrived into the world.

      ''Sir, I am James Arbuthnot. I am a journalist at the Times Newspaper. It is my job to hold politicians to account. As you are more aware than I, there is an election looming, and you are standing for re-election as the Member of Parliament for Bramham. Your message to the electorate seems to be one based on moral principles. I would like to ask you, Sir, if visiting a house of ill repute and, excuse me for using this word, prostitutes, constitutes the moral high ground on which you are seeking election?''

      ''What do you want?'' The Earl asked. The Earl was in his late fifties and had a full head of graying hair. He was typically aristocratic looking, tall and slender.

      ''Very perceptive of you Earl. Let me lay my cards on the table. I am a friend of your son, Charles. It is my belief that you have wronged him. You have disinherited him and condemned him to a life of misery while you, Sir, are the real wrong doer. So let me come to the point. Unless you reinstate your son as your heir, I will print a story in the Times, telling its readers, what I have witnessed here this evening. I doubt very much if, after that, you will be able to grace the House of Commons with your presence ever again. In fact, I wager you will be ruined.''

      

      *****

      

      ''Charles,” Emily shrieked as he passed the butler and walked into the drawing room at Priory Manor.

      ''Calm yourself Emily and listen to what I have to say.'' Emily's was so excited to see him that she was unable to control her breathing. ''I have wronged you.....''

      ''Oh Charles please, not all that again,'' Emily interrupted. ''You have told me a thousand times, how you have wronged me and how your position won't allow you to court me. I know that, so please come to the point.''

      ''I love you.”

      Emily sank back onto the sofa, her mouth open in disbelief. ''What?''

      ''I love you, and I have won the auction, and I want to be with you for the rest of my life. That is if you'll have me, after all, I have put you through.''

      As the tears rolled down Emily's face, she stood up and kissed him for the first time. It was a passionate lingering kiss that promised much for their future together. When their lips finally parted, Emily said,'' I have a thousand questions.''

      ''Then ask them,'' he said as he placed soft kisses on her neck.

      ''How on earth did you come into enough money to win the auction?''

      ''Blackmail, next question?''

      ''How did you know how much to bid to be certain of winning?''

      ''Beatrice told me it should be more than twenty thousand pounds. Next question?''

      ''The next question is indelicate.''

      ''Speak it, my dear.''

      ''Will you take me to bed?''

      ''And where are your parents?''

      ''In London, they will be back in three days.''

      Emily and Charles stood in her bedroom and looked at one another for the slightest of moments before they flew at each other. It was their first sexual encounter, and they were in no mood to hold back. As their lips met, Charles reached behind Emily's back and began to undo the buttons on her dress. She put her arms around his neck and pulled him to her, desperately wanting to feel his lips press into hers. She was searching for a release from the tension of the previous weeks, and his lips were her starting point.

      She opened her mouth wider as his tongue invited her to. Emily felt a fire burning inside her as she took in his masculine scent. Her dress was open now, and Charles pushed it down to the floor, eagerly. When he stood before her without his shirt, Emily was able to see the magnificent physique she would have the pleasure of touching in all the years to come.

      She ran her hands over his chest and let her thumbs drift lightly over his nipples. She leaned into him and placed seductive kisses onto his chest. They kissed more as Charles felt inside her undergarments eager to feel the weight of her breasts in his hands. As he fondled her, Emily sighed, feeling his strong hands holding her in a way she had never thought possible just minutes ago.

      Charles was eager to see her naked, and she gasped as he ripped her petticoat from her. Buttons and clips flew over the floor as Emily's breasts were revealed to his sight for the first time. He bent down and took a nipple into his mouth, feeling it harden as he did so. She put her hand on the back of his head and encouraged him to suck her harder. He swooped to her other breast and did the same and Emily began to feel real heat rising from her sex.

      She wanted him inside her, to feel him fill her with his desire and take her to a dangerous place.  Emily's petticoat was hanging from her hips. She bent down, pulled it off her and pulled down her knickers. Naked, she pulled Charles to her. He felt her nipples, erect and hard, push into his chest as their tongues played with one another. He reached down and felt her buttocks, cool to his touch. He cheekily pulled them apart, and they laughed. His head was beginning to spin at the scent to her, and he wanted to lie with her. He maneuvered her to the bed and pushed her down onto it. He looked at her gorgeous curves and the soft curls at the place he wanted most.

      Emily wasn't' going to lie passively as he undressed himself, she wanted to discover him. She knelt up in front of him and smiled as she slowly rubbed her hands over his imprisoned shaft. She felt it twitch. She loved this man, and she wanted him to know that she was desperate for him. His belt gave way, and her delicate fingers opened the buttons at his front. He moaned as she put her hand inside and found his manhood. Her hand stroked him fast, and he was worried that he would ejaculate. There was only one place he wanted to ejaculate and that was inside his beautiful lover. He moved her hand away and rid himself of his trousers and pants. He was dismayed when Emily took him in her hand and started to stroke again.

      He had to stop her insatiable onslaught, or he would come in her hand. He placed his hands on her shoulders and shoved her back onto the bed. As he did so, her pelvis bounced back up at him. He took hold of her under her bottom, forced her legs open with his shoulder and placed his mouth on her most secret place. Emily came instantly. He saw her fists clench the sheets as she pushed her sex against his mouth. When he let go of her, she was shaking and on a plateau, she never wished to return from.

      He wanted her now. He was done with playing. Now he was going to take his future wife, and he was going to show her how much he wanted her.

      Emily was still shaking when he put his penis at her opening and eased himself into her. The feeling was indescribable, and she felt more intense waves rising within her. When he began to move inside her, she came again. He cried out as her nails raked down his back, finally sinking themselves into his taught buttocks.

      When Emily whispered, ''faster my love,'' Charles felt himself losing control. He wanted to make it last, and he knew if he answered her wishes, he would soon come. He decided there would be many more times and gave her what she desired. He thrust into her faster pushing her up the bed, against the headboard. Emily felt him hit her clitoris with every down stroke, and when she felt his body begin to tighten, she looked him in the eyes and said, ''Now, give yourself to me.''

      They came together in one wet wave.

      Then Emily whispered, “And that was the bet of the season.”

      *****

      THE END

      

      A Lady’s Reward – A Regency Romance

      

      The Village of Ashworthy was large by English standards. Most of it was owned by Mr. Daniel Pickford, the owner of the mill where a high percentage of the population worked. Mr. Pickford demanded much of his employees. He was one of the new rich, part of the an elite group of industrialists whose wealth had multiplied incalculably during the industrial revolution. For those unfortunate enough to work for him, it was a living prison. Fifteen-hour shifts for little pay, six days a week.

      Victoria was just eighteen, but she had already been working in the mill for three years. She was by far the most beautiful woman at the mill, and Mr. Pickford had earmarked her for a job as one of his assistants. Mr. Pickford's assistants didn't work in the traditional sense of the word. They waited. It was not their job to turn up at the mill and do a shift with the others; it was their job to go to Mr. Pickord's special cottage and make sure they looked pretty, in case he came to see them. As Mr. Pickford liked to have plenty of choice, he had four assistants. He always chose young unmarried women; he didn't care for husbands. They caused him to look over his shoulder too much. Victoria was next on the list as soon as one of the current incumbents decided to marry.

      ''You ain't like us,'' Mary had told Victoria when she'd first come to the mill from the village school. ''You're posh.'' Mary was the forewoman and not to be quarreled with. Victoria had been terrified on her fist day, indeed the first week, and the greeting Mary had given her, had done nothing to improve her state of mind. She'd taken comfort in the fact that almost the whole of her school class had come to work there with her. They all thought she was posh too, but they were used to her ways.

      ''You're far too intelligent to go to the mill,'' Mr. Jameson, her teacher, had told her. ''You should school yourself some more, and be a teacher, or at the very least a governess.''

      ''But sir, we have very little money, and I'm afraid if I don't work, we may want for food,'' she'd replied. ''My father is not well, and as you know, my mother passed away three years ago.''

      Victoria lived with her father in a small cottage for which they paid rent to Mr. Pickford. Her father also worked at the mill and had done so since before Victoria was born. He was well spoken and gentle. The village had been rife with speculation when he'd arrived to live there with his well-to-do wife, for it was obvious that they didn't belong in a small cottage or at the mill. The rumor that held most credit among the villagers was that he'd been disinherited for marrying an Irish woman.

      Her parents didn't tell her much about their lives before Ashworthy. All she knew was that her father was English, and her mother Irish. Her mother had mentioned Cork a few times but nothing more. What Victoria did know, was that her mother had an Irish temper. Red haired and fiery, the villagers preferred to keep out of her way.

      ''You'll be coming to church tomorrow, won't you?'' Lizzie asked as she and Victoria were leaving the mill on Saturday evening after fifteen hours. It was April and almost dark.

      ''Of course. Since my father became ill, I've never missed a Sunday service. I just hope the good Lord hears my prayers. It's not nice for him lying in bed every day waiting for me to come home.''

      The two girls walked together down the hill and into the village. They parted company where they always did at the village green.

      ''Victoria, can I walk with you?'' It was Jack, the son of the mill foreman. Just eighteen and already six feet tall he looked like a walking coat hanger. He was one of those boys that first shot up in height, and some years later filled out. The filling out hadn't yet taken place.

      ''I've only got a couple of yards to go,'' she replied, thankful that he'd only caught up with her so close to home.

      ''Perhaps on another occasion,'' he hung his head and walked across the green, scattering a group of grazing sheep.

      Their cottage was on the west side of the green, opposite Lizzie's house. All the cottages were the same on the outside. A front door in the middle, with a window on the left and right. Upstairs two bedroom windows. All had a thatched roof and a small garden at the front.

      Victoria looked at her reflection in the window as she walked up the path to the door. She was a tall woman with strawberry blonde hair, a mix of her father's blonde and her mother's ginger. Her feet were aching, and she badly wanted to sit down with a cup of tea. She opened the door and, as usual, took off her bonnet before shouting to her father. Only on this day, there was no reply. He had died in bed twenty minutes before Lizzie got home.

      

      *****

      

      The Duke of Haslemere had more land than any other member of the aristocracy except the King himself. His Dukedom was made up of three estates, two had been in the family since Magna Carta, and the third was a more recent acquisition. His residence was Easingborough Hall. A twenty-five bedroom mansion set in three hundred acres of parkland. His Spanish wife had only been able to bear him one child, Edward, now twenty. Edward was a handsome man. Tall and slender, he had his mother's hair color, black, and his father's green eyes.

      In all, the Dukedom had around five hundred tenants. Not many of them had much respect for the Duke. Extortionate rent increases and regular evictions were commonplace, ample explanation why there were so few mourners at his funeral.

      Edward held onto his mother's arm as they followed the coffin into the church. He had just inherited a massive fortune and a lot of responsibility. More sensitive than his father, the tenants were hoping for an upturn in their fortunes. Edward counted thirty-two people in the church, including the vicar, the organist, his mother and himself. Just twenty-eight out of five hundred, he hoped more would turn up when it was his turn.

      Edward didn't have an easy first few weeks. The old Duke, his father, had surrounded himself with men as unscrupulous as himself. The official title for each of these gentlemen was 'Estate Manager.' Edward likened them to crooks when he discussed the estate with his mother.

      ''Anyone over the age of sixty may live in our houses free of rent until death,'' he'd announced at their first meeting, to wails of anguish and cries of no.

      ''I believe it is my property now, is it not?'' he'd added. He waited for each of them had to nod before continuing. ''In that case, I will do as I see fit, not as you see fit. Things are going to change around here, starting today.'' His eyes narrowed, and he pointed at each of them in turn. ''Thank you for serving my father so faithfully over the years but the time has come for us to part.'' The estate managers looked at each other in disbelief.

      ''You mean you don't want us to work for you anymore?'' one of the wanted to know.

      ''That is correct,'' he smiled. ''I have arranged an alternative job for each of you at Manor Farm under Mr. Jespon.'' Mr. Jepson was six feet five and a former bare knuckle fighter. He was a good farmer, and he'd taught Edward a lot about the workings of the land. He'd often told Edward that once he was Duke, he should do things differently and get rid of his father's team of crooks.

      ''If you want, send them to me, and I'll make sure they find out what real work is,'' Jepson had told him. When Jepson was informed that Edward was indeed going to carry out his suggestion, he'd danced around a milk churn until he became dizzy. That day Edward made three enemies and gained five hundred admirers.

      When he returned to Easingborough Hall after that meeting, he'd found his mother was making preparations to move into the dowager house.

      ''Mother you look tired. You should let the servants do more,'' he told her. The English climate had made her skin paler over the years. When she'd arrive from Spain, she was very dark. Now much paler, Edward could see dark rings under her eyes. ''You don't have to move into the dowager house. What on earth will I do here in this enormous house alone?''

      ''One day you will find yourself a wife, and fill some of those bedrooms with children. You won't want your mother around when that happens,'' she replied.

      He had feared his father, but he loved his mother. She had been kind to him and regularly defended him against her husband when he'd reached for the cane. The Spanish were more pleasant to children than the English; they didn't beat them or send them away to boarding schools.

      ''Would you help me sort some of your father's things? There are boxes and boxes of papers and documents. I have no idea where to begin,'' she asked. ''They're in his bedroom.''

      Later Edward went into his father's room and began to do what his mother had asked him. There were six boxes placed in a row at the end of the bed. The room was large and had a fantastic view over the garden. Edward hadn't realized that his parents didn't share the same bed until he was thirteen. His mother had removed herself when he was five, no longer able to bear the whiskey fumes and incessant snoring.

      It took Edward three evenings to reach the last box. At first, he'd wondered why the boxes weren't in his father's study but soon came to realize that he'd kept these letters under the bed for a reason. He'd had mistresses. Lots of them, and it appeared he had tried wherever possible to keep in touch with them, even when they were no longer sharing his bed. Edward read a lot of letters at first but soon tired of the same amorous language. As far as he could see, they were just love letters and of no real importance and certainly not to be seen by his mother. He'd get Roberts to burn them.

      On the third evening, he pulled the last box to him and opened it. More scented letters and fancy ribbons. He was grateful that the tedious task was almost over. He was just about to give up, fearing all the letters in the box were love letters when he spotted an unopened envelope.

      The letter was in a white envelope. It was a letter his father had written to someone but never sent. Edward read the address: Captain Landsborough, Landsborough Hall, Landsborough Estate. Why had his father not sent the letter? His father was dead and couldn't object, so Edward opened it.

      

      Dear Captain Landsborough,

      It was a pleasure to make your acquaintance the other evening.

      I must say it was foolhardy of you to risk your ownership of the Landsborough Estate in a simple game of cards. Of course, I mustn't complain at having won it from you, but it was nonetheless foolhardy.

      The reason for my letter is thus: I have heard that you are under investigation by the Army. It seems they have an objection to one of their captains gambling in the manner to which you seem to have become accustomed.

      I understand the hearing is Tuesday next, and the possible punishment is a dishonorable discharge.

      Under the circumstances, I feel it would be inappropriate of me to see you penniless. I, therefore, propose to return your estate to you and your wife. It was after all just a game of cards which unfortunately became unseemly.

      I will instruct my lawyers to issue the paperwork forthwith.

      

      Yours

      John

      Duke of Haslemere

      

      A card game? Who puts up a whole estate as collateral in a card game, Edward thought? Father is obviously writing about the Landsborough Estate. But we still own it, so he didn't give it back. Why didn't he send this letter?

      Over the course of the next few days, he asked as many people about the Landsborough Estate as possible. The Duke had acquired it a year before Edward was born, twenty-one years ago. Some older tenants told him that it used to belong to a family called Landsborough. Apparently they moved away, but none of them knew why. All of them just assumed they had sold it to the Duke for the money. Even Jepson didn't know, and he ran the largest farm on the Landsborough Estate.

      ''Mother, what do you know about the Landsborough Estate?'' Edward asked at dinner.

      ''It's three thousand acres, that much I know, and not much more.''

      ''Three thousand acres is large. We've only owned it for twenty-one years, do you know how father acquired it?''

      Roberts, the butler, looked at Edward as he placed the salmon on the table. He was relieved the young man had his mother's character, not his father's. ''You're father bought it from the Landsboroughs.''

      No, he won it in a ridiculous game of cards, but didn't dare tell you, because you are kind and wouldn't have allowed him to keep it, Edward thought. ''Thank you mother, I just wondered, that's all.''

      

      *****

      

      Victoria was allowed one day off to bury her father. Few people came to the funeral. Lizzie came to comfort Victoria, and there were a couple of direct neighbors from the village. The vicar, seeing so few people, decided to do away with any singing, and the said service lasted just ten minutes. When the pallbearers lowered the coffin into the grave, Victoria collapsed into Lizzie's arms and wept.

      Victoria's father had left some money for his funeral. She had hated him talking about it, but he'd told her they had to be practical. Now she was grateful to him. On her wages, it would have taken her whole lifetime to pay the undertaker.

      ''How are you bearing up?'' Mr. Pickford asked. He'd told Mary to bring her to his office on the day after the funeral. Victoria was standing in the middle of the room as he walked around her.

      ''I'm as well as can be expected Mr. Pickford,'' she answered politely.

      ''It's a shame. I liked your father. He was a good worker, never missed a day until his illness started.'' He continued to circle her, gawking at her breasts. He was small, and he had a large pot belly, which he tried to hide behind a baggy waistcoat with a gold watch chain dangling across it. He also tried to cover up his considerable bald patch by dragging strands of hair ridiculous distances across his head. ''I want to help you. It can't be easy now you're alone,'' he spluttered, his jowls shaking. ''At the moment I have a full contingency of assistants, but as soon as one leaves, I would like you to take her place. I have it on good authority that there will be a vacancy very soon. What do you say?''

      Victoria had heard all about his assistants, and she knew perfectly well what their job entailed. Of course, they were well paid and didn't have to endure the dark and damp conditions, or the working hours that she did. But she was never going to be anybody's lady of the evening. ''No thank you, Mr. Pickford, I'm quite content where I am.''

      He didn't like her reply. He'd been eyeing her up for many months, and he wanted her badly. ''Well, that's very disappointing Victoria. I had hoped we could get to know each other better. Is that your final word on the matter?'' When she nodded, he took hold of her arm and hissed into her ear. ''That's not a very sensible decision, I'll give you a day to think about it. If you continue to refuse, we'll see if a drop in wages and an increase in hours will do anything to change your mind.''

      As usual, she walked home with Lizzi. When they reached the green, their usual parting place, Victoria turned to her. ''Lizzie, do you think you can come and help me. I should go through father's things, but it is terribly upsetting. Would you come and sit with me while I do so?''

      ''Of course.'' Lizzie took hold of her arm. When they got to the cottage, Jack was hanging on the metal fence that surrounded the tiny garden.

      ''Were you waiting for me?'' Victoria asked.

      ''Er.....'' he said, put off by Lizzie's presence. ''Yes I was, but I can see you have company. I'll come back another time.''

      ''He wants you,'' Lizzie said when he'd gone.

      ''I know, awful isn't it? He looks like a pole.''

      Lizzie nodded in agreement as she watched him cross the far side of the green and disappear between the pub and the church. ''But he could offer you some security, and you wouldn't be alone anymore. His dad's foreman and Jack could be one day.''

      ''Lizzie Earnshaw. If you weren't my friend, I'd wallop you. How could you think that I'd have the slightest interest in Jack?''

      Lizzie was only trying to help. She still had her parents and couldn't bear to imagine what it would be like to lose them. ''Sorry.'' The two went inside, Lizzie suddenly aware of the finality of death.

      The cottage was just like all the others, tiny. The front door led to a short corridor, the sitting room to the right and the stairs straight ahead, to the side of the stairs, a kitchen. The two ladies took off their coats and bonnets and hung them on a hook in the corridor.

      ''I'll light the fire in father's bedroom, it's a chilly evening,'' Victoria said. Upstairs there was a small landing with two bedrooms off it. When the fire was roaring, Victoria closed the door and took a deep breath.

      ''I really don't want to do this, but I suppose I can't leave father's things here forever. Lizzie will you take the things from the chest of drawers and put them in these boxes.'' She pointed to some tatty cardboard boxes she had taken from goods inward at the mill. ''It's mostly socks and underwear, and the odd belt and pairs of braces. I'll start in the wardrobe.'' She remembered when she and her father had gone through the same process after the death of her mother. Her father hadn't been able to cope, and he'd gone downstairs and left Victoria to it.

      ''Mr. Pickford has asked me to be one of his assistants,'' Victoria said, eager to divert her attention away from the job at hand.

      ''No.'' Lizzie gasped. ''You know what that means don't you? My mother told me what his assistants do, and it had precious little to do with anything at the mill.''

      ''I refused him, but he told me I should think very carefully about it otherwise he would cut my wages and make me work longer hours.'' Victoria put one of her father's jackets to her nose, hoping to gain some comfort from it, but it only smelled of moth balls.''

      ''How terrible. I sometimes think life would be far easier if one were plain. Men would leave you alone then,'' Lizzie observed. She was pretty but not beautiful like Victoria. She was shorter, and her bosom was more obvious, as was the curve of her hips and bottom. Brown hair and blue eyes also set her apart from her friend. Mr. Pickford had considered Lizzie for a job as an assistant but her father was over six feet and revered in the village after he'd beaten three men in a fight. The men, drunk at the time, had insulted his wife outside the village shop.

      ''You are right. What am I to do? If I become one of his ladies, no man will want me.''

      ''I don't know about that. Plenty of them get married and leave. If you're beautiful, men will turn a blind eye.'' Lizzie took a handful of socks and put them into one of the boxes. ''What shall I do with this green box?'' It had appeared when she'd moved the socks that were covering it.

      ''Let me look.'' Victoria took it from her. It was wooden, about the size of a shoe box. She put in on the bed and sat down next to it. The lid came off easily, and inside she saw a disorderly pile of letters and documents. When she lifted the papers, she saw three military medals. Lizzie, feeling depressed by the task at hand, sat down on the bed next to her. Perhaps there would be something intriguing in the box to make the event happier.

      Victoria took out a brown envelope and looked at the front of it. There was just one line, written in black ink, 'The Landsborough Estate.' Inside there was a solitary piece of white paper.

      ''What is it?'' Lizzie asked anxiously.

      ''I don't know. It's a letter from an architect about some building works on a place called Landsborough Hall on the Landsborough Estate.  She took out the next envelope. It was a letter from a firm of solicitors, Jones, Acheson, and Hopkins in the town of Haslemere. ''Lizzie do you know where Haslemere is?'' Lizzie shook her head and looked down at her frock. It was covered in filth from the mill, and she wished she could go home and change. ''Who is Captain Landsborough?'' Victoria asked, knowing full well Lizzie didn't have any idea. ''And what is the Landsborough Estate?'' She thumbed through a few more letters and in every one of them found a reference to the Landsborough Estate and Captain Landsborough. Almost at the bottom of the pile, she found something different. An unopened letter addressed to 'The Duke of Haslemere, Easingborough Hall.' Victoria put her dirty fingernail under the sleeve and opened it

      ''What is it?'' Lizzie asked when she saw Victoria's mouth open.

      ''Listen to this.'' She began to read out loud.

      

      My Lord,

      As you know, my wife and I have vacated Landsborough Hall, and it is now yours to do as you will.

      I am afraid I have wronged my wife and the child she is carrying by my ridiculous behavior. I will never be able to forgive myself for what I have done to her.

      All I ask is that you look after the tenants of the estate, in the same way, I have tried to, fairly and in a dignified manner.

      May God forgive me and cure me of my gambling affliction

      Yours,

      Captain W Landsborough

      

      ''And do you know what the most curious fact is in this?'' Victoria said as she placed the letter in her lap and looked at it. ''This is my father's handwriting.''

      ''But you father isn't called Landsborough. He was called Lambert,'' Lizzie was eager to point out.

      Victoria was beside herself with curiosity. Why had her father written a letter to a Duke and why had he done it as Captain Landsborough? ''I'm stunned Lizzie. I don't know what to do.''

      In their relationship Lizzie was often the one who just listened to Victoria's dreams and ideas. She was intelligent but lacked Victoria's optimism. As far as she was concerned, her life was the mill, and hopefully one day, a nice husband who didn't beat her. If she were lucky, she would be blessed with children and live to see them trudging up the hill to the mill, as she had done. Victoria was not resigned to her fate, and often dreamed about a handsome man who would come and sweep her away to a far off land where it was warm, and there were fresh fruits. On occasions, Lizzie would tell her she was a dreamer and that she should recognize reality. But Victoria didn't want to, and Lizzie's words would cast her into despair for days until the handsome man reappeared.

      ''I know what you should do,'' Lizzie said. Victoria looked at her, shocked. Lizzie wasn't often inspired, but she'd had a moment of rare clarity. ''You should go to that firm of solicitors, what was their name?'' she picked the letter up. ''Yes here look. You should go to, Jones, Acheson, and Hopkins and ask them about the Landsborough Estate and Captain Landsborough.''

      

      *****

      

      Mr. Anthony Acheson looked down his nose at the young lady sitting in front of him in the leather button backed armchair. Cheaply clothed in a green dress with puff sleeves and a square décolleté, she was no better dressed than other working women, but much more beautiful.

      Victoria had told Lizzie to tell Mary that it was her time of the month and that she was incapacitated. It was the only affliction Mary had any sympathy for. Victoria had wrapped herself in a large headscarf so as not to be recognized and taken the coach to Haslemere via York. The village postmaster had informed her that Haslemere was fifty miles from Ashworth and that it would take five hours to get there, changing coaches in York. She'd arrived at her destination just as the clerk was locking the door for the night. A young man himself, he'd only opened up because she was beautiful. When an equally young Mr. Acheson came to see who he was talking to, he eagerly took over.

      ''You have an impressive bundle of documents with you Miss Lambert, and I must say it is a very intriguing tale. I'm afraid I shall have to ask Mr. Jones, my partner, to join us; He's a lot older, and I'm sure he can shed some light on the matter.'' He got up and went out of the room. Victoria looked around and started to count the books in the glass bookcase behind his mahogany desk. When she got to 43, she heard someone shouting.

      ''Doesn't she know what time it is, my supper will be ruined?'' Mr. Acheson reappeared with an elderly gentleman in a pair of red breeches. ''Well, young lady,'' he shouted, ''what is it?''

      Victoria decided he was deaf, not angry. ''I've come about the Landsborough Estate. My late father left some documents pertaining to the estate, and I would like to know what his connection to it was.''

      Mr. Jones looked sternly at Acheson, who stood up and offered him his seat. ''The Landsborough Estate. Yes, I remember, it was quite something.'' He stared out of the window as if the view of the Inn opposite would assist his memory. ''Captain Landsborough was a gambler.'' Before he could continue Victoria gasped. In the letter, it had mentioned gambling. ''If I may continue,'' he wasn't used to being interrupted, ''Captain Landsborough was a gambler, and one evening he was playing cards with the Duke of Haslemere and a couple of others. The old Duke was well known for his prowess at three card brag, a game that requires a considerable amount of skill in the art of bluffing.'' Victoria was interested in the game, just the outcome. ''Apparently Captain Landsborough got into difficulties early on in the evening and kept upping the stakes in order to recoup his losses, in my opinion, a very foolish strategy.''

      ''What was the outcome of the evening, Mr. Jones?'' Victoria asked, trying to avoid a lengthy account of the game plan Mr. Jones would have used had he been at the table.

      ''Lost the lot, put up his house and his land in the last hand and lost it to the Duke.''

      ''But, surely,'' she gasped, ''surely the Duke could see that Captain Landsborough had an affliction. Why did he take the estate and not tell Captain Landsborough not to be so foolish.''

      Mr. Jones looked across at the Inn again. It was time for his daily ration of rum, and he was eager to cross the road. ''The old Duke was a mean man, quite different to his wife. Why she married him, nobody knows.'' His voice got louder, to the point where Acheson went and stood next to the door. ''No, the Duke took the estate and Landsborough disappeared with his wife, who I seem to remember at the time was expecting a baby.'' He stood up and looked at Victoria. His demeanor softened when he noticed how young she was. ''We did the transfer, and if Mr. Acheson would care to look, the file will be in the archive room under L for Landsborough. I wish you a pleasant evening.'' He walked past Acheson and tutted.

      When Acheson had retrieved the file, he put it on his desk and opened the lid slowly as if he was afraid the contents would jump out and frighten him. He pulled out a large document with a red seal on it.

      ''This is the contract of sale. Here are the signatures of the Duke and Mr. Landsborough.'' He turned the paper to Victoria, who stood up and looked at the signatures.

      ''It's the same signature as that on the unsent letter I found in my father's room,'' she said. She sat down with a thud.

      ''It says here that Captain Landsborough was in the Irish Guards. Did you find any evidence of that among your father's belongings?'' Victoria reached into her travel case and pulled out the medals. Engraved around the edge of each were the words, Irish Guards.''

      

      *****

      

      Roberts was a tall man who over the years had gained a significant stoop. As a young footman, he'd been expected to carry heavy coal scuttles to the fireplaces in the house. The old Duke had enjoyed having guests to stay, and most weekends the house had been full, and each bedroom had had a fire than needed providing for.

      ''My Lord, there is a young lady to see you, she says her name is Lambert.'' Edward put down his newspaper and peered at Roberts, who seemed to be getting closer to the ground by the day.

      ''What does she want, I'm not expecting anybody?''

      ''She won't tell me, my Lord.''

      ''Really, what time is it?''

      ''Gone eight, my Lord.''

      Victoria had spent a long time discussing the estate, and its transfer with Mr. Acheson. Kind Mr. Acheson had offered her a lift in his carriage and she'd gratefully accepted. His motives were not entirely honorable and when she'd stepped down from the carriage he'd put his hand on an inappropriate place, in the name of assisting her. Victoria had something of her mother's temper, and it soon became clear to him that it hadn't been a good idea.

      ''Then, show her in,'' Edward said.

      Victoria hadn't managed to see much of the house from the outside; it was quite dark. If the interior were anything to go by, it would have been a magnificent sight. Her cottage could have fitted into a third of the entrance hall. Roberts took her bonnet and coat and hung them on the coat rack behind the potted palm. It wasn't a palm plant, more a palm tree that reached up the side of the grand staircase to the first floor. The drawing room was to the left through an impressive mahogany double door. She followed Roberts.

      ''Miss Lambert, my Lord.'' Roberts left the room and closed the door.

      The Duke stood up and walked towards Victoria, his black hair bouncing. ''I'm Edward, Duke of Haslemere. How may I be of assistance?''

      Victoria was instantly taken by his looks. His father may have taken the family estate in a beastly way, but his son was a fresh looking young man with a continental look to him.

      ''My Lord, please forgive me for intruding into your evening. I come on a matter of great importance to myself, and I fear I will be obliged to throw myself upon your kind nature.''

      Edward took pity on her. She appeared cold, and she looked tired. ''Please, come and sit by the fire. I will have Roberts bring us some tea.'' She sat down gratefully and held her hands out towards the warmth. ''Tell me what I can do for you.''

      ''It is a very long and confusing story, my Lord. But I shall try to make it as clear as possible.'' She sat upright and prepared herself for the undertaking. ''My father died recently, and when I was looking through his belongings, I found some documents regarding an estate called Landsborough.'' Edward was listening attentively but was slightly distracted by the grace with which she spoke; It was not in keeping with the way she was clothed. Her dress was not of the most expensive cloth and at some point it had been altered.  ''It seems from the documents and the information I was able to gather at Jones, Acheson, and Hopkins, firm of solicitors in Haslemere, that my father's name was Landsborough and that he lost the estate in a card game. The man he lost to was your late father.''

      So that's it. That is what the letter was about. He'd won the estate in a card game, felt guilty about it and decided to give it back, except, he never sent the letter. ''As you may or may not know,'' he paused when Roberts arrived with the tea. He smiled at Victoria as he poured her drink into a cup and saucer of the finest quality. ''Sorry, as you may know, my father also passed away recently. I have taken over the running of the estates we own, and I too found out that the estate was won by my father in a card game. Quite extraordinary.'' He shook his head and smiled. ''You introduced yourself as Lambert.''

      ''Yes, I have always thought our family name to be Lambert, but it now appears that it is Landsborough, and we were wealthy landowners until my father's foolish behavior. Mr. Jones, the eldest of the lawyers in town, told me the story. My poor father had a terrible gambling affliction.''

      ''Where do you live now?''

      ''In a village, fifty miles away called Ashworthy. I work in the mill there.''

      ''Indeed,'' he said. ''I don't know anyone who works in a mill. Alright, we seem to have established that you father lost it, and my father won it, what do you want?''

      ''My Lord, I understand that my father was foolish. Indeed, it was not only foolish but selfish. My poor mother spent the rest of her life in poverty, far from the life she should have enjoyed.'' She looked at the fire as it spat a piece of coal onto the hearth. ''However, I must add that your father hardly acted in a gentlemanly fashion. He should have realized that my father was not of sound mind and refused to accept the bet.” Victoria looked the Duke straight in the eye. “I would like you to return the estate to me.''

      He nodded. He'd expected it, as soon as he had become aware who she was. She was a beautiful woman, and he had no desire to hurt her in any way, but requiring him to give the estate back, after so many years, was a tall order. ''I understand your position. I hope you will allow me time to consider how best to resolve the situation.''

      ''Of course, my Lord.''

      ''Miss Lambert, it is late, and I suggest you stay here. I will ask one of our maids to look after you.''

      ''That is very kind of you. I don't think there is any transport back to my village at this time of the evening, and I don't want to stay at an inn alone.''

      Edward asked Rosie, a ladies maid who had no lady to look after, to make up a fire and warm the bedsheets in the green room. They continued to drink tea and talk until Victoria was no longer able to keep her eyes open. When she entered her bedroom, she was astounded at the luxury. A giant four poster bed, a large marble fireplace and the very best Turkish rugs on a polished wooden floor. Rosie was waiting for her with a hot bath and clean nightdress. When she helped Victoria undress, she could see Victoria's was used to manual work. It was slender and the muscles well formed. The bath was warm and as the fire crackled Victoria didn't want to get out. When eventually she did, she fell asleep instantly and slept for ten hours.

      The next morning Rosie knocked on the door at ten. Victoria usually rose at five when she had to go to the mill. Rosie helped her to dress, and showed her to the breakfast room. Edward was waiting. Victoria liked Rosie. She was in her late twenties and homely.

      ''Good morning, Miss Lambert. How did you sleep?''

      ''Very well indeed, much better than I am used to.''

      ''I have decided to show you around the Landsborough Estate today if of course you are not in a hurry to return to your home.'' Victoria had no desire to return at all, but she knew she must. One more day wouldn't hurt, though. ''Rosie will act as chaperone if you are agreeable.''

      Edward looked dashing as he showed Victoria to their pony and trap. The cold weather had relented, and it was a warm April day. He was wearing a blue tailcoat with a yellow waistcoat and blue trousers. Victoria hadn't thought to bring another dress, but she had packed fresh undergarments.

      Edward clicked and the black pony set of at a speed that suggested it would much rather spend the morning in a lush field that pull a trap around. The seat wasn't very wide, and Victoria found her leg rubbing against Edward's. She liked it. Rosie sat behind them facing backward and tried her best not to listen to their conversation.

      ''Tell me about your life, Miss Lambert. What is it like to work in a mill?'' Edward was genuinely interested. All his tenants were employed on the land, and he'd never met anyone working in industry.

      ''It is hard, my Lord. Fifteen hour days for little pay. My colleagues are pleasant enough, and there is a camaraderie among us, but it is backbreaking work. On Sundays, I go to church, and the rest of the time I sleep and work.''

      ''You don't make it sound very attractive at all. I must, one day, go and see these things for myself. I'm stuck here in the countryside all the time.''

      ''You are lucky, my Lord. If I were you, I would be happy to be so.'' What was he going to do with the estate? If he refused to give it back to her, she had no choice but to accept his decision. She was totally at the mercy of his sense of right and wrong.

      ''Perhaps you are right. I love rural life.'' As he spoke the trap fell into a deep run in the road, and they lurched to the right. Victoria gasped and held onto to him until the pony managed to pull them upright again.

      ''Excuse me, my Lord,'' she pulled her arm from his.

      He looked around and saw Rosie was looking in the other direction. ''No, please leave it there. I hope you don't think me forward when I tell you it is a nice feeling.''

      ''No, my Lord, I do not.''

      The view from the lane they were driving down was magnificent. Down the hill, in front of them, there were green fields full of cows grazing. Beyond the fields, Victoria could see a church spire surrounded by cottages. When they reached a gate, Rosie jumped down and opened it.

      ''We're entering the Landsborough Estate now,'' Edward said. The village below us is called Wendsbury. Most of the houses belong to the estate. There are five farms in all and most of the villagers work on the farms.''

      Victoria noticed how enthusiastically he spoke about the place. She'd heard his father had been a difficult landlord, but she was sure Edward was a kinder man, by far.

      ''It is much larger than I thought.'' Why had her father gambled so much away? Had he been so unwell that he had lost all clarity of thought, and what about poor mother? For her, it must have been awful.

      ''I will show you the village and then take you to meet Mr. Jepson, at Manor Farm.'' The fact he was showing her all this, and introducing her to a tenant farmer was a good sign, and Victoria was suddenly a thousand miles away from her life in Ashworhy.

      Edward noticed how her expression had changed. She'd lost the pained look of someone downtrodden, and gained a smile that made his heart race. He had never been with a woman before, and he was surprised when he began to have thoughts that made him afraid he would embarrass himself when he had to get down from the trap.

      ''It's beautiful,'' she exclaimed as they drove through the village. It was a linear village, with a strip of green running between the road and the houses which lined it. The church was at the end of the village, and there was a quaint thatched inn called the Lamb and Flag opposite.

      ''Yes, it is very beautiful. In all, there are sixty-three tenants here.'' Victoria had no idea how much a tenant was expected to pay in rent, but sixty-three times what she paid to Mr. Pickford was a lot of money each week.

      They left the village and took a left turn at a fork in the road. Signposted Manor Farm. This was an arable farm, and there were two teams of shire horses plowing the land to the right of the narrow road. At the end, they reached a farmyard. It was probably the tidiest farmyard in the land. Mr. Jepson couldn't stand a mess.

      Edward stopped and got down. He walked around the other side and helped Victoria to the ground. As he did so, he caught her scent. It made him want her more.

      ''Mr. Jespon, allow me to introduce Miss Lambert,'' Edward said proudly.

      Mr. Jepson was dressed in a check shirt and a pair of very baggy trousers, held up with a pair of yellow braces. On his feet wellingtons. ''You mean Landsborough, my Lord, not Lambert.''

      ''No, Lambert,'' Edward reiterated.

      ''Well if ever anybody had a face like Mrs. Landsborough it is the young lady standing here.'' He pointed to Victoria, who smiled.

      ''It's a long story, I'll tell you about it sometime. Will you show us around the farm, please?'' Jepson nodded and motioned them to follow him.

      

      *****

      

      After their excursion, Victoria retired to her room to rest. Far from resting, her mind was churning. What she'd seen had been idyllic, and beyond anything she had seen before. She knew if the Duke would see his way to giving her the estate back, she would remain there for the rest of her days, quite happily.

      Her thoughts turned to the Duke. He was handsome, and she was taken with him. It could be a perfect alliance, she thought.

      At six, Rosie knocked on the door. She'd come to dress Victoria for dinner.

      ''Miss Victoria, I have brought two dresses for you to try. They used to belong to Mr. Edward's grandmother.'' She put them on the bed. ''They are very fine evening gowns, and I am sure you are the same size as she was.''

      ''Rosie, how considerate of you. I'm afraid I have never worn anything this grand before; perhaps you will help me?''

      Rosie bathed and dressed Victoria in a silver gown made of the finest silk satin in pastel green. When Victoria looked in the mirror, she was shocked to see almost all her bosom protruding from the low square neckline. ''Mary, I can't wear.....''

      ''Miss Victoria I have seen the way Mr. Edward looks at you. If you want to impress him, I urge you to wear this dress.''

      ''But it's far too low, ‘Victoria complained.

      ''If a Duchess saw fit to wear it, I'm sure it is fine,'' Rosie said wisely.

      Victoria accepted her argument and turned her attention to her hair. When they were finished, Victoria looked magnificent. Her dress flowed elegantly to the floor, covering her silver shoes. Rosie had managed to find a necklace of pearls and a bracelet. The piece de resistance was her hair. It seemed Rosie was a master hairdresser, for Victoria's hair was curled to perfection in tiny ringlets down the side of her face.

      On the way down the grand staircase, Victoria suddenly remembered the mill. This was her second day off, and if she didn't return soon, she would be cast out of her home. But strangely she didn't care. Rosie had noticed it, and she had noticed it. The Duke wanted her, and she was sure nothing would come in their way.

      When she entered the library for pre-dinner drinks, Edward almost dropped his glass. He'd told his mother about Victoria and the story behind her visit, and she'd been eager to meet the young lady. Edward's mother smiled and nodded to her son approvingly.

      ''Victoria, it is quite improper, but I fear we have no alternative,'' the Dowager Duchess began. ''It has been splendid to meet you and now that dinner is finished, I would like to retire, but that would leave you alone with my son. Perhaps I should escort you to your room.''

      Edward quickly intervened. ''I would like to talk to Victoria for a few moments mother. I will ask Rosie to see her to bed.''

      His mother wasn't much of one for the English stiff upper lip, and she nodded in agreement. When she was gone, Roberts came and cleared the table. He left some brandy and brought tea for Victoria.

      Edward cleared his throat as if he was preparing to address the Queen. ''Victoria, dear Victoria. I have been thinking about the estate and indeed about you.'' Victoria daren't lift her tea cup fearing her tremoring hand would spill some over her borrowed dress. ''You are a very beautiful woman, and I am enormously taken with you. I have been able to think of nothing else but you, since the moment you walked into this house.'' He looked at her trying to gauge what her reaction mighty be, but her expression remained passive. ''It would be proper for me to ask your father if I may approach you, but your poor father is no longer with us, and I am unable to do so. Victoria, I would like to know if you would be amenable to the idea of becoming my wife.''

      Victoria was stunned. So soon? Was it too early? She felt something for him, but did she love him? Did she love him like she knew her mother had loved her father?

      Before she had a chance to say anything, he spoke again. ''If we were to marry, you could manage the estate.''

      Victoria could not believe what she was hearing. ''Was it not your intention to hand it back to me as the rightful owner? You led me to believe you would,'' she asked.

      ''I wouldn't need to hand it back to you if we were joined.''

      Victoria exploded. She stood up and threw her teacup into the fireplace. ''If that's what you think, then you can keep the estate, you're welcome to it. Marry me and make me the manager, indeed,'' she scoffed. ''I can see you're not better than that father of yours. He was dishonorable and dishonest, and you are worse because you are taking advantage of a lady's delicate situation.''

      

      *****

      

      ''Who is it?'' the innkeeper shouted. ''I'm coming, stop hammering on the door.'' He unbolted the door and looked outside. He was surprised to see a young woman carrying a travel bag. ''It's awfully late for you to be out alone, miss.''

      ''Can you please give me a room for the night,'' Victoria asked.

      When she stepped into the candlelit hallway, the innkeeper noticed she had mud on her shoes, and that the hem of her dress was wet, and mud splattered. ''Come along now miss, I'll get the wife to help you. Out at this time alone, well I never,'' he restated.

      His wife appeared in a dressing gown and a pair of slippers. ''Oh miss, what a mess you're in, come along with you.'' She led Victoria up the stairs and into a small bedroom at the end of the corridor. ''Where have you come from at this time?'' she asked.

      ''From Easingborough Hall, over the fields.''

      The Innkeeper's wife looked quizzically at her. The old Duke was dead, so it wasn't one of his women.

      ''Is there a coach from here to York tomorrow?''

      ''Yes, it calls here every day at nine am.''

      

      *****

      

      ''Three days, three whole days,'' Mr. Picford shouted. ''Where have you been all this time?''

      ''Pleas sir, I've been at home. I wasn't too well.''

      ''Nonsense. On the second day, Mary went to see where you were. You were not at your cottage. Where were you, and I want the truth?''

      Lizzie had told Victoria to expect a showdown when she went into the mill but she hadn't told her that Mary had been to the cottage. Perhaps she didn't know. She would have to think of an excuse and fast. ''I have an aunt, in Haslemere. She's gravely ill. I went to visit her,'' she lied.

      He was walking around her as she stood in the middle of his office. He leaned into her and sniffed her scent. It reminded her of a dog, and she began to feel faint. ''Well whatever the truth, you have missed three days. You will not go back to work in the mill.''

      ''But, Mr. Pickford, please.......''

      ''Today is Friday, on Monday morning, you will report for work in my cottage as one of my assistants. If you refuse, I will have nothing more to do with you.'' He smiled before delivering the rest of his terrifying message. ''You will not work at the mill, and you will not live in one of my houses. You will be on the streets. Is that clear?'' She nodded.

      Victoria waited for Lizzie on the wall at the entrance to the mill. Lizzie was covered in dust when Victoria saw her. ''What happened to you?'' Victoria asked.

      ''Mary had me cleaning out some of the air pipes, they're full of dust and rat droppings.'' Lizzie took Victoria's arm, and she wanted to pull away. Rat's droppings didn't sound too healthy. As they went down the hill towards the village, Victoria told Lizzie all about her trip to the solicitors and then to Easingborough Hall. When she came to the end, Lizzie was in tears. ''You mean, you refused the Duke's offer?''

      ''Yes.''

      ''You're mad,'' Lizzie said.

      ''He's just like all the others. He should have given it back to me, expecting me to be the manager is.....well I don't know, but it isn't honest.''

      Lizzie wanted to say that it was her father's fault really, but she refrained.

      ''Pickford wants me to start work in the assistants house on Monday.''

      ''Goodness Victoria. Go back to the Duke and accept his offer.''

      ''No never. He's just as dishonest as his father,''

      Lizzie didn't understand. ''You’re bloody headstrong, and it's not good for you.''

      At the village green, Jack was waiting. Lizzie kissed Victoria goodbye and went towards her house.

      ''Can I walk with you Victoria?'' he asked.

      ''Yes I'd like that,'' she said. He almost jumped in the air, it was a result he wasn’t expecting. They walked together without saying anything until they reached Victoria's cottage. ''Thank you, Jack, that was nice,'' she said.

      ''It's my pleasure. I was wondering if you would like to walk with me on Sunday, after church? he asked, holding his breath.

      ''Yes, Jack, I'd like that very much,'' she said. When she closed the door behind her, she slipped to her knees and began to cry.

      

      *****

      

      On Monday morning, Victoria was not dressed in her usual mill workers clothes, but in her best dress. She'd picked some daffodils and put one in her bonnet. It was gone eight, and if she'd been working in the mill, she would already have been at work for two hours. Nine o'clock was her new start time. At eight forty, she was ready to walk up the hill to the first street on the right, Calderdale Avenue. Number three belonged to Mr. Pickford, and she was to report there. She put on her bonnet and took the bunch of daffodils. She went to the kitchen took a carving knife and hid it in the flowers she was carrying.

      When she arrived at her new place of work, she was greeted by three other women, all equally well dressed. They showed her to what they called, her room. It appeared each of them had their own room. ''When Mr. Pickford comes, he chooses one of us, and we go with him to our own room. He likes it that way'' a woman called Isabella said.

      At nine thirty, Mr. Pickford knocked on the door. ''Splendid, Victoria, you're here. I've been looking forward to seeing you all weekend. Show me which is your room.''

      Victoria didn't say anything as she walked up the stairs with him behind her. When they entered the room, the daffodils were lying on the bed. ''Please sit down next to me on the bed,'' she told him.

      His breathing began to get faster and shallower, but his excitement was interrupted by a loud bang on the door, and another one. He got out and shouted down the stairs. ''Who the devil is it?''

      After a few seconds, one of the girls shouted up the stairs, ''It's a man called Mr. Jones. He says he wants to speak to Victoria.''

      ''Tell him to go away,'' Pickford shouted back.

      ''That's not a good idea, he's got a large threatening man with him.''

      Pickford went back downstairs closely followed by Victoria. ''Mr. Jones,'' she exclaimed. ''What on earth....?''

      ''It has taken me a very long time to find you,'' he shouted. Victoria remembered his voice and how loud he had been in Haslemere. ''I went to the mill first, and they were very reluctant to tell me where you were,'' he looked at a chair and sat down to catch his breath. He was wearing the same red breeches he had a few days ago. ''It was only after Mr. Jesop intervened that they were forthcoming.''

      ''Ah yes, Mr. Jespon, hello,'' Victoria said.

      ''Hello, Miss,'' he smiled.

      ''What's all this about. She's one of my employees, and she should be working, so say what you have got to say and go,'' Pickford stated.

      ''Victoria,'' Jones began. ''There has been a development in you favor. I am here to hand you the deeds to the Landsborough Estate.''

      Victoria didn't say anything she just stood there with her mouth wide open.

      ''Don't you want it?'' Jones asked with a kind smile on his face. “It's yours again if you want it.''

      ''Of course, I want it,'' she squealed. ''Oh Mr. Jones how can this be happening?''

      ''You should ask the Duke, Miss. He instructed me last week to make the estate over to you, with no conditions whatsoever. Mr. Jepson here gave me a lift here in his coach, and if you so wish, he is willing to take you and your belongings with us back to your rightful home.''

      ''Goodbye, Mr. Pickford, you will be hearing from me in the future, I can assure you. Just count yourself lucky you didn't lay a hand on me today.''

      

      *****

      

      Landsborough Hall was in a state of some disrepair. It wasn't uninhabitable, but it had a leaking roof and damp walls. Victoria had no idea what she should do about it, just as she had no idea how to run the estate. When she arrived, she found she had two servants. One of them was Rosie.

      ''What on earth are you doing here,'' she asked.

      ''The Duke asked me to look after you. I am a ladies maid, and there is no lady at the Hall, so I am better employed with you. If you are agreeable.''

      ''Of course, I'm delighted. In fact, a bit overwhelmed.''

      ''The Duke asked me to tell you that his advice is to hand over the running of the estate to a firm called Stephensons Land Agents in Haslemere. They will do the day to day running for you, leaving you free to make the big decisions and enjoy your new life.''

      ''Splendid,” Victoria said. ''But why can't the Duke come and tell me that himself?''

      ''Oh Miss, the Duke is ashamed to come and see you. That's what he told me.'' Rosie shifted from one foot to the other.

      ''He thinks he wronged you when he didn't just give you the estate in the first place. And if you ask me, Miss, he's love sick. He does nothing but mope around; it is very sad to see.'' Rosie took a deep breath happy that she'd unburdened herself.

      

      *****

      

      When Roberts answered the door, he was delighted to see Victoria. His boss had been intolerable since she had left the house so suddenly a few days ago. ''Miss Victoria, oh how lovely to see you, please follow me.''

      Edward was in the library, staring into space. When Roberts announced Victoria, he jumped off his seat and almost ran to her. At the last second breeding took over and he gently shook her hand.

      ''My Lord, thank you for the great act of generosity you have shown to me. You have made me happier than you know,'' she said.

      ''I'm very pleased. I'm sorry about the first time I.........''

      She stepped towards him and put her finger to his lips. ''Shh, it's alright, I understand. Any man who is able to see the error of his ways and change direction without being too proud to do so is a brave man indeed.''

      He looked down at his feet and contemplated an answer. He was afraid to ask for what he really wanted, but Victoria was not.

      ''Will my Lord please kiss me?''

      

      *****

      

      ''I left Rosie at home,'' Victoria said as Edward walked with her up to his bedroom. We are both adults and no one need know what is about to take place. Need they?''

      ''No quite,'' he answered. ''Once we are married it won't matter, will it?'' She shook her head.

      In the bedroom, Edward was suddenly very unsure of himself. Victoria had been around enough earthy women to have picked up a few tips, and she took the initiative.

      ''Get out of your clothes,'' she commanded. He did so eagerly. When he pulled his trousers and underwear down, she gasped at the size of him. It was the first time she had seen a penis and in his, she was impressed. When she touched it, she remembered what Mary and the girls had always said men enjoyed. When Edward felt her hot mouth on him, he moaned and pulled her hair. He felt long and smooth, and it turned her on.

      She was eager to feel his body on hers, and he looked on, as she stood up and began to undress. When her breasts fell free, he sucked greedily on her nipples, making her gasp. She stepped out of her garments and stood before him, ready.

      He pushed her to the bed and lay next to her. His hand caressed her breasts and stomach, hardly daring to go where he most wanted it to. ''Touch me there,'' she whispered. It was all he needed to hear and his touch electrified her. She played with him as he stroked her. The texture of his manhood fascinated her. The coarseness was totally alien to anything on her body.

      When she could bear his strokes no longer, she opened her legs and pulled him to her. When he lay on her, she rubbed her hands over his back and buttocks, down to his hairy thighs and up again. His hard angular body felt strong on her, and she liked the feeling of giving herself to him. She felt his penis prodding at her, trying in vain to find her opening. She helped him, and when his penis was at her entrance, he thrust hard into her, making her cry out. He wasn't gentle; he was passionate. She took his pounding body and even thrust back at him, urging him on. She felt her body begin to tighten and had no idea what it was except it felt pleasurable. Every time he made a down thrust, she felt a wave coming from her womanhood. The longer he thrust, the more the pleasure until she could stand it no more. She exploded. She cried out his name and dug her fingers into the skin on his back. The sight of her breasts shaking uncontrollably at her orgasm excited him so much. He came immediately after. The warm surge she felt inside her was the best feeling she had ever known, and she clung to him and kissed the side of his face until his breathing returned to something like normal.

      

      *****

      

      ''What the hell are you doing here,'' Mary asked as Victoria walked into the mill. ''I thought we'd seen the last of you.''

      ''In two minutes you will have,'' she answered. She walked along the line of bobbins that were spinning at a terrifying rate, and past a pool of women working on sewing machines. She had almost forgotten what a noisy place it was. She walked down past another row of women and into the next building. It was the packing department, and it was always cold. The machines in the main mill kept people warm but in the packing area, there was no warmth. Lizzie was standing at the end of a line of women, packing thread into boxes.

      She looked at Victoria and screamed. ''What are you doing here?''

      ''I've come to get you. You're never setting foot in this place again. I need someone to help me run my house and the estate.''

      

      ******

      

      On the twenty-first of June eighteen hundred and fifteen, Victoria Lambert/Landsborough, became the Duchess of Haslemere. Lizzie was her bridesmaid, and Mr. Jones gave her away. Mr. Jepson was the Duke's best man.

      Lizzie lived in Landsborough Hall when Victoria moved to Easingborough Hall.  Lizzie married Lieutenant David Wilkinson. She had three children, all boys. Victoria had four children, two girls, and two boys.

      Mr.Pickford was attacked by an angry father three years after Victoria's wedding. He died of his injuries a year later.

      ****

      THE END

      

      A Rake’s Revenge – A Regency Romance

      Her Majesty's Prison Conway was built on the edge of a marsh in the Thames Estuary. In winter, it was often inaccessible due to flooding, and in summer the inmates and staff were eaten alive by bloodthirsty mosquitoes. It was built in seventeen thirty-six, with room for two hundred criminals. On the day Emily Lucas first visited the prison, it held over four hundred inmates in the worst situation of overcrowding ever known in an English prison.

      At nineteen, Emily was a beautiful young woman with fair hair and a fresh complexion. There was only one horse-drawn coach a day from London to the prison, and as it was always full, a place had to be reserved well in advance. As Emily looked out of the window, she saw over the marsh to a large gray building surrounded by the mist of a damp spring day. She shivered and pulled her shawl around her slender frame.

      ''Ain't no escapin' from here,'' the woman next to her said as she nodded in the direction of the prison. ''My husband’s been here for six years. He was a fine-looking man when he went in. Now he's half the size, and he's riddled with worms from the bad meat they serve 'em.''

      Emily thought about asking what the lady's husband had done, but she didn't really want to know. Perhaps he'd murdered someone, and she would have it on her mind for the rest of the day, if not the week.

      When they arrived outside the forbidding facade, the coach driver helped the women down and gave them their luggage. Emily had brought apples and some fresh bread and butter. A large man with a barrel chest and a huge mustache came out to greet them.

      ''Who hasn't been here before?'' he asked. Only Emily put her hand up. ''Right then Miss, you stay close to me.'' He led them to the enormous oak door and opened a smaller door within it. When Emily stepped inside, she felt her heart sink. It was dark, cold and noisy. Very noisy. It wasn't pleasant noise like the chug machine or birds in a dawn chorus; it was the shouts and groans of male voices.

      They were standing in a huge stone corridor between the main entrance and the prison. As they walked towards another large door, the sounds became louder, and Emily wanted to go back. But she'd promised herself. The warder opened the next door and showed the women to a room on the left. It had stone walls and no source of light except for a few candles hanging on the walls. Every few yards there was a table and two chairs.

      ''Right Miss, you sit here,'' the warder said, pointing to a table in the far corner of the room. ''He's not a violent man like some of the others.'' He nodded to the tables closer to the door. ''We keep those tables for violent men. When they start being aggressive, we can shove them back into the prison more easily from there.''

      Emily looked around her. There were about ten tables in the room, and the six women she had arrived with all had a seat. A whistle blew from somewhere, and the barred door in the corner opened. The first man to come through Emily did not like the look of.  When her father came through the door, she stood up to greet him and was instantly shocked. When he'd been sentenced for crimes of a financial nature three months earlier, he'd been a tall man with blonde hair and a muscular physique. Now he stooped, and his face was dirty. His hair looked as if it hadn't been washed for as long as he'd been in the terrible place.

      ''Father, oh father,'' Emily cried as she held her arms out.

      ''Sit down, Miss,'' the warder shouted from his seat next to the door.

      ''You look so tired. Are you alright?'' she asked.

      Her father looked at her blue eyes and beautiful face and smiled. Emily gasped when she noticed he had a tooth missing. ''I'm as well as can be expected, my dear.

      ''It's a horrible place. I'm sorry I couldn't come earlier, it is so difficult to get here, the coach is always full. I tried and tried but....'' she felt tears coming but stopped herself. She had to be strong for him.

      ''Don't upset yourself. You are my darling daughter, and it pains me more than anything else to see you upset.'' He took her hands in his. The warder stood up and walked over to them. When he was confident Emily was not passing her father anything sinister, he went away again. ''Are you happy living with your cousins?''

      ''I would be happier living with you and ma'ma,'' Emily said as she looked at his long finger nails.

      ''Of course, my dear. But we can't go back. When I close my eyes in the evening, your mother talks to me. She tells me to get out of here safely and to look after you. I miss your mother terribly but she's in heaven now, and we can't bring her back.''

      ''I wish we could,'' Emily said dejectedly. ''I feel so alone without you and her. It was so lovely when we lived in Kingston, in our house with the garden and the river. Do you remember the tree father?'' her face lit up momentarily. ''You made me a house in the tree, and we sometimes sat up there and drank tea.''

      Her father nodded and smiled again. ''Listen to me Emily,'' his grip increased on her hand as if that would make her listen more closely. ''You will be safe at your cousins. Aunt Beatrice, Helen, and James are good people. They will look after you, and help you over the next five years until I get out of here. Who knows, you may even find a husband in that time,'' he said trying to lighten the mood.

      Emily wanted to fall in love and be as happy as her parents had been. She'd seen how beautiful their love for one another was. Emily suddenly thought about her mother and how awful it had been when she'd died. Her mother had been the cornerstone of the family. Her father had owned a very successful building company, and he'd been well respected in London. His services had been in demand by the rich and famous, and at some point, he became so busy he'd employed a firm of accountants to deal with his finances. The family were suddenly rich and had moved into a large house on the Thames, in Kingston, a well-to-do suburb of London. Despite taking advice as to the reputation of the firm of accountants and its owner, he found himself bereft of funds very soon afterwards. When he couldn't pay his bills, he was arrested for non-payment of tax and sentenced to five years in prison.

      ''I've brought you some apples, bread, and butter,'' Emily said lifting the bag onto the table. The warder came across and looked.

      When it was time to go, Emily clung to her father and had to be pulled away from him. When she was outside in the fresh air, she vomited. ''Don't worry about it, young lady, it gets us all like that the first time,'' a fat lady with a dirty coat said.

      *****

      

      ''Emily, Emily,'' Helen shrieked as she bounced into Emily's bedroom. Emily was lying under the covers thinking about her father and the awful place he was in. ''We're going to a party, look.'' Helen looked at the bed and saw Emily's face appear.

      ''That will be nice,'' she said in a melancholy tone'' She hadn't slept and she had dark rings under her eyes.

      ''Emily, I'm going to take you in hand. It's no good, I can't stand by and watch you torture yourself anymore. Now sit up and listen to me.''

      Helen was nineteen and full of life. She'd had a privileged upbringing in a large house, with servants and acres of garden to play in. Her mother Beatrice, Emily's mother's sister, had married a stock broker who'd died at a young age and left her a fortune. She'd never remarried and brought Helen and James up by herself. ''We've been invited to a party by Roger Carruthers, it's his twenty-first birthday. Do you know the Carruthers family?''

      ''No, I don't,'' Emily said looking at the gold colored card in Helen's hand.

      ''Well, they are very rich, and all of society will be there. I know you are feeling melancholy about your father, but you can't do anything about the situation. You need to start eating more, you're so thin. We'll find you a beautiful dress and a lovely pair of shoes, and we'll go to the party and enjoy ourselves.''

      Enough Emily told herself. Helen was right, she couldn't change the situation, so she would begin to live her life. ''Do you have a dress I can borrow? All my dresses went into the auction when they sold our house.''

      ''We will do better than that. I'll ask mother if we can go shopping. We'll both buy a new dress and new shoes and new everything,'' Helen threw her hands into the air in a gesture of jubilation. Emily laughed, Helen's mood was infectious.

      Helen somehow managed to convince her mother that she and Emily desperately needed a new dress each, and new shoes, and if mother could possibly afford it, new shawls. Aunt Beatrice was concerned about Emily and thought it would do her good to go out into town and be treated. Helen jumped up and down when he mother nodded in agreement. ''Can we go today mother, please?'' she begged.

      That evening, Emily and Helen stood in Emily's room and looked at the spread of new clothes in front of them. Two dresses, two pairs of shoes and two magnificent shawls. ''Come on, let's dress up,'' Helen suggested. When Emily nodded, she rang for her lady's maid. When Jane arrived, she was confronted by two giggly girls standing in their undergarments. Jane was twenty-three and had been with the family for two years. She was from Yorkshire, a no-nonsense woman with a dry sense of humor.

      ''Right, Miss Helen, stop dancing around and stand still,'' she said as she put the dress over Helen's head. It was a navy blue and made of satin. Helen raised her arms, and it fell down over her. ''Mrs Jones really has a good eye, doesn't she,'' Helen said of the lady who owned the dress shop in town.

      ''She does. You look lovely,'' Emily said looking at the way the dress hugged Helen's large cleavage. Jane fastened the back of the dress, and Helen did some twirls in front of the mirror.

      Jane turned her attention to Emily whose dress was red. Jane liked Emily. She was a sensible woman who had the same kind of humor as she did. Unlike Helen, who Jane found shallow and excitable, Emily had depth to her character. She was intelligent, well read and interested in more than parties. Whenever  Jane helped Emily to dress, she was impressed when Emily talked about the situation in the Crimea and the plight of the poor. Jane also liked dressing Emily for another reason. Emily was a beautiful woman with a perfect figure, and she carried her clothes so elegantly. Helen was stocky, but Emily was tall and slender, with a decent bust and curvaceous hips.

      Helen looked on jealously as Jane fastened the back of Emily's dress and stood away to look at her. ''You look very elegant, indeed,'' Jane said. Helen wondered why she hadn't said that about her. Emily looked in the mirror and gasped. The dress flowed over her beautiful body touching all the places gentlemen so admired. Emily liked the color, it was between deep red and maroon. The edging around the puff sleeves was the same color as her eyes, Mediterranean blue.

      *****

      

      It was a windy April evening when Helen and Emily set off in the coach to the Carruthers residence. The horses pulling the carriage were restless, and they pulled at a rate the coachman didn't agree with. As he held them on the reigns, the coach lurched from slow to fast in sequence, throwing Emily and Helen around until they both began to feel travel sick. Helen leaned out of the window and shouted, ''Driver please, we are being thrown around mercilessly, kindly do something about it.''

      When they arrived, the two ladies clambered out of the coach, grateful to be on firm ground. Emily looked at the house. It was a large English manor house with a great lawn in front of it. The oak tree in the middle reminded Emily of the tree at their previous home in Kingston. The one her father had made a tree house in. A footman in a wig and breeches accompanied them to the ballroom in a side wing to the house. When they went inside, the party was already underway.

      The ballroom was the most magnificent room Emily had ever seen. A highly decorated ceiling held six large chandeliers which she noted were swinging gently back and forth as the warm air rose to them. The dance floor was full of couples dancing in rings around each other. Emily so hoped she'd fill her dance card because she loved dancing. Her mother had taught her all the popular dances, and on the odd occasion she had gone to a ball, she'd received compliment after compliment about her dancing.

      ''Emily, look.'' Emily followed Helen's outstretched arm.

      ''Ah, cousin James. He looks very handsome, doesn't he,'' she said.

      ''No, I am not talking about my brother, I'm talking about the man next to him. Mr. Dirksen. He's so handsome.''

      Emily looked at him. Helen was right, he was the most handsome man in the room. Tall, dark and beautifully dressed in a blue tail coat with matching waistcoat and white trousers, he looked so noble.

      James saw the two ladies and motioned for them to come over. ''Emily, I don't think you know Mr. Edward Dirksen?''

      ''No, indeed I do not. My pleasure sir,'' she said curtsying.

      Edward took her hand and touched his lips with it. ''The pleasure is mine,'' he said. ''Miss Emily, James has told me a lot about you. He says your dancing is exemplary, would you do me the honor of adding me to your dance card?''

      ''Yes, sir, it would be a pleasure. I look forward to it.'' She noticed how Edward looked at her. It was the look her mother had told her about. When a man's eyes drop from your eyes to your chest, it's one thing, but when his eyes travel back again you know he is interested in you, she'd always said. And if her mother had known how women looked at men, she would have seen that Emily was more than interested in Mr. Edward Dirksen.

      ''I am sorry to hear that your mother passed away recently,'' Edward said. Emily dropped her eyes to the floor. ''I see that I have upset you. I only mention it because the same thing happened to me, five months ago.''

      Emily looked up at him sympathetically. If he knew how she felt, he would understand why she sometimes didn't want to get out of bed. ''I am sorry to hear that. It is a terrible feeling isn't it?''

      ''Yes indeed it is. Perhaps I should have expected it at my age.''

      ''Why, sir?''

      ''I am twenty-nine, and I suppose the older you get, the more likely it is that your will lose your parents.''

      Ten years older than me, she thought. Interesting, why hasn't he got a wife? It isn't because of his looks, perhaps he has been too cautious and prospective wives had become tired of waiting for him. ''I think whenever it happens it is terrible.''

      ''Let us talk of something more pleasant,'' he said. ''May I tell you how extremely beautiful you are?''

      ''Thank you, sir. I am pleased you find me so. May I ask what you do for a living?''

      ''I am a gentleman. I support several good causes but mostly I am involved with a church group which helps people in need.''

      ''So you are rich,'' she said with a smile.

      ''Yes I suppose you could say I am. My family owns an estate in Surrey called Cobham Hall. Perhaps you've heard of it?''

      ''Yes, I have been there. I am sure my father did some building work there. I used to go with him. It was in summer, maybe three years ago.''

      ''Yes that's it. I think the firm was called Lucas.''

      ''Then it was my father. I remember your house. Oh, it's very beautiful, and the gardens are fabulous.''

      ''My mother was the gardener, I'm afraid it doesn't look nearly as pleasant now.''

      They danced with each other, and he was very impressed by Emily's ability. She was light and graceful, and the sight of her smiling at him as her breasts wiggled made him feel excited. He already knew he wanted her.

      *****

      

      Henry Lucas bit into one of the apples his daughter had brought him. It was the only one he had left, the others had all been stolen, as had the bread and butter. As the sweetness engulfed his palate, he closed his eyes and thought of his wife. When her pretty face rolled across his mind, he cringed at her last words. ''Look after our daughter.'' He hadn't, he was stuck in this place, leaving her to fend for herself.

      ''Henry Lucas, are you in here?'' a voice shouted from the front of the cell he was sitting in with twelve other men.

      He stood up and looked at the shaft of light coming in as the door opened.

      ''I am, who wants me?''

      ''Come out here,'' the warder said, the keys on his belt swinging to and fro. Henry stepped out of the cell and fell to the ground as someone hit him on the skull from behind. He groaned and tried to get up, but a boot on his neck held him down.

      ''You can go now, warden,'' the man said. ''Very kind of you to point him out to me, here's what we agreed.'' He handed the warden some money and the warden left them to it. He'd got his money and didn't care what happened to any of his prisoners. As far as he was concerned they were all criminals and deserved to die.
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The man bent down and pulled Henry to his feet. He was a big man, probably a hired thug Henry thought. Henry sank to his knees again after the man hit him with force in the stomach. He groaned, resting on his hands and knees. Not finished yet, the man brought his knee down onto the back of Henry's head, flattening his face against the ground. As Henry looked along the ground, he saw the feet of another man standing in front of him.

      ''Henry, how nice to see you again. I'm sure you're enjoying His Majesty's hospitality.'' Henry recognized the raspy voice. It belonged to Benjamin Harvie, the man he'd entrusted with the finances of his business before Harvie had robbed him. ''I hear you've been talking about me, to the constabulary. Well, I'm here to tell you to stop.'' Harive nodded to the big man who pulled Henry to his feet once more. He held him by the throat as Harvie continued. ''Stop talking to the constabulary about me or your daughter gets it, do you understand?'' The mention of his daughter drove Henry to kick out at Harvie, earning him a punch in the face from the thug. ''Teach him a proper lesson, then throw him back in the cell,'' Harvie said as he walked away. When the big man threw Henry back into his cell, some of the other prisoners wretched at the sight of him. Only one prisoner helped him, the Reverend Peter Wright.

      *****

      

      Having been invited to Cobham Hall, Emily asked Helen to be her chaperon. When their carriage arrived outside the stately home, Edward was waiting to meet them. Emily looked out of the window and instantly recognized the place that she had visited with her father a few years ago.

      ''Emily, Helen, how nice to see you. Thank you for coming to Cobham Hall.''  He took Emily's hand and held it to his lips. They looked each other in the eyes and smiled, a loving smile. ''Come inside and take tea with me,'' he said.

      They drank tea and talked about the weather and other mundane subjects until Edward began to find Helen's presence irritating. He called his sister who Helen knew. ''Helen would you like go into the garden with Mary? It's such a nice day.'' Helen looked at Emily, who nodded her approval.

      ''Emily,'' he said once Helen and his sister had left. ''How I have longed to see you again. I have thought about nothing else but you since we first met at Carruthers.''

      ''And I you Edward. I have missed you too.''

      He stood up and sat next to her on the sofa. ''I am in love with you Emily.''

      Emily pouted at him, and he kissed her. When he pulled back, Emily took his lapel and tugged him towards her again for more. ''And I am in love with you, Edward,'' she whispered.

      Edward looked out of the window and saw Helen and his sister setting off on a walk of the grounds. ''Come with me, my dear,'' he said. Emily looked at him quizzically.

      ''If you want me to follow you to your bedroom, I will only do so if you promise to marry me.''

      ''I promise, I will marry you, there is nothing I want more than to spend the rest of my life with you.''

      Emily stood up and followed him upstairs. If Helen came back, she would have to wait for her, she thought. She was good enough to keep her mouth closed and not tell her aunt.

      The bedroom Edward took her to wasn't large or overly luxurious, it was intimate. The fire was lit and the afternoon sunlight shone through the window. The bed was a small four-poster covered in white linen. There was room for a small chest of drawers and an easy chair.

      ''So this is your private retreat,'' Emily said, impressed by the ambiance.

      ''Yes, I like this room. Most of all I like the bed, it's very comfortable.''

      Emily sat on the edge and tested it. ''Indeed, it is, very comfortable.''

      He took her hand and pulled her to her feet again. ''I love you, Emily, and I want you.'' They kissed, a passionate kiss that left them both gasping for breath. He stepped back and looked at her. Her blue eyes shone in expectation, and her face was slightly flushed with excitement. He kissed her again, this time, his hands snapping open the buttons on the back of her dress. When he'd finished, he pushed the dress back from her shoulders. Her breasts sprang free, and he bent down and kissed her nipples. Emily held her breath and closed her eyes. What he was doing was making her more excited than she had ever been before. She had on the odd occasion explored her own body, and even brought herself to orgasm, but her climaxes had been devoid of the kind of passion he was creating in her now.

      She had never seen a naked man before, and she was curious. When she looked down at him, she could see his manhood outlined in his trousers. She couldn't resist, and she placed her hand on him. She was surprised by how hard it was and how it seemed to move when she touched it. Sensing she was eager, Edward unfastened his trousers and dropped them to his ankles. Emily now had access to his naked flesh, and she wanted to explore it. She ran her hands over his thighs and onto his buttocks, they felt heavy and taught. As her hands returned to the front of him, she began to play with his balls. She loved the feeling of them. Everything on her body was smooth and delicate but his sack was rough to touch and the hairs coarse. She loved the contrast of their bodies. She moved her hand to his shaft and was amazed how hard it was. She had no idea what to do, but instinct told her to stroke up and down, and when she did his moans confirmed she'd made the right decision.

      They undressed each other, taking their time. When they were both naked Edward picked her up and placed her gently on the bed. As he lowered her, Emily took hold of his shaft and pulled it towards her. When she licked the tip, he dropped her, turned her to him and pushed her legs open. What he did next, Emily could never have imagined would please her so much. His tongue found her womanhood making her scream. Two minutes later she was straining against his mouth as her orgasm crashed over her. As her breathing slowed down, he climbed on top of her and placed himself at her entrance. When he pushed into her, she moaned and pawed at the bed sheets. When he was fully in her, she felt for the first time in her life what it was like to be filled by a man.

      His thrusts took her breath away, and soon she began to pant again. He cupped her face and kissed her. Her complexion was flushed with the effort of their love-making and her neck damp. As she moved her head from side to side, he increased the pressure of his thrusts and bent down to take a nipple in his mouth. Emily came again, thrusting her legs around him and grinding her pelvis against his. She was quite exhausted, but the feelings he was awakening in her were so strong and pleasurable that she didn't want it to end. Edward was finding it difficult not to come. She was so beautiful, he'd had to close his eyes on occasions. Every time he looked at her face, her breasts and down to the soft thighs that cradled her pubic hair, he felt driven to the edge. Now he was unable to prolong it any longer. Emily gasped as he pounded her harder. When he called out her name, she felt a gush of warmth deep inside her, and it felt wonderful. What she'd liked most about the whole experience was how much she'd turned him on.

      *****

      

      The party season was in full swing when Emily, Helen, James, and Edward were invited to a ball at the home of the Duke of Marlborough. The Duke's palace was just outside London and set in some of the most splendid parkland in the country. As their coach approached the palace, Emily hopped in delight as she saw a stag grazing in the middle of a huge group of doe. When the coach pulled up in front of the enormous building, one of the horses neighed as if telling the passengers to get out. Edward jumped down and held out a hand for Emily.

      ''I love you,'' he whispered to her. He looked around to see no one was within earshot, ''I want to make love to you this evening, here at this ball. I will find a place.'' She looked at him in a show of mock disapproval.

      They'd been seeing each other since April. It was now June, and they'd become inseparable. They made love whenever they could persuade Helen to turn a blind eye, and Edward had taught Emily things she'd never thought about. When he'd knelt behind her and pulled her bottom up, she'd had no idea he could enter her from such a direction and when he'd lifted her up and made love to her in the standing position she'd become so excited he'd had to put his hand over her mouth.

      The ball room was much the same as most of the other ballrooms they had visited since the beginning of May, except it was much larger. The Duke of Marlborough had a large estate and was the second richest man in the country. Emily had never been in such a large crowd and even Edward, who had ten years more experience of the ball circuit than Emily had never been to a ball attended by so many people.

      As they walked between the guests, Edward had never been prouder. Emily turned heads wherever they went and this evening she seemed to be turning more than usual. Helen and Emily had taken full advantage of Aunt Beatrice's generosity and visited the dress shop in town several times since April. On one occasion Emily had asked Jane to come along and give advice. When Emily had tried on a pastel green dress with dark green edging and a low décolleté, she'd thought it inappropriate, but Jane had persuaded her to take it and wear it to this ball.

      ''You are a beautiful young woman. Time passes quickly, and soon enough you will be married, and nobody will look at you anymore. Take the opportunity now to feel what it's like to be a worshiped.'' Jane's words had persuaded Emily to be daring. Jane had been right; male adoration was beginning to make her feel like a Goddess.

      ''Who were you talking to?'' she asked Edward as he returned to her. ''I mean the tall man with the large nose and exaggerated sideburns.''

      ''Oh, that's just someone who pulled me to one side for a moment. Are you going to visit your father soon?''

      Emily was taken aback. ''I have booked another coach trip at the end of the month. It's so difficult to get a seat. I asked Aunt Beatrice if her coach could take me, but she told me private coaches weren't allowed within three miles of the prison.''

      Edward was sorry he'd asked the question. She'd had such a loving expression on her face, and she was plainly enjoying the evening very much, but the mention of the father had changed that. ''I'm sorry to bring it up now. Let's dance.'' Dancing restored Emily's mood, and as she circled Edward in her daring dress, his desire began to flow. When he suddenly pulled Emily from the dance floor, she wondered why. ''Look,'' he whispered. When she did, what she saw made her giggle. ''You understand now why I couldn't continue,'' he said as he tried to pull his jacket closed. She nodded and began to laugh.

      ''What is it?'' Emily asked when she saw the expression on Edward's face. His murderous expression frightened her. ''My dear, stay here and talk to Helen and James. I have some business to attend to. I'll be back very soon.'' She nodded and watched him weave between the guests and stop next to a tall man and a shorter bald man, neither of whom Emily liked the look of.

      After twenty minutes of Helen's incessant gossiping, Emily decided to see if Edward was alright. She was worried about him, the expression he'd worn had shocked her, she'd never seen him look that way before. As she walked towards them, she wondered who the two men were. They both looked like rogues, one of them had a nasty scar on his face, and the other had a shaven head.

      ''No, that's not her. That's just some woman from the village I'm friendly with. She's very good in bed, but horrible to talk to. I'm just having some fun with her before I find someone better.''

      Emily's legs turned to rubber, and she felt a cold sweat flow over her. Had it really been Edward she'd heard uttering these words. How could he? What was he doing? He was using her and didn't love her after all. She turned away and started to walk away from him as quickly as she could. All she thought of was leaving the room before she was sick over someone.

      Edward saw her out of the corner of his eye and wanted to run after her, but he was trapped. He'd convinced the two men her name was Mary Cooper, a girl from a village nearby, who he was using to satisfy his sexual urges. If he ran after he now, he would blow it.

      ''Emily, wait, stop,'' Helen said as she ran over the lawn. ''Emily what's the matter?'' Emily saw a bush and darted behind it. When Helen caught up with her, she heard Emily's sobbing interspersed with the hideous sound of her retching.

      ''Oh, my Lord, dear Emily, what on earth is the matter?'' she said as she pushed the bush to one side to get to her cousin. When she saw her, Helen was shocked. Emily was on her hands and knees, her eyes were red, and there were the remains of vomit on her chin.

      Emily looked up at her with glazed eyes. ''I want you to take me home, now. And I want you to deliver a message to Mr. Dirksen. Tell him I never want to see him again. Tell him to go to perdition.''

      ''But Emily.....'' Helen was about to ask why.

      ''Shut your mouth and do as I say,'' Emily growled. Helen nodded and was silent during the journey home.

      *****

      

      The journey to the prison didn't seem as long this time. Perhaps because it was more familiar, Emily thought. As they drew up to the huge door, her mind thought over what had happened since the last time she'd seen her father. Edward Dirksen was her first thought, but she was relieved when she was interrupted by the coach driver who swore when he couldn't get the door open. ''Push from inside'' he shouted. The ample woman sitting next Emily pushed against it with her posterior and it sprung open.

      Emily waited at the same table as the last time. It was a different warden, he looked kinder. A few gruesome looking men walked into the room and sat down with their wives. When Henry walked into the room, Emily immediately began to cry. Both his eyes were half closed and swollen, and he could barely walk. As he limped towards her, she put her hand over her mouth and bit into her finger.

      ''Father, what have they done to you?'' she howled. Everyone in the room started across at them.

      ''Don't be upset Emily,'' he said as he sat down. ''I'm alright.''

      ''But you don't look alright. I'm going to see the warden about this.'' Emily stood up, but her father stopped her.

      ''Sit down,'' he commanded. She did. ''I was beaten up by some people over money. A very kind man helped me, I'm recovering. Please, Emily, stop crying, I'll be alright.''

      Emily sniffed and wiped her nose. ''I'm sorry, but seeing you like this has been a terrible shock. I've brought some food for you, look.'' Her father peered through his swollen eyes to the bag she was holding. The sight of fresh red apples, and a pot of strawberry jam lifted his spirits.

      ''So tell me, Emily, what have you been up to? How are Aunt Beatrice and your cousins?''

      ''Well, I think.''

      ''You think?''

      ''I left London, and went to stay with Aunt Prudence in Norwich.''

      ''But why? My sister has no children for you to socialize with.''

      Emily looked at her father's hands. They were black, and some of his nails were lifting off. ''Because a man of cousin James' acquaintance has wronged me in the most terrible way, and I couldn't bear to be anywhere near him.''

      ''And how are you feeling now?''

      Emily wanted to say, devastated, weepy, nauseous and crushed, but didn't want her father to be concerned about her. ''I'm fine. I will never let a man treat me like that ever again. I will never suffer from a broken heart, ever again.''

      He patted her hand and looked into her eyes. ''I love you. You are all I've got in the world, and when I get out of here, I'll build us another splendid house to live in, and the best tree house in England.''

      Emily nodded and smiled, but the thought that he may not survive long enough crossed her mind, and her smile turned into a frown.

      *****

      

      Throughout the winter, Emily visited her father as often as she could from her home in Norwich. Each time, she took fresh fruit in an attempt to prevent him from succumbing to some of the horrible diseases in the prison. Aunt Prudence proved to be an accommodating host and kept Emily amused. It had been a long cold winter, and Emily began to think of London and the new season. She didn't want to see Edward again, but she wasn't going to find a husband in Norwich. She needed to go back to the city and find a man to settle down with before she became too old. Aunt Prudence was loathed to see her go, but understood. Indeed, it was Aunt Prudence who suggested she should go and stay with her sister in law, Mary Coates, who lived in the heart of the city of London.

      When Emily arrived, she was pleased to see she was right in the middle of all the action. Mary was married to a banker, and the bankers lived in the city center, in magnificent town houses. Eighteen Jackson Row was just like all the others in the street. A black railing surrounding a small front garden, and a black front door with a window above it and a brass doorknocker in the center.

      When Emily arrived for the first time, she was greeted by Christopher Coates, Mary's son. Agreeable, Emily thought as she looked at the tall young man. He was dark, and his eyes told her that he was a kind soul. Over the coming weeks, she became very fond of him, and they began to spend more and more time together.

      ''He's so handsome,'' Helen said when she came to visit. ''He really is quite the most handsome man I have ever seen. Much more handsome than Edward.''

      The sound of the name Edward shocked Emily. She'd thought of him all winter, every day, and for some part of every hour. In the end, she'd forced him out of her mind in a savage attempt at self-preservation. Now he was there again. Helen wasn't correct, Edward was far more handsome than Christopher, but Christopher was adequately handsome. He also had good prospects in the bank which his father ran, and Emily saw a decent future for herself with him.

      The British Bankers Association Ball is always on the third Saturday in May, and this year was no exception. Emily, tired by the winter and depressed by her failed relationship with Edward, had decided to wear the green dress which showed off her breasts so well.

      Emily was surprised how well Christopher could dance. Much better than Edward. Christopher for his part, didn't take his eyes off Emily for a second that evening. When she moved her breasts jiggled seductively, and he felt himself getting hard on at least three occasions.

      ''Emily, will you walk with me outside, we can ask Helen to accompany us?'' Emily agreed and as they walked, Helen, who'd learned much about being a chaperon from Emily's previous encounter, stayed a discreet distance behind them. Helen was jealous, Emily always took the most handsome men. Christopher made Helen feel like a silly schoolgirl, and when she looked at him, she felt warmth rising in her belly.

      Helen held her hand to her mouth and tried not to scream in frustration when she saw Christopher go down on one knee in front of Emily. When she saw Emily nod, she ran back into the ball.

      ''Mr. Christopher has asked me to marry him,'' Emily said to Helen upon her return to the ballroom.

      ''I know, I saw him. And I saw you say yes.''

      ''Helen, please be happy for me, you should see the grumpy expression on your face.'' But Helen couldn't hide her disappointment.

      *****

      

      Emily hadn't wanted to go to the Duke of Marlborough's ball. It held unpleasant memories. It had been at this ball, a year ago, that her life had fallen apart when she'd overheard Edward talking about her in such a despicable way. She was no longer surprised by his behavior on that evening. On several occasions during the current season, young women had told her that she'd had a lucky escape, from him. When she inquired why, all of them told her the same thing. That he'd become a serial womanizer, a rake, who spent no more than two weeks with each of his conquests before moving mercilessly to the next.

      Christopher had eventually persuaded her to go because it was the highlight of the season, and because he wanted to be seen with her. She'd been very insistent that she didn't want to go, but he'd called her mean and narrow-minded, so she'd relented.

      It was just like the previous year, crowded. Emily turned as many heads as she had done last time, and Christopher was just as proud of her as Edward had been.

      When Emily and Christopher danced, she suddenly felt it. It was like a surgeon's lance, piercing the back of her head. As she weaved her way around the other dancers and back to Christopher, the feeling intensified making it difficult for her to concentrate.

      When she looked to her left she saw him standing at the edge of the dance floor, his eyes fixed on her and a look of hurt etched across his face. She felt her heart racing and tiny drops of perspiration developing on her upper lip. Her legs felt numb, and she had to stop the dance.

      ''What's wrong, Emily?'' Christopher asked as he followed her. ''You can't just stop in the middle of a dance.''

      ''Christopher, I told you I didn't want to come to this ball, for goodness sake, leave me alone,'' she said. He stopped and watched as she made her way to the ladies room. He went to join Helen and her group, much to Helen's delight.

      When Emily emerged from the comfort of the ladies restroom, Edward was waiting for her. He took hold of her arm and pulled her into a corner where they were relatively free from view.

      ''Emily, what have you done to me?'' Edward asked.

      What have I done to him, what a cheek, she thought. ''I have done nothing to you, Edward. You are a dishonorable man and I treated you as you deserved to be treated.'' Emily felt her heart fluttering and her knees shaking. She could see how crushed he was, and it pained her. She wanted nothing more than to feel his naked body on top of hers, but he had said something terrible, and she could never trust him again.

      ''Why do you say I am dishonorable, please justify yourself?''

      ''Justify myself? Justify myself?'' Emily was close to rage. ''It is you who should justify yourself. I heard what you said to those men last year, at this very ball. What you said was cruel and unforgivable. You used me for your own indecent gratification. You will never do that to me again.''

      ''But Emily you left without speaking to me. You have no idea what went on in that conversation. You jumped to conclusions.''

      ''Conclusions?'' He stood back from her as she took hold of his jacket and twisted it. ''All I know is what I heard, and nothing could justify what you said, nothing.''

      ''But Emily, I love you, I have always loved you. I want to be with you.''

      ''Well you have a strange way of showing it. I hear you have turned into a womanizer. I believe there isn't a single woman in London who you haven't taken to your bed.''

      He was shocked at her accusation. ''That is not true. I have seen some young ladies, but only to help me over the distress of losing you. And it didn't work, I will never get over you.''

      ''It's too late, Edward,'' she said. Emily wanted to cry, his impassioned pleas had made the river of desire within her flow again, and she yearned to feel him inside her. But she could never trust him again, and her life with Christopher would be much calmer and less fraught.

      ''Do you deny me because you are with someone?''

      ''Partly.''

      ''The man you were dancing with is not worthy of you. Emily, you are intelligent and a free spirit. You have the most amazing sense of humor and you are compassionate. He won't make you happy, he will stifle you in a swamp of domesticity. He's a gray banker, they are all the same.''

      Helen must have told him who Christopher was. ''I will soon be his wife. Goodbye, Edward.'' Don't go, kiss him, pull him to you and kiss him, a voice said to her. But her body turned away and took her into the crowd.

      *****

      

      Christopher was at the bank, and his mother had gone out to a women's luncheon. Around twelve o'clock there was a loud bang at the door. Emily sat and waited for Rodgers the butler to answer it, but when the person knocked again, she remembered it was his day off, and apart from cook she was alone in the house. She put her sampler down on the sofa and went to the door.

      She recognized the man standing in front of her. It was the man with the big nose and exaggerated sideburns that she'd seen at the Duke of Marlborough's ball a year ago. He was the man Edward had first spoken to before he'd spoken so badly of her.

      ''Miss Emily Lucas?'' he asked. She nodded. ''Splendid. I'm afraid the man I'm with is a very slow walker,'' he said as he pointed down the street.

      ''Father, father, oh father,'' she said as she bolted out of the door and down the street. He was frail, and she almost knocked him over in her enthusiasm.

      ''Emily. Oh, it's so good to see you,'' He put his arm around her, and she helped him up the garden step and into the house. She shouted to the cook to bring some tea and sat her father in the most comfortable chair in the drawing room.

      ''I cannot believe it's you, father.'' His eyes were less swollen than the last time she had seen him, and his lips had recovered but he had lost more weight, and he looked like a bag of bones.

      ''How did you manage to get out of that terrible place?'' she asked.

      ''May I introduce myself,'' the other man said. ''I am the Bishop of Denningsborough. Do you know a man called Edward Dirksen?''

      ''Yes, I do,'' Emily said.

      ''Well if it weren't for Mr. Dirksen, your father would still be in that horrible place.''

      ''I don't understand,'' Emily said, looking at her father and then the Bishop.

      ''Mr. Dirksen is a very active member of a group in the church that looks after the needy.''

      ''Yes, I know, he mentioned some church group he was involved with.''

      ''Well, via that organization, Mr. Dirksen has campaigned tirelessly for your father's release.''

      ''Are you alright?'' her father asked, as Emily's complexion turned white.

      ''In the prison with your father was a vicar by the name of Peter Wright. He too got into trouble financially, and they ended up in the same cell.'' The Bishop stopped speaking when the cook arrived with the tea. She placed a cup and saucer in front of each of them and the tea pot close to Emily. ''I visited Reverend Wright very often,'' the Bishop continued, ''and in the process got to know your father. It came to my attention via the church organization that Mr. Dirsken was trying to secure your father's release. I met Mr. Dirksen on two occasions. We talked about the best way to go about getting your father and Revered Wright freed.''

      Emily was struggling to keep up with developments. Edward had done all this, and he'd never told her, even when they'd spoken at the last ball. Why hadn't he said something?

      ''During one of my visits, Reverend Wright told me your father had been badly beaten by some men who came to the prison. The same men who had stolen all your father's money, his former accountants.''

      Emily looked at her father who nodded.

      ''Unfortunately, these men also threatened your life, Emily.''

      ''What?'' Emily gasped. She was about to pour the tea but stopped as her hands began to tremble.

      ''They told your father that if he talked to the police about them, they would harm you.'' The Bishop stroked his sideburns and fiddled with a large ring on his little finger. ''Those same men turned up at the Duke of Marlborough's ball last year. Luckily I was able to warn Mr. Dirksen, and he threw them off your track by telling them that you weren't Emily Lucas.''

      ''He told them I was just a woman from a local village and that he barely knew me,'' Emily said, completing the Bishop's story. ''I need to go out now. Will you come with me?'' she asked.

      ''To where,'' her father asked.

      ''To Cobham Hall.''

      *****

      

      Emily jumped out of the coach before it had come to a halt and ran to the door. The door knocker shook on its base as she hammered with it. The butler looked startled when Emily ran past him without saying anything. ''Edward, Edward,'' she shouted frantically running from room to room.

      ''Mr. Edward is outside in the garden,'' the butler pointed out.

      She ran to the back door and out into the garden. Again she shouted his name. Edward stopped reading the newspaper and looked across the terrace. When he saw Emily, he jumped to his feet. ''I'm here.''

      ''Oh, Edward,'' she shouted as she ran to him. ''Edward, I'm so sorry, I have been terrible to you. Please forgive me. You must take me back. I don't want to live without you.'' She reached him and flung her arms around his neck.

      ''Calm yourself, Emily,'' he said.

      ''But how can I be calm after what I have done to you. I am a terrible person.''

      ''No, you are not. You are an adorable woman who I love very much, but thought I'd lost.''

      ''Will you ever forgive me? The Bishop and my father have told me how hard you have been working to secure my father's release. I will be forever in your debt.''

      ''The last time I spoke to you, you were engaged to another man,'' he reminded her.

      ''I want you, not him. The engagements off, as of this moment.''

      He kissed her. ''In that case, why not get engaged to me instead?''

      ''Yes, yes, oh yes please,'' Emily said, ecstatically.

      ''Mr. Dirksen, thank you for all you have done to secure my release, I will be forever in your debt,'' Emily's father said when he and the Bishop had caught up.

      ''Not at all, sir. I am pleased you are now a free man.''

      ''But how exactly did you secure his release?'' Emily said still slightly confused. ''My father was convicted by a court, how did you get the decision reversed?''

      ''That was easy. You remember your father built a large extension onto this house?'' Emily nodded. ''I still have all the paperwork including a letter from Mr. Benjamin Harvie the accountant that your father employed at the time,'' Edward spoke slowly and deliberately. ''In the letter, Mr. Harvie informed me that I should pay the invoice for the work done into a different bank account than the one I had originally been given. As the letter was from a firm of professional accountants working on behalf of your father, I duly did as he requested.''

      ''And?'' Emily interrupted eagerly.

      ''It was a very large amount, I believe it was the largest job your father had ever done.'' Emily's father nodded. ''When I heard what had happened to your father, I went to the authorities and told them how much I had paid and asked them to investigate.'' Edward looked to see if Emily was still following. She was nodding keenly so he continued. ''They found that the account was in the name of Mr. Harvie himself, not his company. They also had no record of Mr. Harvie ever having declared this amount, and many other amounts which had flowed into his account, to the taxman. Mr. Harvie was arrested for tax evasion two days ago, and your father duly released.''

      Emily sighed with relief. ''I have just one more question,'' she said. ''You didn't know about my father's plight until I told you, is that correct?'' Edward nodded. ''Then in effect, you did this for me.''

      ''I suppose so. But don't tell your father,'' he said with a grin.

      ''I love you, Edward Dirksen.'' Emily said.

      *****

      THE END

      

      A Rake’s Revenge – A Regency Romance

      ''Andrew, I am sick and tired of your lies,'' Oscar Hammond said as his son listened to him for the umpteenth time. ''Your mother and I have discussed your behavior, and we have come to the conclusion that the constant stream of women, who seem to enter and leave your life with alarming regularity, is having a negative influence on your children's behavior.'' One of Oscar’s beloved Springer Spaniels jumped up and tried to sit on Andrew's lap.

      The two gentlemen were sitting in Oscar's study in Thorpe Hall, which had been in the Hammond family for seven hundred years since King John had bestowed it on Angred Hammond for slaughtering a group of men who had robbed his mail coach.

      Oscar, at sixty-three, was a man of considerable wealth. He owned three thousand acres and had more than two thousand tenants in various villages scattered around the area. Tall and gray haired, he was a solemn man totally devoid of humor.

      His son, Andrew, was twenty-nine and the proud father of three children. Agnes, John, and Sarah. Nine, six and four respectively.

      Oscar and his wife had tried for many years to have children, and when Andrew was born, they'd been thrilled that, at last, they had an heir to the family fortune. Femke Hammond, the third daughter of a Dutch aristocrat, had pleased her husband by having two more children, Maurice, and Jacqueline.

      ''Our family has a reputation, and you seem to be doing you best to destroy it,'' Oscar added.

      I'm only trying to find a wife, you despicable man, Andrew thought. Georgina, his lovely wife, had died while giving birth to Sarah and her loss had utterly destroyed him. Left to bring up three young children he had been out of his depth. After two years, he'd decided to look for a new wife, but he'd found it impossible to find someone as beautiful and talented as Georgina. In his quest, he'd invited many women to his house, all of whom proved to be less than suitable. Unable to find a wife to match Georgina, the process had turned Andrew into something of a sexual predator, with little regard for women and their feelings. Now he'd abandoned all hope of finding a new bride and was playing the field unashamedly.

      Andrew had no trouble in attracting women. Georgina had always worried that he was far too handsome and that he would be seduced by some wanton woman. He was tall and had dark brown hair. Women were attracted by his eyes, which were an unusual color of turquoise blue. They also loved his sense of humor and his gentle and relaxed nature.

      ''Father, I am looking for a wife, as I have told you on so many occasions. As I haven't found anyone suitable, my search will go on.'' Andrew sat back in the armchair and crossed his lean legs.

      ''If you carry on like this, I will disinherit you. You are a disgrace. How is the search for a new governess coming along?''

      ''I am interviewing candidates at the moment,'' Andrews replied.

      ''Indeed,'' Oscar said sarcastically. ''Is that what you call it. Well, you'd better find one and fast.''

      Andrew got up and left the small study. As he walked down the corridor filled with paintings of his ancestors he bumped into a maid called Susan. As quick as a flash, he pulled her through the drawing room door and closed it behind him. ''Susan, when will you give yourself to me? I cannot wait to make love to you,'' he said taking her in his arms.

      Susan liked Andrew and was perfectly willing to let him have his way with her. But she was terrified of Oscar and his wife finding out, and banishing her from the house with no reference. ''Mr. Andrew, you know I like you, give me some more time,'' she said as his hands wandered over her buttocks.

      ''Alright, but I want you very soon, don't forget.''

      Andrew went on his way again down the long corridor and into the entrance hall where he put on his coat. It was April and still bitterly cold. The Hammonds had a tradition. The heir to the family fortune always lived in the Lodge. The Lodge was a smaller house than Thorpe Hall but nonetheless contained sixteen bedrooms. It was located at the other side of the garden. Andrew took the flagstone path, which was slippery after a shower, and looked up at the Lodge house. It was painted white with a navy blue front door, and white painted windows. There were two stone lions on either side of the front door, and the door-knocker was a brass eagle.

      ''Daddy,'' Sarah shouted as she toddled across the black and white tiled floor to meet her father.

      He lifted her up. ''And what have you been up to while I have been talking to grandfather?''

      ''Playing with Benji.''

      Benji was the family Golden Retriever, and Sarah had learned that if you threw a ball, he would run after it and bring it back time after time.

      ''Don't go tiring him out Sarah. Benji doesn't know when he should stop.''

      ''Where is Mrs. Patterson?'' he asked his youngest daughter.

      ''She's in the kitchen with Agnes and John.''

      Andrew went into the large family kitchen and saw Agnes and John sitting at the pine table rolling dough. Mrs. Patterson, the cook and housekeeper, was patiently watching over them. She was in her mid-forties and married to the gardener, a huge man who after years of bending to remove weeds from the immaculate flower beds had developed a terrible stoop. She was a superb cook and not one of the family complained about anything she put in front of them. She looked like a cook, she was rotund and wore her hair up in a large bun.

      ''Mrs. Patterson, would you please prepare the guest bedroom, I have a visitor from tomorrow.''

      Mrs. Patterson nodded. How many was that this year? she asked herself.

      *****

      

      Julia glanced at her parents grave and wiped away a tear. It had been two years since the accident and Julia had been to see them every day since. Her father had told the coach driver that he thought one of the horses was lame, but he hadn't listened and in excruciating pain the horse had tried to free itself. The coach was off the road and into a deep gorge. There were no survivors. As she always did, she kissed her hand and put it top the stone before she began the walk back to her Aunt’s house.

      Aunt Isabella lived in a cute little manor house in the village of Tunberry, West Sussex. It was a typical English village. It had a green with a maypole, two inns, and a fourteenth-century church. It was the kind of place where everybody knew each other. When Julia arrived back at her aunt's, she walked up the garden path and entered the house via the front door. There was a smell of fresh bread and tea. She took off her coat and bonnet and hung them up. She was about to go into the kitchen when she heard her aunt talking. When she heard the other person, she cringed. It was Mrs. Mallinson, the village gossip.

      ''She's such a beautiful girl, it's quite perplexing,'' Mrs. Mallinson said.

      ''Julia is indeed a real beauty, but she has no ambition, no drive or enthusiasm. All she seems to do is hang around in the graveyard and read books.''

      ''But she wasn't like that as a child,'' Mrs. Mallinson observed. ''She was quite a character. I remember scolding her for stealing apples from my garden.''

      ''No, as a child she was outgoing, almost boisterous. I'm sure it has something to do with the loss of her parents. A shock like that is bound to drive someone back into their shell.''

      ''But she's been in her shell for a long time now. What are you going to do with her?''

      Aunt Isabella picked up her tea and took a sip while she thought. ''She's very intelligent, so I suppose she could become a governess.'

      ''That's a splendid idea.'' Mrs. Mallinson said as she bit into a piece of hot bread and butter.

      Julia tiptoed up the stairs and into her bedroom. The room had a low ceiling and a small fireplace. She slept in a single bed next to a crammed bookcase. She lay on her bed and thought about what her aunt and Mrs. Mallinson had been talking about. They were right, before the death of her parents she'd been outgoing. But back then she'd been happy, and now her heart was broken, and she didn't feel like doing much at all. In fact, it was all she could do to get out of bed in the morning. Her parents had made her feel loved and provided a protected environment for her to grow up in. Now all she had was her aunt, and Julia knew that her aunt didn't much like her.

      After an hour, she heard her aunt shouting her name. She rose from the bed and looked in the mirror to fix her blonde hair.

      ''Julia, have you given any thought to your future?'' her aunt asked when they were having dinner. They didn't have any servants; Aunt Isabella didn't have the money, and if she had had, no servant would have lasted very long in her employ. She was a know-all and never satisfied with anything.

      ''Not really,'' Julia said as she stared into space.

      ''I am going to send you to a place called Thorpe Hall in Surrey. Mr. Andrew Hammond lives there and has been looking for a governess from some time. You will educate his three children.''

      ''If you wish,'' she said without giving the idea a moment's thought.

      *****

      

      When Andrew collected Julia from the railway station, Julia was pleased to see how handsome he was. She'd had nightmares about working for a very ugly man who would pester her for sex, but now she could lay that fear to rest. Julia was tall, slender, and blonde and Andrew, by now an expert, found the curves of her breasts and hips very appealing. She's here to educate the children, he reminded himself, as he put her bags into the trap.

      ''Jump up,'' he said. She sat down next to him, and Andrew touched the pony with the long whip. The black animal set off at a leisurely pace and Julia was relieved. Since her parents death in a coach, she was very fearful of anything pulled by a horse.

      ''Normally I send one of the footmen to pick people up from the station, but I wanted some fresh air today,'' he said as they left the town of Rotherford and entered the countryside.

      ''I am most grateful to you for collecting me,'' she replied.

      ''Your aunt told me you are eighteen and that you are an orphan. How did that happen?''

      ''An accident sir,''

      ''Please call me Mr. Andrew. Sir makes me feel so old. What kind of an accident?''

      ''My parents were traveling to London when their stagecoach left the road. They were killed.''

      Andrew looked at her. He could see she was still grieving; he recognized the look on her face. For so long he had also worn the same expression. ''My wife died four years ago.''

      ''How awful,'' she said it as if she really meant it, unlike so many people Andrew knew. ''How did the children react?''

      ''John was just two, and my wife died having Sarah, so they were not affected, but Agnes was beside herself. She hasn't really been the same since.''

      I know the feeling, Julia thought. Out of the town, Andrew gave the signal for the pony to increase the tempo. When it broke into a trot, Julia gasped and held onto Andrew's arm.

      ''Does speed scare you?'' Andrew said as the wind whistled past Julia's bonnet.

      ''Yes, Mr. Andrew it does. On account of the accident.''

      ''Of course, how careless of me,'' he slowed the horse down to a walk and felt Julia relax again.

      “That's it there,'' he said after another twenty minutes. Julia looked across the field and saw two large houses, one very large indeed. ''The small one's ours. It's called the Lodge. The large house next to it is my father's house.''

      Right in the middle of the countryside, I'm going to love it, Julia thought.

      When Andrew turned between two giant sandstone pillars that formed part of the intricate gateway to the estate, Julia began to feel at home. She didn't know why, but the location gave her a feeling of serenity. The house had been built in the middle of the estate, and it was, therefore, a long way from the gate, and as they drove through the grounds, Julia looked across green fields full of sheep. It was a beautiful day without a cloud in the sky, and the place was looking its magnificent best.

      After a few minutes, Julia saw it. Thorpe Hall. A large fifteenth-century house with leaded light windows and octagonal chimney pots. ''That's the Lodge,'' Andrew pointed. It was to the side of Thorpe Hall and looked small in comparison.

      ''A welcoming party,'' Andrew said as they were about to stop in front of the Lodge. Mrs. Patterson, Agnes, John and Sarah were just returning from their afternoon walk with Benji. Andrew jumped down and picked Sarah up who flung her arms around him. Agnes and John stayed with Mrs. Patterson and looked to their new governess through wide eyes.

      ''Mrs. Patterson, this is Julia Bradfield, the children's new governess.'' Mrs. Patterson shook Julia's hand. Far too young and inexperienced with children she thought as she looked at the fresh-faced young woman. ''Children, I want you to meet Miss Julia, she's going to teach you from now on.'' Sarah laughed, and the other two stood closer to Mrs. Patterson. ''Don't worry, they are always a little shy at first, they'll get used to you,'' Andrew commented trying to excuse his children's lack of manners. Benji came and sniffed around Julia's skirt and offered to cock a leg but thankfully refrained from doing so.

      ''Andrew, might I have a word with you?'' Oscar bellowed across the lawn.

      ''Excuse me, that's my father,'' Andrew told Julia. ''He's probably on the war path again.''

      ''Come inside and make yourself at home,'' Mrs. Patterson said. Julia followed her, carrying as many of her bags as she could. ''I'll just give the children something to do, and I'll show you to your room.'' Julia nodded and watched as Mrs. Patterson sat the children at the kitchen table and put some dough in front of them. The children seemed to spend hours kneading and rolling dough. Julie thought it a rather mundane activity but any help Mrs. Patterson could get in a busy household she would take.

      ''This is your room,'' she said when they reached the end of the landing. She opened the door and walked inside. Julia's expression lit up when she saw it. It was a large room and full of daylight. She hated dark rooms and had been a little nervous at the prospect of being forced to live in a tiny north facing room. But this was perfect. There was a chest of drawers, a writing table and a washstand with a blue and white jug and bowl. The bed was covered with a white eiderdown, and Julia couldn't wait to try it out. ''It's very nice Mrs. Patterson, thank you.''

      Mrs. Patterson left and told Julia that she should be downstairs at six for dinner. The family all ate together; Andrew thought it important to have a family meal, unlike in many households, where a children's dinner preceded an adults dinner. The first thing Julia did was open her vanity case and place perfume bottles and soap next to the wash stand. As she was doing so, she heard shouting. Loud, aggressive shouting. She went to the window and looked out across the garden. She saw Oscar, with his two Spaniels on leads, and Andrew standing in front of the greenhouse bellowing at each other. What they were shouting was quite audible.

      ''Another of your loose women. I've had enough now Andrew. When will you learn? Inviting women here unaccompanied is highly irregular and breaks all the social codes.''

      ''She's from a good family, she's not a loose woman. She's coming because I want to get to know her better or would you rather your grandchildren were brought up without a mother?''

      ''That's not the point. I can't count how many women you have brought into your house over the past few months. It's obscene. You can't tell me each one of them was a potential wife. No, you're a philanderer of the highest order.''

      ''And you are a useless unfeeling father, who doesn't' understand how hard it has been for me since I lost Georgina.''

      Julia darted from view as Andrew looked across at the house. Are they talking about me? No, Andrew had referred to someone who was coming, not someone who had already arrived. She was relieved; she'd only been at the house for a few minutes, and she didn't want to the subject of controversy.

      The dining room was a long room with two windows which looked out over the garden. It was at the end of the house and Julia thought that her bedroom was above it. The children looked much cleaner than they had after their walk, and surprisingly each of them said hello when Julia entered the room. Andrew was sitting at the head of the table with a scowl on his face, and a half drunk bottle of wine. When he saw Julia he stood up, and showed her to her chair. She sat opposite the children on the long side of the table; Andrew was sitting at the end. Upon further inspection, Andrew was very handsome indeed, but it wasn't only his looks that attracted Julia. He was mysterious, on the one hand, a family man, and on the other hand, if his father was to be believed, a womanizer.

      ''Will you stay and keep me company a while, it would be nice to talk and get to know you a little better,'' Andrew asked after the children had gone to bed. ''I'll just go and say goodnight, and perhaps we can have some tea.'' Julia nodded. He really was quite dashing, and she felt herself blushing when he looked at her.

      When he returned, he suggested they go into the drawing room. Larger than the dining room, it had two comfortable sofas arranged at right angles to the fireplace and a large easy chair between them. It was a cool April evening, and Mrs. Patterson had laid the fire but not lit it. Andrew put a match to it and leaned with one arm on the mantelpiece until the flames took hold and the wood began to crackle. Mrs. Patterson arrived with some tea and Andrew poured.

      ''Tell me about yourself,'' he said as he sat down opposite her.

      ''I'm afraid there isn't much to tell.''

      When he looked at her, he saw a beautiful young woman who seemed painfully shy and quiet. ''Well where did you live with your parents before you went to be with your aunt?''

      ''We lived in a manor house in a small village called Tunberry, in West Sussex.''

      ''And what did your father do?''

      ''He was an architect.''

      ''And where did you go to school.''

      ''In Tunberry.''

      Her short answers were beginning to annoy him. How could he have a conversation with her like this?

      ''You are very to the point,”

      ''Mr. Andrew, please forgive me but even though I say it myself, I am a very shy, private person. I am not used to conversing.''

      ''Yes, I can see. Losing your parents won't have helped I suppose.'' Ready to be ravished Andrew told himself. She's so shy it will be easy. He imagined how it would be with Julia. How she would look, naked. She was beautiful, and he could see she had a lovely figure, he cast his eyes over her breasts and down over her long legs which he could see outlined inside her dress. He would enjoy the seduction of this tiny flower, he was sure.

      ''Yes, it was horrible,'' Julia said, referring to the death of her parents.

      ''Quite so,'' he nodded and sipped his tea. ''My parents are barking mad.'' He paused and stared into the fire. ''My mother is Dutch and as arrogant as they come and my father only has eyes for his two dogs. I'm sure he loves them more than he loves my mother.''

      ''I like dogs too,'' she offered.

      ''Yes, very faithful creatures. Unlike humans. The only faithful person I have ever known was my wife, my late wife, Georgina.''

      ''Do you miss her terribly?'' Julia asked.

      Andrew was surprised Julia had asked a question.''Yes, I miss her terribly. In the beginning, I thought about ending my life. I wanted to be where she was. I couldn't bear to be here without her. But for the beautiful children she gave me, I may well have joined her.''

      Julia put her hand to her mouth. She too had had such thoughts. She'd wondered why she was alive when it was so painful to be so. But over time, it had become a  little easier. ''Yes, I understand.''

      ''Tomorrow, I will show you where you will teach the children and go through the do's and don'ts with you. They are good children, but lacking in discipline.'' Again he stared at the fire. ''I see their mother in them every day, and I can't bear to be cross with them.''

      ''I understand,'' Julia uttered.

      ''Then in the afternoon, you will meet Miss Sharpe. She's a lady from the same area as you. She and I have struck up a friendship, and I would like her to meet the children.''

      She won't be good enough for you, though. You are a beautiful man, and despite your failings and womanizing, I can see you are a lost soul. You're a ship floundering close to the rocks searching for a way out. ''That will be nice.''

      *****

      

      ''I want you to listen to me,'' Andrew told the children. They were sitting together, behind a mahogany table in what used to be a conservatory, at the back of the house which Andrew had turned it into a makeshift classroom. Built of glass it was west facing and got the afternoon sunshine, which made it light and pleasant to work in. ''You must be good for Miss Julia. She has very kindly agreed to educate you. Education is very important, and I want you to pay careful attention to what she tells you.''

      They nodded, and Andrew gestured to Julia to take over. When he'd left the room, the children began to throw pencils at each other. Sarah began to cry when a pencil John had thrown at her with particular malice, hit her just below the eye.

      ''Stop,'' Julia shouted. She banged her hand on the table and stared at them. ''You will stop this ridiculous behavior now and sit quietly until I speak to you.'' The children jumped and sat bolt upright. They had never been spoken to in such a strict tone. After an hour, Julia had the children eating out of her hand. They listened to her and did as she asked. She set Agnes some mathematical problems to solve, John, some letters of the alphabet to learn and Sarah was asked to draw a picture of granddad's dogs.

      Andrew had asked Julia to teach the children in the morning and take them for a walk in the afternoon. It would relieve Mrs. Patterson, he'd said. So after lunch, they put on their coats and set off over the lawn and into a field which the children told her led to a river. Benji bounded along next to them.

      When they returned, Julia saw a large coach with four splendid Frisian horses standing in front of the Lodge. The driver and his assistant were standing next to the horses drinking a cup of tea. Julia nodded to the two men. Miss Sharpe was obviously not lacking in funds by the look of her transport, Julia noted.

      ''Julia come and meet Miss Sharpe,'' Andrew said as soon as she came inside. Julia walked into the drawing room and stared at a red haired woman who was somewhere in her thirties.

      ''It's a pleasure,'' Julia said as she shook Miss Sharpe's hand.

      ''Good Heavens, you're rather young to be a governess aren't you,'' she blurted. She was not fat but adequately proportioned, and as she spoke, Julia saw she had a slight double chin. Julia didn't answer, she turned and left the room.

      ''She's an odd one,'' Miss Sharpe said. Julia heard her.

      ''Odd? No, I don't think so. I think she's shy, but she's had a terrible time in the last few years.''

      ''Well, she looks odd to me. She's got shifty eyes.''

      If that's the kind of woman he's been bringing to the house, no wonder his father was so angry. What a detestable woman, no manners whatsoever. But Julia had liked what Andrew had said about her.

      Julia heard the horses hooves crunching the gravel outside, and looked out of the window as Miss Sharpe's coach left. Unfortunately, Miss Sharpe wasn't in it. She'd made herself comfortable with a glass of wine in the drawing room before dinner. Because Miss Sharpe was staying, Andrew had asked Julia to have dinner with the children as he wanted the dining room to himself.

      Julia woke up to the sound of a woman screaming. She jumped out of bed and went to the door. She put her ear to it, and when she didn't hear anything, she opened it and listened. There it was again, and it was coming from the room next to her. Very gently, she tiptoed to the door behind which all the commotion was coming from, and dropped to her knees. The keyhole was obligingly large, and she got a fantastic view of what was happening. Miss Sharpe was sitting naked on top of Andrew, riding him like a horse. Andrew's face was hidden from view by a pillow, but Julia saw all of Miss Sharpe, and it was not a pleasing sight. Again Miss Sharpe screamed as she thrust her hips at speed back and forth over him. Julia guessed that it was supposed to be a scream of delight, but it wasn't delightful at all. It was a horrible, blood-curdling scream that made Julia nauseous. She quickly returned to her room and covered her ears. Julia hoped for a quick cessation, but the screams continued for some considerable time. Eventually, she fell asleep only to be woken at some ridiculously early hour by the sound of Andrew slamming the front door and Miss Sharpe swearing at him.

      *****

      

      The next morning, the children were very excitable. When Julia asked them why they told her that Aunt Jacqueline was coming to lunch. When they heard her arrive, the children jumped up and ran to the door, where they made a terrific fuss of her. Julia stood in the doorway which led from the conservatory to the hallway and watched.

      Jacqueline was twenty-seven and the most beautiful woman Julia had ever seen. She had black hair and perfect skin, not a single blemish. Her nose was dainty and her eyes wide and alluring. ''You must be Julia,'' she said stepping forward. Andrew has told me how much the children respect you.''

      ''It's nice to meet you,'' Julia replied. ''Yes, I get on well with the children.''

      ''Where's daddy?'' Jacqueline asked the children, but they all shrugged their shoulders. ''Ah well, let's go and sit down. I'm sure lunch will be ready soon.''

      ''Julia, where are you from?'' Jacqueline asked when they were sitting in the dining room waiting for lunch to be served.

      ''Sussex.''

      ''Beautiful. Well, I'm really pleased you're here. You know my brother has suffered greatly, and I'm pleased he has managed to find someone to take care of the children's education.''

      Julia nodded without saying anything.

      ''He's terrible you know. He can't keep his hands to himself these days.'' She made a gesture mimicking a man grasping a pair of female breasts. ''To think he was so happily married, now look at him. Woman after woman, and not one of them the marrying kind. Lord knows where he digs them up from.'' Julia nodded again. ''Just make sure he doesn't go seducing you,'' Jacqueline added.

      ''Why does he do it?'' Julia asked. The fact she had finally spoken shocked Jacqueline.

      ''Do what?''

      ''Sleep with so many women?''

      ''Heavens, that's a good question,'' She rested her elbow on the table and stared out of the window. ''He's trying to replace Georgina, but it's impossible, and I think now he's lost his way. It's turned him into a serial womanizer.''

      ''Not you as well,'' Andrew shouted as he slammed the door shut. The children sat bolt upright and were suddenly very quiet; they'd never seen their father in such a temper. ''He's finally gone mad,'' he shouted as he slumped into his chair.

      ''Who? What?'' Jacqueline asked.

      ''Father. He's told me he's going to give the estate to Maurice and that we have to leave the Lodge.'' The two eldest children gasped, and Sarah began to cry. Julia took her onto her lap and comforted her. ''It's all to do with Miss Sharpe. She made such a racket last evening that father has decided to kick us out.''

      ''But Andrew, it's been going on for months. You have far too many......visitors,'' she was going to say lovers but changed her mind when she looked at the frightened faces in front of her.

      The rest of the lunch was eaten in silence. When they finished, Julia took the children for their usual walk. She was glad of the fresh air, there was a terrible atmosphere in the house, and Andrew was in a very bitter mood. She saw a young woman coming the other way, she was carrying a basket, and she had a dog with her. Benji and the other dog started to play, making both women stop and watch.

      ''It's a lovely day,'' the other woman said.

      ''Yes.''

      ''I'm Mrs. Patterson's daughter, Rose. I'm taking some milk to her.''

      She was like her mother. Round and plain, but Julia noticed she had a kind face. ''Your mother works very hard to keep us all fed,'' Julia said.

      ''She loves working at the Lodge, but she's very worried about Mr. Andrew. He can't stop entertaining....well.......you know.'' She sank her head to one side and allowed her eyes to roll in an 'If you know what I mean,' gesture.

      ''Yes. Well, it was nice to meet you, come on children.''

      *****

      

      That evening, Andrew asked Julia to stay and talk to him in the drawing room. This time, he needed something stronger than tea. He poured himself a brandy and gave Julia a glass of sherry. She took a sip and felt it warm the back of her throat. She'd only ever drunk alcohol once before, at her parents funeral. The vicar had given her a large glass of wine to calm her, but it had made her feel giddy.

      ''Miss Sharpe has left, she was not what I was looking for in a wife,'' Andrew said frankly.

      No, she was fat and ignorant, Julia wanted to say. ''I understand.''

      ''You are very pretty Julia. You are in fact very beautiful indeed. More beautiful than anyone I have seen since my wife died. Would you allow me to sit next to you?'' When Julia agreed, he sat next to her and took her hand. Julia's heart began to race. What was he doing? Was it her turn now? Of course, if he wanted her she would say yes.

      ''I want you Julia, you've been driving me wild since you came to the Lodge. I want to take you up to my room and make love to you.''

      ''Of course, Mr. Andrew if you want me, I will be yours.''

      Andrew was expecting more of a fight. She'd agreed far too easily, and he was suddenly deflated. He'd wanted her to struggle and make him work for his conquest. By simply agreeing, she'd taken all the excitement out of it. He would go ahead with it anyway, he thought. She was extremely attractive, and he knew when he saw her naked, he would become excited. And he did. Upstairs with her clothes off Julia looked stunning.

      He couldn't take his eyes off her. Her hair flowed over her breasts, hiding them from view. Her thighs were perfectly round and the way her hips cradled her secret place made his penis harder than any woman since his wife. He stepped to her and pushed her hair from her breasts. When he put his hands onto them, she jerked her pelvis forward towards him. She had never seen a male without clothes before, and when Andrew was naked, her eyes wouldn't leave his manhood. She was fascinated by it. He noticed her lick her lips. She was ready he thought. He took her hand and placed it onto his shaft. She looked at him, almost seeking approval. She didn't move her hand at all; she just held him. He showed her by taking her hand and rubbing it up and down, and then he took her other hand, and put it onto his balls. The ease with which she had capitulated had turned him off, but now her innocence was driving him wild. After he'd let her play with him for a while, he noticed that her face was flushed. Carefully, he reached to her and put his hand between her legs. When she opened to him, he could feel that she was ready.

      ''Lie down,'' he said. ''I'm going to make love to you. I will be gentle with you.'' She knew what he was; she'd seen him with her own eyes lying under that terrible woman, but she trusted him. When he pushed her legs apart and lowered his body to her, she closed her eyes and waited. What she felt next, was unlike anything she'd felt before. As he pushed his penis into her, she felt it parting her, sending tiny waves of pleasure through her. When he pulled back, she thought he was going to pull out of her, and she didn't want that, she pulled his buttocks to her, urging him to push himself all the way back in.

      Under him, with his shaft inside her, she looked different. More relaxed, more beautiful. The women he had made love to before had been a desperate bunch. Most had been women so ugly they had been incapable of finding a husband. Most times, he'd only managed to get hard by drinking a lot of wine before the deed. On the odd occasion, one had been pretty enough to excite him, it was her personality that had let her down. He knew Julia's beauty would turn him on for the rest of this life if he wanted her, but he wasn't sure about her personality. She was quiet and shy and having a conversation with her seemed difficult. Perhaps she would mature, but he didn't feel like spending the rest of his life without some kind of mental stimulation.

      As his thrusts increased in intensity so did Julia's gasps. She'd started off with a rigid body,  her hands flat on the bed.  But now she was an active participant. She even had her arms around his neck. Without warning, Julia cried out. It came from nowhere, a huge wave of muscle wrenching pleasure. Her back arched, and he grunted as her womanhood contracted around him. Two seconds more and her first ever orgasm rolled over her. The sight of her shaking beneath him and the tightness of her vagina around his shaft was too much. He'd wanted to last longer, prolong the pleasure, but it was impossible. She excited him far too much. Julia yelped and hugged him to her when she felt his semen flowing into her.

      *****

      

      Andrew's father hand given his son three months to leave the house. Oscar and Andrew weren't speaking. Not even Jacqueline's best effort could convince them to sit around the table and talk. ''I've had enough of him and his philandering,'' Oscar had bellowed when she'd approached the subject. Andrew had explained to her that he would never speak to his father again. In the end, Jacqueline had given up and decided to keep out of it.

      Five weeks had gone past since Andrew had received his notice to leave, and he was frantically trying to find a place for his family to live. It wasn't easy, nowhere was as child-friendly as the Lodge. Additionally, Andrew was going to be poorer. Mrs. Patterson had cried when Andrew told her that he would have to let her go.

      On the third of May, Julia got up and went to teach the children as usual. She was teaching John the names of farm animals when the sight of a sheep made her feel quite ill. She gasped for air and turned the page, but a pig made her feel no better. She ran to the lavatory and emptied the contents of her stomach. This happened every day for a week before Mrs. Patterson noticed.

      ''You're pregnant,'' she said. ''Have you missed a period?'' Julia nodded and the expression on Mrs. Patterson's face said it all. Julia was beside herself. She hadn't given any thought to becoming pregnant when she'd slept with Andrew. Not for a single second had she stopped to think of the consequences, but now she was fully aware.

      In the evening, Julia lay on her bed and thought about her situation. She scolded herself for having been so lethargic since her parents died. Now she was going to be a mother. She had to change her attitude and accept some responsibility for her actions. What would Andrew say? What would he do? Probably send her away with some money, she thought. But she didn't want to go away from him. He was a lovely man, and she loved him, despite his flaws. She promised herself she would fight for him, make him see her for what she was, a confident young woman with his best interests at heart.

      That evening Andrew asked her to have dinner with him alone. It was the perfect opportunity to tell him, but she didn't. She would wait.

      ''Have you found anywhere to live yet?'' she asked him.

      Surprised that she'd started the conversation, he thought for a moment. ''No I haven't, but I'm working on it.''

      ''And what do the children think about having to move?''

      ''They are upset, of course.''

      ''Yes they are. Each of them has told me that they are upset. They love this place. Why don't you apologize to your father? Smooth things over with him.''

      She'd never spoken to him like this. Not once had she even asked him a question, let alone made a suggestion. ''It's too late for that.''

      ''But it's so silly.''

      When he looked at her, there was a maturity about her that he hadn't noticed before. Something was different about her. She was beautiful but in this mood she was unbelievably attractive. ''I agree. It is silly. I should be able to have who I want to stay, and when I want.''

      ''Andrew, you may think it rude of me to comment, but according to some of the people around you, you are lost.''

      ''Lost, lost where?''

      ''Between finding a replacement for Georgina and bedding any woman who is willing.'' Her heart was beating faster, but now she was going to give her opinion, come what may. ''It's not good for the children, your father is right. You woke me up the other evening. That awful woman was screaming so loudly.'' She glanced at him to make sure he wasn't boiling with anger. ''Then you were outside in the very early morning arguing with her. Really, Andrew, you are lost. One thing I want to say before you have your turn, though, I think your father is being mean, sending you away from here. He seems to have little understanding of how you feel and of what it's doing to the children.''

      Andrew didn't say anything; he was impressed that she'd spoken to him in this way. Just what he needed. His thoughts turned to Georgina and how she would have spoken to him if she'd been in Julia's place. In just the same way, he concluded.

      *****

      

      Rose Patterson lived in a small house three doors down from her mother. It wasn't a long walk from the Lodge, and Julia had found the way easily. She'd told Mrs. Patterson that she'd met her daughter and that she would like to visit her. Mrs. Patterson had explained how to get there, and Julia had paid careful attention.

      ''And?'' Mrs. Patterson had said before Julia left on her walk.

      ''And what, Mrs. Patterson?''

      ''Have you told him yet?''

      ''No, but I will very soon.''

      Rose's house was small and looked as if it had been wedged between two large houses as an afterthought. It had a thatched roof and smoke rising gently from the chimney. Julia knocked and waited.

      ''Rose, sorry to bother you. Do you remember me, we met on a walk the other day?''

      ''Ah, yes,'' Roses' eyes lit up. ''I do. Come in please.''

      Inside it was cluttered buy clean. There were only two rooms downstairs. The kitchen was straight ahead and the sitting room off to the right.

      ''Please sit down. Tea?''

      The walk had made Julia thirsty; she nodded. ''Thank you, that would be lovely.''

      Rose brought a try with a plain white teapot and two cups. ''So Miss what can I do for you?''

      ''It's a delicate matter. I need your help.''

      Rose liked it when she could help people. She was by nature a giver. Unfortunately, she'd never been asked by a man to give herself, but she remained hopeful. ''Anything, just ask.''

      ''You have a dog do you not?''

      ''Yes, Charlie. He's out in the garden at the moment.''

      ''I need you to look after some dogs. You must not tell anybody, and nobody must see you with them. Just for few days. I'll bring them to you.''

      ''Do you have dogs then?'' Rose wanted to know.

      ''No, they aren't my dogs. Don't ask me anymore because I cannot tell you. All I can tell you is that by looking after them, you will be helping a good many people out of a miserable situation.''

      ''Of course. Just bring them to me when you are ready.''

      ''But please remember, tell nobody and don't let anybody see you with them. Especially your mother.''

      Rose nodded, enjoying the mystery.

      *****

      

      Julia had paid very careful attention over the previous two weeks. She'd watched from her bedroom window each evening as Oscar put his two Spaniels, Dragoon, and Oliver into their kennel. She'd seen where he left the leads, and where he'd hung the key to the lock that fastened the wire mesh door. In the middle of the night, she crept out of the house and across the lawn. The dogs were more interested in the meat she was carrying than barking at her. She unlocked the door and put the key back. She took the leads and tied the dogs to them. Closing the door behind her, she set off to Rose's house. Luckily it was a moonlit night, and Julia was able to see well. Rose was surprised to see Julia in the middle of the night but took the dogs into her house and promised she would keep quiet about it.

      *****

      

      ''Andrew,'' Oscar shouted at the top of his voice. ''Andrew.'' Andrew fastened his dressing gown and answered the door. ''Have you seen the dogs,'' Oscar said his face flushed with anxiety.

      ''No, I haven't. Father, it's only six thirty.''

      ''But I always take them for a walk at this time. They aren't in their kennel.''

      ''Well maybe you didn't shut the door properly.''

      ''Of course, I did. I lock it every evening without fail. Oh, where can they be?''

      ''I have no idea. I'm sure they'll return when they're hungry.

      At ten o'clock the police arrived at Thorpe Hall. Oscar had called them and asked them to investigate the theft of his dogs. But the constable and sergeant having looked at the kennel concluded that Oscar had simply forgotten to lock the door.

      Oscar put up 'LOST' notices in all the villages around the area, on every lamppost and church notice board. He also told everyone he saw to let him know if they saw a stray Spaniel. He went their favorite walk five times a day hoping to catch a glimpse of them.

      ''Miss Julia, I am at my whits end. I have no idea where they can be,'' he said when he met her walking across the lawn. 'It's heartbreaking.''

      After five days, Julia couldn't bear to see Oscar in such a state, and she decided to put him out of his misery. She went to Rose's and took the dogs. On the way home, she let them off the lead. They ran around sniffing and chasing rabbits but stayed with her. As she approached Thorpe Hall, Oscar was in the garden about to set off on one of his search missions. When he saw Julia arrive with the two dogs, he ran toward them. Happy to see their master after five days in a shed, they danced around him and jumped up at him. When Julia looked at him, he had tears of joy in his eyes.

      ''Thank you, Julia. Thank you so much,'' he gushed. ''Where on earth were they?''

      ''I have no idea, they seemed to find me when I went for a walk this afternoon. It's most strange, but they're back now.''

      ''Well please come to dinner this evening, I want to thank you.''

      *****

      

      Andrew asked Helen to sit with him again that evening but she told him she was going to Oscar's for dinner. Andrew was quite put out but realized it would have been difficult for her to say no under the circumstances.

      Oscar and Femke welcomed Julia to their home as a hero. Femke was sixty-four, tall and elegantly dressed in an evening gown. Julia had also dressed for the occasion. ''You look very beautiful,'' Oscar said, his wife agreed. He gave her a glass of champagne and made a toast, ''to Julia and the dogs.''

      ''Do you mind if I ask you a question?'' Julia asked Oscar at dinner.

      ''No, please do.''

      ''How did you feel when you discovered that the dogs had escaped.''

      ''Terrible, it was one of the worst moments in my life.''

      ''And what did you do to find them?''

      ''Too many things to mention, really. I went to every village, put up notices, spoke of it to anyone I met and walked several times each day shouting their names.''

      ''And how did you feel when you saw them again?''

      ''It was a magnificent moment. Apart from the day, I married Femke, the best day of my life.''

      ''Please excuse me for being blunt now.'' Oscar and his wife looked at each other. ''Before your dogs disappeared, you didn't know what it was like to lose something so precious to you that it hurts. No hurt is the wrong word, kills you is better. How painful it can be. And in your case we are only talking about dogs. Think how your son feels? He has lost a wife that was a thousand times more precious to him than any dog could ever be.'' Femke looked at Oscar and nodded in recognition of what Julia was saying. ''I implore you, please think of that, and try to understand Andrew's behavior over the last few months, was born out of nothing other than a real longing to have back what he lost, namely his beloved wife.''

      *****

      

      Andrew came back into the house with a grin on his face. ''Father has apologized to me, unreservedly. He told me he had no idea how hard it's been for me, and that he can now understand why I have been so lost.'' He looked at Julia, who was grinning and smiled. ''It was you wasn't it? It was you who made him see it.''

      ''Of course not. Your father came to that conclusion himself.''

      ''I don't believe you. Julia, I......''

      ''No, Andrew, me first. I have something important to tell you. I'm pregnant.''

      Andrew wasn't upset or shocked; he was delighted. ''I was hoping that's what you were going to say.'' He took her into his arms. ''Julia please stay here, with me and the children and our child. I have fallen in love with you.''

      ''I would like that very much. I'm in love with you too.''

      As they kissed, the children ran into the room.

      ****

      THE END

      

      The Devil and the Duke – A Regency Romance

      Lady Catherine Dalton turned the small slip of paper over in her delicate hands for the hundredth time since she had received the note. She had recognized the writing right away, the slanting letters looking as they had been written hastily. But she knew Dominick never wrote quickly, his handwriting was simply woefully poor.

      Catherine sat in her room, having just gotten dressed for her short journey. She was wearing a gown of blue with white baubles sewn into the skirt, which shimmered when they caught the light every time she took a step. The neck was low, enough to expose the top of her rounded breasts, shoved upwards by an uncomfortable corset that had been strapped to her by Bethany, the servant who she had known since she was just a baby, nineteen years ago.

      She just managed to sit on the edge of her four-poster bed and pull on her shoes, ankle length boots of a sort, with small heels upon them. She stood then, and looked down, using her palms to smooth out the skirt of her dress.

      “You look great,” a voice said from her doorway. Catherine looked up to see Rebecca, her oldest sister standing there. She had her arms folded across her chest.

      “Thank you,” Catherine said in a voice she had hoped was pleasant.

      “Where are you going? It’s almost dark,” Rebecca said.

      And indeed, it was. Behind Catherine lay a window, and she turned her head to peer out of it. The sky was a brilliant orange, painted that way by a sun which was practically falling from the sky, aiming to hide itself behind the horizon. There were clouds, but they were nothing more than silvery wisps in the sky, few and far between.

      “I won’t be long,” Catherine said.

      “Mother wouldn’t want you to go out,” her sister said.

      “Mother doesn’t know I’m going out,” Catherine replied, a little more heatedly than she should have. Sometimes, Rebecca simply had that way about her, a way which made Catherine respond quite negatively.

      “I don’t want you going out,” Rebecca tried.

      Catherine stepped forward, sweeping out of her room, the sides of her wide skirt brushing against the skirt of her older sister’s dress.

      “And you aren’t mother,” Catherine said over her shoulder, and she moved down the hall towards the staircase. Rebecca didn’t bother following.

      Outside, the air was growing chill, and Catherine mentally cursed herself for not thinking to grab a shawl to wrap around her mostly bare arms. There was a horse and carriage outside the front door, as father always liked from sun up to sun down, just in case anyone needed to get somewhere in a hurry. The driver was an older man named Samuel with a limp in his right arm.

      “Evening, Lady Catherine,” the old man said, sweeping his hat from his head and bowing.

      “Samuel,” Catherine replied.

      “Need me?”

      “Not this evening, it is just a short walk I am after,” Catherine replied, and she couldn’t help but notice the look of relief which swept over Samuel’s face. It was so close to evening, and she knew the old man was tired and his leg was aching from a day of mostly standing, and then being cramped up in his driver’s box as he chauffeured the family around town. It was so close to nightfall, and he would be pulling the carriage around to the back of the house, and handing the horse off to the stable boys there, and then going to his own home, a small one-room home of sorts built of wood that lay situated at the very back of her father’s land.

      Catherine left the grounds and turned right, towards town, but, of course, they lived some distance away from the hustle and bustle of the city. Here there were long stretches of land, and a curving river of cool and clear water, which cut through the fields and the small spattering of wooded area that grew up here and there.

      It was the river she was after, or at least a small dock situated upon it, not even a quarter of a mile up the road from her home. The river was called the King’s River, and it was just wide and deep enough for a smaller sized ferry, and her father and some of their neighbors had supplies floated to them from town, instead of making trips in.

      She had first met Dominick there, in the small shed, which housed boating supplies and stretched out over the river on waterlogged wooden struts green with algae. They had been eight then, both of them born in the same month, September, of the same year. He had been rough and dirty, his pants dirty, his knees scraped. She had been a Lady then as well, of course, and took it upon herself to stay away from mud and dirt, and things that may scrape her knees. But she couldn’t resist such passions when she was around Dominick, and when she had returned home the evening of that first day, she had been dirty, her dress had been ripped, and her father had swatted her bottom with a leather switch. She had cried and cried, her backside had been red and painful, but she mostly cried because she had wanted to be still with Dominick.

      Even years later, over a decade, that same feeling had not dissipated. She wanted to spend time with Dom, as she had grown to call him, and if the days stretched on and she still did not see him, she grew sad. Everyone knew about their friendship, and when they were younger, everyone had often joked about what it would be like when they got married.

      But that was nothing but jests, and everyone had known that as well, all except for Catherine, it had seemed. She wouldn’t be marrying Dom. She would be marrying Duke Andrew Rotham. He was older, almost thirty. He was a handsome man, that was true enough, but he wasn’t the man Catherine loved. Sadly, she had no choice in the matter.

      Dominick was already waiting for her when she arrived, dressed in his best suit and standing at the edge of the covered dock, looking down at the water. Her footsteps caught his ear, and he turned to see her. She smiled, as she always did when she saw him, but he did not.

      “What is it Dominick?” she asked, going to him. He reached out and took her hands in his. His hands were large, rough and masculine in a way that Catherine doubted Duke Rotham’s were. Dominick stood some inches over Catherine, and she looked up into his eyes. She could sense something was wrong; she had been able to tell when he hadn’t returned her smile.

      “I leave tomorrow,” Dominick said softly.

      “Leave?”

      “My whole regiment,” the young man explained. Dominick was a soldier though his father was in good enough standing in the community, and rich enough, that he had never been far from home.

      “To war?” Catherine asked. She hadn’t heard a word of any battles raging, but the skirmishes these men could cook up, they were apt to spring up overnight.

      Dom laughed and shook his head. “Thank the Heavens,” he said, “no.”

      “Then, where?”

      “I do not know exactly, but I’m led to believe that it will be some sort of training, perhaps to bring my regiment closer together. You know how they love to call us brothers in arms.”

      “How long will you be gone?” Catherine asked, and even as she spoke she felt the sharp sting of tears in her eyes.

      Dominick let go of her hand with his right, and traced his thumb under one of her eyes, where a single tear had escaped over her eyelid and ran down her cheek, leaving a wet trail like a snail on a garden path. “Six months, maybe more.”

      Catherine couldn't suppress the gasp that came from between her open lips. “Half a year?” she said, holding her free hand to her chest.

      “Yes,” Dominick said.

      “I don’t understand,” Catherine said, shaking her head.

      “It’s that new commander,” Dominick said, referring to an old man with a hard demeanor named Colonel Croft. “You know the reputation my company has,” the young man went on.

      Catherine nodded because that was true enough. The group of soldiers to which Dominick belonged was thought of as weak and soft, spoiled young men with fathers rich enough to keep them out of harm's way. It seemed as if Colonel Croft was anxious to dispel that notion since taking over the regiment.

      “So they’re sending you away for six months, maybe more? It may as well be war.”

      “Don’t say that,” Dominick said quickly, shaking his head once from side to side.

      Catherine lowered her eyes, embarrassed. As soft as his company may have been, she knew he had found himself once in the midst of a bloody battle, a skirmish that sprang up where none had been expected. He had declined ever to speak with her about the matter, and she hadn’t pressed, if only because she saw the dark shadow that crossed over him when it was brought up.

      “It’s not as bad as war,” the young man said finally. He had dropped her other hand now, and she yearned for him to take them both again, but he didn’t. “However, six months is a long time and the wedding…”

      It usually went unspoken between them, Catherine’s upcoming nuptials. She knew it was as painful for Dominick as it was for her. But now, with him leaving, it couldn’t remain an issue that gnawed at their minds silently.

      “I won’t be married that quickly. No date has been set yet. The Duke doesn’t seem to want to push me before I am ready. The arrangement is good enough for him.”

      “So when do you think you’ll be ready?” Dominick asked, not bothering to hide the disgust from his tone.

      “That’s not what I meant,” Catherine said as she looked down once more. “Oh Dom, I shall never be ready for that.”

      Dominick sighed and nodded. He placed a hand under the young woman’s chin and tilted her face up so he could see her eyes. They were still wet, full of tears. “I’m sorry to have upset you, Catherine,” he said. “I only wanted you to meet me so I could say goodbye.”

      She nodded, and when he lowered his head to kiss her, she didn’t stop him. They had kissed before of course, as children the first time as would be lovers after. Her lips were plump and full, his thinner but hungry. They kissed, and his hand went to the side of her face, his strong fingers tracing along her jawline. They kissed, and his other hand went to her chest, two fingers hooking the top of her dress, brushing against her ample cleavage. He began to tug the dress down.

      Catherine broke the kiss, took his hand in both of hers. “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “I’m leaving tomorrow,” Dominick said, as though that was all he needed to say, and that it had explained everything.

      “Dom,” Catherine started, but she didn’t know how to finish her sentence. She and Dom had kissed, and done more, but they had never laid together. She was untouched in that way, no matter how many times Dominick had tried to convince her to lay with him. She wanted to, of course, but the shame she would feel, being unmarried, being soiled on her wedding night instead of pristine and untouched for her husband, she never could.

      “Dom,” she said again. “I can’t.”

      Dominick changed in a flash, his brows knit and pulled low over his eyes, his mouth turned downward into a cruel sneer. She had seen it before, had accepted it as a flaw in the man she loved, how quickly he could turn angry.

      “Fine,” he said. “I’ll be gone, and you can have your Duke.”

      “Dominick, it isn’t like that,” Catherine said, but the man was already brushing past her, heading out from under the cover of the dock, into the night. He didn’t say anything, and Catherine watched him go with more tears coming to sting her eyes.

      

      ****

      

      When Catherine returned home, she had only been in her room for what seemed like a few minutes when her sister was at her door. Catherine hadn’t bothered to dress for bed; she had just flopped onto the mattress in her dress. The only comfort she had allowed herself was leaning down and pulling those ankle high boots off and letting them drop to the floor.

      “How is Dom?” Rebecca asked her.

      Catherine sat up. “How did you know I went to speak with Dom?”

      Rebecca laughed. She had dressed for bed in a simple white nightgown. Her bare feet took her across her sister’s room where she sat on the edge of the bed and put her hand on Catherine’s knee.

      “Little sister, the only time you’ve ever snuck out of the house at night is to see Dominick.”

      “I didn’t sneak out,” Catherine said, a bit of defensiveness in her voice.

      “Sure,” Rebecca said, content to let her sister believe that if she so wanted. “How is Dom?”

      It was no secret that Rebecca didn’t much care for Dominick, but Catherine had always believed it was simply because her oldest sister was jealous. Rebecca didn’t look like Catherine, or their sister in the middle, Samantha. Where the two younger were slight and delicate, with ample bosoms, Rebecca was tall, taller than most men, and as flat as the boards which made up the side of a barn. She was pretty, her face with nice features, but her frame was simply longer, taller than most men might like. She had been lonely, and the attention her younger sisters got surely bothered her.

      “He’s leaving tomorrow. His whole regiment is being taken on some sort of exercise. For half a year, at least.”

      Rebecca nodded softly. “You have the Duke; maybe this will be good for you, to focus on what you should be focusing on. Without that boy here, you can turn your eyes to the man they should be turned upon.”

      Catherine sighed, but she didn’t say anything. She wasn’t sure she had the energy to argue with Rebecca, and so she let her say what she wanted. When her older sister realized Catherine was content to concede so early, she stood and bent, kissing Catherine on the forehead.

      “Things will look better in the morning,” she promised, and then she left Catherine’s room.

      Catherine lay in her bed, looking at the canopy above her bed. It was a soft pink color and felt almost like silk. She reached up, her fingers brushing along the material, which fell from the canopy to surround her bed. Sometimes it brought her comfort, sometimes it reminded her of years past, better years when she wasn’t promised to some man she hardly knew when she thought she would marry Dominick. That night, however, it brought no comfort.

      The next morning Catherine was woken by the morning light, warm and yellow and lying in a rectangular shaft over her eyes. She blinked and sat up, still dressed in the same gown she had worn to see Dom. She called for a bath, and then undressed while the servant girls went to ready it. One came back in, a young girl with hair the color of straw and a mousy face. She was named Diana, and Catherine liked her very much. She knew the twelve-year-old girl had a crush on one of the boys who worked in the stables.

      “Have you spoken with Horace of late?” Catherine asked, and the girl blushed.

      “No, Lady Catherine,” Diana whispered as she held a robe up.

      “Diana, please, call me Catherine,” the older woman said, and the girl nodded. It was something she had often been told, and something she wasn’t very likely to do. Catherine pulled the robe over her body and allowed Diana to lead her out of her room and to the washroom, where a large tub had been filled with hot water. She dropped the robe to the floor and stepped into the tub, grimacing as the water nipped painfully at her flesh until she was submerged to her neck, and she began to grow accustomed to the heat.

      Diana stood nearby, in case the Lady would need anything.

      “If you like the boy, you should tell him,” Catherine said, closing her eyes and leaning her head back against the edge of the tub.

      “He would never like me,” Diana said sadly. “Not when there are others around.”

      Catherine opened her eyes and looked to the girl. “Come here,” she said, and Diana stepped forward obediently. Catherine took her small hand with her own wet one. “Never think yourself inferior,” Catherine told the girl. “There will always be someone prettier, or smarter, or better at something. That said, you will always have something better than them. You’re a beautiful young woman, Diana, and you would do well to remember that.”

      The young girl nodded, and Catherine smiled to her, and then, to ease the mood she made a silly face and sank completely into the tub. When she surfaced, she could hear the girl giggling, and she reached for a towel to dry her eyes.

      After her bath, Catherine and Diana returned to her room, and two other servant girls came in to help Catherine dress. She chose a gown of lilac, with a white lace that ran along the skirt, and a shawl to drape over her arms, because it was growing a bit chilly as the fall came on strong.

      Just as she was finishing up being dressed, there was a knock upon her door.

      “Come in,” Catherine said, turning so Diana could lace the back of the dress up. The door opened, and another servant came in, an older woman named Helen whom Catherine had known since she was a small child.

      “Lady Catherine,” Helen said, in her shaky voice. She had been sick of late, and Catherine was beginning to worry about her health.

      “Hello Helen,” Catherine said. “Care to sit down?” she added, motioning with one hand to a chair which sat pushed into a small writing desk.

      “No ma’am,” Helen said. “I’ve come to tell you Duke Rotham has called upon you. He awaits you in the drawing room.

      Catherine smiled and nodded on her exterior, but inside, she felt a cold hand seize her, possibly grabbing her heart. As she stood there, being laced up, Dom was surely on his way out of the city while the man she was being forced to marry was right beneath her feet, in her home. Tears threatened to come once again, in an instant, but the young woman willed them away.

      “Please tell him I’ll be right down,” Catherine said, and Helen bowed her head and went out.

      “Perhaps I will love a man and marry him the way you love and will marry the Duke,” Diana said in a hopeful voice. It pained Catherine, but she nodded. “I’m sure it will be so,” she said.

      

      ****

      

      Duke Rotham was a tall man but with a wiry frame, thin and lean. Where Dominick was large and muscular, built seemingly for strength, the Duke was built for speed. He was lithe, and though athletic, he could never hope to best someone like Dominick in a test of physicality.

      Rotham stood from the parlor chair in which he had been sitting when Catherine walked in. She went up to him without hesitation, and he took one of her hands and bowed his head so that he may kiss it.

      “My dear Lady Catherine,” he said.

      “Duke Rotham,” Catherine said, bowing slightly. “What brings you here?”

      “Well it isn’t much of a nice day, I must admit,” the Duke said, nodding his head towards the nearest window. “I’m afraid the cold winds are coming a bit sooner than I would like, but I am going on a trip and wanted to extend an invitation to you.”

      “A trip?” Catherine asked, and for one wild moment she thought for some reason that Duke Rotham would be going where Dom was.

      “A hunting trip,” the Duke said. “Fox of course. At this time of the year, they are simply teeming on the countryside.”

      “You wish me to hunt?” Catherine asked, somewhat shocked. The Duke laughed.

      “No, my dear, I wish you to come along. Many of the men have their wives come, or the ladies they fancy. There is a series of cabins, we all stay in when hunting out past Westerfield. The women befriend one another, and manage to fill our bellies when we return each evening after a long day.”

      Catherine was already shaking her head, and he saw that and stopped speaking.

      “I’m sorry, Duke,” she said. “Hunting…. I abhor it… to even be around such cruelty, I must admit my stomach would not be strong enough for it.”

      Duke Rotham smiled, but the young woman could see the disappointment in his eyes, there was no way he could hide it.

      “There is no cruelty when I hunt,” Rotham said. “It is a match of wits and speed,” he went on. “To catch a fox, you need both.”

      “And dogs to rip it apart,” Catherine said, suddenly emboldened, but by what she didn’t know.

      Duke Rotham shook his head softly. “I’m sorry you feel that way.” He paused. ”You know, I would ask that young man who you are so in love with about cruelty,” he said.

      “Dominick?”

      “Yes, the young soldier.”

      “I’m not in love with him,” Catherine stuttered, and the Duke laughed, not in a spiteful or mean way, he was simply genuinely amused.

      “Of course you are, my dear,” he said. “But I would implore you to ask him about his past. Ask him about Ginger Street.”

      Catherine looked up at the Duke, trying to decipher what he was speaking of. She knew Ginger Street. That was the small street in a town some distance from here, where Dom and his regiment had been set upon by the locals suddenly, three years ago. And that was all she knew.

      “What do you speak of?” Catherine asked, wishing the Duke would just be plain with her.

      He shook his head. “It is not for me to say, it is for him to tell you,” he said. “But I assure you, I am not a cruel man, and I will make you happy when we are married. I don’t think your soldier can say the same. He can say it, but he can’t live it.”

      “I will marry you because it is expected of me,” Catherine said in a low, soft voice. “But I will not love you.”

      And with that the meeting was at an end, and Duke Rotham turned and exited the room. Catherine watched him go, her head, and heart, a ball of confusion.

      The days stretched on without Dominick, and Catherine found herself often sad, often on the verge of tears, without ever really understanding why, or having something happen to her which would make her feel that way. There was just an uncomfortable sadness that rested upon her shoulders, as though she had draped herself in a blanket wet with cold water.

      One day, after a light lunch in the garden with her mother and sisters, Catherine remained at the table after it had been cleared and the others had gone.

      The garden was her favorite place to be on the grounds, with it’s thick and prickly green bushes, and flowers of any color one could imagine. It was growing cold, however, and none of the flowers were in bloom, and it made Catherine’s mood only grow sourer.

      “Something troubles you, sister,” Rebecca said as she returned to the garden and sat across from the younger woman.

      “What are you speaking about?” Catherine asked.

      “A blind man could see it,” Rebecca said with a laugh, and the sound was so mirthful, so happy, that Catherine couldn’t help but join in herself.

      “It’s that obvious?” she asked.

      “Indeed. I would even wager a guess as to what the problem is.”

      “Let’s hear it.”

      “Well,” Rebecca began, “the love of your life has been gone for going on a month, now, and has many more to go. Meanwhile you’re betrothed to a man you don’t love, and worry that your nuptials will be forthcoming.”

      Catherine smiled and nodded. “Quite right, about it all.”

      “Would you care to hear my advice?” Rebecca asked.

      “No, but I believe you’ll tell me anyway.”

      Rebecca smiled. “Right. Forget about Dominick. He is a nasty boy with nasty thoughts. The Duke is a true gentleman. A man of honor.”

      Catherine shook her head slowly. “If only it were that easy,” she said, and then she stood and moved from the table.

      With days less than three months left until Dominick returned home, Catherine was given the news she had feared was coming. Her father called her into his study, and when she entered she was surprised to see Duke Rotham sitting across from her father, with a small table between them, on which sat two glasses of sherry.

      “My dear,” her father said as he stood. He was a round man, tall and strong but gone soft in the middle. His face was fat and red most of the time, but almost always cheerful. It helped that he was often drunk, and as he kissed his daughter on the cheek she could smell the alcohol on his breath.

      “Duke,” Catherine said shortly, with a slight bow. If it offended the Duke, he did not show it, and her father made no mention of it at all, so the conversation began.

      Her father wasted no time telling her the news.

      “You two shall be married, on April the fifth,” her father said.

      “What?” Catherine said, her face full of shock. She turned to the Duke. “I’m not ready! I thought there would be time.”

      The Duke smiled softly, and reached out and took his betrothed’s hand. “My dear, I would wait forever if not for your father. He yearns to see a daughter married, and I shouldn’t hold that from him any longer.”

      “It will be a grand wedding,” her father said, slapping the Duke informally on the back.

      Catherine felt tears well in her eyes, but she was determined not to let them fall. She didn’t want the Duke to see her cry.

      

      ****

      

      The Months passed slowly, and each new day brought a new wave of pain. Until, finally, the day came where Catherine woke and was excited. There had been word late that night that Dominick’s regiment had come back in the middle of the night. Diana had been the one to tell Catherine, waking her up in the dead of night. Catherine didn’t think she'd be able to go back to sleep, but she had, just an hour before dawn.

      She was dressed quickly and then went out to get the carriage before her father could. Samuel was there already since the sun had been hanging in the sky for just under an hour by then. She climbed into the carriage after relaying her desired destination, and they set off.

      Dominick lived on his father’s land, in a small cottage on the corner, near the river. The carriage pulled in front of the house, and Catherine dashed out before it had even fully stopped. She knocked on the wooden front door and waited impatiently for Dominick to answer. He took so long in doing so that she was worried Diana had heard incorrectly, but then the door was opened, just a sliver, and Dom was peeking out.

      “Dom!” Catherine shouted, forgetting the fact that Samuel sat waiting on the carriage, and she leaped forward, forcing the door open, and threw her arms around the young man. She pressed her lips to his

      “Catherine!” Dom said, trying to pull her off.

      “What is it?”

      “Samuel.”

      “Oh, who cares, he’s not even looking,” She said, glancing over at the old man. In fact, he was busying himself with eating an apple, and looking off into the distance. He was a particularly good servant and knew how to look away when he was really paying attention.

      “How did you know I was home?” Dominick asked, and it occurred to Catherine that he was speaking lowly, in a voice barely more than a whisper.

      “I had heard… that you arrived last night. Why are you acting strangely?”

      “I’m not acting strangely,” Dominick said. For the first time, she noticed that he was dressed hastily.

      “You don’t seem excited to see me,” Catherine said.

      “I can see you later, I’m just tired,” Dominick said, but then another voice spoke up, from inside Dom’s small cottage. It was a woman.

      “Come back to bed,” the woman called. Dominick looked as though he had just been punched in the stomach, and for a moment Catherine balled up her fist and considered doing just that, but then instead she remembered herself, and she spun without a word and marched back to the carriage. She climbed inside and spared a look back at Dominick, expecting him to be coming after her, but instead she saw he was simply standing in the same place he had been, and her anger grew so great it felt as though she could breathe fire.

      She had Samuel take her to Duke Rotham’s manor, instead of her own home. He was home, and was let in by a servant, and he met her in his parlor. He offered her a drink, but she didn’t speak. She walked up to him, more boldly than she had ever done anything in her life, and she pressed her lips to his. He was surprised for a moment; she could feel his body tense against hers, but then he gave into it, and his arms went around her, and her kissing him became them kissing each other.

      There was a lounge sofa there, long with an arm on one end and along one side, and Andrew Rotham lost himself. He had been surprised; he had only meant to kiss her, but then he was taking her up into his arms and lifting her to the sofa. He sat her upon it and then sat beside her. Their kisses were passionate, deep and long. Their tongues danced together, and he tasted her, a taste of strawberries and cream. He tasted like a man should; like Dominick never had. Bourbon, a hint of cigar smoke. It was intoxicating.

      The parlor was open, anyone of the servants could walk in, and Andrew often had guests, but neither of them seemed to care at that moment. She lay back, pulling him along. He was atop of her. But then he broke away.

      “We shouldn’t… the wedding night…” he breathed.

      “Now,” she said. “I want to now.”

      No man could resist a woman as beautiful as Catherine Dalton saying that, and so Duke Rotham didn’t even try. His hand went to her bosom, there were buttons there, but he simply grabbed the material and pulled, and the buttons popped off, and her breasts came spilling out. His hands were strong, his fingers long and packed with sinew. He groped at her, and she felt her nipples harden against each of his palms.

      He bent his head and moved his hands, and his lips replaced one hand. He licked in a slow circle around one rosebud nipple, the deep red of rich wine. Catherine threw her head back. She moaned. He caught the sound with his mouth, stifled it. Her hands were at his waist, and she fumbled to open them there. Finally, she did, and his member came forth, engorged and hard and throbbing in the air along with his heartbeat.

      Her delicate fingers wrapped around him, and he groaned in her ear. “Are you sure?” he whispered, and she nodded.

      He didn’t need to be told twice. Andrew took a hold of her gown, pushed the skirt up over her hips. She wore hose, but they only went to her thigh so that they could be left on. Her small-clothes were another story, and these he pulled down quickly.

      Her mound was exposed, slick with desire, a pink line in the midst of her pubic hair, the same auburn color as her hair. He positioned himself between her legs and then used his hand to guide himself in. He went slowly and looked down into her eyes. She looked uncomfortable, bit her lip when she felt a slight pain.

      “Are you alright?” Andrew asked his bride to be, and she nodded.

      “Don’t stop,” she said, her voice on the edge of pleading. And so he didn’t.

      He went slowly at first, pushing into her, and then pulling out. Her hands were on his back, and then one was on his head, gathering a fistful of his hair.

      He couldn’t keep the slow pace, though. She was so tight, so pristine, it excited him and his hips began to move more quickly. Catherine had never felt such pleasure, and it wasn’t long before a wave of pleasure ripped through her body, starting at her loins and then spreading to her lower stomach. Her stomach spasmed, her vagina tightened, gripping onto Andrew's cock more tightly than it had been before, and then he couldn’t hold back, and he was coming. His mind raced, and he pulled out of her as he came, and thick strings of semen erupted from the tip of his penis and landed on her exposed stomach. Andrew reached down, taking himself in his hand and finished, a quick tug on his penis and more sperm was there, sitting in a mess on her belly.

      He helped her clean up, and they spent the day together. It was wonderful, Catherine couldn’t argue that. They ate lunch and rode horses afterward. He read her his favorite poetry, and she told him her favorite bawdy joke though she didn’t tell him Dominick had told it to her years ago.

      At night, they lay in bed together, after their second round of lovemaking in the day. Catherine was hot, her body covered in a slick sheet of sweat. Once again, Andrew had refused to ejaculate in her, though this time she had used her hand to finish him off, and he had shifted so that his sperm would land on her breasts. In all, it was rather exciting.

      “What made you change your mind?” Andrew asked her as they lay, trying to catch their breath.

      “I just grew up,” Catherine said, not wishing to get into the real reason.

      “Well, we shouldn’t have done that once, much less twice. It won’t do to have a pregnant bride on her wedding day.”

      “You finished outside of me,” she said softly. “It will be fine.”

      “That it will. Still, I think it best if we refrain from that until the wedding night. As much as it pains me to say it.”

      “You’re right, Duke Rotham,” Catherine said.

      “Call me Andrew,” he said, taking her hand and kissing it.

      He turned over and snuffed the lamp on the small table next to the bed, and was quickly asleep. But Catherine couldn’t sleep. She lay awake in the inky darkness, staring up at the ceiling, and wondering if she had made a mistake. By the time the morning light came streaming in through the window, she knew she had. She had only wanted to make Dominick jealous. The way she had been jealous. When Andrew awoke, she made an excuse to leave, and he allowed her to take his carriage home.

      She avoided everyone for the day, taking her meals in her room, under the pretense that she felt sick. What she had done grew on her conscious, a big pit of guilt that resided in her stomach, the same place her orgasm had settled.

      

      ****

      

      The night after she had slept with Andrew, Catherine was woken by a tapping on her window. She sat up in bed and pushed the canopy out of the way. She couldn’t believe her eyes. There, at her window, so many feet in the air, was Dominick. She rushed to let him in, not caring that she was in her nightgown. He climbed in through the window.

      “What are you doing?” she asked as she shut the window once more.

      “I had to see you,” he said. “I felt terrible about the morning last,” he said. “I’m not a smart man, but I’m smart enough to know I need you in my life. I can’t let that Duke take you from me.”

      “We have no choice!” Catherine said,

      “Be with me now,” Dominick said, taking her hand. “Let us worry about it in the morning.”

      Catherine pulled her hand from his. “The Duke, he tells me he knows something about you. Something horrible, something about Ginger Street.”

      Dominick sighed. “It is my burden,” he said. “Believe me when I say that. Come now, I’ve missed you.” He bent and kissed her, and she let him.

      “I’m terribly upset,” she said. “Mad at you.”

      Dom looked at his childhood friend, his love. “Catherine, with everything in my power, I will make it up to you.”

      Catherine nodded, and she couldn’t keep a small smile from turning up the corners of her mouth. He kissed her again, and this time she returned it. And then she took his hand and pulled him to her bed.

      Dominick needed nothing else than that; he took control, practically ripping the nightgown from Catherine's body. He tossed the torn material to the ground, and then his hands and mouth were on her breasts. Where the Duke was gentle, slow and sweet, Dominick was like a hungry wolf. He pawed at her, bit her.

      He stood up suddenly and undid the front of his pants, and then let them fall to the floor. His penis was hard, jutting out in front of him. He took Catherine by the arm and pulled her off of the bed, and then pushed her to her knees. His penis bobbed in front of her, and she looked up to him. She knew what he wanted, but she had never thought to do that before. She had used her hand on him before, and he had rubbed her breasts, and that was the extent of their physical relationship to that point. Now she had been deflowered, but this was new to her.

      He thrust his hips forward, and the head of his penis rubbed against her lips. She parted them slowly, and he went inside her mouth. It wasn’t unpleasant, not like the way she thought it might be. There was a bitter taste at the back of her throat, and then he was pulling out of her mouth. He held her there, a hand in her hair at the back of her head, and he controlled the movement with his hips. Finally, Dominick couldn’t take it anymore, and he pulled out of her mouth and bent, lifting her up and all but tossing her onto the bed.

      He climbed atop her, and she opened her legs to him. He slid inside.

      “Does it hurt?” he asked.

      She was wondering whether he would be able to tell that she was no longer a virgin, and since he didn’t seem able to, she winced and nodded. “It’s alright,” she said, and that was the only time he asked.

      The lovemaking was fast and rough. He moved atop her like a rabbit, not like a tender lover. He was finished before she was, not bothering to pull out of her as he ejaculated. The experience was a good one, but not as good as the night with Andrew had been. Still, Dom was the man she loved.

      “I have a plan,” he said as he caught his breath as he laid next to her on the bed.

      “We can run away together,” she said.

      “We can duel. I’ll duel him,” Dominick said.

      “He said you have no honor.”

      Dominick digested that information, and it left a sour look upon his face. “He said that about me?”

      “Yes,” Catherine said. “He may not duel you; dueling is for honorable men.”

      “And you don’t think I’m honorable?” Dominick snapped, too loudly.

      “I did not claim that, and be quiet, if my father were to wake.”

      Dominick nodded and took a deep breath. “I’ll challenge him. A sword fight. I can beat him. If I win, I’ll tell him the marriage will not happen. If he thinks I have no honor, I’ll show him.”

      Catherine just nodded as they lay in the darkness though she wasn’t sure Dominick's plan was the best one they could come up with.

      In the morning, the young man was gone. Just after lunch Duke Rotham called upon her.

      “You’ve changed your mind?” he asked, when they were alone, strolling arm and arm through the garden.

      “I love him,” Catherine said.

      “I’ve accepted his request,” Andrew told her. “A Gentleman cannot refuse.”

      “He’ll kill you!” Catherine said. “You cannot!”

      “I can, and I have. He is a formidable fighter, quite the boxer I’ve heard. But sword fighting, it’s another thing altogether. I’ve fenced for many years; my foil is sharp.”

      “He’s strong.”

      “You don’t believe me to be strong?”

      Catherine shook her head. “No, I know you are, but he’s stronger.”

      They stopped walking, and Duke Rotherham looked to her. “Fear not for me, and if he allows it when I have bested him, I will leave him alive.

      Catherine looked at the man, and her heart was so torn, and her mind so full of fear, she couldn’t speak to him.

      

      ****

      

      They met for the duel that same evening, as the sun was sinking in the sky, turning the clouds that had formed a soft pink. They were dueling in front of Duke Rotham’s manor. He stood with a few servants, dressed smartly, choosing a foil from a choice of five. After he had selected his, the servants moved to Dominick, and he chose one without nearly as much consideration as Andrew had put into it.

      The two men faced each other, and they bowed.

      “A fight to the death then?” Dominick asked.

      “If it comes to that,” Andrew replied. A small group had gathered to watch, including Catherine and her father. The Duke went on. “But I hope it does not come to that. First to yield is the loser.”

      “I won’t yield,” Dominick said angrily. “I love her.”

      “So do I,” Andrew said, his eyes flickering over to Catherine. She felt her heart hammering in her chest, so hard that she thought for one wild moment, it would leap up the canal from her chest and out through her mouth.

      And then the duel began.

      Both men came together, and with a flash of silver their swords clanged. They both moved quickly, their feet taking them back and forth. The crowd reacted to each near miss, backing up when need be. The Duke caught Dominick on the arm and drew blood, and the crowd gasped, but the young men refused to yield, and he went forward, pressing the attack on the older gentleman.

      Andrew was experienced, that much was plain, and if they were going by just skill, he would be the winner. But Dominick fought with something else, something other than skill. He had fury. He was angry, and though his blows missed and were easily parried, they were strong and brutal. When his blade met Andrew’s, the roar of the metal striking metal was almost like a beast screaming out in pain.

      Dominick went on the offensive, and he hammered the Duke back. Over and over his foil clashed against Andrew’s. And just when it looked as though Dominick might get a blow past the other man's guard, Andrew dashed out with a wild thrust, which pierced Dominick’s stomach and made him lose grip of his weapon.

      “No!” Catherine yelled, and she almost stepped forward, but her father put his hand on her shoulder, keeping her back.

      Dominick’s shirt was stained crimson as his blood poured freely. He fell to his knees, and Duke Rotham stepped forward, holding his blade at the boy’s neck.

      “Do you yield?” he asked.

      Dominick looked up to him. “You’ve taken everything from me, what is my life?”

      “If she knew the man you were, if she knew the truth, she wouldn’t want to be with you,” Rotham said.

      “What does he mean?” Catherine called, stepping away from her father. Dominick looked to her, sitting on his knees with his hand on his wound. Blood poured from between his fingers.

      “I could never tell you,” he said.

      “Tell me, or I could never love you,” Catherine countered.

      “If I tell you, you will never love me.”

      “Let me be the judge.”

      Rotherham stepped back, allowing the young man and the young woman a bit of privacy though the crowd pushed in to hear.

      “Ginger Street. We were upon it, and some man, a blacksmith I think it was, he came at us. We never learned why, but some people hate the army. Some slight perhaps, or maybe his son was killed in battle. He came, and we killed him. Not me, but one of us. We are brothers. After that, the street, just this one little street in one little town, it erupted, and the people who lived there, they attacked us. I had to kill some of them.”

      “Why would that make me hate you?’ Catherine asked. None of it made sense. It was certainly a horrible story, but not one who made her think any less of Dominick.

      “My company stayed there. We were ordered to. That night, on that street, after the skirmish, we found these three girls. The blacksmith’s daughters. They were young, thirteen at the least, and sixteen at the oldest. We hated them upon finding them. Three of our own company had died in the fight. We… we took it out on them. We had our ways with them, one girl with two or more men on them sometimes… and then after, we killed them.”

      Catherine put her hand over her mouth. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. It was all too horrible, so much worse than she could ever imagine.

      “I’ll leave,” Dominick said, and he stood and turned. He left drops of crimson on the stone behind him as he walked. Catherine watched him go.

      “You can go after him; the marriage can be off,” Duke Rotham said, he was suddenly beside her. “I want you to marry me because you love me, not because your father loves my title.”

      Catherine looked up at the man, and then back to Dominick. When she turned away from Dom, she knew it was the last time she would ever see him. That thought saddened her greatly, but she knew it was the right decision. She wasn’t sure if she would ever come to regret it, but somehow, she didn’t think she would. He had lied to her, had kept such dark things from her. If he could do that, for so long, maybe it was true that she never even really knew him.

      And the Duke. He was an honorable man. He had been patient and had weathered her childishness with maturity. Images from that day on the long sofa rushed into her mind, and she felt his lips upon hers, his gentle movements inside her.

      She put her arm around Andrew’s and led him to his manor.

      “We have a wedding to plan,” she said.

      *****

      THE END

      

      To Seduce a Scoundrel – A Regency Romance

      1

      David Weatherby stood near the fence that separated the wooden stands from the dirt racing track where the horses ran. The stands were full, despite the overcast sky, thick with dark gray clouds that promised rain at any time. David stood alone, dressed smartly, a hat upon his head, the brim pulled low in an effort to hide his eyes, which were tired looking, with dark circles beneath them.

      It had been some time since he had slept. He often went a day or two without rest, so caught up in his carious gambling that he couldn’t find the time to lay his head upon his pillow. The way his gambling had been going of late, he had probably already bet his pillow and lost it, so there was nothing at home for him to lay his head upon.

      The horse race would be different however, he always did well at the sport. They were gathering the horses at the starting line now, and they would run once around the circuit, ending at the same line they began from.

      David could see the horse he had bet on, and he had bet heavily upon it. He had a meeting to play cards later on in the evening, and it was his hope to go into the meeting with a heavy purse, full of winnings from the race. He had bet on a horse which was a long shot, but as always, David had some information the other men in the stands did not.

      And there were not only men in the stands. A few women were there as well, and one came up behind David and spoke, her voice high pitched and pleasant.

      “Mr. Weatherby,” she said, and David turned to see Caroline Hampton standing before him. She was dressed in a light blue dress, the skirt rustling lightly in the considerable breeze. Her hair had a reddish tint to it, and it was piled in ornate designs upon her head. Her bosom was ample, and that’s where David’s eyes travelled to first. The woman noted this, and she blushed.

      “Ms. Hampton,” David said, finally looking at her eyes. He took her hand and bowed his head to kiss it, and she curtsied as well as she could between the first row of benches and the fence.

      “I was hoping I may see you here,” the woman said.

      “And why were you hoping that?” David asked.

      “Well, it seems as though after finally taking me to your bed, once I allowed it, you have little interest in speaking with me again,” the woman said quite plainly, and David had to hide a wince.

      David Weatherby had a reputation around the city, and it was twofold. One: he gambled often and won and lost huge sums of money. As of late, there had been few wins and many losses. Two: he charmed most women he met, and they lowered their defenses eventually to his charms. He used them in a way a man can and then moved on to his next conquest. So far, there had only been one woman who proved immune to his ways, the one who was betrothed to him, and had been since they were both teenagers.

      Now, at just twenty, David’s list of conquests was lengthy, enough so that uncomfortable meetings like the one he was having at the race track were growing rather common.

      “My lady,” David said softly as he grinned. “Surely you think nothing unkind of me, it’s simply my business endeavors that have kept me away. I wish it wasn’t so.”

      “Is this a business endeavor?” the young woman asked, motioning to the horses.

      “Of course it is. How’s this? Tonight, I will pick you up at your home at seven thirty, if you’ll agree to accompany me to dinner. We can spend some of the considerable sum I am about to win.”

      “How do you know you will win? Isn’t a horse race a game of chance?” the young woman asked.

      David laughed and shook his head. “Some may accept that it is a game of chance, but I do not. See my horse there?” David asked, pointing to a tall horse the color of deep chestnut, with a rider upon him and a purple sash about his neck. “I know that he will win, though he is what is called a long shot.”

      “How do you know he will win?” Caroline asked.

      “His trainer has found a new supper for him,” David said quietly. “I will say no more.”

      “A new supper?”

      David nodded and leaned toward the woman. “It is of utmost importance what these great beasts eat. It can give them quite an edge if their diet is looked after. This horse's trainer has found a new mix of oats and grain, which is said to provide an energy to the horse that few can match. He will be faster than the others.”

      “We shall see,” Caroline said. But she didn’t sound convinced, and David turned away from her to watch the race, more than a little offended and annoyed.

      “Here they are now,” he said needlessly, and the crowd behind them grew quiet for a moment, and there was a firearm shot into the air, and the horses were off.

      David often forgot himself while at the horse track, and he was slamming his hand down upon the top of the metal railing as he watched his purple sashed horse surge out of the gate and take an early lead.

      “I told you!” David couldn’t help but gloat over his shoulder.

      And then, disaster. Halfway around the track, David’s horse tripped up and fell. His rider went flying, and there was a massive gasp from the crowd. The other horses surged around the fallen one, and the rider who had fallen scrambled to the safety of the fence, throwing himself up and over it. David’s face was a shade paler than normal as he turned to the young woman who was still standing beside him.

      “I shouldn’t expect you for dinner, then?” she asked.

      David glared at her and then made his way towards the exit, even as the race ended behind him and the crowd gave up a great cheer.

      “You’ll never be anything!” a hurt Caroline yelled after him, and though she had hoped her brash words would be drowned out by the crowd, David Weatherby heard them all too well.
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      David had some time before his card game, so he took a carriage to his father’s house, hoping for a meal, and perhaps even a quick nap. His father was a large round man with a booming voice and hard eyes. He sat in the library, reading as he so often did, a large leather bound book open in his lap. He was contemplating something when David found him, the book face down, open to hold his place, and his eyes set on something outside of the window besides which he sat.

      “Father,” David said as he came up on the older man. He took a seat across from him.

      “Son, what have you been doing today?”

      “I was at the races,” David said.

      “I wanted you to go into the bank today, if you remember,” David’s father said.

      David nodded. “I know, I was hoping it could wait until tomorrow.”

      “It will wait, as I wait for you to come to your senses, take over the bank, marry that wonderful girl, and build a life for yourself and a family,” David’s father said. His name was Curtis Weatherby, and he owned and operated one of the most well-known banks in London. He was ready to retire and enjoy the wealth he had built, without the stress of running the business, but his only son was dragging his feet on growing up.

      “I’m sorry father, I simply…” David said, but he didn’t know how to end the sentence, and so it trailed off into the air, like a line of smoke from a candle, twisting up higher until it vanished completely.

      “How much money did you lose today?”

      “I’m going to win it back tonight,” David said quickly.

      “I doubt that very much, son,” Curtis said. “You have not been winning as of late.”

      “You never seem to complain about my gambling habits until I’m losing, father,” David said.
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“You like to gamble? Here’s a gamble for you then,” Curtis said, setting the book on his lap on a table beside him. “If you go to that card game tonight, and you don’t bring home the money you lost at the horse race today, I will cut you off. You will not spend my money anymore, you will not sleep in my home, nor eat my food.”

      David couldn’t keep his mouth from hanging open. “But father!” he complained. “Surely you jest.”

      “I do not,” Curtis said. “Of course, you can choose not to go to the game, and tomorrow you will accompany me to the bank and begin the transition so you may take over within a year.”

      David stood up, shaking his head. “I don’t not want to run the bank,” he said shortly.

      “Then I hope your card game goes well,” Curtis said, and he watched his son go from the library with his hard eyes.

      David went into the kitchen in hopes of finding food, but the staff wasn’t there, being between meals, and he had to satisfy himself with some bread and butter he found on the counter. He ate two pieces and then went up into his room. He undressed and lay upon the bed.

      When he woke, the sky outside of his windows was dark, with hundreds of shining stars blinking down tired light. David washed up at the water basin, splashing his face and drying off, before dressing in one of his finest suits, and hurrying out to find a cab. He did not come across his father, nor his mother or sisters, and for that he was thankful. It was a short ride through the city to Brook’s, a popular gentleman’s club which always had a number of card games going on.

      David had been invited to play by a man everyone called Red because of his bright red head of hair. He was Irish, fair skinned and quick with a joke. He drank a lot, gambled a lot, and whored a lot, and there weren’t many in London who didn’t enjoy his company, one way or the other, depending on their sex.

      David had befriended Red at a horse race the year previous, and they had gambled together often. Where David went in ups and downs, it seemed as though Red was always down. He lost often, and lost a lot, but there always seemed to be more money in his purse, and so he kept losing.

      David arrived at the club and paid the driver before stepping inside and handing his coat and hat over to a young man who stood waiting to take it. He then made his way towards the back of the establishment, into a small room where Red usually played. There were three men in total around a small circular table, each of them preparing to play. Red saw David and stood and clapped his hands together.

      “Finally we may start!” he said as David made his way to the empty chair beside his friend and they shook hands. David knew the other two men by name, and he bowed his head to them slightly as Red introduced each. Then he sat down, and they began to play.

      The game of the night was Whist, and David played with a man named Samuel Carlyle as his partner. He was thankful it had worked out this way, he knew playing with the unlucky Red would be his downfall.

      And indeed in the beginning, it looked as though he was well on his way towards winning back the money he had lost at the horse race, along with much more. And then his luck changed, and he and Samuel couldn’t win a hand in ten straight. His purse felt lighter and lighter, until finally, it was empty.

      Despair and panic set in.

      “I need a loan,” David said, turning to Red.

      The Irish man laughed and shook his head, taking a moment to sip from a glass of brandy that had been brought to him by a pretty young woman earlier in the night.

      “I think not,” Red said as he put the glass down. “You are my friend, and I do not want to mix business and friendship.”

      “Please,” David said, leaning to the side, closer to Red. “My father…”

      He trailed off, and Red shook his head slowly. “Is no concern of mine,” he said. “If you have no more money for me to win, perhaps you should leave.”

      Red looked at David with narrowed eyes, and then they flicked to the doorway that led back towards the main hall of the gentlemen’s establishment. David was being dismissed, and he knew it. He stood, mustering up courage to keep some dignity intact, and he bowed his head after gathering his hat from a nearby rack.

      “Gentlemen,” he said, and then he left.

      Outside of the club he pulled on his overcoat, and went to stop one of the passing cabs. Though it was late, the sky fully dark with an inky black and tiny pinpricks of light, the cabs were heavy in this area, as popular as it was. One pulled to a stop in front of David and the driver looked to him.

      “Where to, sir?” he asked, and David was about to tell him as he stepped forward and placed his hand on the frame of the cab to steady himself as he climbed in. He stopped though, and stepped back, looking up to the driver as he realized he had no money now, and couldn’t pay for a ride home.

      “Never mind,” David said, shaking his head. “It’s a nice night for a walk, I think.”

      The driver shivered in the cool air as the wind picked up, and he smirked. “Sure,” he said, and with a crack of the reins the carriage rumbled off down the street, and David began to walk. He was worried what his father would say.
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      Elizabeth Crawford was nineteen, three years younger than the man who loved her. He was named Rupert Eastman, and sat in the Crawford garden with Elizabeth as they drank tea, and he tried to steal glances of her long slender neck. Her neck was the most attractive part of an attractive package, at least in Rupert's eyes. She was fair skinned and fair of head, with long blonde hair which often sat flowing down her shoulders and to the small of her back. He body was shaped like an hourglass, with a thin waist and robust hips, and a large bosom. Most men looked there, Rupert new, at the top of her pale breasts as they sat in the low necklines of her gowns and dresses. But her neck was what he enjoyed most.

      There was a small freckle there, on the right side of her neck, a lone dark spot in a sea of milky white. He imagined kissing it, imagined nibbling it. But Elizabeth he knew, was promised to another man. A scoundrel, a rake named Weatherby. He was a compulsive gambler younger than Rupert was, and though he had nary a quality which Rupert appreciated, for some reason Elizabeth was taken with the man.

      The Crawford’s and Weatherby’s were long-time friends, both in the banking business, but never letting their competing banks get in the way of friendship. Often they would find ways to work together.

      Elizabeth sipped from her tea cup and then set it on the small saucer. A table sat between her and her friend Rupert. She looked him over as he appeared lost in thought, though he was looking right at her. They had known each other for a decade, ever since Rupert’s father had come to manage her daddy’s bank. She liked the man, and he was handsome, but she had been promised to David by the time she began to take notice in men, so she never entertained the idea of Rupert. He had a strong jaw, and broad shoulders, and she knew there wasn’t a man stronger than him in the city. She also knew there wasn’t a man who cared for her more.

      “What are you looking at?” she inquired, smiling a bit as Rupert jerked back slightly in sudden surprise as she spoke.

      “Nothing,” Rupert said, reaching for his cup of tea and lifting it to his lips.

      “Well, you were looking pretty intently at nothing,” the young girl teased. Rupert set his cup down and smiled.

      “Very well, can I show you what I was looking at?”

      He stood and stepped forward. Elizabeth looked up to him. “You may,” she said. He held out his hand and she took it, and after standing he led her into the beautiful garden. She wore a beautiful dress, which was the color of eggshells, with pink lining. She had a shawl draped over her shoulders, as the weather was growing colder, and that morning was chill. There wouldn’t be many opportunities for tea in the morning outside for a few months.

      Rupert led her past a large thicket of rose bushes, to a small bench. He sat down and she sat next to him.

      “Lizzie,” he said, using a pet name he had used for years. “I was looking at you. Or rather, a part of you.”

      Elizabeth laughed, turning towards the man. “I am used to men looking at that part of me, but that isn’t where I saw your eyes.”

      Rupert grinned and reached over and took her hand. “I am not talking about… that part… I’m talking about the small freckle you have on your neck.”

      Elizabeth turned her head so he may see it easier, looking straight ahead instead of at him.

      “My freckle? Why would you look at that?”

      “I adore it. And you. Your neck, your hands, your eyes, every part of you. But that freckle, it made me want to kiss it, to nibble it.”

      Elizabeth felt something grow inside her, a yearning, a want. She closed her eyes, and he next words were almost so low he couldn’t hear them. “You may.”

      Rupert leaned forward. “I may?”

      “You may kiss me there. Nibble me.”

      Rupert didn’t need to be told again. He shifted his upper body to face her, and then leaned forward. His lips found the side of her neck and Elizabeth tilted her head back and closed her eyes. His lips upon her were like fireworks in her loins. She felt a desire there, one she didn’t feel often. HIs hand left hers and rested on her leg, though it was hard to feel him there through the layers of skirt. His other hand went around her back, resting on her side.

      “Rupert,” she whispered, but he didn’t say anything. He kept kissing and sucking on her neck, and Elizabeth felt as though she was moments away from turning her head and kissing him on the lips.

      “Miss Elizabeth,” a voice called, and Rupert quit kissing her quickly, standing and spinning around to face who had spoken. It was Ms. Hedson, an old woman who had been a servant for Elizabeth’s family for quite some time.

      “What is it, Beverly?” Elizabeth asked, standing as well and using the woman’s first name.

      “Mr. David Weatherby is here to see you,” she said, and then she turned to leave. Elizabeth glanced at Rupert, but a dark shadow had crossed over his face seemingly within seconds.

      “I must be going,” he said, and he strode away without waiting for a goodbye. Elizabeth sighed and then went to meet with David.

      He stood in the parlor, looking at a large globe there, wooden and heave in a stand which allowed you to rotate it. She took a moment in the doorway to look him over. He was handsome, that was to be sure, even more so than Rupert. David’s frame was smaller, thinner, but he was a bit taller. His hair was as dark as the sea at night, and his eyes just as dark, though they somehow still managed to shine.

      “Mr. Weatherby,” Elizabeth said as way to get his attention, and he turned.

      “Hello, my dear,” he said, striding to her and taking her hand so he may kiss it.

      “If you are here to attempt to bed me,” Elizabeth said with narrowed eyes, “then you may as well leave. Until we are married, the answer is the same.”

      David laughed aloud and then slapped a hand over his chest, where his heart beat. “You offend me!” he said loudly. “You think such thoughts about me.”

      “You have only seemed interested in me for one thing,” Elizabeth said. She wanted to go on, but she couldn’t. While she had resisted David’s charm for quite some time, she hadn’t resisted falling in love with the man. For all his faults he was kind and caring when he wanted to be, and he loved his family and friends fiercely. He was a kind warm man, and Elizabeth craved to be the one to bring it out of him.

      “I came to speak to you about marriage,” the man said, and Elizabeth was surprised.

      “What about it?”

      “I think the time has come for us to be joined,” he said, taking her hand once more.

      Elizabeth was startled, and she said a joke to give herself time to register what he was saying. “You must have lost all of your money, and now you’re coming for my father’s.”

      It had been meant as a joke, but the flash of surprise that ran across the man’s face told her instantly that she had stumbled across the truth in the form of a jest.

      She pulled his hand away from his. “You really seek to marry me for money?”

      David knew there was no point in lying, and so he told the truth. It didn’t matter what the truth was, she was promised to him, and he would have her. “My father has cut me off. Last night he made me sleep at an inn. I have nowhere to go and no money.”

      “And so you seek to marry me for my father’s money.”

      “He will give us an allowance, and me one of his banks to run, as my own father had promised to do until yesterday.”

      “I will not marry you,” Elizabeth said, shaking her head. “Not for that reason.”

      “You are my beloved and betrothed,” David said. “You must.”

      “I am not your beloved, you have never loved me.”

      “I care for you. That hurts me to hear you say.”

      “And then you are hurt,” Elizabeth said, “and it bothers me none. Please, leave here.”

      “I will speak to your father,” David said simply, and then he did turn and leave.

      Elizabeth watched him go, and then slumped down to a nearby chair and began to cry.

      

      4

      

      The same evening that she had spoken to David, Elizabeth was called in to her father’s study. He sat behind a large desk, signing his name to a stack of documents.

      “My dear,” the old man said when he saw his only daughter. In fact, she was his only child, her mother having died giving birth to her, and her father knowing he could never love someone as much as he had her.

      “Daddy,” Elizabeth said. She went forward and sat at the desk, opposite her father.

      “David Weatherby came to see me today. He wishes to finally marry you,” her father said as he kept singing papers.

      “He wants your money,” she said.

      “As your husband he would be entitled to it. I thought you cared for him. You’ve known him for so long.”

      Elizabeth nodded. “I do care for him,” she said. “But I want my husband to care for me.”

      “Like Rupert?” her father asked.

      “Yes,” Elizabeth said without thought.

      “I would be happy for you to marry either man,” her father said.

      “But I’m promised to David.”

      “A promise can be broken, his father spoke with me today, and told me as much. He warned me that David may come to make good on the promise. He has been cut off from his father, and will remain so for some time, if not ever.”

      “You won’t make me marry him?”

      “No. Rupert has asked me for your hand, you know. He cares about you a great deal. If you so choose, I will grant him the request.”

      Elizabeth’s head was swimming. She nodded and stood. “I need to think on it,” she said, and she moved around her father’s desk to kiss the man on his cheek before departing.

      The next day she sent a few servants out to find David. When he was located he agreed to meet Elizabeth at her home for lunch. They dined on sandwiches in the garden, and drank lemonade brewed by Ms. Hudson.

      “I’m glad you asked to see me,” David said.

      “I have something to tell you,” she said, looking across the table to him. “My father will not force me to marry you. Your father agrees.”

      David tried to keep the anger from his face, but failed to do so. “That isn’t fair,” he said.

      “However, stupid as I may be, I care for you greatly, and want you to care for me as well.”

      “I do care for you, Elizabeth.”

      “Then prove it. You have seven days to change my mind. As it is now, I will not marry you. Within a week, you may change that.”

      “I have seven days to make you want to marry me? Is this a game?”

      “No, it is not a game,” Elizabeth said, shaking her head. “And I hope you won’t treat it as one. You’ve played enough games, have you not?”

      David said nothing.

      “Good day, Mr. Weatherby,” Elizabeth said, before his lunch was even done.

      He stood up and bowed his head. “Elizabeth,” he said, and he walked away.

      Outside, David was furious, but he attempted to remain collected. He would simply have to sweep the young woman off of her feet. He had done it numerous times to others. How hard would it be?

      He went to his father’s home to speak with his oldest sister, Gwen, who was five years younger than him. His father was at the bank, and so they sat in the drawing room and spoke. He told her of his plan, and the seven days he had to make her change her mind about marrying him.

      “What are you going to do?” Gwen asked her brother.

      “That’s why I’m speaking with you,” David said with a roguish grin. “How do I sweep this girl off of her bull headed feet?”

      “Don’t refer to her as bull headed, for one,” Gwen said, and they shared a laugh.

      “I don’t know what to do,” David said when the laughter faded.

      “Girls like pretty things,” Gwen said.

      “Pretty things cost money,” David said.

      “Didn’t you have anything saved? Tucked away?”

      David sighed and shook his head. “No,” he said shortly.

      “Well, luckily for you, I have,” Gwen said. “You may have it, if you promise to pay me back.”

      “Why do you have money?” David asked. “A man will provide for you.”

      “A man like you?” Gwen said dryly, and she stood and disappeared for a moment. When she returned, she had a small purse with her, and she pressed it into her brother’s hand.

      “Thank you,” David said, and he meant it. His little sisters had always been shining spots in his life, and now one of them had done this, and he felt a wave of gratitude and love wash over him. He stood and hugged his sister, and then departed in a hurry.

      It was growing dark by the time he returned to Elizabeth’s home. He was let into the parlor once more, and she arrived shortly.

      “I did not expect you back so soon,” she said.

      David stepped to her, took her hand and kissed it, and then held a box out to her.

      “This is for you,” he said.

      She took the box and opened it. She looked to him and smiled. “It’s beautiful,” she said, lifting the fine golden chain from the box. It was a necklace, with a small azure pendant hanging from it.

      “Will you be my wife?” David said, and Elizabeth laughed.

      “No,” she said. “But thank whoever gave you the money for this.” She paused. “Buying me gifts is not what I am concerned about,” she added, even as she put the chain around her neck. She turned around, holding her hair up, and David stepped forward to lock the chain into place.

      “Thank you,” she said. “If there’s nothing else, I think I’ll retire early for the night.”
      David nodded his head and left, feeling more discouraged than he ever had. He needed to marry that girl, or he didn’t know what he was going to do. His father seemed intent on keeping his money from his son.

      He returned to the shabby Inn his father had agreed to put him into for a month, while he found his own way in the world, and he fell asleep quickly.
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      Elizabeth was surprised that two days stretched on without a visit from David Weatherby. She wondered if the man had simply given up. She went to sleep on the third night after giving him the ultimatum with thoughts of him in her head. She woke to a light tapping, and it took her a moment in her drowsy state to realize the tapping was coming from one of the windows in her bedroom. She rubbed at her eyes and looked towards the window, gasping when she saw David’s face there.

      She hurried to the window and pulled it open. “What are you doing?” she asked as he climbed inside. “How did you get up here?”

      “I’ve always been adept at climbing, as you’ll remember from our time as children in my father’s garden with that large oak tree.

      “Why have you climbed into my room?” she asked.

      “I cannot give up on you,” he said, and he bent down and pressed his lips to hers before she could stop him, and once the kiss was happening, she did not want to stop him. He tasted of rum, she was sure he had been drinking before he had come. But it was enjoyable, surprisingly, and when she parted her lips slightly he took advantage, and their tongues were dancing together.

      She was wearing a white night gown which covered her to her ankles. But the thin material did little to stop him from feeling her body, first with his hands which he placed on her hips, and then with his body when he pulled her close to him. Her breasts were pushed up against his chest, and she felt her nipples harden as his tongue continued to explore his mouth. One hand left her hip and traveled up her back, stopping for a moment at the small of her back, where he pulled her even closer, and she felt his engorged member push against the bottom of her stomach. And then his hand kept going, and his fingers entwined in her long hair. The kiss broke.

      “What are you doing?” she said with a moan.

      “Be quiet,” David commanded, and she listened. He pushed her back towards her bed, and she fell upon it. She scooted back and he came onto the bed as well, holding himself over her and kissing her once more. Then he broke the kiss and his lips planted a trail of kisses on her chin, down her throat, and onto the portion of her chest which was exposed. His long, strong fingers hooked into the neckline of her nightgown and he tugged it down, freeing her breasts. He looked at her for a moment, and she watched him looking, her breath caught in her chest, her hands balled into fists and drawn close to her body, almost covering her breasts. Her nipples were dark pink, hard rosebuds atop pale white mounds of ample bosom. She couldn’t take his staring any more, it embarrassed her, but she was excited, a steamy longing in her womanhood. She pressed her palms to her breasts in an effort to cover up.

      David grinned and spoke in a hushed whisper. “Move your hands.”

      “No,” she said.

      “Now,” he said, and she did, despite herself. When her small hands left her breasts he dipped his head and pressed his lips to one of her nipples. He took it into his mouth, his tongue flicking over the sensitive area, and the young woman moaned softly in the darkness.

      He explored her breasts with his hands and his mouth, and then he was moving away from her, and Elizabeth felt a wave of regret wash over her, not regret about what she was doing, but regret that he appeared to be leaving, and she wouldn’t be able to kiss him again.

      But he wasn’t leaving at all. David stopped when he was crouched at her hips, and he reached to the material of her long nightgown and began pushing it up. Elizabeth felt the regret about not kissing him being replaced with panic. He was pushing the hem of her gown up, and he would expose her womanhood. No man had seen her there, no man had touched her there. Was he going to make love to her? At this point, she didn’t think she would be able to stop him. Nor would she want to. A wave of heat was rolling through her loins, a desire for him meant she made no effort to stop him when he finished pushing the nightgown up, and she even lifted her backside from the bed so he could push it up over her hips. She wore no small clothes to bed, and she felt exposed to him. Her breasts were still out, and now he could see her womanhood, with the mound of hair above her moist female lips.

      “What are you going to do?” Elizabeth asked, with an edge of worry in her voice. David grinned up at her, though she could barely see him since the only light was that of the silver moon which hung in the sky and cast its pale shine through her windows. And then his head lowered, and his mouth was on her womanhood, and Elizabeth was thrown into a frenzy of bliss and sensuality.

      David had used his mouth on a woman before, she knew that. He was well practiced, and gentle. He ran his tongue along her, trailing it with his finger, and Elizabeth pulled a pillow to her mouth, biting down on it so she wouldn’t scream out and send someone running into her room.

      Before she knew it there was an explosion of orgasmic sensations in her loins, and she felt her whole body shaking. David kept his mouth upon her as she reached climax, grinning against her as she rocked back and forth. Her stomach muscles spasmed and clenched, and she reached down to run her fingers through his hair. When he was sure she was done, he leaned back.

      “Will you be mine now?” he asked.

      “No,” Elizabeth breathed. “I will not.”

      David stood up, working to keep his anger from springing forth. He hadn’t thought it would be that easy, but he had been hoping.

      “Still,” the young woman said, sitting up and scooting to the edge of the bed. “I couldn’t leave you going home with no release yourself.”

      It was obvious that his member was hard, it pushed against the pleat of his trousers. She reached for him, her hands slow and unpracticed. She undid his trousers and he sprang forth, his penis engorged and bobbing in the air as blood raced through it. David said nothing as he looked down and watched the young girl take him into her hand. She didn’t move her hand, she just gripped him near the base. She was looking at his manhood, as though she had never seen one. It occurred to David that she probably hadn’t, a rare trait in the girl he was usually with.

      “You don’t have to,” David said in a low voice.

      “I know,” Elizabeth said, and then she leaned forward and pressed her plump lips against the head of his penis, kissing it. She looked up to him, and he smiled down to her, and then she opened her mouth, and let him inside.

      She was so virginal, so new, that though she didn’t know what to do exactly, he had never felt a woman feel so good, no matter how he entered into her sexually. She took more of him into her mouth, and then she would pull back, leaving a slick sheen to shine in the soft moonlight.

      David put a hand on the back of her head, helping guide her as she bobbed back and forth. He couldn’t help himself, and it didn’t take him long until he reached climax. He knew many girls didn’t appreciate the taste of semen, so as he came he pulled his hips back, and he shot three long strands of thick white semen onto her exposed breasts.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, looking down at the girl, and becoming keenly aware of just how untouched she had been.

      “Do not be,” she said, looking down at her own chest. When she looked up, he had already pushed himself back into his breeches, and was backing towards the window.

      “Take me for a walk tomorrow,” she said as he left, and he nodded.

      

      6

      David called on Elizabeth just after lunch, and they walked on her father’s grounds, arm in arm.

      “Last night was like nothing I had ever felt,” she said, when they were well away from the house, and any ears which might overhear them.

      “I can say the same,” David said.

      That made Elizabeth laugh. “I doubt that was the first time a woman has done that to you.”

      “Well, I didn’t mean it exactly like that,” David said truthfully. “I mean it was like nothing I’d ever felt.”

      They walked in silence for a moment. Near the rear of Elizabeth’s father‘s acres, there was a small pond, and they made their way towards it.

      “May I ask you something?” Elizabeth said.

      “You may.”

      “Why have you never shown interest in me? Beyond interest in my maidenhead?”

      David thought for a moment. “It isn’t you. You’re beautiful, and smart, and charming. I think it was the idea of being married. I was used to a certain lifestyle, and I didn’t want to feel as though I had to be different.”

      Elizabeth nodded. “Thank you for telling the truth.”

      “I may be a lot of things, but I am not a liar,” David said. They walked on in silence until they reached the pond. The water was a dark green, the surface still except for small circular ripples whenever a turtle poked his head up for a breath of air.

      What happened next, David couldn’t have foreseen. They sat on the grass, Elizabeth folding the skirt of her gown beneath her as she did, so she wouldn’t be lost in the large ring of fabric, and they simply spoke. David rarely spoke with anyone the way he spoke then. They recalled stories from their childhood, so many hours spent together. They spoke of their hopes for the future, their regrets of the past.

      “I want to do better,” David said as the sky turned the soft orange of evening.

      “Then do better,” Elizabeth said.

      David didn’t know what that meant, and he worked it out slowly in conversation with the beautiful girl.

      Hours had passed since the first sat down and they grew hungry. David rose and helped Elizabeth to do the same, and they returned to her home.

      “Will you dine with me?” she asked.

      “I think not,” David said with a soft smile. “I would very much like to, but I feel the need to speak with my father. You are wise beyond your years,” he added.

      “I hope to see you tomorrow,” Elizabeth said, and David took her hand and kissed it.

      “I expect you will,” he said, and then he took his leave.

      David and his father spoke at length that night, sharing glasses of brandy and a couple of cigars. David expressed his desire to learn the industry from his father, and that he yearned to take over at the bank within a year, as his father had wanted. At first, his father seemed hesitant, and David knew he worried that his son was simply trying to get back home, and get an allowance once more. But when David assured his father that he wanted no allowance, and would instead take pay from working at the bank, his father agreed. The two men hugged that night, something they had not done for some time.

      The next morning, David hurried to see Elizabeth. He wanted to share the news with her, and he wanted to thank her. He would be working for the first time in his life later that morning, alongside his father, and if he had not spoken with the young girl, and through her learned what it really took to be happy in life, it would not have been happening.

      While David was on his way to visit Elizabeth, Rupert had already called on her. They sat once more in the garden.

      “I asked your father for you hand,” Rupert said. “Did you know that?”

      “My father did tell me,” the young woman said. They say on the same bench where he had been kissing her in the days previous. He took her hand.

      “I love you with all of my heart. I asked again. He told me you made some wager with David.”

      “I did,” Elizabeth said. She didn’t pull her hand away from Rupert’s, but she felt as if though she should. She liked Rupert, and she knew she could love him. But something about David, she was hopeful he would impress her, hopeful he would make her believe that he loved her, and wanted to marry her, and not into the money her father would give him.

      “I could take care of you. I would never gamble, never whore. I don’t think that could be said about David Weatherby,” Rupert went on.

      “Perhaps not,” Elizabeth allowed with a slight nod of her head.

      “So what is it? What compels you to reject me?”

      “Oh, Rupert,” Elizabeth started. “It’s not rejection of you, it’s yearning for him.”

      Rupert nodded, and let her hand fall away. He stood up and moved to a shallow stone pool, which had large golden fish swimming within it, surrounded by colorful flowers. It was the center of the grand garden. Elizabeth got up and moved to stand beside him.

      “Don’t hurt me like this,” she said softly.

      “Hurt you?”

      “I care for you. I do. I love you even. In a way.”

      Rupert sighed. “But not in a way like your love for him?”

      “No. Not yet. Not when I love him so,” Elizabeth said. She felt frustrated, she was sure that no matter how she composed her words, she would never be able to adequately explain her feelings to Rupert.

      He spun away. “I call too often. I am sorry for that. I should go.”

      “No!” she said suddenly, surprising him and even herself. She reached out and placed a hand on his arm. He stopped and turned to her, and there was another shock between them as she leaned forward and up, standing on the toes of her heeled white shoes and placed a soft kiss upon his lips.

      David had arrived moments before and he had assured the old servant who answered he knew how to get to the garden. He was just walking through the doorway and outside when he saw them, standing near the goldfish pool. Elizabeth, the woman he had realized he really did love, the woman who had made him realize what a fool he had been in almost every aspect of his life, was kissing another man.

      Rupert. David knew him, but not well. He had never felt jealous of the man, because he had never coveted Elizabeth, but now he did, and he felt the bitter taste of jealousy well up in his stomach.

      He went out into the garden, and his footsteps caused the other two to separate.

      “David!” Elizabeth said.

      “I should be going,” Rupert said, but David held a hand out to him.

      “Stay, I will only be a moment. Elizabeth, if I may speak to you.”

      The young woman nodded and followed him back towards the home. He had wished to speak about his conversation with his father, had wanted to tell her what his father had said, had wanted to speak with her about the agreement they had reached. But instead he thought of her. He wondered if she would be happy with a man like him, even a changed one. He didn’t think she would be.

      “My father has resumed my allowance,” he said.

      “He has?”

      “I no longer need to marry you.”

      “So that’s it?” Elizabeth asked. She felt an anger rising inside of her. She felt her cheeks grow heated as they turned red.

      “That man over there, he’s the man you need,” David said, and though he wanted to say more, he couldn’t, and he turned and hurried inside.

      Elizabeth was dumbfounded. She couldn’t move for a moment, she just watched him go, and then she was moving, running after him.

      He was already out of the front door by the time Elizabeth entered the hall. She had heard it shut as she was still moving past the dining room. But she ran to it, planning on yelling after him, wanting to let him know she loved him, that he was a fool, and that now she hated him. She wrenched the front door open, preparing to run out into the drive, but he was there, facing the door, reaching to open it again and instead he found her, and she was in his arms, and they were kissing.

      “I cannot lie,” he said, breaking the kiss. “That was a lie, and I cannot do it. Marry me. Marry me, I love you. I never knew I could love like this, but I can.”

      “It was a lie?”

      “I know you love Rupert, but I want that love to be mine,” David said.

      “I don’t love Rupert,” Elizabeth said. Not the way I love you. What was a lie? You telling me to be with him? Why would you do that?”

      “So you could be happy,” David said.

      “You were willing to give me up, the woman you love, so I could be happy?” Elizabeth asked.

      “Yes,” David said, nodding. She kissed him again, deeply, their tongues dancing together in their mouths.

      “Then you have done it,” she said as they finally drew their lips apart.

      “Done what?”

      “I will marry you.”

      David grinned and picked her up, swinging her in a wide circle just outside her father’s home.

      “You will?” he asked. “You promise?”

      “I will,” Elizabeth said again, and they were kissing once more. When they pulled away David’s face was serious, and she felt nervous as he opened his mouth to speak.

      “So which one of us is going to tell Rupert to leave?” he said, and they burst into a fit of laughter.

      David and Elizabeth were married just a month later. That night, they lay amongst burning candles and blankets made of fur on a soft bed.

      Elizabeth felt goose bumps as David ran his manly hand along her naked curves, down the side of her breast, down over her waste and hips, and finding its way towards her inner thighs. She let out a sigh when his fingers found her womanhood. He parted her lips and rubbed her wetness.  He kissed her and then slowly inserted a finger. She closed her muscles around it, letting out a small groan. With his thumb, he pressed on her clitoris, which pressured her as he slid his finger in and out. David inserted a second finger and she felt the pleasure against her walls. He fingered her harder and faster until the pressure in her abdomen exploded and she came on his hand, arching her back, gripping the fur blanket.

      But that was not enough. Elizabeth wanted more. She wanted to feel David’s fullness inside her. She reached for his penis. It felt hard and hot in her hand. She opened her legs and guided him to her wet and pulsating opening.

      David slid inside, and Elizabeth groaned. His movements were slow so she could feel every inch of him as he slid in and out of her, teasing, pleasuring. He muscles in her vagina tingled and tightened. She could take no more.

      Elizabeth opened her legs wider and grabbed David’s buttocks between her hands, guiding him to move faster, stronger. And when he pumped with more force, she felt him pound against her clitoris, her muscles clenching around his penis, the pressure building again in her entire body until she exploded once more with a long grown that lasted as long as her orgasm.

      And then David came, his body shaking with pleasure.

      Afterwards they lie together, sweaty and spent, but sated, their limbs entwined. Elizabeth had never felt so happy, and she was sure that her wager had been the last gamble her husband would ever take.

      She had won the game of love.

      ****

      THE END

      

      The Rake’s Fake Marriage – A Regency Romance

      Lady Adele Vaughan looked through her black veil as she shook Reverend Smith's hand. ''Thank you so much for everything you have done.''

      ''Not at all, it's been a difficult time for you. Losing one's husband is a traumatic experience,'' he said, smiling over his half-moon glasses.

      ''Well, everyone has been so kind. Perhaps you would be kind enough to walk me home, people are coming back for a cup of tea.'' Lady Vaughan had a splendid cook, and Reverend Smith was most anxious to fill his already considerable stomach with her excellent chocolate cake.

      ''Yes of course. I just need to go to the vestry and change. I'll be with you in a moment.'' They were standing in the cemetery at All Saint's Church, Kirkby Whisp in North Yorkshire, England.  The gravedigger was standing under a tree out of sight, ready to fill in the grave of Lord Peter Vaughan, a twenty-eight-year-old gentleman who had died in an unfortunate hunting accident, three days earlier. When he saw Reverend Smith and Lady Vaughan locks arms, and leave the churchyard, he nodded to the boy standing next to him. They walked to the grave, took their shovels from under a green mat and began to throw back the soil.

      ''She's a fine looking woman,'' the boy said, throwing the first shovel full onto the coffin. He was just seventeen and gangling, as young men often are before they fill out. ''I feel sorry for her.''

      ''No you don't. Your youthful hormones are talking to you. You want to lie with her now she ain't got a husband.'' Cyril Wright was five feet seven and stocky. The strongest man in the village, he could dig a hole, six feet deep, in two and a half hours.

      ''No, I don't.'' Jimmy Horner, the apprentice, looked offended.

      ''Ain't no point in denying it, Jimmy. What boy of your age wouldn't want to sleep with a woman like her? ''He grunted as he thrust his spade into the pile of earth. ''Twenty-eight, blonde, blue eyes and a body like Venus. She's any young man's dream.''

      ''And rich. You forgot rich.''

      ''Rich,'' he scoffed. ''A big house and a fancy title. I hate them, the rich. They think they're something special.'' Cyril leaned on his shovel and watched Jimmy's expression which made him look dumber than he already was.

      ''Why do you hate them?''

      ''Because they're snobs. Always looking down their noses at us ordinary folk.''

      ''Well that doesn't alter my opinion of Lady Vaughan.''

      ''No. Well take it from me, her sort are idle snobs.''

      *****

      

      Newdene Hall was large and old. Lord Vaughan had inherited it from his late father, a year before his own death. When he and Adele got married they were just eighteen, and they lived in a small lodge in the wonderful parkland surrounding the great house. Nine years later they moved into the Hall after Lord Stephen Vaughan passed on.  Peter had given his wife a free hand; she could re-decorate the house as she wanted. The Vaughan's were rich but not overly so. They had tenants, who produced a handsome income, but they didn't have vast reserves of cash.

      The drawing room was full of well-wishers, dressed in black and white. It was a large room which Adele had tastefully decorated in pastel shades of peach.

      ''You know, it's such a pity Peter didn't live to see you finish your decorating work. You have really transformed this place,'' Eleanor Pimms said as she poured Reverend Smith his third cup of tea. She was the same age as Adele, but plain. Her mousy hair was always unkempt, and her stocky figure never fitting her clothes.

      ''Yes, it is a pity,'' Adele replied shifting her weight onto her other buttock. The sofa was too hard and, after a while, a position change was necessary.

      Reverend Smith was a kind man, always at pains to avoid confrontation, but he felt the word 'pity' was misplaced in this context. ''You pity a dog or a cat. In Peter's case, surely you should use the word disaster or catastrophe.'' He sank his teeth into a piece of Lemon Sponge Cake, sending sugar flying over the easy chair he was sitting in.

      ''Yes, of course,'' Emily felt chastised. ''Will you marry again do you think?''

      Adele threw her hands in the air almost colliding with the potted palm balancing precariously on an ornamental table which was too small for it. ''Never, never again.''

      ''Why, dear Lady Vaughan, would you have us believe that your marriage was so bad that it has put you off forever?'' Reverend Smith asked.

      ''Of course not, but I would like to have some freedom away from the demands of a man.''

      Emily knew what she meant. Emily was Adele's best friend. She was married to Bartholomew Pimms, the country's leading barrister. He was very demanding, both inside and outside the bedroom. ''If my husband passed away, I would do the same as you, Adele.''

      ''In your case, I agree,'' Reverend Smith said, dropping his guard.

      ''What do you mean?'' Emily asked. Reverend Smith wasn't quick to answer, desperately seeking a way out.

      ''I think he means, you would never find another husband as gracious and loving as Bartholomew.'' Adele smiled, Reverend Smith nodded enthusiastically.

      ''Exactly what I meant,'' he said, knowing no shame.

      ''No, I shall never marry again. I will travel and enjoy my freedom. There is so much to see, and life is short. Today is more than adequate testimony to that,'' Adele said.

      ''Where is your husband today?'' Reverend Smith asked Emily. ''He and Peter were such good friends, I'm surprised he wasn't at the funeral.''

      ''In court. Seemingly a very urgent case came up yesterday, and he was called to the bar.'' Emily had been relieved when he'd told her he wasn't coming. He would have dominated the whole day and made it insufferable for her. The sound of his booming voice embarrassed her.

      ''Do you have any sherry?'' Reverend Smith asked.

      ''Of course. I didn't know you drank,'' Adele said.

      ''Just now and then,'' he lied. ''We can make a toast, to widows everywhere and their freedom.''

      When Reverend Smith finally got up to leave, he was quite unsteady on his feet. Adele looked at the sherry bottle; it was more than half empty. When Emily waved goodbye, Adele went to her bedroom and left the servants to clean the mess. Why do funerals always degenerate into drink, she wondered. She ran the bell for her ladies maid and waited. As she sat on the bed, she told herself again,  she wanted to be free, no second man.

      *****

      

      ''Ladies, more champagne, I think.'' Nicholas Geraghty let go of another cork. As it shot off to the ceiling, he put the bottle to his mouth and gulped the mass of white bubbles that exploded from it. The ladies giggled and applauded as he swallowed mouthful after mouthful.

      Nicholas, the heir to the Earldom of Borrowby, liked women. There was nothing he or anybody else could do about it. And women liked him, so much in fact, that he was never short of a pretty face to talk to, flirt with, or worse. Twenty-eight, and still not married, he was the talk of society. He thought it was his looks that did it, but he was wrong. Although very handsome, women found he had more qualities than just his looks. He was a nonconformist, something different in a sea of social similarity. He wore different clothes, told people what he thought and never backed down from an argument or a fight.

      Nicholas lived in a wing of Lotherton Hall, a stately home which had been in the family for three hundred years. His father was disappointed in him, calling him lazy, and a womanizer. He was rich enough not to have to work, and didn't. But what nobody knew, was that he donated a lot of money to the local orphanage. As a boy, he'd been playing in a wood on the boundaries of their three thousand acre estate and seen a group of four young boys playing on the other side of the wall. He'd talked to them and was horrified to learn that they were orphans. He was, even more, horrified to learn that they received regular beatings, and the only prospects they had, was a life of near slavery in the local tin mine. When he was older, he'd arranged for all of those boys to have jobs on one of the farms his father owned. At least, they'd be outside in the fresh air, he'd thought. One of them was now a farm manager, with a family and two lovely girls. The other three had all married local women and were great father's and husbands.

      Lady Emily, Lady Georgina, and Lady Charlotte were all just nineteen and the latest in a wave of women who fancied their chances at being Lady Gerathy. He jumped back onto the sofa, champagne in hand, landing between the three beauties. Each of them looked at him affectionately, as they held out their empty glasses to be charged.

      ''Why have you never married?'' Emily asked, her eyes fluttering at him.

      ''I enjoy my life as it is. Look, today I have the pleasure of the company of three beautiful women. I couldn't do that if I was married.'' Nicolas leaned to Emily and kissed her on the cheek. She blushed and giggled. The other two glared at her.

      ''But you should marry before you become even older,'' Charlotte added.

      ''I am still young, and I have time. Why marry when I'm having so much fun.''

      ''But what about an heir,'' Georgina asked, genuinely concerned for him.

      ''Ah, well, that may be a reason to marry. The only one as far as I can see. I suppose one day I will be forced into it.'' His eyes looked momentarily sad. ''Now, which one of you lovely ladies would like to accompany me to my chamber?'' he asked unashamedly.

      All three gasped. A thought too dangerous to contemplate, yet enticing, appealing, and perhaps the only way to achieve their goal.

      As Lady Emily and Lady Charlotte descended the sandstone staircase to their carriages, they looked up at the first floor and wondered what was happening behind the curtains. Lady Georgina, the most beautiful of the three, had been the first to nod at Nicholas' proposal. In an instant, she'd found herself upstairs with her gown around her ankles and Nicholas lying between her wide open legs.

      *****

      

      ''But how can that be true?'' Adele said.

      The man sitting opposite her was large and intimidating. A fighter and a small time criminal. When he'd arrived at the house, the butler had wanted to call the police, but Adele had insisted on seeing him. He'd made such a fuss, and she didn't want the man to strike Arthur. When he'd taken off his cap, she'd gasped at his shaven head. Until then, he'd looked half reasonable, but totally bald he looked evil.

      ''I'm telling you it's true. Your husband had a lucky escape.''

      ''What do you mean lucky? How is dying, lucky?''

      ''If you knew the people I do, then you would think him lucky to have died rather than fall into their hands.''

      Adele wrung her hands and threw her eyes to the ceiling in despair. How could he have done it to her? She'd loved him, looked after him, decorated his house and tried to have his children. Tried so hard. ''What does it all mean, I still don't fully understand.''

      Giles Kellet's hands were large, and Adele jumped when he clapped them together in frustration. He knew that the lady was innocent, a gentle creature, but he was beginning to find her ignore of her late husband’s affairs, frustrating. ''I will explain it one more time.'' He leaned forward and lowered his voice, hoping she would understand this time. ''Your husband paid me to murder someone of his acquaintance. I'm not a murderer,'' he said almost proudly as if it was a lifetime achievement. ''I passed the order on to someone I know, who is very much a murderer.'' Adele nodded, her brain full of horrible images. ''The problem is, your husband died without paying us. As his widow, we are appealing to your kindness to see that your husband's debt is honored.''

      ''But........'' Adele held her breath and tried to express herself clearly. ''Did the murder take place?'' She winced. She sounded as if she was involved, a party to the deadly deed.

      ''Not yet, but it will. After you've paid us.''

      ''Mr. Kellet,'' she doubted that was his real name. ''if you haven't carried out my husband's wishes, then how can you justify your fee?''

      ''The deal was, he would pay us upfront, and he didn't.''

      Adele had a sudden rush of bravery. ''Quite preposterous, coming in here, asking me to pay for something my husband allegedly asked you to do. I will not pay. The police would be very interested in your story.''

      Kellet's eyes narrowed and his expression sinister. He leaned even further forward on his chair and grasped Adele's knee. When he looked at her, he saw fear, genuine fear and he loved it. ''You will pay, and the person will be killed. If you do not, I will let it be known in society that your husband was a murderer. What will that do to your reputation?'' He let go of her, and she instantly began to rub the place where his hands had gripped her.

      ''But I don't want to be responsible for.....''

      ''Shut up you stupid woman,'' he lost his temper. ''You have two weeks to pay or face the consequences.''

      Adele began to weep. ''How much is it?'' She just wanted him to go.

      ''Thirty thousand pounds.''

      ''But I don't have that much. I could never pay you.....''

      She saw his eyes shift around the room, looking at all the valuable porcelain. ''Ah, but you're wrong aren't you? You can pay, you just need to....'' he searched for the words. ''Liquidize your assets. This house, your land, your possessions, I'm sure they are worth enough to cover it.''

      Adele didn't know how much everything was worth, but she did know she didn't have that kind of money in cash, not even a third of it. Kellet stood up and looked at her. She seemed to have shrunk since his arrival in her house. She'd sat upright and attentively, now she was hunched in the chair, her head hanging, and her hands white as they clasped each other.

      ******

      

      Bartholomew Pimms looked like his name, brash. Tall, well over six feet, he was twenty-nine and already at the top of his profession. Dressed in a bright red coat with a yellow waistcoat, he was barrel-chested, much like many of the criminals he defended. Adele imagined him in his wig, playing to the jury in a courtroom. Making events sound more dramatic than they actually were.

      ''Elanor told me you wanted to talk to me,'' he said, as he sat in the same seat Kellet had, just a few hours earlier.

      Adele didn't like him, but she knew of nobody else better placed to advise her. She hated having to reveal this to him. She knew how he would react when she told him. He would gloat, he'd always told her, her husband was a good for nothing. You should have married me, was another statement she expected him to use. ''I have a problem of the gravest nature.''

      Bartholomew leaned back. Very little appeared grave to him anymore. He knew all the country's worst criminals, and he'd seen most of life's gruesome twists. ''Tell me.''

      ''There was a man here, this afternoon. A terrifying man.'' She fought more tears. The ringlets in her hair bobbing up and down as she shook her head in disbelief. ''He asked me to pay him thirty thousand pounds.''

      ''For what,'' he said in his courtroom voice, his hand flicking across his large hooked nose. Something he did when he didn't believe what he was being told.

      ''Listen, Bartholomew, please don't let this get out.'' He nodded. ''The man said that Peter had asked him to kill someone and that he hadn't paid him for doing so.''

      Bartholomew raised his eyebrows. This was graver than he had expected. ''For murdering who, exactly?''

      ''He didn't tell me.''

      ''Did he carry out Peter's request?''

      ''I asked him that too. He said no. He told me Peter had promised to pay him in advance.''

      ''Why didn't you tell him to call off the deed and go away.''

      ''I did, sort of. But he threatened me. He's going to reveal the details to society if I don't pay.''

      ''Scoundrel. You should have married me, Adele. When you had the chance. Why didn't you?''

      She wanted to tell him the reason. The real reason. Because I think you are conceited, pompous and ugly. But she needed him to help her. ''It's a long time ago.''

      ''But I loved you. You turned me down in a brutal, frank, manner.''

      ''Bartholomew, please. I know I hurt you, and I'm sorry. But we can't go back. What good is it dragging up the past?''

      He nodded. ''But I told you Peter was a good for nothing.''

      ''What do you propose I do?'' she said, trying to drive him in another direction.

      ''Tell the police,'' he said, simply. Was that all he could come up with, she thought? A barrister, in the most important court in the land, and all he could tell her was something a child could have come up with.

      ''But it will become common knowledge if I do that.''

      ''Yes, most likely it will.''

      He wasn't helping at all. ''Then I will pay him. I don't want Peter's good name to be dragged through the mud, and I certainly don't want to be cast from society, I have nothing else.''

      ''Those are your choices. Either tell the police or pay him. But if you pay him you will become an accessory to murder.'' Adele hadn't thought of that. So I face prison for murder, or being cast out of society into a life of shame, she concluded, and there was nothing Bartholomew Pimms could do to help her.

      *****

      

      Nicholas Geraghty lay in bed and glanced at Georgina. She was his most beautiful conquest of the year so far, and there had been many. He stroked her naked back as she lay face down. She was still fast asleep. Nicholas was a demanding lover, and he'd totally exhausted her. She groaned as his hand slid down her back, onto her buttocks. Just as his hand was about to slip somewhere indelicate, there was a loud knock at the door. He jumped out of bed and covered himself in a dressing gown. He opened the door slightly; it was the butler, Manningham.

      ''Sir, Earl Geraghty has asked me to tell you he expects you in his study in ten minutes.'' Manningham knew Nicholas had a woman in his bedroom. He usually threw the door wide open when he knocked, but opening it just slightly was a sign that he was hiding someone.

      ''Oh, how tiresome. What does he want?'' Nicholas swept his hand through his unkempt hair.

      ''I'm afraid he didn't tell me what he wants to talk to you about sir.''

      He returned to bed and pulled the covers off Georgina, who felt a sudden rush of cold air and woke up. She rolled over, revealing herself to him. He was sorely tempted by her, but his father was fierce sometimes, and he wanted to avoid confrontation.

      ''Get dressed, you have to leave,'' he said.

      She looked insulted. She'd expected to be invited for breakfast, perhaps to meet his parents, and spend a lazy day, walking the gardens and getting to know him better. If she had known him better, she would have realized that he did this with every woman obliging enough to share his bed. He had sex with them and kicked them out of the house without further ado.

      After he's seen her down the rear staircase, he washed and dressed. He walked down the long landing and took the grand staircase to the entrance hall where his father's dogs were lying. One of them got up and walked with him to his father's study. His father was a fair man, long suffering. He knew his son had a heart of gold, but he was angry with him on this particular morning, very angry.

      Nicholas stood in front of his father's desk, his father seated behind it. He stood like a boy summoned to the headmaster's room after some terrible misdemeanor.

      ''Georgina Fletcher,'' his father said. ''Where is she?''

      ''I have no idea,'' Nicholas replied. Technically he didn't know where she was, exactly. But he did know her whereabouts, in a carriage he had provided, on her way home.

      ''Don't give me that. You know darn well where she is. She's in your bedroom.''

      ''No father, she is not.'' He tried not to grin.

      ''Well, she was a few moments ago.''

      Should I deny it, Nicholas thought. It had never worked before. ''Yes, she spent the night with me.''

      He had never seen his father so angry before. ''Do you know who she is?'' he snarled. His gray hair flopped over his forehead as he looked down at his clenched fists.

      ''Er.......not exactly......she's.''

      ''She's the daughter of Lord Fletcher of Banbury.''

      The name meant nothing to Nicholas. “Who's that?''

      ''Who's that?'' his father mocked. ''He's in charge of the police. The most powerful man in the bloody country.'' He didn't often swear. ''And you had to bed his daughter,'' Nicholas noted his father's white knuckles. ''Do you know how awkward this is?''

      Nicholas shook his head. In reality, he didn't care. He'd had his fun with Georgina. She'd been good in bed, remarkably good. One of the best ever.

      ''You use women. You think they are here to serve your seemingly insatiable sexual appetite,'' his father said. Nicholas wanted to nod because that's exactly what he thought the role of women was in society. He'd once shocked a friend by telling him that the only place he wanted to see women was in his bed with their legs open. ''Her father has demanded an apology. Her mother was out of her mind with worry when she didn't come home with the others. You will travel to Lord Fletcher's office, go down on your knees and beg his forgiveness. Do you understand?''

      Nicholas nodded reluctantly and turned away to leave the room. ''I haven't finished with you yet,'' his father shouted. ''This really is the limit. I want you to marry, and stop this ridiculous behavior. So here is what I propose: you will find a wife within the next six months, or I will disinherit you, and  your younger brother will inherit everything.''

      ''But......'' he realized it was no use, his father was already waving his hand for him to leave the room.

      *****

      

      The annual hunt ball was a grand affair. Peter had been a great enthusiast of the sport, and he and Adele had attended each year. The President of the Banbury Fox Hounds had invited Adele this year as well, in Peter's memory. She hadn't wanted to go, she was happy at home, but she'd felt obliged. She knew a lot of the members and didn't' want to appear ungrateful for all their support after Peter had died. Held in the ballroom at Greenfield Castle close to Banbury, it was attended by over three hundred people, including Nicholas.

      When his carriage dropped him off at the Castle, he was in the company of David Henderson. They had been to Eton together, and apart from when Nicholas was pestering women, they were inseparable. Nicholas cast his blue eyes around the ballroom, looking for more prey. David noticed and recognized that look.

      ''I thought your father had told you not to,'' David said inquisitively.

      Nicholas stroked his chin and pursed his lips. ''He did, but it's so tempting. Look at all these angels, just look at them,'' his hand made a sweeping gesture as if he was spreading seed in a field. ''It's more than any man can bear.''

      ''Stop your philandering and find a wife, it's serious. Do you want to be disinherited?''

      ''No, of course not. But I don't want to marry either. Outside the bedroom, women are insufferable, and I'll only marry when I really need an heir, not before.''

      ''Then you will be poor,'' David said in a matter of fact way.

      He's right, Nicholas thought. I have no choice. Contemplating the end of his carefree days was more than he could bear. He cursed his father and followed David to the bar where they downed two glasses of champagne rapidly.

      ''I'm Nicholas Gerathy,'' he said putting out his hand to the woman next to him.

      ''Adele Vaughan,'' she replied. He looked at her. Even more beautiful than Georgina, he decided. He liked delicate women with a large bust. He peered  into her blue eyes and saw pain.

      ''Are you alright?'' he asked.

      He was handsome she thought, dark hair and a strong face with green eyes and a white smile, he looked healthy and fun to be with. But she'd seen men like him before. He was a womanizer, of that there was no doubt. ''What business is it of yours?'' It was harsh, but her life was in turmoil, and the last thing she wanted was an evening with such a man.

      Nicholas was taken aback. No woman had ever spoken to him like that before. ''I'm sorry if I have offended you.''

      ''You have. You addressed me without introduction, and what makes you think there is anything wrong with me? And what made you think you can be so forward with me?''

      ''Forward? I am forward when I want to be and with whom I want.'' Nicholas was irritated by her. Beautiful she may be, but just a woman.

      ''No, tell me. Why do you think there is anything the matter with me?''

      ''If you must know, your eyes look sad.''

      ''Oh, my eyes, indeed,'' she spoke sarcastically. ''Do you always look so intrusively into a lady's eyes on first meeting them?''

      ''Miss Vaughan, I really don't know what to say.''

      ''Mrs.''

      ''What?''

      ''I am Lady Vaughan, not Miss. Do I look like an unmarried woman?''

      Nicholas was beginning to wish he'd stayed away from the ball. He looked jealously across at David, who'd drifted over the room to talk to a beautiful young woman in a pink dress. ''I am not sure if it is possible to see by merely looking at a woman, whether she is married or not,'' he offered. Adele turned her back to him and struck up a conversation with the old man next to her.

      “She's the most irritating woman I have ever encountered,'' he told David. ''Do you know who she is?''

      ''Adele Vaughan. Her husband was killed during a hunt some time ago,'' the young woman in pink said.

      ''This is Miss Julia Leatham,'' David said, by way of introduction. Nicholas bowed, and she curtsied.

      ''A very irritating woman. More irritating than I have ever encountered,'' he said, thrusting his hand into his cutaway coat.

      ''Pleas sir, you put me in a very difficult situation,'' Julia said, putting a hand to her cheek in shock.

      ''I apologize. Perhaps you would tell me why you feel disadvantaged?'' Nicholas asked.

      ''She is my eldest sister's, best friend. My sister is called Eleanor Pimms.''

      ''Ah. I'm sorry for embarrassing you. What is she really like?'' He had to shout over the orchestra now; they had started the first dance of the evening. ''I can't believe she is always so sensitive.''

      ''Whenever I have spoken to her, she has been most agreeable. Perhaps the manner in which you spoke to her was deficient.''

      Deficient, me, he thought. ''Perhaps. But she is a most interesting woman.'' He meant her looks.

      ''If sir, you have any intentions toward her, I would advise you to turn them to another woman,'' Julia said.

      ''Why?''

      ''She doesn't want to have another man in her life.'' Julia took a fan out of her bag and wafted it around in front of her face. ''My sister told me. They discussed it at her husband's funeral. She's adamant she wants to enjoy her freedom, without male interference.''

      ''Indeed, interesting,'' he said, his eyes floating in Adele's direction again. With her hair pinned up and a tiara on her head, she looked regal. He loved the shape of her neck, suddenly wanting to run his fingers over its delicate contours.

      ''David, go to her and tell her I'm sorry.''

      ''What?'' David pulled his head back in surprise.

      ''Go to Lady Vaughan and tell her I am sorry.  Ask her if I may approach her again.''

      ''Heavens, Nicholas, can't you do that yourself?'' David said.

      ''No, I can't. I don't think she will entertain speaking to me. Go and tell her I am extremely sorry.''

      David reluctantly wandered across the room. ''Lady Vaughan, please excuse me. I am a friend of the man you were just speaking to, Mr. Nicholas Geragthy'' He became nervous when he noticed the expression of indifference on her face. ''He has asked me to tell you he is sorry for his behavior. Very sorry.''

      Adele was beginning to find the whole evening quite tiresome. It reminded her of Peter, and now this with Mr. Geragthy ''Can't Mr. Geragthy come and apologize?''

      ''He thought you would not speak to him.''

      ''Tell me about him. Who is he?''

      ''Mr. Geragthy is my best friend.'' David was careful not to say too much about Nicholas's view on women. ''He's the heir to the Earl of Borrowby.'' Adele listened more intently now. The Earl of Borrowby was one of the richest men in the country.

      ''Then send him to see me, we got off on the wrong foot. I'd like to make amends.''

      Nicholas could see by the look on David's face that he'd been successful. Without saying anything to him, he passed him and in no time was standing next to Adele.

      ''Lady Vaughan, I apologize for my behavior earlier.''

      ''Yes, your friend told me you would.'' Her expression relaxed, almost smiling. ''I am sorry too. I have been under a lot of strain recently.''

      ''Perhaps you would do me the honor of dancing with me?'' he asked. When she nodded, his heart lifted.

      They spent the next hour, dancing and conversing. Suddenly she was bright and enthused by him. She was plotting. She fell to the floor. ''Lady Vaughan,'' he exclaimed as people stood in a ring around her. He tapped her face lightly, and she opened her eyes and groaned.

      ''Please help me to my feet. I felt quite faint suddenly.'' Nicholas helped her up and took her to the balcony, where he ordered sweet tea. ''I am so worried, it is ruining my health,'' she said, in a low helpless voice.

      ''What is worrying you?''

      ''I have terrible money troubles. Oh.......'' she began to cry.

      Totally taken in by her beauty and vulnerability, he leaned towards her and spoke softly. ''Lady Vaughan, perhaps you would allow me to help you.''

      ''Oh, that would be so kind of you. But I'm afraid my troubles are very grave indeed.'' Hooked him, she thought.

      *****

      

      Nicholas woke up early the next morning. As his valet dressed him, he looked out of the window over the land his family owned and thought about Adele. Was he being cruel or heartless? She was a widow, could he really be so mean to her? Would she really go for it?

      David had stayed the night, and at breakfast, Nicholas sent the servants away. ''I want to talk to you, David,'' he said.

      David knew him well, and the tone of his voice told him Nicholas was scheming. ''What about?'' he asked, as he bit into a sausage.

      ''Lady Vaughan.''

      Not again, David thought. ''What about her?''

      ''She's the ideal candidate.''

      ''Heavens, Nicholas, stop playing games and spit it out. What are you cooking up?''

      ''She's a widow, right?'' David nodded. ''She doesn't want to get married again?'' David remembered that's what Julia had said, he nodded. ''Then she may well agree to be my fiancee without actually marrying me.''

      David was lost. ''Why do you think she'll do that?''

      ''Because, dear boy,'' Nicholas looked like someone who had just won a lot of money at cards, ''she has money troubles.''

      ''You mongrel, you absolute mongrel,'' David exclaimed. ''She's a widow, how could you be so cruel? Using her disadvantage for your own gain.''

      ''That's the way the world works,'' Nicholas said, tipping his chair backwards on two legs.

      ''You would have her agree to be your fiancee in exchange for money? Just so your father doesn't disinherit you?'' David was genuinely shocked. Nicholas had just achieved a new low in his estimation. ''And you will continue to have your way with different women despite having a fiancee?''

      ''You know me too well,'' Nicholas said, smiling at him.

      ''Disgraceful.''

      *****

      

      Adele looked out of her carriage window to the rooks, nesting on top of the home of the Earl of Borrowby. So this was where Nicholas lived. A majestic stately home, a place of serenity and graceful charm. As her coach drew up, Nicholas bounded down the steps and onto the driveway.

      ''Lady Vaughan, I am so happy you were able to accept my invitation to tea.''

      ''It's a pleasure. I didn't know you lived in such a beautiful home.''

      ''It is nice isn't it?''

      She took his arm, and they walked up into the house. Nicholas' wing of the house was just as magnificently decorated as the rest. It was really a large apartment, decorated with cream walls and gold leaf cornices. Adele was impressed by the pictures of his ancestors. Each framed in gold, staring back at her, expressionless.

      When the tea arrived, Nicholas poured. They looked at each other as they took their first sip, each wanting to speak but not quite daring.

      ''May I ask you to elaborate on the kind offer of assistance you made the other evening,'' she said.

      ''I am glad you mentioned it. I have a proposal to make.''

      Anything but marriage, she thought. ''Yes, please go ahead.''

      ''I think we can do a deal,'' he kept his eyes on hers, waiting for a reaction. When there was none, he continued. ''You need money, and I need a fiancee.''

      ''Please, let me explain,'' she interjected. ''I don't want to.....''

      ''Marry again,'' he finished the sentence for her. ''I know you don't. I am not proposing marriage.''

      She looked confused. ''Then what? You mentioned the word fiancee.''

      ''My father has told me he will disinherit me if I don't find a wife. I don't want a wife, but if we were engaged it would pacify him, and we could call off the engagement later.''

      ''And in return you will assist me financially?'' she asked.

      ''Yes. That's the deal.''

      ''I need thirty thousand,'' she winced.

      ''That's a lot of money.'' It was, but Nicholas had that kind of money at his disposal.

      ''If it's too much, I........''

      ''No, not at all, I will help you.''

      ''But there is one more thing,'' she said. ''I would like to keep a high degree of freedom.''

      Nicholas gave a sigh of relief. ''So would I, so would I.'' He was already making lists of new conquests.

      *****

      

      ''So, you've seen sense at last. Good choice.'' Kellet said pocketing the large envelope.

      Adele had been trembling since he'd arrived. He looked somehow more brutal than he had on his previous visit. ''Do whatever you want, but never come back here again, and if any of this can be traced back to me, please know I have friends in high places.''

      ''Not so high they could help you now, though,'' he smirked. ''So how did you come by this amount? You don't seem to have sold any property. Sold your body did you?'' She pulled back from him as he stepped forward, grinning.

      ''It's no business of yours.''

      ''Well then, I'll be on my way. Nice doing business with you,'' he held out his hand. Adele turned her head away and ignored him.

      *****

      

      ''Lady Vaughan, I must say I am very pleased to hear you and my son have become engaged.'' Earl Borrowby said. ''I had given him up as a lost cause.''

      Adele and Nicholas had agreed to spend two days a week together. Keeping up appearances. Earl Borrowby was delighted that Nicholas had finally committed himself, and he'd given up all thought of disinheriting his son. He liked Adele; she seemed mature, and he was convinced she would teach his son to value women as equals. Why he didn't already, would remain a mystery.

      ''We are pleased too, aren't we?'' Adele looked at Nicholas.

      ''Yes, yes, we are,'' he said. He'd been daydreaming.

      ''Good, well, it's lovely to meet you. I must be off now, a lot to do.'' He walked across the hall and suddenly stopped. ''It's a terrible business isn't it?''

      Adele and Nicholas looked at each other. ''What father?'' Nicholas asked.

      ''That barrister, murdered. What was his name, Bartholomew Pimms.''

      Adele turned white. Nicholas looked at his father indifferently. ''Never heard of him,'' he said.

      ''The best barrister in the country. Stabbed to death on his way home from court. It's in the newspaper.''

      ''Pimms, I've met someone called Pimms,'' Nicholas began to think. ''No she wasn't called Pimms, her sister was. She was called Julia......''

      ''Leatham,'' Adele said.

      ''Yes, Leatham. She said you were her sister's best friend. She was called Pimms. Is it any relation?''

      ''His wife,'' Adele sat down.

      ''You look terrible. Did you know him?''

      ''Of course, I knew him very well.''

      Nicholas sat down next to her. His father left the room, shaking his head. ''Can I get you something?'' he asked.

      ''Perhaps a little brandy,'' she said. ''A terrible shock indeed,'' she added.

      As the weeks went by, their agreement held wonderfully. Adele had thought it would be tedious to have to pretend to be his fiancee, and, even more, tedious to have to spend so much time in his company. But she began to look forward to her visits to his house.

      When Nicholas made love to a woman, he was finding it increasingly difficult to concentrate. All too often his thoughts would drift to Adele. It was her moving under him, her kissing him and her legs wrapping themselves around his back.

      Adele spent most of her free time comforting Eleanor. Eleanor had always complained about Bartholomew, but now he was gone, she could talk of nothing else but her beloved husband. Inside, Adele was riddled with guilt. She tried to dismiss any thought that it was her money that had financed Bartholomew's death. No, Peter would never have wanted to have him killed. It was all a cruel coincidence.

      One day, however, her illusions were shattered. She woke at seven in the morning to hammering on the door. When the butler opened, two policemen pushed him aside and stepped into her house. ''Where's Lady Vaughan,'' the larger of the two asked.

      ''In bed.''

      ''Then wake her and ask her to come downstairs, we want to talk to her.''

      When Adele saw her visitors, she felt faint. Two men dressed in blue uniforms with numbers on their shoulders and truncheons hanging from their belts.

      ''Lady Vaughan,'' the more senior of them began. ''We understand you knew Mr. Bartholomew Pimms.''

      Adele sat down, her ghostly complexion already answering his question. ''Yes.''

      ''We believe you had something to do with his murder.''

      That was it. She would rot in a damp prison cell, surrounded by women as evil as her. ''What makes you think that?''

      ''We have arrested a man called Wright, a grave digger.''

      Adele didn't know a gravedigger called Wright. ''I have no idea who he is,'' she said honestly.

      ''He has confessed to the murder of Mr. Pimms and has told us that he carried out the killing on your behalf.

      Adele knew Kellet, but not Cyril Wright. Keep denying it, she told herself. You really don't know this man. ''But I don't know him, really, I have no idea who he is.''

      ''Adele Vaughan, I am arresting you in connection with the murder of Mr. Bartholomew Pimms.'' He finished the usual speech about staying silent and took her by the arm. As they escorted her from the house, she was all too aware of her servants, as they watched in disbelief.

      *****

      

      When Adele didn't come to see him, as arranged, Nicholas became agitated. He'd begun to look forward to her visits, and her sudden absence made him aware how much. He took his horse and rode to Newdene Hall. When he knocked on the front door, Arthur answered.

      ''The police have taken her away,'' he said, white as a sheet.

      At the police station, he was greeted by Sergeant Musgrave. “Where is she and why are your holding her?'' Nicholas demanded to know.

      The sergeant looked at Nicholas as if he was insane. ''Who are you talking about?''

      ''Lady Adele Vaughan, who else?''

      ''She's helping us with our inquiries,'' he said, pushing Nicholas away from him.

      ''Into what? She's a lady, not a common criminal.''

      ''It's none of your business. Who are you?'' the sergeant was thinking of arresting him for impertinence.

      ''I'm her fiancee.'' He was surprised how proud he was calling himself that.

      ''Then you should know she's being held on suspicion of murdering Bartholomew Pimms.'' He folded his arms and looked please with himself.

      ''Are you out of your mind?'' Nicholas said. ''What on earth makes you think that?''

      ''We've got a witness.''

      ''This is the most ridiculous thing I have ever heard. How do you think a delicate female could possibly murder a man in that way?'' Nicholas had read that Pimms had been stabbed to death.

      ''I'm not saying she did it herself, but she organized it.''

      ''You haven't heard the last of this. By the time I'm finished with you, those stripes on your arm will be a distant memory as you walk down the street behind a broom.'' Nicholas was incensed.

      *****

      

      Lord Fletcher of Banbury was at home, luckily. The last time Nicholas had spoken to him, it was to apologize for taking his daughter to bed. He'd done what his father had requested, and begged for forgiveness, really begged for the first time in his life. He hoped he wouldn't bump into Georgina, that would be too embarrassing.

      As he stood in the same place he had a few weeks earlier, nerves began to get the better of him. It was the incessant ticking of the grandfather clock in the corner of Lord Fletcher's study. He'd been ushered into the room by a footman and left waiting. When the door opened, he stood upright.

      ''You again,'' Lord Fletcher said. He was tall and lean, like a military officer. ''What do you want now? You haven't been with my daughter again, have you?'' he held Nicholas by the shoulder and squeezed.

      ''No sir. I come about something else.''

      ''Well, it was very brave of you to come and apologize last time. Very manly to stand in front of a woman's father and admit you'd bedded her. So speak, what do you want?''

      ''You are the highest policeman in the land, are you not?'' Lord Fletcher nodded and scratched his gray sideburns. ''The police in Banbury have arrested Mrs. Adele Vaughan, on suspicion of having something to do with Bartholomew Pimm's murder. She's a lady, I'm sure she didn't do it.''

      ''I can arrange bail for her, nothing more. I am not in the habit of interfering with my detectives.''

      ''If you could arrange for her to be released on bail, I would be most grateful.'' It was better than nothing, Nicholas thought.

      *****

      

      When Nicholas collected Adele from the police station, she looked drawn. ''I'm taking you back to my house, you need looking after,'' he'd said. But she'd refused. She wanted to go home, she was exhausted.

      ''I don't know how you did it, but thank you for securing my release.'' She held his arm, as he helped her to her front door.

      ''I did it because I ......'' he stopped, unsure of himself.

      ''Because you what?'' she looked at him.

      Forget it. ''Because I have grown very fond of you.''

      ''Fond?'' she repeated.

      ''Alright, more than fond, I am in love with you.''

      Adele looked at him. Poor man, he's fallen in love with a murderer, a woman who will be locked up forever. ''Nicholas, I have developed strong feelings for you as well. But I have to talk to you about something.''

      Arthur held the door open, pleased to see Adele again. ''Tea, my Lady?'' he asked.

      ''Yes, please, tea.''

      They sat opposite each other and said nothing. Nicholas felt vulnerable. He'd told her of his feelings and received little in return.

      ''Nicholas, I have to confess to something, something terrible, that will prevent us from ever being together.'' She looked at his expression, and her heart sank. ''I am in love with you too.'' Nicholas beamed and took her hands, but she remained serious, and something told him to pull away again. ''But I did have something to do with the death of...''

      She stopped as someone knocked on the front door. She remained silent, waiting for Arthur to deal with it. But Arthur came into the room with a disapproving look on his face. ''Mr. Kellet is here again.'' Adele got up and followed Arthur to the front door. Kellet was standing on the doorstep. He was holding an envelope.

      ''May I come in and speak to you?'' he said.

      Adele drew breath. She stood aside and showed him into the dining room. ''Say what you have to say and leave, I'm already in enough trouble.''

      ''This is for you,'' he handed her the envelope.

      ''What is it?''

      ''Thirty thousand.''

      ''What?''

      ''The money you gave me, I'm returning it.''

      ''I don't.......'' Adele was speechless.

      ''It seems we were too late. So I'm doing the honorable thing and returning your cash.''

      ''What do you mean, too late?''

      ''Well, someone got to Mr. Pimms before we could. Someone else killed him. It seems he had more than one enemy.''

      ''Do you mean you didn't kill him? Or anyone to do with you?''

      He shook his head. ''No,''

      ''Why did my husband want him killed anyway?'' She'd been too afraid to ask before, but now it didn't matter.

      ''Mr. Pimms had been blackmailing your husband.''

      ''Why?''

      ''I'm sorry to tell you, your late husband was having an affair with Mrs. Pimms younger sister. Miss Leatham. Pimms found out about it and threatened to tell you.''

      ''What?'' Adele's heart was racing. ''I don't believe it.''

      ''Well, believe what you want, but you have your money, and your conscience should be clear now.''

      Adele went back to Nicholas after Kellet had left.

      ''You were about to tell me something important I think,'' he said.

      She looked dazed. ''What? Oh, no it's not important now. Do you think I could become you proper fiancee?'' she asked.

      He didn't care what had changed. He just got up and took her in his arms. ''I would like nothing more.''

      *****

      

      That evening, Adele gave Nicholas the money back. He didn't want to know what had happened. He assumed something positive had taken place and relieved her of debt.

      That evening, she also gave herself to him for the first time. She'd flirted mercilessly with him at dinner, and by the time she let him into her bedroom, he was on fire.

      Nicolas undressed Adele hastily and threw her onto the bed, catching a glimpse of her pink folds between her legs. Still dressed, he placed his mouth on her and ran his tongue around her entrance. Adele shivered with pleasure. Then he used his tongue to stroke her folds, flickering upwards to find her bud. Adele let out a moan, so Nicolas inserted a finger into her wet womanhood. Adele moaned louder this time. When he inserted a second finger, he felt her tighten and heard her scream out his name. When she relaxed again, he paused to let her catch her breath. Then he kissed her clitoris ever so slightly, and he heard her gasp. He moved his fingers slowly, massaging the swollen spot deep inside her. Her moans sounded more desperate this time, and as he moved his tongue gently in circles, she came again, and again.

      Nicolas wiped his mouth and removed his trousers, his penis yearning to break free. Adele lay motionless on the bed, spent, her eyes taking in his muscles and all of his manhood, large, red, throbbing. She rose to her knees and took his penis into her hand and drew it into her mouth. She loved how soft the skin felt, a silk cover for a hard rod.

      “Stop,” Nicolas said with a husky voice. “I wish to pleasure you. I’ve never before felt such a desire to pleasure a woman.” He lowered his fiancee onto her back and gently placed himself on top of her. He kissed her like he had kissed no other woman, gently but passionately.

      “Enter me,” Adele whispered, feeling his member tease around her opening.

      Nicolas lowered his hand to his penis and guided it to the entrance. Then he slowly thrust his hips forward, Adele gasping as it slid against her walls. She raised her hips and Nicolas moaned this time. He moved slowly, sliding in and sliding out, and when Adele grabbed his buttocks, he started to pound against her, driven by the rhythm of her moans. Adele felt the pressure building in her vagina, up through her abdomen, and when Nicolas rubbed her clitoris, she came again. She tightened around him, and he could no longer contain himself, and he came, spilling his warm seed inside the woman he loved.

      When they lay spent, their bodies entwined, she looked at him and smiled. ''Did we really do a deal: money for engagement?'' He nodded and laughed. ''Well it went spectacularly wrong didn't it? '' He nodded, and they rolled about laughing, before entering into another bout of lovemaking, this time, slower, more sensual.

      *****

      

      Cyril Wright got life imprisonment for the murder of Bartholomew Pimms. According to the judge, the motive was money. He'd done gardening work for Pimms and never been paid. Bartholomew had argued that he'd claimed for more hours that he'd actually worked. He'd tried to make out that Adele had ordered the killing because he knew her husband was having an affair with Miss Leatham and it was easy to portray Adele as the vengeful wife.

      Nicholas and Adele married and had a child before the Earl died. As Earl, Nicholas employed many more orphans and had the old orphanage knocked down and rebuilt. He also paid for kinder staff.

      *****

      THE END

      

      The Duke of Ice – A Regency Romance

      Elizabeth Hawk had heard all the rumors about the Duke of Summerset, Harold Stonewall. She had heard that he aided the King in a decisive battle against the French. Some say he aided. Others say he smashed the French with a force of one-hundred men and then allowed the King to take most of the credit. She’d heard about his two years in France, hiding in barns and on farms to avoid being spotted. She’d heard about his reputed coldness, and his inability to show emotion of any kind. She’d heard that he was twenty-seven and had yet to take a wife.

      But Elizabeth knew other things, too, things about her own family. They were on the wrong side of a monstrous debt. They had been whittled down by war to one son and one daughter, and their extended family was non-existence, and their friends had become ghosts. Elizabeth knew that her family was on the verge of total collapse. Soon they would be nothing but a footnote in England’s history, something to be passed over with bored eyes.

      When she heard that the Duke of Summerset was holding a party and that she had been invited, she didn’t know how to feel. She spent her days sewing and repairing gowns, helping to tend the chickens and pigs and generally acting as un-ladylike as a supposed lady could. The Hawk family had let all their servants go. Father’s gambling debts had robbed them of most of their valuables. They were almost utterly ruined.

      But a party at Summerset Castle! As soon as Elizabeth heard about it, she was excited. She had not been to a party for two years. Her friends had abandoned her since Father had insulted all of their fathers. She had lived alone, Mother rarely talking, Father too busy with drinking and lamenting his past to engage in conversation. She spent her time when she wasn’t tending the livestock in books. Father had not sold their books, which was a small miracle in itself. She read as much as she could, if only to forget what was happening in the real world.

      When the missive came, Father peered at it through a haze of pipe-smoke and scrunched up his face. “What’s this, then?” he said. “The Duke of Summerset wants you, Elizabeth, to attend a party at his Castle? Well, I wonder what tricks he’s playing! I’ve heard lots about him; I have! Lots! I’ve heard that he drinks human blood. Oh, don’t look at me like that. It’s true! He’s a beast on the battlefield, and he drinks human blood! When he returned from France, the first thing he did was order a chalice of blood!”

      “Father…”

      “No!” He lurched when he shouted, spilling wine down his shirt, which was already sodden with sweat. “You cannot go!”

      “Dear, she can hardly refuse,” Mother murmured over her knitting. “Think how it would look. A Duke invites you to a party; you do not refuse. You accept, despite your misgivings.”

      Elizabeth allowed herself a small smile but quickly hid it with her hand. She made her face impassive again and then looked to Father, waiting for him to speak. She knew there was no use in pushing the matter. She simply had to wait. After a few minutes, Father let the letter drop to the floor and sucked on his pipe. “Fine,” he grumbled. “You can go.”

      Elizabeth did not show her joy. Inside she was jumping and cheering and screaming in excitement, but outside she was impassive and still as stone. Living around Father, one learnt to hide one’s emotions. Father was not overly fond of displays of inner feelings, and Elizabeth had learnt to make herself calm in almost every circumstances, even if she was only calm on the outside. Plus, the turmoil of the past years had dulled her emotions until it was difficult to feel anything not tinged with depression.

      But a party, a real party… that was something to look forward to.

      “Thank you, Father,” she said quietly.

      “You will need a dress,” Mother muttered.

      “Yes, Mother.”

      “You can have my good gown, the one I have saved.”

      Elizabeth knew all about this gown. It was beautiful and elegant, with gold trimming and forest-green silk. Father had sold all of their gowns, but Mother had not allowed him to sell this one. He had fought her, but she had persevered and managed to succeed in saving it.

      “Thank you, Mother,” Elizabeth said.

      

      *****

      

      The chandelier caught the summer light as it beamed through the high-set windows of Summerset Castle’s ball room. Elizabeth accepted a glass of wine from a server and walked to the edge of the room, where she could sit quietly and privately. The room was packed full of beautiful and noble people all laughing and joking with each other. There were only a few people not attached to a group. Elizabeth knew she had to wait to be approached by somebody, that it would be presumptuous and rude to merely attach herself to a group, but she was beginning to feel like a woman on an island sitting on this chair.

      Across the ballroom was Charlotte Festrew, a girl who had once been a friend of Elizabeth’s. Father had lost money to her father and had refused to pay until violence was threatened. Afterwards, Charlotte had sent Elizabeth a short note severing all ties between them. Elizabeth knew it was foolish to hope that Charlotte had miraculously changed her mind, but she decided to try and approach her anyway.

      Elizabeth’s legs were shaky, and her heart was like a war-drum, pounding, pounding. Charlotte was talking to a tall man with an elaborate beard, the mustache flicking upwards. She laughed at something he said and then turned to Elizabeth, the smile on her lips right up until the moment they met eyes. “You,” she said, her mouth hanging open for a moment.

      “Who is your friend?” the man said.

      “Elizabeth Hawk,” Charlotte said, with a worried look.

      “Hawk? Daughter of Francis Hawk? The philanderer!”

      “I do not believe he is a philanderer, sir, just a gambler.”

      “Ha! This birdy has a sharp beak indeed!”

      “Her family is in complete ruin,” Charlotte said, as though Elizabeth were not standing there. “Her father has completely trampled their finances. I’ve even heard rumors that her mother has taken to a situation in an estate, cleaning and helping with the children.”

      “That is not true,” Elizabeth said, aghast.

      Charlotte went on, oblivious of Elizabeth. “I’ve even heard whispers that the Father has taken to roaming the highways, pistol in hand, in the hopes of robbing some poor lord or lady.”

      “Liar!” Elizabeth whispered fiercely, not wishing to disturb the party.

      Charlotte turned to Elizabeth with a sad smile. “How are you even here, Elizabeth? Did you sneak in?”

      Elizabeth was appalled. What had she done to provoke such slander? She had never been anything but kind to Charlotte. Only two years ago they had walked together in her family’s woods, laughing and joking all the way, telling each other what great friends they were. And now here she was, being viciously abused. She didn’t know what to say. No words would form. She only stood there, mouth hanging open, tears stinging her eyes. No, she told herself. No, no, no. She made herself cold and forced the tears away.

      She is playing a dangerous game, the cold part of Elizabeth thought. Does she not recall what she told me, when we walked through the woods, about a certain night in the stables with the gardener?

      Charlotte and the man were laughing. Elizabeth forced herself to smile and then said, as pleasantly as she could: “Charlotte, you must tell me who does your gardens. If I recall correctly, they are absolutely beautiful.”

      Charlotte’s face dropped. She choked back a laugh. “I—I’m sure I don’t—know what you—”

      Elizabeth didn’t wait for her to stop stuttering. She walked straight to the door and into the gardens, where a few people strolled. She was able to find a bench and seated herself gratefully. A fine film of sweat had built upon her upper lip. She touched it with her fingertips and then looked upon the garden.

      “That was quite the show,” a voice said behind her.

      Elizabeth turned and the Duke of Summerset, Harold Stonewall, stepped forward.

      

      *****

      

      The Duke of Summerset was a well-built man, with a muscular body, strong shoulders, thick arms, and muscular legs. He wore a military jacket and soldier’s britches, adorned with a dozen or so medals. His face was clean-shaven, and his black hair was cropped close to his head. His jaw was square and strong. His eyes were blue tinged with purple. “I have frightened you,” he said. His voice was cold and calm, untouched by even the slightest emotion.

      “Not—not at all,” Elizabeth said, as she overcame the initial shock. “I merely came out here for some fresh air. I did not expect to see the Duke.”

      “Well, here I am.” He walked around to the bench and stood over her. “May I?”

      “Of course.”

      “What happened in there? Lady Barnes seemed quite angry with you.”

      “Our fathers do not agree on many things.”

      “I have heard,” the Duke said. “I have also heard that Lady Barnes can be sword-sharp with her tongue. You must tell me, how did you rebuff her?”

      “I’m sure you have more impressive tales,” Elizabeth said. “War, France, the King.”

      He waved his hand. “They are not nearly as impressive as a riposte as expertly executed as yours.”

      “It is rather a scandal,” Elizabeth said, whispering conspiratorially. “If I were to tell you, I would need your word that you would not spread the rumor.”

      “You have my word, upon the King,” the Duke said seriously.

      “Charlotte, two years ago, had a night in the stables with her family’s gardener.”

      “A night in the stables, you say? You mean they messed?”

      Elizabeth blushed to her ears. She looked down at her hands, into the bushes, anywhere but into his eyes. When she glanced back, she saw that the Duke was staring steadily at her, his eyes burning into her. She quickly looked away. “That is—err, I believe what happened.”

      The Duke nodded, and then jumped to his feet. He offered his arm. “Take a stroll with me, Elizabeth.”

      Elizabeth accepted his arm and together they began to walk around the gardens. She was aware of the jealous eyes that peeped from behind every bush, but she didn’t care about that. All her thoughts were seized by the Duke’s presence beside hers, by his arm on hers, by the hard muscle that Elizabeth could feel through the fabric of the Duke’s jacket. He led them far to the back of the garden, where none of the other party were, and they sat on a bench.

      “It is nice here,” Elizabeth said.

      “It’s private,” the Duke said.

      “Is that a good thing?”

      “It is a great thing,” the Duke said. “I do not want to share you with the rest of the party.”

      Elizabeth did not know what to say to this. She looked around the gardens, watching a butterfly chart its course from flower to flower, watching a caterpillar crawl over and around a leaf.

      “Tell me, Elizabeth, what do you crave most in the world?”

      Elizabeth was taken aback by this question and was not sure how to respond. What did she value most in the world? Was it riches? No. Was it love? Perhaps. Was it knowledge? Maybe. “I do not know,” Elizabeth said. “What do you, if I may, covet most?”

      The Duke shrugged. “I have no idea,” he said. “I merely follow the King, and do as the King orders me.”

      “That is a noble pursuit.”

      The Duke shrugged again. “Tell me, Elizabeth, have you ever been kissed?”

      Elizabeth was twenty years old, she had been an adult now for a long time, but she had never been kissed. She had thought impure thoughts before, and had felt horribly guilty afterwards, but in real life, she had never so much as been held by a man. “I have not,” she whispered.

      She almost flinched when the Duke’s hand touched her face. He brushed her chin with his fingertips and then turned her face toward him, so they were looking into each other’s eyes. His face was calm and composed. Elizabeth made her face calm and composed, though within she was more scared and excited and alive than she had ever been. The Duke moved his hand down from her chin to her throat, and then he leaned in and kissed her on the lips.

      The kiss was full of passion. Feelings Elizabeth had not even known she possessed woke within her. She closed her eyes and breathed in the scent of the Duke. He placed both his hands on her face and moved his tongue into her mouth. She allowed him, and then moved her tongue around with his, their tongues dancing. Her hands were on his shoulders, and then she pulled away, breathing heavily.

      “I can’t,” she said. “We are not married. We are not even engaged.”

      The Duke smiled. “The world is still so simple for you, isn’t it?”

      “I don’t know—”

      “I want you to stay at the Castle for a week or so, after the other guests have gone. I will write to your mother and father. It will be impossible for them to refuse.”

      “What ever for?” Elizabeth said.

      “So I can court you, of course, my lady.”

      Elizabeth felt herself blush a fierce red. A Duke had just told her he wanted to court her. She didn’t know what to say, so she said nothing. She only looked at him, straight in the eyes, to see if she could discover his intent. Why would a Duke want to court a poor girl from a minor family? Why would a Duke bother with her at all? Because you’re nothing like those backstabbing, two-faced, sadistic harlots in there, perhaps!

      The Duke once again offered his arm. And Elizabeth once again accepted. The Duke leaned in and kissed Elizabeth on the neck. Her skin pricked with warmth, and a tingly pleasure permeated her body.

      When they returned to the party, the Duke left immediately to write the letter to Mother and Father, which he would send by messenger this very day. Elizabeth could imagine her father’s fury at reading the letter, but the Duke was correct. He could not openly refuse without causing a scandal, and Father had had too many candles as it was.

      No, as far as Father was concerned, she was safe. But was she safe from the Duke? What, exactly, did he want from her? Thoughts whirred through her head, impure, un-ladylike thoughts, and feelings warred in her chest, lustful and frightening feelings.

      That night, as she laid her head down upon the guest bed, she dreamt of the Duke.

      

      *****

      

      Elizabeth woke the next morning to a knock at her door. She put on the robe the Duke’s servants had laid out in the room and went to the door. Opening it, she saw a young girl with a freckled face. “The Duke wants to know if you want to breakfast with him, misses.”

      “It would be my pleasure,” Elizabeth said, sounding much calmer than she felt. “I will be there presently.”

      She quickly dressed in a day dress and fixed her hair, so it fell loosely to her shoulders. She looked at herself in the mirror for a moment. Her skin was so white it was almost ghostly. Her eyes were dark blue, almost black. She was thin, with a thin waist and thin neck. Her cheekbones were set high in her face, and there was something behind her eyes: a hint of mischief, of dormant playfulness.

      When she entered the breakfast room, the Duke stood from his chair and waved Elizabeth in. The table was laden with pastries and cakes. The Duke pulled out Elizabeth’s chair for her and then seated himself opposite her. He smiled. “Did you sleep well, my lady?” he said.

      “Very well, thank you,” Elizabeth lied. In truth, she had woken twice during the night, each time hot and flustered after a dream about the Duke, each time wanting to touch herself in a most inappropriate way. She had wanted to reach down, and just once, just touch—No, that is wrong, Elizabeth. Wrong!

      “Good,” the Duke said, in his calm, emotionless voice. “We will walk the grounds after we have breakfasted.”

      Elizabeth nodded, and they ate in silence. Afterwards, the Duke gave Elizabeth his arm, and together they walked around the Castle, under ornate arches and through wide open courtyards, and then toward the wood with their thick, healthy green leaves. “I am not built for the ball life,” the Duke said, after a long silence. “I was glad to find you at the party yesterday, because it seemed you were not built for the ball life, either. There is so much pretending that goes along with a life like that. One must always be on one’s guard, lest one ‘let something slip’ and cause a scandal. They stand around drinking wine and laughing, and they have no idea what is happening just right across the Channel.”

      “It must be hard, fighting in a war,” Elizabeth said.

      “I used to think so,” the Duke said. “And then the fighting stopped, and I returned to my Castle, and I was forced to mingle with lords and ladies for whom a crisis constitutes having to eat apple cakes instead of lemon cakes.”

      Elizabeth laughed, and then swiftly covered her mouth.

      “You may laugh, if you wish,” the Duke said. There was almost a hint of warmth in his voice, but not quite. It was more like there was the potential for warmth in his voice.

      Elizabeth was so used to the cramped, suffocating atmosphere of her home life that the idea that she could actually laugh aloud was strange to her. She imagined the scenario at home: Father somberly drinking and smoking before the fire, Mother knitting, the only noise coming from her the click-click-click of the needles, and then Elizabeth reads something that makes her laugh, and she laughs aloud for the two of them to hear. No doubt Father would start raving about how his daughter finds their misfortune funny, and Mother would simply retire to her bedroom.

      “Laughter does not come easily to me,” she said.

      “Okay,” the Duke said. “What does come easily to you, my lady?”

      Elizabeth tried to think of something, but nothing was magnificent: nothing was worthy of a scene like this. But then, she decided, did she want to be the sort of woman who pretends her life is grand and adventurous when in fact it was rather dull? Did she want to be a Charlotte-type woman? “I care for the pigs and chickens,” she said. “And I read a lot. Father did not sell our books, so I still have many to choose from. There are some Greek scripts, and I have taught myself the basics. Enough to get along with some simpler texts, anyway. I love to read. I forget everything when I read. I do not feel as though I’m even in the same world when I read. The pages eat me.”

      The Duke nodded. “And lots of adventures happen in these books, do they?”

      “Oh, yes,” Elizabeth said. “Adventures of all sorts.”

      “What about solders-cum-dukes wooing beautiful ladies?”

      Elizabeth smiled. “I have not read that tale yet, my lord.”

      The Duke placed his hand on Elizabeth’s leg. Elizabeth felt the heat from his hand move up her thigh, up, toward her private area. She knew she should bat his hand away, or tell him to move it away from her. She was not that kind of woman. But he was not trying anything else, and his hand really did feel quite nice there. They sat like that for a time, and then Elizabeth laid her hand over the Duke’s. He squeezed her leg, and together watched the course of a bird as it ducked from the clouds, into the trees, and then back up into the clouds again.

      “Will you dine with me tonight, my lady?” the Duke said.

      “Yes, of course,” Elizabeth replied. “It would be my pleasure.”

      The Duke stood and together they walked back through the gardens. Elizabeth did not know how to feel about all of this. One side of her was ecstatic and overly happy that she was here, in the Duke’s gardens, with this captivating man. Another half of her was wary. She had never dreamt, when she was among the pigs and chickens, that she would be in the Duke’s Castle alone.

      Anything could happen here, she thought, with a mixture of excitement and fear. Anything at all.

      

      *****

      

      That evening Elizabeth donned one of the dresses the Duke had lent her – that he had left waiting for her in the dresser – and joined him in the dining room for a dinner of duck and potato. They ate in silence for a time, and then the Duke ordered wine and drank greedily. Elizabeth, who had never had lots of wine, decided to indulge for the first time tonight. She drank down a large glass and then another, and soon the room had become unfocused. The Duke laughed. “I believe you are drunk,” he said.

      “Me! No, my lord, never!”

      He laughed again, and Elizabeth laughed with him. The sound of her own laughter startled her, so rarely did she hear it. It was like listening to the laughter of a stranger. She sounded happier than she had sounded in a long time, this stranger; and Elizabeth was happy for her. After dinner, the Duke took her arm and led her from the dining room.
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He led her through the Castle, past old paintings of previous Dukes and Ladies, past ornate suits of armor, past mounted animal heads, to a cavernous room. The room was dim, and the Duke rushed around lighting torches in the walls. When the torches plumed their orange light, Elizabeth took in a quick, frantic breath. The room was lined with shelf upon shelf, and upon each shelf sat dozens and dozens – or hundreds and hundreds – of books. Perhaps it was the wine, or the shock, but Elizabeth threw herself down in a nearby chair and looked around at the books.

      “This is incredible,” she said. “This is absolutely incredible. How many are there? There must be thousands!”

      “You like it?” the Duke said. “I am glad. This library is yours, if you will accept my proposal.”

      “Your proposal?”

      The Duke stood behind her and rested his hands on her shoulders. “I wish you to be my wife, Elizabeth Hawk. Yes, we do not know each other well at all, but that need not hinder us. How many men and women become husband and wife simply through the exchange of letters? We are steps above them already, as one hour spent in person is worth one-hundred letters. I also believe it will be beneficial for your family. Of course, I will settle your father’s debts.”

      “But why?” Elizabeth blurted, the only thing she could think to say. “You could have anybody.”

      “I do not want anybody.” The Duke’s voice had not altered from the crisp deadpan monotone, in which no emotion was heard. “I want you. You are not like other women. You have not got their pretentiousness, their entitlement. You enjoy the quiet and nature and that is enough for me.”

      Elizabeth knew she should say yes, but for some reason, the word simply wouldn’t part her lips. She didn’t feel comfortable marrying a man she had only known for two days, no matter how fine of a match it was. She knew he was right; marriages were often built upon the man and wife never having met once. But she had never wanted a marriage like that. In fact, had she ever wanted a marriage? She couldn’t recall fantasizing about it like other girls must have done.

      “I need to think,” she said. “May I give you my answer at the end of the week?”

      The Duke bowed slightly. “Of course. Now, let us enjoy the books.”

      Together they walked through the stacks of books, occasionally picking one down and reading, sometimes just looking at the worn, ancient covers. Elizabeth found masses of French novels, which she picked up and looked over. She had enough French to read sentimental novels – some of her favorite novels were French – and she had a grand time reading over these. She began to amass a pile of a nearby table, which she would take back to her bedroom to read later. The Duke watched her with a sort of pride as she navigated the books. Whether it was pride for the books or pride for her, Elizabeth didn’t know. All she knew was that she liked the look in the Duke’s eyes. It was almost human. And a slight smile touched his otherwise straight-line lips.

      “Are you having fun?” the Duke said when she had piled up around ten books.

      “Yes, yes!” Elizabeth beamed. “I have never seen so many books. Even if I lived a hundred years, I would never be able to read so many books!”

      “I know,” the Duke said. “It is a travesty, that people must go without books when I have so many which I rarely read.”

      “You have lived it, though, haven’t you?”

      “I have lived through much which is present in novels, yes,” the Duke said. “But I have not experienced all there is to experience. Who has?”

      Elizabeth nodded and was about to pick up the books when the Duke rushed over and picked them up for her. She led him to her bedroom, and he walked in behind her and placed the books on the desk. “May I sit?” the Duke said.

      Elizabeth nodded, and the Duke sat on the chair; she sat on the bed. They looked at each other for a time in silence. Elizabeth was feeling as though she had known this man her whole life. Perhaps it was because she so rarely attended social functions, or perhaps it was God’s interjection, but she felt as though she were not getting to know a person for the first time, but reacquainting with an old friend. The Duke regarded her with his hard face. “I hope the room is to your liking,” he said.

      “Very much so,” Elizabeth said. “It is a lovely room.”

      “And the hospitality? It suits you well, I trust.”

      Elizabeth assured him that it did.

      The Duke stared down at his hands and then back up at Elizabeth. “I must confess, Elizabeth, I have not much experience in wooing a woman. Most of my life has been spent fighting and serving the King. When it comes to matters of the heart, I am afraid I am damaged.”

      Elizabeth wanted to go to him then and hold him in her arms. But that would be crossing a line she was not sure she wanted to cross. You have already kissed, you silly woman! What other line is there to cross! But couldn’t go to him so soon after the proposal; it would send a signal. Instead, she sighed and said: “I am damaged, too. The prospects for my family were good when I was young. I was the only girl of four boys, the youngest of the family. Then two of my brothers were killed in the war. The other is abroad; we don’t know where. After their deaths, Father started to gamble. He gambled my birthright away before I was fifteen, and since then I have been drawn inward. Within I cannot feel the pain that I so often feel without. Within, I am safe. It makes it difficult to interact with people. I find myself being cold just to keep people away. I only feel like I can tell you think because you are as cold as me, if not colder. I only feel I can tell you think because you are the Duke of Ice.”

      “Is that what they call me? The Duke of Ice?”

      “Some call you that, yes,” Elizabeth said.

      “It is a silly nickname.”

      “It is,” Elizabeth agreed.

      “If I am cold,” the Duke said, “it is because the world has made me cold. I have watched all of my closest friends die. I have killed more men than a man should ever kill. I have lived amongst enemies for two years and found most of their people to be kind, just, not unlike our own people. I have been warped and ill-used by war. If I were not a Duke I would be a madman. As it is, people merely whisper of me in nicknames. I remember one day, I had been hiding in a barn. The farmer discovered me and made me leave. I did not blame him. If the army found me, they would punish him.

      “So I ran. I ran, and I ran, and I ran. I couldn’t come home because the King was sending troops, and I am a loyal man. So I just kept running. Until one day I came to another barn. This one had two women hanging from it. It was awful. I never discovered why they had been killed or who was responsible for it. It was then that I decided it was better for a person not to feel anything at all. It is easier.”

      “It can be,” Elizabeth whispered. “It can be much, much easier.”

      The Duke nodded. “You look very beautiful when you look into the distance like that. Like you’re in a dream.”

      “Duke,” Elizabeth said.

      “Harold.”

      “Harold,” she went on. “Please, tell me the truth, why do you want to marry me? There is a connection between us – I cannot deny that – but there must be some other reason. A man in your position cannot afford to marry based upon emotion alone.”

      The Duke rubbed his jaw and let out a long sigh. “There is a reason,” he said. “But it is no longer valid. If the reason were not there, I would still wish to marry you as soon as you would have me. But fine, I will give you the reason I threw the party and invited so many unmarried women. The King wishes for me to marry. It is making him look bad, apparently, to have a renegade around him in peacetime. He needs me to marry so that the rumors about me can cease.”

      “I am merely a pawn!” Elizabeth cried. “I am a piece in your game of houses!”

      Elizabeth felt as though she’d been punched in the chest. She had kissed this man – she had kissed this man, for Heaven’s sake – and now he was telling her he had lied to her face. She had dishonored herself with him. If anybody were to find out that she had kissed a man without being married to him, she would be ruined forever. “I was just one of many, was I, at the party? One of many that you thought you could marry!”

      “That is not how it is,” Harold said, his voice never changing tone or inflection. “I needed a wife. I saw you. You were by far the most interesting woman at that party. I spent time talking to the others, and I was disappointed. Yes, it started in a rather sordid way, I will give you that. But we have had a nice time of it over these past two days, haven’t we? I truly believe we are getting to know each other.”

      “I do not know you at all,” Elizabeth said. “You lied to me and you—kissed me!”

      “I should not have kissed you,” Harold said. “I own that. It was wrong of me. But do not tell me that you did not enjoy the kiss. I know you did, and you know you did. We both enjoyed it. Is that wrong?”

      “We are not married,” Elizabeth said. “Whether or not it is wrong makes no difference when the consensus is that it is wrong. I will be ruined if anybody ever discovers this!”

      “Nobody ever will,” Harold said calmly. “And it will not matter if we marry.”

      “Is this your ploy, to kiss me and then blackmail me into marriage?”

      “Now you are being silly,” Harold said. “I am not blackmailing you. I would never do something like that.”

      “How can you just sit there and talk with such a calm voice? Are you not excited? Are you not sorrowful?”

      “I am patient,” Harold said slowly. “I am patient, and I am sorry. But I will not weep if that is what you wish. I wept my last tears a long time ago.”

      Elizabeth breathed heavily and composed herself, summoning her inner-calm. “Leave me now, if you if would,” she said. “Please, I wish to spend this night alone.”

      “Very well,” he said, rising. “I will see you on the morrow.”

      Elizabeth waited for the door to close behind him and then threw herself onto the bed, feelings twisting through her like gnarled branches.

      

      *****

      

      Elizabeth woke in the middle of the night with a feeling of almost overwhelming dread. Like every woman, she had heard horror stories about men using them and then ruining them. To some men, she knew, using a woman was just a sport, something to be done and then laughed about afterwards. You didn’t need to take a woman’s feelings into consideration when you were a certain kind of mind. You merely did what you wanted and cursed the consequences. Elizabeth had to hope that Harold was not a man like that. If he was, she was already ruined. She had already crossed a line. Perhaps there is a land where a woman can kiss whomever she wants, but it is not this one.

      She tried to reclaim sleep, but it wouldn’t come. She walked to the desk and lit a candle, and hunched over a French novel about a woman who is stolen from a small town and carried to Paris, where she learns how to become a proper lady. Only at the end was the small town French woman rumbled, when she failed to read a piece of Greek script. She was thrown aside by the man who had stolen her and was forced to return to her town, disgraced.

      Elizabeth closed the book. The sun was rising. She fell into bed and closed her eyes. From pure exhaustion, she was able to sleep for a few hours.

      She woke to a knocking at the door. The Duke wanted her to join him for breakfast. Part of Elizabeth wanted to scream: I’m not coming to breakfast. In fact, I’m going home this very minute! But the pull of the Duke was strong. Harold was a man who was extremely well-suited to her, despite his dishonesty. And as much as she hated to admit her weakness, she wanted to see him again. She wanted to look into his eyes and have him look back into hers. She wanted to feel his hand on her leg. God help her, she was attracted to this man.

      She dressed in a simple gown and walked to the breakfast room like a woman walking to the gallows. She was doomed by her own attraction to him, she realized. But if she was doomed, so was he. And she knew one thing: if she had to, if it really came down to it, she could completely shut off her emotions and sever her ties with this man. Dishonor or no dishonor, Elizabeth could do it if she had to.

      Harold looked anxious upon her entry. He nearly jumped out of his chair and rushed around the table to pull Elizabeth’s chair out for her. Elizabeth gratefully sat and waited for breakfast to be served. They ate a simple meal of bread and meat, and then the Duke leaned forward on his elbows and stared at Elizabeth. “I am sorry for my dishonesty,” he said. “Truly, I am.”

      “If you are lying about this, what else are you lying about? That is what worries me the most. We have not known each other for very long. What secrets am I to discover after we have married?”

      “You can ask me anything, and I will answer honestly. But the King’s direction is the only secret I have that pertains directly to you.”

      “I will judge that,” Elizabeth said. “For example, have you been with a woman before?”

      “Yes,” Harold said, looking down at the table.

      “How many?”

      “Six.”

      “Six!”

      “How is that possible?”

      Harold shrugged. “I have travelled, Elizabeth. But they were always flings, over within a day and never thought of again. I want to marry you, to make you my wife, and to serve you well. That is the truth of it.”

      She looked into his eyes and tried to gauge if he was being dishonest or not. As far as she could tell, his feelings were sincere, but how was one to know? For all she knew, he had used these same exact lines on the other six women. But there was the lust, as well, that was calling out even now, as she looked at him. How she wanted to touch him more, and have him touch her more. How she wanted to go further than a kiss…

      Stop it, she told herself. Stop thinking like this. It is not proper! You are a lady!

      But thoughts of that kind were not so easily extinguished. “I would have some proof that you really wish to marry me,” she said slowly.

      “How am I to prove it to you?”

      Elizabeth shrugged. “I do not know. But that is that I require.”

      “If I can prove that I am sincere, will you marry me?”

      “Yes,” she said, far too quickly. She laughed at her own eagerness. “Yes,” she repeated. “If you can prove it.”

      The Duke nodded and then rang the service bell. The freckle-faced girl Elizabeth had seen around the Castle walked in. “Katherine,” Harold said.

      “Yes sir?”

      “Have you heard the good news?”

      “The good news, sir?”

      “Yes! You haven’t heard? Elizabeth and I are getting married.”

      The girl’s face lit up, and she congratulated the two of them before retrieving the plates. Harold grinned for the first time since Elizabeth had met him. “You see?” he said. “She will tell the other servants, who will tell the messenger boy when he comes in the morning. Before you know it rumors will be all over England. We are, for all intents are purposes, publicly engaged. But just to make it more definite…” He rose and walked to a table upon which rested a quill, ink-pot, and paper. He scribbled quickly and then handed Elizabeth the paper.

      It read:

      

      Mr. Hawk,

      I am delighted to inform you that your daughter and I are engaged,

      Signed,

      Harold Stonewall

      

      He folded the paper and enclosed it in an envelope, which he sealed the Stonewall seal. “I would be a flagrant liar indeed if I denied that I wrote this letter, seeing as it bears my signature and my seal. Now, I will send this off immediately.” He rang the service bell again. A different servant entered this time. She grinned as she collected the plates. “Congratulations, m’lord, m’lady.”

      News does travel fast.

      “Take this letter to town and have it sent to the Hawk residence immediately,” Harold said. “I wish for England to know of our engagement as soon as possible.”

      After the servant had left, Harold returned to his seat and smiled at Elizabeth. “Is that sufficient proof, my lady?”

      “Harold, I want to ask something of you, but I fear it may be monstrously un-ladylike.”

      “Ask away, Elizabeth. Social mores have never overly interested me.”

      “Would you accompany to my bedroom?”

      Her mouth was dry as she said this. She was worried that the Duke might laugh at her, or turn on her utterly. Instead, he rose to his feet and walked around the table. Standing over her, he offered her his arm. “Let us retire for the morning, my lady,” he said.

      

      *****

      

      Harold placed her on the bed as though she weighed nothing and began undressing her. Every part of Elizabeth was alive with anticipated pleasure. Her private area was pulsating with warmth. Harold’s body was strong and firm over hers as he unlaced her bodice and threw it upon the floor. Soon she was naked, laying on her back and looking up at him. He pulled off his own clothes until he, too, was naked.

      His body was muscular, rippled with strong, tense muscles. His skin was white and hairless. Scars marked him here and there, but they were faded and did nothing to detract from his attractiveness. “I will be inside you soon, my lady,” he said.

      His private area was hard and big. She had never seen a man’s parts before, but as soon as she saw this one, she knew it would be amazing. She reached out, and he walked toward her, and then her hand touched it. “What shall I do?” she said.

      “Rub it, my lady,” he said.

      She rubbed it up and down, gripping it in her hand and hoping she was doing it right. She was so excited that with her other hand she reached down and began to rub her private parts, that special hot spot on the outside that she sometimes rubbed even though she knew she shouldn’t. Harold began to moan. He reached down and grabbed her breasts, pushing them together, tweaking her nipples with her fingertips.

      Then he leaned over her and parted her legs with his knees. “It will hurt at first,” he said. “But then it will feel amazing.”

      Slowly, gently, he pushed himself inside of her. He was right. At first, for the first few minutes, the pain was extraordinary. She bit her lip and closed her eyes and waited for the pain to pass. And then, as he began to go quicker, the pain faded, and a white-hot pleasure replaced it. It was warm and wet and like nothing she had ever experienced.

      She lifted her legs and began to move with the motions of his thrusts, pushing down as he thrust into her. His private went deep inside of her, touching a hot spot that caused pleasure to pulsate through her body. She closed her eyes and bit her lip as something built within her, like water against a dam, building, building. All she knew now was his private entering her, the heat between her legs, the tingles all over her body. She pushed down again and again, and then—

      Everything released in one rush; the water washed over the dam. Pleasure washed over her body. She let out a loud moan, and Harold pushed into her harder and faster, pushing and pushing, thrusting hard and deep. Both of them were moaning now; pleasure had captured the two of them at the same moment.

      Harold rolled onto his side when it was over and took Elizabeth in his arms. “That was incredible,” she whispered. “I never knew it would feel like that.”

      “I never knew it could be like that,” Harold said. “It was never like that before.”

      They lay there in silence until around midday when Elizabeth woke to a kiss on the forehead. Harold was leaning over her, his hands in her hair. “I have an idea, my lady,” he said.

      “What is it?”

      “Let’s get married today, right now.”

      “Harold, are you—”

      “Yes, I mean it. If we did not love each other, we would be in a terrible situation now. The only decent thing for me to do would be marry you. Luckily, I want to marry you. I think I love you, Elizabeth. Why should we wait?”

      Elizabeth did not need to think about it any longer. The only possible negative was that Father and Mother would not be able to be there. But if Father came he would only ruin it in some way, and Mother would never come without Father. She jumped to her feet, still naked, and threw her arms around him. His hands reached down for her buttocks and began to rub. “Later, we’ll do it twice,” he said into her ear.

      She giggled and kissed his neck.

      “I will call for the parson,” Harold said. “Dress, and we will be married within the hour.”

      He left the room, and Elizabeth went to the dresser and sorted through the clothes.

      What an odd series of events, she thought, a wide smile on her lips.

      

      *****

      

      She had chosen a simple white gown for the wedding. Harold was dressed in his military garb. The parson gave a traditional speech about the sanctity of marriage and then asked them both if they wanted the other person. Elizabeth had no problem saying I do, and neither did Harold. Within the hour, the two of them truly were married.

      Afterwards, they walked the grounds of the Castle hand in hand. It was good to feel his bare hand against her bare hand, skin on skin, and not have to worry about scandal or retribution of any kind. They were man and wife now; it was the most natural thing in the world for man and wife to walk hand in hand together. They walked into the woods and far away from the Castle until they came to an enclosed copse of trees where they could sit and pretend that the greater world did not exist. Sitting on an upturned log, Elizabeth truly felt as though they were the last people alive.

      “This is only the start,” Harold said. “My lady, we will have a beautiful life together. I believe that a man and wife can never fully know each other, but I promise to do my best to know you as well as I know myself. I want us to become one, my lady.”

      “Where do you think we will be in five years, my love?” Elizabeth wondered.

      

      #

      

      The Hawk family is no longer spoken of with such vindictiveness. The marriage between the Duke of Summerset and I put an end to that. Soon after our marriage, the Duke paid off the our family’s debts in full, and invited Father and Mother to come and live in the Castle (in their own wing, of course). This allowed us to check Father’s gambling before it started. He has not gambled in five years, and he grumbles less, too.

      The Duke and I are as one; or, rather, the Duke and our two children our as four. He was everything I wished him to be on that day long ago in the woods, where I rested my head on his shoulder and talked of the future, and he laughed and said he would give us everything. The King has even visited us once or twice, and Charlotte practically begs me to come to some social function or other.

      But I am content to lay awake at night in the Duke’s arms, breathing heavy from our love-making and looking to the future which still looks so bright.

      Perhaps, Ms. Diary, this proves something. Perhaps this proves that one does not have to conform to cunning and meanness to get along in the world. Perhaps this proves that one need not have a heart of ice. Take the Duke, for example. He used to be cold, but now he has thawed and grows warmer every day.

      Perhaps ice often hides the warmest hearts.

      *****

      THE END

      

      The Duke of Hearts – A Regency Romance

      I would like to dispel the myth that I, Sarah Archer, the daughter of what is usually referred to as a “minor family”, am in any way inferior to my peers. This is commonly muttered amongst lords when they see how I interact with the “common folk”. That I do not spit in their direction is considered a slight against the most privileged of society. That I, in fact, do not flinch at the idea of sharing the same air space is positively scandalous. Perhaps this is why at the age of twenty-three I was not yet married.

      I first saw Francis Seymour in London in 1806 To say I was immediately captivated and intrigued and astonished and beguiled by him would, of course, be unseemly; and yet it is the truth. It was not a planned meeting, and, indeed, no words were exchanged between us, I being in town for a meeting with friends, and he being in town for reasons unknown to me.

      We passed mere inches of each other on a thoroughfare not far from Westminster. He carried himself differently to the Dukes I had seen before. His arms were by his sides, like a fighting man, and his steps were not ladylike in the slightest, but heavy and probably “uncouth”. He wore dress far beneath his economic powers, with only the slightest frill and flare adorning his jacket and breeches and boots.

      As soon as we passed, I asked my maidservant who the man was, and, she being a surprisingly well-informed source of information of that kind, she told me that he was Francis Seymour, and had recently come into his Dukedom in Somerset. I admit my heart was beating fearfully quickly; I thought it may break out of my bodice. There, I have said two unrespectable things in the space of a few words! This will cause quite a stir if it is even found, I am sure. Perhaps I will arrange for it to be published after my death, but that is morbid and a concern for another time.

      Being thus informed about this man, to whom I felt a pull altogether astounding and perplexing to me, I decided without hesitation that I must see him again. This impulsive and unflinching behavior has, on several occasions, caused men to refer to me as “no kind of woman at all”. Several courtships have met swift ends because of it. Hoping that this mysterious man would not be the same, I set in course motions for my arrival at Berry Pomeroy Castle, under the guise of a social visit to coincide with the fayre.

      “Are you sure you want to go all that way for a fayre, daughter?” Father asked, in that timid and slightly reproachful way of his.

      “Father, I am positively suffocating. My sisters are all off having children or visiting abroad – they are all, in short, engaged in some kind of adventure – and I believe I am entitled to a little adventure of my own. You need not worry. I will keep the breech-wearing and pipe-smoking to a minimum.”

      “Sarah!” Father exclaimed, but there was a smile behind his beard, which he grew despite criticism. We were both out of sorts, Father and I.

      Charlotte came to my chambers soon later, with a knock on the door. I bid her enter, and she fluttered into the room like a rose petal blown in the wind. “Sarah!” she cried, holding my hands. “He said yes, didn’t he! We’re going to the fayre! Oh, do you think it will be wonderful? I bet it will be wonderful!”

      I admit I was taken up with the girl’s enthusiasm, and we talked at length about how wonderful it would be. It was truly an event for her, and it warmed me to see her so moved. My own sisters having long since moved away, and my brother away making his fortune in London, Charlotte was like family to me.

      That night I could not sleep for thinking of the fayre, a mere three months away. Guilt broiled within me, warring with the excitement. I was behaving, after all, in a cunning and “unwomanly” way.

      But we women are so often the pawns. I thought it was time we played the chess master for once.

      

      *****

      

      Having been acquainted with castles since a young age, I was not befuddled at the sight of Berry Pomeroy, though I had to admit it was grand and beautiful. The three months had passed in much the same way as the three months before; I have often wondered if my obsession with the Duke would have been so intense had not those months elapsed since our accidental and secret meeting.

      We arrived just when the tents and festivities were being erected outside the castle. Jugglers and mummers milled around the tents, waiting for their chance to shine. That the Duke allowed this fayre to be held on his land was another sign to me that he was a man, unlike others. To be sure I talked among the mummers and jugglers and common folk for quite some time, with the intention of firstly enjoying their conversation, as they had none of the sickening tightness of lip and sternness of face that is so common among our class; and secondly to see if I could learn aught about the mysterious Duke. No man there would hear of his name being spoken of in any by a flattering light. My instincts thus reaffirmed, I prepared for my formal introduction to him.

      We were welcomed into the main hall, in which several lords and ladies stood in tight circles, clutching their chalices and talking softly to one another. I was accustomed to being stared at as a member of that dying family Archer, and so it did not overly bother me. Presently Duke Francis Seymour walked through the crowds and stood before me.

      “My lady,” he said, bowing before me. His eyes were pale blue like ice and his face was kind and strong. He took my hand in his and, before everybody in the room, and brought it to his lips. “It is a pleasure to meet you,” he murmured softly, the warmth of his kiss still upon my hand.

      I confess I was at first stunned by this display. I had never met this man and had no thought of his ever showing me any affection. I almost wrapped my tongue upon itself in trying to reply, but then I recovered some of my poise and smiled at him, as charmingly as I was able. “It is a pleasure to meet you,” I replied, withdrawing my hand.

      “Meet me later, in the gardens,” he whispered, so only I could hear.

      I should have been outraged by such a proposition. It is no kind of thing for a lady to agree to. And I am sure my peers will think me incredibly dishonorable for entertaining such a sordid idea. But the Duke’s voice did not allow for hesitation, and I admit I was beyond curious at this point. I have him the slightest of nods, at which point he began to talk with other guests, leaving me shocked and excited: leaving me broiling with feeling.

      

      *****

      

      The word “later” being somewhat ambiguous, the first task handed to me was trying to work out what time, exactly, Francis wanted me to arrive at the gardens. There was no way to know for definite, so, wishing not to appear over keen, but also wishing not to miss him entirely, I waited until the sun had reached its noonday peek and began to descend for two hours before casually mentioning to Charlotte that I wished to stroll the gardens. She was taken up with the jollity of the fayre, and I bid her stay and enjoy herself. Thanking me, she freed me and allowed me to walk unescorted to the gardens.

      I knew what I was doing to wrong and socially unacceptable, and yet I couldn’t forget this man. It is no way for a woman to behave, it is true, and yet I couldn’t just walk away and pretend that I had never seen him. I felt as though there was an affinity between us; I felt as though his ice-blue eyes saw past whatever element it was that ever men seemed to find so repugnant in me. Other men, after talking to me for a few minutes, will often make some excuse and flee to some quieter girl. Perhaps this has something to do with my habit of reading “unwomanly” literature, or my penchant for walking alone on the grounds around my father’s home. Whatever it is, I have been called intimidating by men, and now I take that as a compliment.

      I did not think it likely, however, that I would intimidate the Duke. He had a fine, muscular build, his jacket and breeches word tight to accentuate his form. His face was strong and kind, with a solidity that was only heightened by his ice-blue eyes. He had the overall appearance of a wind-besieged mountain range, wild and dangerous and strong. I was more than intrigued. I was enthralled.

      The main festivities having begun at the fayre, the garden was empty apart from one or two wanderers that presently made their way to the far end and disappeared in a sea of blues and reds and pinks and purples. I sat in a shadowed corner, fanning myself, partly because of the heat, and partly as a mummery to anyone who wished to spy upon me. How could they object to a lady taking a break from the heat? Looking around anxiously, I thought I caught sight of the Duke many times only to be disappointed. Flowers that drooped and flowers that stood proud, at every disturbance, had me craning my neck to see the Duke, who was, I was sure, the man who had caused them to rustle. But there must have been some critters in there, for he was not there.

      After ten minutes, I was about to leave. Color has risen in my cheeks and I felt distinctly ill, like someone had just fed me some nasty toxin. Perhaps the Duke was toying with me, I thought; and perhaps he has told the partygoers that he has tricked me into waiting for him in the garden. If that is the case, I will be ruined and so will father. There will be no coming back from this. “How could I be so foolish!” I whispered fiercely. “How could I be such a fool! There will be consequences for this! Brutal consequences! All perdition will be unleashed! Father will never be able to show his face again! Ah, what have I done!”

      I almost began to weep, which further heightened my anxiety. I hate to weep, hate to appear like those heroines in popular fiction that are rendered incapacitated by tears. Somehow, I managed to hold the tears away, to firm myself up, and was about to stand and make a swift exit from the grounds when there was yet another rustling amongst the rainbow-colored flowers. Despite myself, I turned, and saw the Duke walking confidently toward me.

      My heart gave a skip, leap, jump within my chest. I forced myself to retake my seat, lest it appear that I was eager to see him, which I was, but which would be silly to show him. He looked around and, upon seeing me, smiled at strolled over to the bench on which I sat.

      “My lady,” he said. “May I sit?”

      “Of course,” I said.

      He sat closer to me that was strictly proper, his thigh touching mine. I had never been so close to a man, and especially not so close to a man which provoked such feelings within me. He shifted his leg, with the express purpose, I believe, of rubbing my thigh with his. I blushed but I did not move away. The sensation was warm and pleasant, and it was not outwardly ignoble. To any spectator, we were just two people sitting upon a bench.

      “I have seen you, in London,” the Duke said.

      I had to bite my lip to stop from screaming.

      He observed me for a moment, and then went on: “It was a while back. I was in town for some boring business or another. You were with your maidservant, the woman who accompanied you today, I believe. I cannot say precisely why I was so taken with you the first moment I saw you, Miss Archer, except that you have a face not at all rose- or doll-like. You have the face of a strong woman who is not at all confined by the archaic ideas of our ancestors. I believe that a countenance can tell much. Furthermore, I believe that yours speaks of a spark of intellect usually quashed in a woman. Am I correct? Do you read, Miss Archer?”

      I wished to take a moment to recompose myself, but the idea of fleeing this meeting was unacceptable to me. Here was a man who not only recognized that I was unlike my peers, but seemed to respect it! This was a strange development in my own perception of the human condition, as I long ago had concluded that all men, at heart, would rather see a woman dashed upon the rocks that read any kind of serious book. And yet here was the Duke, asking me if I read books, and with a hint of pride in his tone!

      “I have taught myself Greek and Latin and read the few classics Father has managed to procure for me. I also read the natural arts and history. These are all unwomanly subjects and if you were to tell no me I would be absolutely ruined.”

      “I will not tell on you,” the Duke said, and turned to me. He looked down form my face to my neck, and then further down, in the most dishonorable way. His eyes romped over my body, but I did not stop him. Then they returned to my face. “You are a beautiful woman, in both mind and appearance. My lady, I wish to hold your hand.”

      “Here?” I said, uneasily. If somebody spied us holding hands, we would be more or less engaged, less an outrage was to be caused.

      “Here,” the Duke said carelessly. “I wish to feel your hand in mine.”

      He held his hand out. I looked at it for a few moments, heart thundering now in my chest. I knew it was wrong and yet I wanted very badly to have my hand in his. “I will hold your hand,” she said. “But we must be sure to retract them quickly if somebody ventures into the garden.”

      He nodded and then took my hand in his, placing both hands upon my thigh. This was the zenith of improper behavior. I was aware of that then and I am aware of it now. Yet I was disinclined to take my hand away because the warmth and the closeness were intoxicating. We said nothing for a few minutes, just sat there and shared each other’s warmth, and then he turned and faced me with ice-blue eyes that seem to look into me. To say that they looked into my soul would sound melodramatic. However, that is what it felt like at the time.

      He smiled, and his strongly made face opened to me. “I have sought this for a long time,” he said.

      “What is that, Duke?”

      “Somebody with whom I could sit and hold hands and not have it be a cataclysmic event. Somehow I knew when I saw you in London that you were not like other women. It was in the way you carried yourself. You walked through the city, not like a star-struck woman, but almost like a man.” He winced. “That sounds monstrous, doesn’t it? I do not mean to call you manly. I merely mean to say that you, as far as I can tell, have shunned much of the extraneous womanliness that encumbers so many.”

      I knew I could take offense if I wished, but I also knew exactly what he meant. Almost involuntarily, I squeezed his hand reassuringly. “I knew what you meant,” I said. “You do not need to worry.”

      He smiled at me again. “I want to see you again, after today,” he said. “We must contrive a reason for you to stay. I have guest quarters where you and your maidservant may abide for a time, if you wish.”

      This idea was glorious to me. I could stay within his proximity. I could be with him for a longer time. The obstacle was Father. He was under the impression that I could be back on the morrow. “I would have to send word to Father,” I said.

      “I could do that,” the Duke said. “If I were to contrive some party or gathering. Yes, that is what I will do. I will throw a grand party five days from now. If I write to your father personally, I do not see how he can object. I am, after all, a Duke.” He said this with none of the condescension or social pretentiousness which is so common in this sphere. He merely spoke the truth. “I would send the missive by messenger,” he went on. “Your father would learn immediately, and so any social missteps would be alleviated. If he wishes for your return, of course you must go. But I do not think he will. What is your answer, Sarah? Please, say yes!”

      He gazed into my eyes imploringly. I nearly reached out to touch his face, but I restrained myself. All around us life was happening, and yet I felt utterly disconnected from it all. Life was no happening out there; it was happening here.

      “I will stay,” I said. I hastened to add: “But you must write to Father this instant. Make it clear that it is for the party, and stress the social benefits.”

      “I shall,” the Duke said, releasing my hand. “I shall write to him this instant. Will you come with me, Sarah? I will go to my study, and there are books there that I think might interest you.”

      At the mention of books I had stood as though by rote. “I will come,” I said, as naturally and without excitement.

      The Duke nodded and began to walk. After a moment, I followed, not so close as to cause murmur, but not so distant as to be strictly proper.

      

      *****

      

      The main body of the guests still being occupied with the festivities, the library was a private meeting place for the Duke and me. He led me into a chamber a Greek philosopher would be happy to stand in for a time. It was not so much the architecture of the room that provoked a profound response within me, but the character of the room. Everywhere one looked, books lay upon the shelves, hundreds and hundreds of them. I have never seen so many books in my life. I felt my mind turning, as though twisting around in a foolish attempt to see all the books at once.

      The Duke walked before me, and then turned and smiled. “It is acceptable?” he said.

      “It is—” I could not form words that would properly explain the glory of this room. Only a low light filtered in through slatted windows at the top, dusty with the age of books. It was every romantic dream I had ever envisioned in my youth. So rarely do we humble creatures get to really live our dreams.

      The Duke laughed softly and walked through the library as carelessly as if such grandeur were the norm for him; and, I reflected, it must be. After a breathless moment I followed him to a large oak desk and chair, upon which he sat and began to write a letter. He wrote it quickly, and then handed it to me to read. It was simple and plain and undeniable. He, a Duke, wished to keep the Archer daughter here for a time. It was a great honor. I knew right away that Father would agree. I handed him the letter back and he nodded and sealed it within an envelope.

      “I will send it this very day,” he said. “We will not have a reply until tomorrow, but I am sure you will stay until then?”

      “Yes,” I said, far too quickly. I was finding it harder and harder to hide my eagerness.

      He rose from the desk and offered me his arm. Looking around to ensure that we were not being observed, I took his arm. He led me around the library, allowing me to look more closely at some of the more interesting tomes. There were the missing volumes of Homer’s Odyssey. Upon seeing my excitement at holding these volumes, he pushed them into my hands. “They are yours,” he said.

      “You cannot mean it,” I whispered, staring down at the books.

      “I do,” the Duke said. “It is worth it to just see a woman who gets excited about books. Most women would rather be out there, at the fayre, but I see you are made of different material. I expect that your design has been a hindrance to you for most of your life.”

      “It has.”

      “That is a great dishonor to Man,” the Duke said vehemently. “I would say you are the kind of woman whom a man needs to treasure, but that would unworthy; I do not think you are any kind at all. I think you are simply Sarah Archer, a beautiful anomaly.”

      I had never been flattered so endlessly. The effect it had upon me was jarring. I felt my mouth falling open like a village idiot’s, and yet I was powerless to stop it. I was in awe of this man and his words. I placed the books on the shelf, lest I drop them, stood still for a few moments. Soon he put his hands on my shoulders, gripping them firmly, and turned me toward him.

      “I wish to kiss you, Sarah,” he said.

      Men are not as honorable as they would have us believe, and I had had this offer thrust before me many times before, with the full knowledge that it would be my downfall if the man was a rascal. For that reason, and the reason that I had never felt an overwhelming inclination to succumb, I had never kissed a man before.

      “You wish…”

      “To kiss you,” the Duke said firmly. “Will you allow me?”

      I stood on the edge of a cliff, the wind whipping at me. One way there was ecstasy, the other was oblivion. What if I succumbed to this man and he was rascal? What if I was one duped woman in a line of duped women? I looked into his eyes, searching for any sign of duplicity, but all attempts to read him were lost in the solid ice-blue of the deep pools of his irises.

      Then I tossed intellect aside, a rare thing for me, and consulted my heart. The consultation did not last long. I wanted this, I realized.

      “I must not last long,” I said hurriedly, “lest somebody come in and find us.”

      “Yes, my lady,” the Duke – Francis – said.

      He touched my cheek with his hand, and then leaned forward and placed his lips upon mine. I had been afraid that I would not know what to do, but it felt as natural as walking. Our lips brushed as though they were old companions, and his tongue snaked into my mouth. This was most scandalous, and yet I opened my mouth in return and allowed our tongues to dance.

      We kissed for longer than was agreed upon, and would have kissed for longer had not there been the clapping of shoes behind us. We both turned swiftly just in time to see Charlotte enter.

      “Miss, I feared something had happened to you!” the poor girl exclaimed.

      “The Duke was just showing me his books, Charlotte,” I said. “You did not have to worry.”

      “Yes, Miss,” Charlotte said. “Would you like to come outside now?”

      The Duke stepped forward. “We shall all go outside and join in on the fun.”

      The girl’s face lit up like a fire at that. Then she clapped out of the room. The Duke turned and stared into my eyes. “One more,” he said.

      I nodded.

      Our lips, our tongues, even our teeth: all of it mashed together in a dance of unearthly pleasure.

      

      *****

      

      It had been three nights from the date of the fayre. I lay awake around three in the morning thinking over the previous three days. Apart from a short stroll around the grounds on the second day, upon which event Charlotte was also present, the Duke and I had not spent any time together since the first day. This was mainly due to exterior events in London, which I will not bore the reader by delving into now. But late on the evening upon which I lay awake, waiting, the business in London had concluded and the Duke’s advisors had left the Castle.

      And so our romance could resume.

      For the sake of our closeness, the Duke had arranged for Charlotte to have her own room down the hallway. This was agreeable to me, because it made nights like tonight much easier. The Duke was to visit me tonight. We were to spend some time alone together. My nerves were aching with anticipation at this point, and I had already decided that if he didn’t arrive tonight I would return home. There is only so much a woman can take, exterior factors or not.

      I watched the moon make its passage across my bedroom wall, the shadows of trees dancing in the pale blue hue. I had been reading the books the Duke had gifted me until early in the morning, but now I was eager to recommence my affections with the Duke. It is unwomanly to say so, but if he had walked in right then and kissed me without permission, I would not have objected.

      I must make my state of mind clear, as a defense of sorts, because already the men among you are judging me, calling me unwomanly, perhaps even witchy. For the longest time Father had been trying to get me to marry, as was proper, and I do not blame him for it. If I could only attach myself to a prosperous family, I might elevate the Archers out of the rut they had been stuck in for generations. But my father was too soft-hearted to push with too much insistence, and I was allowed, for the most part, to form my own character.

      I chose the character of a book-dweller, spending most of my early adulthood among books, neglecting my “social obligations”. And whilst Father did not hinder me, neither did he approve. So at the point of meeting the Duke, I was afloat in a sea of invisibility. I desperately wanted somebody to recognize me for what I was, not for who I was supposed to be.

      And then came the Duke. His words in the library, his beautiful words which I shall always remember, resounded in me, multiplying each day and increasing in force. The Duke, I was sure, recognized me. And there was something else. There was a bodily reaction, also; my body called out for him, and the taste of his lips on mine was still fresh.

      I was his, mind and body, from the second we kissed in the library. I believed with my entire soul that I had found my equal in life. But if he left me now, to wait all night… If he did not come—

      Then there came a knock at the door, a secret, soft knock.

      I rose and crept to the door, being careful that my steps did not made too much noise. Upon opening it, I saw that it was the Duke, dressed only in britches and a shirt, without any of the adornments that befit his station. He smiled and nodded to his clothes.

      “I do not need to dress ceremoniously for you, my love?”

      “Of course not,” I said. In fact, it made me feel closer to him that he felt comfortable appearing before me in this fashion. I opened the door wider. “Please, come in.”

      He came into the room; and before long we were in each other’s arms.

      

      *****

      

      I wish to tell this tale of a poor Archer girl and a Duke with the utmost honesty and openness. To that end I will describe the next section in a detail many of you will find scandalous. It thrills me to recount it, but it may not thrill the more prudent among you: the more “stuck in the past” among you. For the Duke and I, two unmarried persons, made love this night. We made love and I am not ashamed if the world knows it. If I am strung up for a hussy upon publication of this account I will still hold my head high with pride. Those that would string me up no nothing of real love, with their pretense and boundaries and guidelines.

      The Duke and I lay upon the bed, having fallen there in mutual reverie when he entered. His lips were on mine and my hands, as though hungry themselves, roved over his body. There was an oppressive and yet not unpleasant warmth in the room. It was as though the two of us were kissing and touching within a stove. I let out moans of pleasure, throwing myself wholly into the moment, something I rarely did. My hands moved down his body, down to that part of a man’s body I had only heard whispers of, but had never seen, let alone touched.

      I moved my hands down, down, down, and grabbed that part of him. It was rock-hard to the touch, and I felt my body respond immediately. So, I thought, this is what is meant by lust between a man and a woman. He let out a low growl when I touched him there: a growl filled with pleasure. I rubbed it up and down, up and down, and was glad to hear his growls intensify. My own privates were very wet and hot now.

      He moved his hands down my nightclothes and then touched my private area. It was like small flames danced at the end of his fingertips. I bit my lip to stop myself from screaming the Castle down. He rubbed my private area harder and faster, and I became wetter and hotter. Neither of us was overly capable at this sort of thing – neither of us had been with a person before – but instinct led us on. I forgot the judgment that this act caused, and the moment took me up in a rush of euphoria.

      Before I knew it, we were tearing at each other’s clothes, ripping them apart like animals unleashed from long captivity. Soon my nightclothes lay in a heap upon the floor, and his shirt and britches presently joined them. The light was low, but I was able to see the contours of his muscular body, the muscles straining hard. A thrill went through me and I placed my hands on his chest.

      “I want to make love,” I whispered, unable to stop myself.

      Tenderly, he laid me upon my back on the bed. There was some fiddling as we both adopted the right positioning, and then he thrust himself inside of me. There was aching pain at first, and then he pulled himself out and thrust in again, and again. The pain lessened with each thrust, and after a few minutes it was totally gone, replaced by pleasure. I grabbed onto his muscular back as he thrust into me, holding my legs up and moving with his motions.

      I had what is referred to as an “orgasm” then. It was a shocking, beautiful feeling. He thrust harder and harder, and I was so focused on his moans, and his muscles, and the deep white-hot heat between my legs, that I did not sense it approaching. Suddenly, wave after wave of pricking, hot pleasure washed over me. I was utterly in its control. It pulsated within me, permeating my whole body, burning, tingling. I let out a scream, and he let out a long moan.

      Then he rolled to the side. We were done.

      We lay together until the sun began to rise, my head on his chest. At intervals we slept, but then we awoke and talked in low whispers, giggling together like children. I know that men would want me to regret what the Duke and I had just done. They would call me a whore for enjoying it, but I did enjoy it, and to this day I do not regret it. All the horrible stories I had heard – stories full of feelings of remorse, dishonor, and worthlessness – were proved to be false. I only felt content.

      After the sun had risen, but still an hour before the house would be awake, we made love again. This time was slower, as we became more acquainted with each other’s bodies. Afterwards, the Duke had to leave, as to not arouse suspicion amongst his staff.

      He bid me to meet him in the gardens later that day, and I readily agreed.

      

      *****

      

      There was nothing strange about my meeting the Duke for a stroll through the gardens, so I did not need to lie to Charlotte. I did, however, tell her that I was strolling the grounds alone, leaving my exact course vague just in case she decided to come and find me. I thought that unlikely anyway, seeing as she was quite taken up with the gossiping and minor politics of the servants of the Castle.

      It had just passed noon when I walked into the garden, the scent of the glowers heightening my overall feeling on momentousness. I seated myself on a bench in a secluded corner and sat there for a time, looking hither and thither for the Duke. Soon enough, he emerged from behind one of the bushes and approached me. “My love,” he said, clasping my hands. He brought them to his lips and kissed them. “I dreamt of you this morning,” he went on, holding her hands tightly and leading her through the flowerbeds. “I was exhausted from out time together, so I collapsed into my bed when I returned to my chambers. I dreamt that you were with me, in my arms, and we were laying in a field looking up at the stars. I know I am no poet. I wish I could capture the beauty of it for you.”

      “Do you like to look upon the stars?” I said. I had an interest in this myself, and had often wished for a tutor to help me learn their proper configurations.

      “No in any academic sense,” Francis said, perhaps sensing my motivation. “I just find them peaceful.”

      “They make me feel small,” I said. “But in a good way. I like to feel small in the presence of the stars. Many people hate it.”

      “You are not many people, my lady,” the Duke said. “Shall we walk into the woods?”

      I agreed, and we set our course for the wooded area that surrounds the Castle. I took his arm without it being proffered, and perhaps that is another “black mark” against me. But he did not object, and placed his hand over my arm, as though securing me in.

      Soon we were in the woods, and it was a most reassuring experience. It was just the two of us and nature; all around we were surrounded my flowers and shrubbery and wildlife. Once, a squirrel darted across our path and looked up at us quizzically, tilting its little head. The Duke made to pick the creature up, but it fled before he had the chance. At length we found an overturned log, and having been walking for almost two hours we sat upon it to rest.

      “I wish we could just sit here forever,” I said, as I was feeling sentimental. “Wouldn’t that be grand? We could just sit here, and the world would pass us by.”

      “That would be a gift,” Francis agreed. “Far too often life is wasted in the preparing of it. This, right here...” He took my hands in his, and stared into my eyes. “This right here,” he went on, “is what life should be about. Not the nonsense that most people fill it with. Sarah, I wish I had known you sooner. We have a lot of catching up to do.”

      “I agree,” I said. “But we need not rush, my love. We are both young yet.”

      He touched my chin with his hand, and turned my face toward his, and then moved forward and touched my lips with his. I breathed in the scent of him, the tingle of his lips on mine even more inductive to a feeling of imbalance and intoxicating than the roses that serenaded our kissing. He moved his hands over my body; and I moved mine over his.

      After our breath foray into passion, we resumed our walk. If there is a woman reading this tale, she will no doubt be thinking: “But were you not terrified that he would desert you and leave you ruined? Many a woman has been ruined in very similar circumstances! How could you be so foolish! How could you be so brash!” You are not wrong. I was brash, and perhaps I was foolish in my conduct, but the heart is not some hound to be leashed whenever one pleases. The pleasures of the body are trained pigeons to be called back at a moment’s notice once they have taken flight.

      All of us, as persons with humane bodies, are subject to passion and love and closeness. I did not think of being deserted; I only thought of what I had with me now.

      We had walked most of the day, and the two of us were tired.

      Before we returned to the Castle, the Duke asked me if I would join him for dinner in his chambers the following night. I agreed – how could I not? – and the date was set.

      

      *****

      

      I was so excited for the dinner that I could barely sleep the night before. I lay awake all night going over and over the events of the past few days. Though it had only been a few days, I felt sure that more time had elapsed. Perhaps it was because the turning of events was so awesome. In the space of a few days I had found love, shrugged off social propriety, and “dishonored” myself. There was no going back for me now. I didn’t even think Father would understand, would I ever to tell him. I had crossed a definitive and clear line.

      Finally, after a few hours of intermittent sleep, the morning came. Mornings are easier than nights to wait through, I find. There are people around, with whom you can pretend that everything is not reaching a climax: with whom you can pretend life is chugging along as it always has. Charlotte and I went for a walk in the gardens before breakfast, and then ate a light meal before I wandered in the library by myself, occasionally reading, but mostly just being amongst the books.

      I watched the course of the sun with a more avid interest that I normally would, and indeed I was afraid some eye strain may result from it, which forced me to close the curtains in the library and read my candlelight. When substantial time had passed, I returned to my quarters and awaited the Dukes summon. The Duke had generously supplied me and Charlotte with clothes, as we only brought enough for a day visit and nothing more. Going through these clothes, I found a floaty, almost ethereal dress woven of blue silk the same color as the Duke’s eyes. I donned this, as well as some earrings I had brought in a small pouch.

      Standing before the looking glass, I found myself staring at a handsome woman whose cheeks had reddened with emotion. I looked more vital than I ever had. Love will, I had discovered, make even the most deathly pallor beam with vibrant life; and my pallor had always been on the youthful side of the scale.

      Just after I finished dressing, Charlotte came charging into my room. “Sorry, Miss,” she breathed. “It’s just that I walked into the Duke by accident, and he has asked to see you. You see, I was with some of the servants who were setting up the dining room. It is beautiful, Miss, and I was wondering who the Duke was dining with, and then he asked me to fetch you. Not fetch, Miss. I didn’t mean fetch.”

      “Relax,” I said, trying to soothe the girl. “I will go to him at once. That will be all, Charlotte.”

      Charlotte left, and I made my way through the Castle to the dining room. The chandelier glittered with the light of the torches that burned in sconces along the walls. The curtains were drawn, and the Duke sat at the end of the long dining table. He stood upon my entrance, and I walked over to his end of the table. He pulled a seat out for me, and together we sat.

      We said nothing to each other until the servants had brought our food, which they did soon after I sat down. When the food and the drink was brought, the Duke dismissed the servants so that we could be alone. The wine was a magnificent red; I felt as though Spain was on my tongue. The Duke held up his glass, and we clinked them.

      “Do you like it?” he said.

      “I do,” I replied. “It is beautiful to behold.”

      “You are beautiful to behold,” he said impulsively.

      I thought about chastising him for his hasty speech, but we had long since passed the point of proper etiquette, and so I took the compliment striding. The Duke was wearing his most elegant and becoming finery, which accentuated his handsomeness. The Duke stared down at his hands for a moment, and then looked swiftly into my eyes.

      “Do you believe in attachment, Sarah?”

      “How do you mean?” I said.

      “Do you believe that it is possible to form strong attachments – the kind of attachment that exists between man and wife, say – without actually having gone through the traditional routes? What I am saying is, do you think it is possible for a man to love a woman without having properly and openly courted her? Many men and not a few women would have us think that it is impossible, that it cannot be done. And yet I sit here and look at you, and I know that I love you. If the word ‘love’ means anything, then it must apply to how I feel about you. I am struck with anxiety oftentimes. My heart beats frantically, and a cold sweat comes upon me, and I never know why. Most times there is nothing to be overly anxious about. But with you I do not feel that way. With you I feel as though a vital part of myself has been restored. I am like an amputee who has had his arm restored after a long absence; or a blind man who has regained the ability to see. Ah!” He slapped his hand down on the table. “If only I could make you feel what I feel, Sarah, so you could know!”

      Seeing that dear Francis was in quite a state, I laid my hand upon his arm. He clasped his hand over mine and looked at me gratefully. “Don’t you see, Francis?” I said. “You do not need to make me feel anything; I already feel as you do. I care not that we do not do things the proper way. I have lost all meaning of what ‘proper’ means, anymore. All I know is that when you took me into the library, into the gardens, into the woods, when we were together in my bedroom I was happier and more content than I have been in all my days.” I stopped, breathless. My words were far too forward to be ladylike. Any man would shun me after such openness.

      But not Francis.

      He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a glistening ring. It winked at me in the torchlight. “I had to estimate your measurements,” he said. “I hope it fits.” He took my hand and slid the ring onto the third finger of my left hand. “There we go,” he beamed happily. “I knew it would fit!”

      I stared down at the ring, bemused. “Look how the light catches it,” I muttered. “But Francis, what ever is it for? You do not need to buy me gifts.”

      “It is no simply a gift, my love,” the Duke said, his hand upon my shoulder. “It is a symbol. A symbol of my love for you. A symbol of my commitment to you. We are to be married, if you will have me. My family will hate it, but forget them! I love you more than I have ever loved a single thing on this earth, and if the sky were to fall now I would have you, and no other, in my arms. Marry me, Sarah.”

      Perhaps a nobler woman would have contemplated the position he was putting himself in. Perhaps a nobler woman would have sincerely thought about declining his proposal, to save the regard others had for him. But I was, and I am, a love-driven woman.

      I said yes, and he jumped across the table and brought me into his arms, cradling me like a child.

      

      Postscript

      

      It is the night before we tell our families and friends and associates as I write this: tell them of mine and the Duke’s love. I have written this account so those who find it – whoever they turn out to be – will know the story of the unusual courtship of Sarah Archer and Francis Seymour, the Duke of Somerset. Undoubtedly there are those among you who would have him discredited. All I can say to that is, why? Why discredit a man who married a woman he loves? Far more deserving of discredit are the men who marry women they despise, and spend the rest of their lives making her miserable.

      Only the Duke and I know of our marriage; tomorrow that shall all change. He has arranged a meeting. Father is to be there. I wish I could say the meeting gladdens me, but in truth the only gladness I feel is at the thought of Francis visiting me in my rooms tonight. I have worn this quill out completely and I do not think I can write anymore. When I began the sun was rising; now it is deep in the night.

      I would write more, but there is a knocking at my door.

      He whispers my name. It is Francis.

      I must go.

      I must be with my love.

      *****

      THE END

      

      The Devil’s Dance – A Regency Romance

      Bertrand Collins Margrave- Bertie to his friends- looked at his reflection in the full-length mirror and was quite pleased with the image that looked back at him. His official title was Lord Haverbrook, and he had reluctantly made the unpleasant journey from London to his stately pile in Derbyshire. Bertie preferred life in London by a long chalk and was happy that his elderly aunt resided in the Haverbrook estate. She looked upon it as her own and Bertie was happy to let her believe that as it kept her acid tongue under control. His London town house was elegant and close to everything he loved. Bertie loved theatre, art and most of all everything fashionable and the latest crazes. Aunt Agatha had sent word that she was ill and he needs must come to visit immediately. When Bertie arrived at the large and resplendent residence, it was to find his aunt in robust good health and she desired him to make changes to the house in accordance with her wishes. Bertrand Collins Margrave was not amused in the least and had gone to bed in a fine old mood wondering how soon he could return to London.

      The next morning he twirled in front of the mirror and took in the elegant riding clothes that he wore. Tight-fitting trousers and a short jacket with a smooth line across the waist and elegant tails behind. The waistcoat was blue brocade and the white cravat elegantly tied. The narrow riding boots accented his well-muscled legs, and he thought to himself that Badger Tomkins would not look half as fashionable. “Still be good to see the old boy again.” He thought and smiled as he thought about the surprise on Badger’s face when he rode up to the door. Bertie was, in fact, a handsome young man and much pursued by young ladies in London who had their eye on becoming Lady Haverbrook. He was tall for the times and stood at about five feet ten inches with dark, slightly curly hair that was currently cut in the latest style with sideburns and a great deal of hair on the top of his head. He actually didn’t need to make himself look taller, but that was what had driven that particular fashion. He had dark brown eyes that could look meltingly appealing and surprisingly, the man was toned and fit.

      Bertie left his manservant to sort out his wardrobe and went to visit his stables. He still kept a fine collection of horseflesh despite being away such a lot of the time. For that matter, he kept a fine selection in London as well. He had sent word ahead for his favorite mount to be ready and the stable hand was waiting with reins in hand. Haverbrook slid into the saddle with easy grace and slipped a top hat onto his head. He knew he was riding through the woods and fields but still fashion was fashion, and he donned the hat. Then set off at an easy walk until he was clear of the gates and urged the stallion to a gentle jog. Bertie enjoyed riding and settled to enjoy the ride to visit Badger. The way to his friend’s rather beautiful residence was through the land belonging to Lady Tupperham. The old lady had always let Bertie treat the land as if it was his own and he knew the way through her estate well. The track passed through woodland and then came out at some paddocks behind the stables. It was not far until he would enter Badger’s gates but suddenly he saw in the stable yard a young woman. She saw him at the same time and stalked, yes that was the word, stalked to the gate and shouted at him. “I say who are you riding through here? This is private land.”

      Bertie steered the horse in her direction and stopped in front of the obviously annoyed young woman. “I might ask you the same, young woman. This is the land of Lady Tupperham. You appear to be trespassing.” She put her hands on her hips and observed the newcomer with a look that told him she was not the least impressed by what she saw. “Lady Tupperham was my aunt. This is my estate, and you still have not told me your name.” She almost but not quite, stamped her foot. Bertie slid from the horse and found himself face to face with the woman. It was not lost upon him that she was wearing a most up to date riding outfit in light grey. She was about five feet four inches high and did not step back as he stood in front of her. “Did you say ‘was’?” He asked. “Lady Tupperham. Did you say was?” He demanded again, and the girl nodded.

      “Yes, sadly, my aunt passed away three months ago.”

      Bertie was taken aback. “Nobody let me know,” he said almost to himself and then remembered his manners. “I am so sorry to hear that,” he told her. “I am Lord Haverbrook from the next estate. I am on my way to visit at the Tomkins residence. Lady Tupperham always allowed us passage across her land.” The girl was not impressed and said that maybe he should ask permission in the future. Bertie was not used to treatment of this sort and felt a sudden rush of anger which was most unusual.

      “I most certainly will not,” he answered. “I will simply go the long way round- Miss?”

      “Caroline Carstairs,” she told him and held out a hand. “Aunt Mary left me the estate.” Bertie took the hand to shake and was unprepared for the jolt of lightning that shot up his arm and through his veins. He went on shaking the hand for some seconds and looked quite dreamlike. Caroline smiled for the first time and extricated her hand from his. “I have to go,” she told him and walked away leaving him still wondering what he had just experienced. At the same time though she rubbed at her own hand as if the same sensation had happened when they touched. Bertie shook himself into activity and mounted his horse. The he watched the rather elegant riding outfit with the delightful decoration on the rear of the jacket disappear into the stable yard.

      

      *****

      

      The beautiful façade of Badger’s house appeared in front of Bertie, and the manicured gardens were as trim and smart as ever. Badger was a traditionalist and liked his place to look well groomed. The two men had been friends since childhood even though they were as unlike each other as it was possible to be. Bertie rode around to the yard at the rear, and a man came out at a run to take the horse. Bertie took his tall top hat in his hand and strode around to the garden door where he knew he would find his old friend. The staff looked on in horror as he should have been announced but the man simply pushed open the door and announced himself. Badger looked up from the paper on his desk and took a second to realize who had appeared, and then he leaped to his feet and rushed across. The two men threw arms around each other and jigged around the room like a couple of ten-year-olds. “Oh, Bertie. What a delight. I did so need you to cheer me up.”

      “Me too, old man. My aunt had me trail up here on a wild goose chase.” Bertie answered, and Badger pulled the cord that brought a man servant rushing to see what was required. Relieved that the master was not furious that his guest was unannounced the servant retreated to find food and drink and the two friends sat down to catch up.

      “I must say,” Badger commented eyeing Bertie’s extremely tight trousers. “Those are not pantaloons. They are very revealing.” Bertie stood up and did a sort of twirl around to display his up to the minute fashion. “You really do have to get up to date, Badge. These are all the rage in town.” Badger was not impressed because he was a fan of country pursuits and tradition. He laughed off his friend’s suggestion and asked if Aunt Agnes was well.

      “In rude good health,” Bertie answered “And as annoying as ever.” He paused “But she never told me that Lady Tupperham had passed away. She was a great old girl, and I never knew she had gone.” Badger nodded and said that it was sad. “The estate now belongs to her only living relative.”

      “I met her this morning. Caroline Carstairs she said her name was and told me I was trespassing.” Bertie said with a wave of his hand and his friend laughed out loud. “Indeed, the woman can be bold, and she is unusual. “He smiled “But is exceedingly pretty.”

      “I never noticed,” Bertie said dismissively and Badger laughed it off.

      “That I do not believe, and you two should get on well. She is the most fashion conscious and up to date person, you will ever meet.” Bertie looked at him incredulously and brushed the assertion aside. “How could she possibly be up to date stuck up here away from everything?”

      “Ah, but she has lived in London all of her life up till now. She has made some amazing changes to the house already.” Bertie was skeptical and said so, but Badger was not to be changed. “I have been very nice to her, but I know she thinks I am old fashioned.” Badger smiled at himself, and Bertie said “Well you are old fashioned. You were old fashioned when you were ten years old.” He clapped his friend on the back and went on to say that as he had come all this way on a wild goose chase, he would make some modernization to the house. “There are some new items for the kitchens but- And he paused dramatically. “Have you seen the new flush away waste systems?” Badger Tomkins gave a grin that threatened to split his face in two. “Well yes, actually, I have.” He was rewarded by the stunned look on the face of Bertie Collins Margrave and he laughed out loud with glee. “You see,” he added with a sort of flourish. “The young lady who has taken over Lady Tupperham’s house has installed not one but two in The Grange.”

      “Well, I’ll be darned.” Bertie replied and sat down into a nearby chair with a sudden thump. Badger told him that Caroline had made other changes, but it had only been three months and some things were taking more time. “She apparently wants the decoration to be like the top houses in London. Her clothes have come down specially and I hear that some of them come from Italy and France.” Bertie could find no suitable reply. Badger was pleased to have the better of his friend for once and told him that Caroline was an excellent horse woman. “No doubt you noticed that she is also extremely pretty.” He finished and Bertie realized that he had indeed noticed that the dark blonde hair and blue grey eyes were part of a slender and rather delicious package. He thought to himself but did not say to Badger that he also noticed that the riding clothes were very similar to the choicest apparel worn around the city. It was a lot to take on board and then he reminded himself that she was also arrogant and had ordered him off her land. “Hmph.” Was all he managed in reply and Badger was delighted. They sat and talked about other things that interested young men of the time and Bertie made an arrangement to go riding the following day. Badger had thought to include friends and make the occasion a bit more of a social occasion. His own sister would have been furious if he had not told her that Bertie was back in the area. Bertrand himself, took his leave and rode back to his stately home by the road. This took considerably more time, but he had no notion to be caught trespassing again.

      

      *****

      

      Bertie arrived home and left the horse to be tended, threw the top hat on a chair and strode through the house to find his aunt in the sitting room that she used the most because it let out onto the garden. The garden was a source of delight to Agatha and Bertie wisely left her to make all decisions in that regard. He knew she would be there but stopped short in the doorway when he realized she was not alone. Sitting taking tea with his normally grumpy old relative was the new neighbor- Caroline Carstairs.

      “Ahh Bertie.” Aunt Agatha said. “Come and meet out new neighbor.” Bertie walked inside and said that they had already met. His aunt wanted to know how and Caroline stood up to meet Lord Haverbrook. “She held out a hand in greeting and said “We may have got off on the wrong foot, Lord Haverbrook. It is lovely to meet you” Bertie knew his manners and came across, took her outstretched hand and raised it to his lips. Once again he felt the jolt of excitement through his body at the touch of her hand, but nothing showed on his face. “Good day, Miss Carstairs. Let us start again.” She rewarded him with a radiant smile that lit up her features like a shaft of summer sunlight, and Bertie Collins Margrave was stunned. For once he was lost for words and his aunt saved the day by telling them both to sit and take some tea. “Caroline has two wonderful attributes that you could do well to learn from,” she told him severely, and he waited to be instructed with a good grace and kept his eyes on the visitor. His London eye told him that the afternoon dress she was wearing was straight from the capital city, and she wore it with confidence and style.

      Aunt Agatha held a book and waved it in the air. “See this new printing system is making these books available to all of us and Caroline is introducing me to a whole world of reading.” Caroline joined the conversation and told him that his aunt was enjoying the books but in return was allowing herself access to her gardens and she was taking inspiration to create a garden of her own. Bertie too, enjoyed some of the new literature available and although they liked different types of reading the three of them found a discussion relaxing and entertaining. Bertie felt comfortable and sat back to enjoy himself. In the end, his aunt directed him to take Miss Carstairs into the garden. “The gardeners will remove anything she might like to choose.” This was amazing in itself because his aunt was normally desperately possessive of her plants. He stood and offered the visitor his arm. “My pleasure, Miss Carstairs.” He said and led the girl out of the doors onto the terrace that overlooked his aunt’s pride and joy.

      Caroline Carstairs took the lead in saying that she had heard that he preferred to live in London, and he told her that was indeed the case. “But Lord Haverbrook, do you not desire to bring some of the London style and fashion to this part of the world?” Bertie had never given this any thought before and was surprised to discover that he enjoyed talking to someone about the things that could be brought up to Derbyshire. The conversation ranged from the latest books and magazines, clothes and activities to the household equipment that could make life easier for all concerned. The two of them were deep in animated talk and found themselves having walked slowly a long way from the house. “I am sorry. This is a long way for you to walk.” Bertie suddenly realized and was surprised when his companion laughed. “I love to walk, ride and in the garden, I like to actually work with the plants. A little walk will do me good.” She had turned towards him, and they were suddenly very close to each other. Bertie took her face between his hands in a spontaneous gesture and kissed her on the lips. After the initial surprise, Caroline returned the kiss with a passion that surprised even herself. There was a sudden and complete connection between them and the kiss deepened and lengthened into something that neither of them expected. It was not that Caroline Carstairs had never been kissed but rather that she had never been kissed in a way that took her to another world. A kiss that sent her head swimming and leaving her knees quite weak. Bertie found his senses first and pulled away. “I am so sorry,” he stuttered. “I don’t know what came over me. Please forgive me for taking advantage.” Caroline looked at his face and the shock that the kiss had inflicted on both of them. She smiled that stunning sunshine smile and pulled his head back towards her. “I am a new woman,” she told him and, this time, she took the initiative and started the kiss.

      “I think, Miss Carstairs,” Bertie said in the end. “That we had better walk back to the house.”

      She laughed and took his arm, and they strolled back in that direction, but both of them were still a little bit shaken by the intensity of the connection. Caroline brought herself to her senses and told him that she had a carriage and he found someone to go and ask for the vehicle to be brought to the front of the house. The couple waited in the extensive hallway until the carriage was brought around and he helped the girl into her rather smart and up to date transport.

      “I enjoyed the walk and the company,” he said, and she leaned forward and told him that she had felt the same. Bertie resisted the urge to take those delightful lips again, and he told the driver to start the journey to her home. Then Bertie Collins Margrave stood for quite a long time on the steps of his stately pile remembering the feel of those lips against his own.

      He found his aunt happily reading her latest book, and she stopped long enough to query if he found the new neighbor pleasant. Bertie knew his aunt of old and gave her a smile. “I know your matchmaking habits, dearest aunt and I am not going to fall into any trap.” She gave a knowing half smile and returned to her reading. He paused at the door and told her he was going riding with Badger the next day.

      Late in the morning, Bertie set off on his favorite horse to meet up with his old friend Badger but when he arrived, via the road so not to trespass again, he found a gathering of friends. They were all collected in the hallway and reception room of Badger’s beautiful but old-fashioned house and Badger’s sister, Arabella, flew towards him with arms outstretched. He grinned at her and held out his arms in response and the two hugged each other and both spoke at the same time.

      “Oh how wonderful to have you home again,” Arabella told him. “We do miss your company you know.” He set her back on her feet having swung the girl around in the air. These two had been friends since childhood and as Arabella had been as keen on the outdoors pursuits as the boys she had been included in their growing up. Badger often wished and indeed, had told Bertie, that a marriage to his sister would be an excellent idea. Both Bertie and Arabella disregarded this suggestion and continued to be the best of friends.

      He held her out at arm’s length and told her she looked wonderful. “I know I am more up to date now that Caroline has moved into the Tupperham house.” And to his surprise, he saw that she was pulling Caroline towards her. “She tells me all about these wonderful shopping emporiums, and we have magazines with the latest styles.”

      “That is obvious,” He said and admired the burgundy colored riding outfit that Arabella was wearing.

      Bertie looked around and said his greetings to the others. Badger had sent messengers to the local people of their own age and sent servants off to the garden pavilion with picnic food. The party had all arrived on horseback and mounted up with excitement for an unexpected visit out. The young ladies all rode side saddle with the skirts of their outfits elegantly spread over the horse’s flanks. They were all accomplished at this seat on their horses and were helped up by footmen and servants. Badger, Bertie and their two male friends climbed aboard easily and with a tinge of dislike Bertie saw that Arielle Pernicier and her cousin Bernice were along as well. “That will be because Toby Marsden-Smythe would like to be part of her rich and influential family.” Bertie thought to himself, but his innate good manners made him greet them pleasantly enough. Toby was riding beside Arielle, and she was ignoring him as she always had. Isabella Germaine was included in the group and Bertie smiled to himself. “Good morning, Isabella,” he said as he rode alongside her. She was a pleasant young woman with a mass of red curls that were usually out of control. Isabella was dressed in a dark blue riding outfit, and he has seen it a few times before. Bertie always noticed clothes. He might not notice other things, but he had an eye for what people were wearing. He wondered to himself if the family had money problems. Isabella’s parents were aristocratic, but not wealthy. He had always liked the girl and hoped things were not too bad. The party shouted to each other as they prepared to enjoy the ride over Badger’s extensive grounds to the garden pavilion. Once there they dismounted. Tethered the horses and spent a very happy afternoon lounging on day beds and eating if they felt like it. The girls talked endlessly about fashion, and it seemed that Caroline was the purveyor of the latest information. Bertie felt a bit annoyed at this because, in the past, he had brought the information from London to the shires. He slipped onto the seat beside Caroline. “What about the fashions in houses?” He joined in. Caroline smiled at him, and the talk turned to the latest in artwork, books and theatre. Badger came and sat beside Isabella. “You are saving dances for me at the ball, aren’t you?” He asked her, and she nodded and said that of course she was. He turned to Bertie. “The Callander’s Ball,” he said. “They will expect to see you there.” Bertie said he wouldn’t miss it for anything and asked if Caroline was invited. She said that she most certainly was and her second cousin was coming as her escort for the evening. Bertie laughed and said that no doubt his aunt would expect him to be her escort.

      

      *****

      

      The ball was two days later and duly dressed in the latest and best that money could buy in London, Bertie Collins-Margrave, Lord Haverpool escorted his aunt to their waiting carriage at the front steps, and they rode in stately fashion to the enormous home of The Marquis of Callander. It was ablaze with lights. Servants were everywhere and rushed to help his aunt from the carriage. The Callander mansion was very large and very ornate. The carriages were being ushered away as new ones arrived and Aunt Agatha and Lord Haverbrook alighted at the foot of the carpeted steps that led into the foyer and then the ballroom. An orchestra was already playing at the far end, and the room was already full of beautifully attired guests. There were seats for the older folk and Bertie escorted his aunt to meet the hosts. Once greeted, he took her to seat with a good view of proceedings and she joined some friends who were obviously set for a jolly good gossip.

      He looked around and spotted Badger with a glass in hand and headed in that direction. The house was, in Bertie’s opinion, over the top with decoration. The walls were overdone with plasterwork and marble, and there were so many plants in pots that it was difficult to navigate the room. In each corner, there was a sort of pavilion effect as if the place was set up to watch a medieval jousting tournament. He fleetingly wondered if the host was going to sit under one like a sort of King Arthur. The two men stood and surveyed the assembly and Bertie thought that Badger had come up to date. “I say, Badge, you are wearing the new tight trousers.” Badger grinned at his friend and told him that his sister had made him read the magazines that Caroline had introduced. “Well I must say, it looks good,” Bertie concluded. He scanned the room and noted that some of the younger ones were clad in fashionable gowns, and some were still a little dated. Most of the young ladies were wearing the empire line dress which had been popular for some time and was quite flattering. The material gathered under the bust line and fell away to the floor. Some of them had a small train which could be hooked up for dancing and some of them were very delicately and ornately decorated. The colors were so varied that it almost looked like a collection of butterflies in the garden. The young women held fans that they fluttered, and lots of them held up the skirt with the other hand. Most of them had their hair swept up and caught into small curls clustered to the head. The older ladies like his aunt wore bonnets. An old friend who was a military man came over and greeted the two men. The military jackets and very tight trouser always caught the eyes of the opposite sex and William Grey was very aware of the eyes on him as he strode across the floor. “Smart as ever, old boy.” Bertie greeted the man and the they talked of what was happening in the military world.

      The dancing was underway and those keen to start were out on the floor in formation for the well-known and well-loved quadrille. The fans held by the ladies were on a ribbon around the wrist, long skirts were held up, and everyone was very stately and could show off their elegance as they moved from partner to partner. Bertie and Badger stood this one out and saw their friends out on the floor. Arabella managed a smile for the boys as she moved around in the dance and Bertie saw Caroline Carstairs looking wonderful in a dark burgundy colored outfit that was not over embellished but stood out as the best that London could produce. His eyes followed her progress around the room, and he felt a tingle in his lips as he thought about that kiss in the garden.

      The dance ended and the man whom Bertie too to be Caroline’s second cousin escorted her from the floor to a seat beside Arabella and Bertie with Badger in tow moved over to join the party. It was a pleasure to meet the man who turned out to be a member of a club to which Bertie already subscribed. They found that they had a few friends in common, and the man was a pleasant companion. His eyes were very obviously drawn to Arabella, and that young lady was not unaware of the attention. Like his cousin, Marshall Carstairs was dressed in great style and showed an elegant calf in his well-tailored clothes. His hair was cut shorter on the top than Bertie’s, and he did not have the sideburns, but he was a very attractive man with a pleasant personality. He asked if he would be allowed to accompany Arabella in the next quadrille and Bertie offered to take Caroline so that Arabella could accept the invitation. The little group were happily enjoying a conversation when along to join them came Arielle and her cousin Bernice. Bertie inwardly groaned. He really did not Like Arielle Pernicier. He suspected she was looking to cause trouble but the two girls joined the conversation about the dancing, and all seemed innocuous. The next dance began, and Bertie offered Caroline his arm. She smiled as she accepted and he walked her into the middle of the floor to join the pattern for another quadrille. It gave him a little thrill of pleasure to feel the touch of her hand, and she must have felt the same because she lifted her other hand and patted his arm as she walked. They smiled at each other and took their places in the dance. Arabella and Marshall did the same and Bertie smiled across at his friend’s sister. She knew he understood. The dance was elegant, stately and everyone was able to look their best.

      The couples returned to the table, and Bertie was sorry to see that Arielle was still there. His training did not allow him to display anything other than good manners, and he gave Caroline a hand as she took a seat. The group talked about the dances and Arielle asked if they had seen the new dance that she had heard about in London. “I have heard that a dance called the Waltz is being enjoyed. Have any of you seen it?” Bertie, Marshall and Caroline all nodded and told her that they had seen the dance, and it was proving very popular. “It uses a lot of energy.” Bertie pointed out. “You are left breathless at the end of it,” Marshall added that it spun around in fast circles and also left you a little dizzy. “It is very fast,” he finished.

      “Have you taken part yourselves?” Bernice asked, and Marshall gave her a smile and told her that he had indeed tried the new dance. The two girls glanced at each other and Bertie knew for certain that they were planning trouble. Arielle said that she would love to see it and suggested that Caroline and Marshall show them how the dance went. Bertie tried to intervene to warn that the older generation would not appreciate the sight of two people dancing close together, but the girls brushed him aside and looked pleadingly at Marshall. Arielle went away and was presumably going to see if the orchestra could play a waltz. Bertie tried again to top the experiment, but the two visitors had no notion of the effect this would have on the spectators. Badger lent his voice as well and even Arabella, but it seemed that the decision was already made and Arielle returned to say that the orchestra was ready, and there would be an announcement. Bertie’s heart sank, and he appealed directly to Caroline to call off the dance. She smiled and told him that everyone here seemed eager to find out what was happening elsewhere, and she stood up to take the arm of her second cousin. The two of them walked out onto the floor as the music began and as Marshall swept his relative into his arms and held her against his chest, there was an audible gasp from the spectators around the room.

      The music played the one two three one two three of the waltz that had arrived in the country from Austria and the two people on the dance floor were swept into the excitement of the moment and did not understand the silence that was greeting their performance. They whirled and twirled and smiled at each other because it was a fun thing to do and then the music came to an end and Caroline curtsied to her partner who gave a brief bow and offered his hand to take her back to her seat. It was only at that point that the two of them noticed the absolute silence that greeted their performance. They stopped and looked around. Caroline gave a nervous smile and the couple walked over to the group where Bertie, Badger and Arabella were waiting. The girls were seated and around the room a rustle of conversation broke out but in subdued voices. Someone directed the orchestra to make more music, and some sort of normality returned to the room. Bertie took a seat beside Caroline. “I think they are not ready for all of the modern things in Derbyshire.” Then he could not help himself. He said to Badger. “I knew Arielle was up to something. That girl is always trouble.” Arabella shushed him and looked around. Badger was nodding though and taking in the attitude of the guests. It was not pleasant, and when Caroline said that she would like a breath of fresh air, Bertie stood and offered his arm. As they passed the people sitting at the side of the ballroom, it was very pointed that each of the ladies turned away. He looked across at his aunt sitting with her friends and even she gave him a pointed stare and turned away. Bertie was furious. He took Caroline out onto the terrace and realize that she was shaking. As they were standing in the shade of a wall, he put his arms around her and held her close until she felt able to stand and recover her composure. “It is just not like London,” he told her. “They move very slowly here. I will see to the things I need to do and then I will return to my town house.” Caroline held onto his arm and said “Thank you for bringing me out here. I did not quite know how to respond.”

      “Hmph.” Lord Haverbrook said sounding like the aristocrat that he undoubtedly was. “I will make it very plain to everyone concerned that the house of Haverbrook does not condone such bad manners.” That produced a smile from his companion.

      “You did try to warn us,” she replied. “Please do not cause any trouble on my behalf. My cousin, like myself, is used to a more liberal society.” Bertie realized he still had an arm around her shoulders, and it was very pleasant. This woman had found her way under his skin and he was enjoying the sensation. “It will not be trouble. That Arielle delights in making people look uncomfortable, and I will make it quite clear that putting friends of mine in that position is unacceptable.” He paused. “I rather think Badger will say the same and his sister will most certainly be on the side of your second cousin.” They both laughed at this and made their way back to the ballroom. The traditional dances were filling the floor, and Caroline asked if he would find her cousin and tell him she would like to go home.

      He left her standing beside Arabella and went in search of her cousin. When he returned, Caroline was gone, and Arabella was fuming. “These people.” She hissed and named four well-known women.

      “Came over and deliberately snubbed Miss Carstairs. I will not be coming to any more of these balls, I think. Badger can get the carriage and take me home.”

      “I’ll talk with you tomorrow,” he said and went over to his aunt. “I think it is time to take out leave, my dearest aunt.” He held out a hand, and Aunt Agatha had no option but to accept it.

      

      *****

      

      His aunt tried to talk to him about the traditions of these balls and how people should not be offended when they broke the rules, but he would have none of it and went off to his bed. Sleep was a long time in coming, and visions of Caroline were ever in his head. He had never before felt so much for anyone and had never been so annoyed on behalf of someone else, and it came to him that if he were to return to London that he would not see the delicious Miss Carstairs again. He drifted into slumber eventually wondering if he could persuade her to return to the city as well.

      After breakfast and a few stern words with his aunt he set off for Badger’s residence and had only been with his friend for minutes when Arabella ran into the room in a most unladylike fashion. “Arabella, for heaven’s sake, calm yourself.” Badger admonished, but his sister shook her head, panted for breath and waved a hand in the air. “She has gone. Caroline. Driven off to London on her own in a carriage.” Both men were instantly at her side and waiting for more details. “How did she go?” Badger demanded. “Who is with her?”

      “And how long ago?” Bertie added. Arabella caught her breath and said that the servants told her that she had left in her own carriage with just a driver about an hour ago. The two men were horrified, and Arabella knew as well that the risks of being held up by robbers was always on the roads. Even when the large stage coaches were guarded, they were still stopped and robbed. Sometimes it was just for the valuables, but sometimes the robbers attacked the victims as well. Bertie made a quick decision. In fact, he did not really think about it. It was enough to know that Caroline was in danger. He turned to Badger and was already heading for the door. “My horse is ready. I will chase after them. An hour is not long. Get some help and follow me.” With that and not waiting for agreement Bertrand Collins- Margrave ran to the stable yard, flung himself onto the still saddled stallion and galloped off along the main drive which was the quickest route to the road. It was a mad and crazy ride, but the horse answered the call, and the pair thundered along the road towards London heedless of the looks they were attracting from anyone who was out and about. He was an excellent horseman and a strong young man. Bertie prided himself on his appearance, and that included having a trim body. That body was using all of its strength to urge the horse forward. His mind was calculating that an hour in a carriage would not have made a lot of progress, and he thought that maybe half of that time would catch them up. He had not thought about what would happen when he found her. “Maybe she will not listen. Maybe she will send me away.” He thought as he travelled but kept on going and after some time, he saw in the distance a carriage on the track ahead and then his heart sank as he realized it was stationery, and there were two men in front of it blocking the way. Bertie did not slow down. As he drew near, he saw Caroline hand out a bag from the carriage to the nearest robber who was waving a pistol in the air. The other one was waving another gun at the driver who was still sitting on the seat holding the reins.

      Bertie kept on galloping towards the scene and instead of slowing he sent his mount directly at the man taking the bag. The horse saw the collision coming and slowed involuntarily, but it was still traveling at some speed when it knocked into the robber. Bertie jumped from the horse and let himself fly at the second robber in front of the carriage. The first one was on the ground and trying to get under the vehicle away from the horse’s hooves. Robber number two was taken by surprise and when he was leaped upon by an enraged gentleman. In panic, he fired the gun, and Bertie felt a hot pain in his shoulder, but it was not enough to slow him down. Bertie pulled back his arm and punched the robber directly onto the nose which spurted blood everywhere. The gun clattered to the ground. Caroline screamed as she saw the blood and thought it belonged to Bertie. The footman who had been driving had now leaped to Bertie’s aid and between them, they immobilized the second robber. The first one scrambled out from under the carriage and ran off as fast as his legs could carry him. Bertie let him go and found some cord to tie up the one they had caught. The penalty for highway robbery was death, and the man was now pleading to be let go, but they took no notice.

      “You are not hurt are you?” Bertie asked Caroline anxiously and her reply was to come forward and hold out her arms. “I am fine, but you are hurt. Let me see what is wrong.” He took a step forward and collapsed into her arms. The driver rushed to her aid, and they propped Lord Haverbrook against the carriage wheel. The driver caught the free horse and Badger and another two servants came galloping post haste down the road to assist. “Oh Mr Tomkins, I am so glad to see you. Bertie is injured.” Badger knelt down on the road beside his friend and pulled away the jacket. Caroline gasped as she saw that blood was spreading across is white shirt and cravat from his shoulder. “I need cloths,” Badger said looking around. Caroline darted to where her bags were in the carriage, ripped one open and produced a white petticoat. Badger grabbed it and staunched the wound. He looked at Caroline. “Hold that against him and when the bleeding stops, we will get him into the carriage. He sent his two servants off to find someone to take the robber into custody and tied his own horse and Bertie’s to the rear of the carriage. “I think it has stopped now.” Caroline ventured and raised the cloth a little. Badger looked and agreed. He called the driver, and together they lifted Bertie into the carriage. Bertie himself was coming round and could help a little as the two men struggled to get him onto the seat. Once there, Badger asked Caroline to come and hold the cloth again. She sat beside him and the driver started to turn the carriage back in the direction of home. Badger saw, with relief that the footmen had brought the law and when he gave details and his own and Bertie’s names and addresses they took the robber away.

      Badger came to sit on the other side of Bertie, and the party set back the way they had come. “Oh, I am so sorry,” Caroline said after a while. “I have caused all this trouble, and poor Lord Haverbrook has been shot- all on my account.”

      Badger told her that Bertie had simply chased off at high speed as soon as he knew she had gone off alone. “I have been such a fool,” she said. “Doing the stupid dance and then rushing off when people didn’t like it.” There was a slight moan from Bertie, who opened his eyes.

      “I can hear you, Caroline,” he whispered. “They are stupid, arrogant people.”

      Badger said he agreed with that. “Just let’s get you home and the wound cleaned up,” he told him. “Lie still. It won’t be long.” Bertie did the opposite. He opened his eyes and looked at Caroline Carstairs. “I could not bear it if anything happened to you.” He paused for breath. “Can I have fallen in love in such a short time?” Caroline gasped at took his hand.

      “I went away to save you and your friends embarrassment,” she answered and both Bertie and Badger said that they were not embarrassed at all. Bertie opened his eyes again and looked at the girl holding his hand and still pressing the cloth to his shoulder. “Miss Carstairs, will you do me the honor of becoming my wife please? Please be Lady Haverbrook. Please say yes.” Badger Tomkins had no place to go so he looked studiously out of the side of the carriage and grinned quietly to himself. He would never let Bertie forget this one.

      There was a pause whilst Caroline took in the enormity of what he had asked. Bertie opened his eyes again and looked worried. “Maybe you do not feel for me like I do for you.” He ventured but Caroline gave him that marvelous smile that lit up the whole world. “I do love you Bertie Collins- Margrave. I loved you from the first moment I saw you trespassing in my stable yard.” He gave a small laugh. “So the answer is yes?” She bent forward and kissed his lips.

      “Yes. Yes. Yes. I will marry you and be the happiest woman in the world.” Bertie brought around his good arm and pulled her close. He claimed the kiss that he had been dreaming of and he knew that Badger Tomkins was grinning like a madman. He didn’t care. The kiss ended and Carline checked the wound again. “The bleeding has stopped,” she said.

      “You can turn around now, Badger.” Bertie said and realized that he felt stronger than before. “I know you are having a really good laugh but you can prepare yourself to be best man at the forthcoming festivities. “Congratulations to both of you,” Badger said. “I accept the best man invitation.” The carriage turned into the gates of Bertie’s stately pile, and the two riders had gone ahead to prepare the servants to receive the wounded warrior. Bertie said he could walk and did go into his house on his own legs but aided by Badger and his butler. Aunt Agatha was fluttering in the background and frowned when she saw Caroline. “This is your fault, you silly girl.” The older woman said, but it stopped Bertie in his tracks. He turned to the whole group of people. “This is the fault of ignorant people who are nasty to others. You included, Aunt Agatha.” He looked around. “Miss Carstairs has agreed to marry me.” There was a gasp, and some of the servant girls clapped their hands. “We will wed and pull this place into the modern world.” He held out his hand, and Caroline ran to take it.

      The butler said, “Let me be the first to say congratulations, My Lord.” And Bertie thanked him as the staff gave a little cheer. “Let’s get you to a bed and clean this wound.” The butler finished and took over operations much to Badger’s relief.

      It seemed that the bullet had gone straight through the top of the shoulder and although there were two wounds it was not as bad as the blood would let you think. Warm water and gentle washing revealed a clean wound. Wrapped in clean bandages and a soft jacket pulled into place, Bertie felt human again and held out his hand for Caroline to come and sit beside him.

      “Thank you for riding to my rescue,” she said. “You were truly a knight in shining armor.”

      “And I claim the hand of the maiden in distress.” He grinned at her. “We will do that waltz at the wedding, and nobody will be brave enough to complain.”

      “My cousin will be delighted. He will be able to teach Arabella how to waltz as well.” His bride to be added and he drew her towards him for the kiss that took them both into another realm entirely where time stood still.

      “Happy ever after, Caroline, Lady Haverbrook. Happy ever after.” He murmured into her hair. She nestled against him and smiled.

      *****

      

      The Storm of the Season – A Regency Romance

      Chapter 1

      “Ernest, thank heavens. You're back. I can't find Charlotte anywhere, and I can't find Mary either,'' Lady Melbourne shouted, as her husband climbed the steps to their mansion, Eaton Hall. ''I've been waiting an age for you to return. Why do those regimental dinners go on for so long? You're just a bunch of old soldiers, what on earth do you have to talk about until deep into the night?''

      ''Deep in the night? It's only ten-fifteen. We talk about old times and have the odd glass.''

      ''And the way you climbed those steps, it looks as though you've had a few too many. Really, Ernest, you are a shambles. Now go and find Charlotte. I really do not want to have to tell the Duke, that his beloved Charlotte has disappeared.''

      ''When did you last see her?'' Lord Melbourne asked, slightly unsteady on his feet. He'd spent the evening at the monthly dinner of his old regiment, the Hussars. In his day, Lord Melbourne had been a dashing officer, who'd led his men into battle. Now he was a henpecked, fifty-three year old, with little to do all day, but remember past campaigns.

      ''Before you left. I think around four o'clock. She had tea in the drawing room. I haven't seen her since.''

      ''And where do you suggest I look at this time in the evening? It's pitch black outside. And by the feel of it, it's about to pour down.''

      ''Ernest, please don't talk to me like that. We have a household of fifty servants, half of them male. Take them, and find the blessed girl.''

      Lord Melbourne took four footmen, three stable hands, two gardeners and Lewis, the butler. He knew their search would prove fruitless, but if he didn't appease his wife, he wouldn't hear the last of it. After twenty-five years of marriage, he knew that incurring the wrath of his wife was not a good idea. ''Listen, men, it's started to pour down. My daughter won't be out on the estate in this weather. I suggest we go down to the village and have a brandy.''

      The men nodded in agreement. They were grateful they would be able to sit in front of the warm fire at the Ship Inn, and drink.

      ****

      ''And, did you find her?'' Lady Melbourne shouted as the men walked back up the drive, some hours later.

      ''No dear, we've searched every inch of this three hundred hectare estate. She's nowhere to be seen,'' her husband slurred.

      ''Ernest get inside now. And as for you men, you should be ashamed of yourselves. Do you think I was born yesterday? By the look of you, you haven't been searching for my daughter at all, you've been getting drunk in the Ship. None of you have mud on your boots. There will be consequences for all of you. Now be off to with you.” Lady Melbourne sighed. “And sit down Ernest, before you fall down. You're a disgrace to the family name. I have no idea why I married you. You've always been a drunk and a scoundrel. How many wenches were there in the Ship this evening? You're a Lord. You should behave like one.''

      ''My dear, calm yourself, and please don't start mentioning the fact that this estate belongs to you. I am perfectly aware of it. You remind me almost daily. However, I am Lord Melbourne, not you.''

      ''You're drunk. You only had the name Lord, when I married you, nothing else. You were penniless. Without me, you would be living in a tiny house, on your paltry army pension. Now get to bed. When I wake up in the morning, I'll inform the Duke.''

      ****

      ''Miss, it's raining so hard, we'll have to put into the next Inn. It looks like it may thunder and I don't want the horses frightened.''

      ''Of course. That would be very dangerous indeed,'' Charlotte said to the coachman. ''Oh Mary, did you hear that? We're going to have to stop. We've only been traveling for five hours. It's much too close to home. Somebody will surely discover us.''

      ''Calm yourself, Miss Charlotte. I think, we have come a long way. It won't be easy for anyone from Eaton Hall to find us.''

      ''I'm not worried about anybody from Eaton Hall. But I am worried the Duke will send some of his henchmen to find me.''

      ''Miss Charlotte, I hate to see you so upset. Please try to calm yourself. If you continue to worry, you'll make yourself ill.''

      ''Oh Mary, you're so kind. I really don't know what I would do without you. I am so thankful to you for accompanying me.''

      ''Not at all. I am your faithful servant. I will always do as you ask. It has pained me greatly to see you so unhappy since your betrothal to the Duke.''

      ''Forced betrothal, I may add. I hate that man, and my mother, for doing this to me. My mother just wanted me to marry him because he is a Duke. He's old, unpleasant and cruel. I'm afraid to say, my mother is so engulfed in status, that she knows nothing of love. She only married my father because he had a title. I don't believe she loved him. She just wanted to be Lady Melbourne. She bought my father with her vast wealth.''

      Mary was concerned about Charlotte's welfare. Mary had come to Eaton Hall some five years earlier, when Charlotte had just celebrated her sixteenth birthday. She was Charlotte's first lady's maid. The two young women got on famously, from the very first day. On some occasions, they'd filled Eaton Hall with so much laughter and gaiety, even the servants began to smile again. That hadn't happened for many a year. Charlotte's mother had tried to dampen their spirits by telling her daughter, that Mary was just a servant and should be treated as one. Charlotte hadn't listened, and their relationship was more that of two friends, than mistress and servant.

      ''It looks like we're here,'' Mary said, as the coach lunged into a deep rut in the road. ''I'll wait, and get our bags, you go inside and warm yourself. It's a foul night, and I don't want you catching a cold.''

      Charlotte nodded, and when the coach pulled into the Inn's courtyard, she accepted the coachman's arm, dismounted, and went inside.

      The Innkeeper looked at Charlotte and raised his eyebrows at her beauty. When he studied her, he noticed her piercing green eyes and the fine features of her face. She was tall and delicately built, but he did notice her ample bust.

      ''Miss, please, take a seat by the fire. It's a dreadful night. I heard this storm is likely to last for two days. No point in frightening the horses. You might as well stay here until the weather improves.''

      Charlotte was upset to hear they may be held up for longer than one evening. She wanted to put as much distance between her and the Duke as possible, in the least amount of time.

      When Mary arrived at the bar with their bags, the Innkeeper took both ladies upstairs and showed them to their chambers. Charlotte was surprised that an ordinary coaching station had such beautiful rooms. Inside, there was a small four-poster bed, a fireplace, and a wash stand. Some kind person had lit the fire, and it was beautifully warm.

      ''I'll hang your dresses up, and put your things in the drawers. The coachman told me; we might be here for quite a while. I don't want to leave your things in the damp bag,'' Mary said.

      ''Yes, thank you. I'm really disappointed we are here at all. We were supposed to be in Newark by now. I don't think we have made even half that distance.''

      ''Don't worry about that. What's important is that we are safe. What use would it be, if we had to spend the night inside the coach, in the middle of nowhere? Here, it's warm, and the beds looks comfortable.''

      ''But I'm so afraid the Duke will find me. Our wedding is only three weeks away, and if I have to marry him, I will end my life.''

      ''Let's go to sleep now. We'll see what the weather's like in the morning.''

      

      Chapter 2

      ''Oh Mary, when will this dreadful storm finally cease?'' Charlotte asked as she looked out of the breakfast room window.

      ''I have no idea. Before you came down this morning, I asked the coachman, and he thinks we'll be here for another day. He won't leave while there is so much thunder around. The loud bangs frighten the horses, and if they bolt when they're pulling the coach, there could be dreadful accident.''

      ''Yes, I understand. Then we'll just have to wait. I've finished eating now, come and sit with me in the bar. There is a large table, where we can play cards.'' The two women sat comfortably in front of the fire and played whist.

      Then the gust threw open the front door.

      And he stepped in.

      Everyone in the bar looked at him. The man was tall, muscular and rugged. As he closed the door behind him, he glanced around. He noticed two beautiful young women playing cards by the fire, an old man enjoying his first pint of the day, two coachmen, and the innkeeper.

      ''Good day to you all. Innkeeper, a brandy please,'' he said, his voice booming across the room. ''A fire, excellent. Ladies, do you mind if I sit next to you? I have been out in this storm for hours, and I'm afraid I'm rather cold.''

      Charlotte and Mary shuffled along the settle as the man took off his sodden cape and hat and sat down next to them.''

      The Innkeeper brought him a brandy, and Charlotte studied him, nervously. Had the Duke sent him to find her, she asked herself? He looked as though he had had a hard life. He wasn't old, perhaps just three or four years older than Charlotte, but his rugged features made him look older. Charlotte found him attractive. It was his deep blue eyes and angular jaw. She wondered how he had got the scar on his cheek.

      ''Tell me, Sir, what made you ride through such inclement weather for so long that you are soaked to the skin?'' Charlotte asked.

      “'I have to be in London by tomorrow, at the latest. But I fear the weather will prevent me. I have an important engagement there.''

      ''How interesting. I hope you don't think me too curious to ask you, but what is your line of business?''

      ''I'm an engineer. Tomorrow, I am to meet with the Duke of Westminster. He wants me to plan a new bridge over the Thames.''

      Charlotte was suspicious. She hadn't liked him using the word Duke. It seemed to be a little too coincidental to her predicament. She also found it rather implausible, that the Duke of Westminster would choose a man from the North of England to build a bridge in London. Surely there were enough engineers in London, she thought.

      ''Are you two ladies waiting for the storm to pass before traveling further?''

      ''Yes, Sir. It's too dangerous for the horses to be out. We are going to wait here until it clears up,'' Charlotte said.

      ''Splendid. Then perhaps you will allow me to sit with you. I'll get some sherry.''

      ''It is really quite early for sherry. Perhaps tea?'' Mary said.

      ''No, Sherry will be fine. If we are to sit here all day, we may as well make merriment,'' Charlotte added.

      ''I'm am Ralph Bellington. I'm very pleased to make your acquaintance,'' he said as they each raised a glass.

      ''I am Georgina, and this is my maid Milly,'' Charlotte lied.

      ****

      ''Oh, you are so funny Ralph. That's a lovely story,'' Charlotte laughed. They had spent three hours sitting by the fire, drinking sherry and relating stories. Charlotte had been quite brilliant at making up a completely new life for her and Mary. They weren't from Eaton Hall but from Westfield Lodge. They weren't running away from the Duke but on their way to her cousin's wedding in London. Charlotte had lied perfectly throughout the whole afternoon, and she had enjoyed it enormously.

      ''Milly are you feeling alright?'' Charlotte asked as Mary's head sank to the table.

      ''I believe she is drunk, Miss Georgina,'' Ralph said.

      ''Oh dear, please help me. We have had rather a lot to drink. Will you help me to take her to her room?''

      Charlotte and Ralph helped Mary to her feet and supported her, as they climbed the narrow staircase. They took off Mary's shoes and lay her on the bed.

      ''She'll be alright tomorrow. There's plenty of time for her to sleep it off,'' Ralph concluded.

      ''Yes, I hope so. Oops,'' Charlotte said, as she almost lost her footing and fell into Ralph's arms. ''I too have had a bit too much sherry. I think I should lie down. My room is next door.''

      Ralph picked her up and carried her into the corridor. ''This way,'' Charlotte said. ''Please come inside with me.”

      He put her down when they were in the room. As he was about to leave, there was a huge rumble of thunder. Charlotte jumped. ''I really don't like thunder, it scares me so. Would you mind if I asked you to stay with me?'' She wasn't really afraid, she just wanted to feel his strong arms around her. She wanted him to make her feel special. She'd had to spend so much time recently with the hateful Duke that she was now prepared to offer herself, without delay, to the handsome stranger. Albeit under the influence of several glasses of sherry.

      ''Of course. If you don't find it indelicate having a gentleman in your bedchamber in the middle of the afternoon.''

      She took his hand and led him to the bed. She sat down on the edge and held his hands as he stood before her. ''Sir, I want you to make love to me. You are the most handsome man, I have ever met.''

      He bent down and kissed her, and as he did so, Charlotte put her hands to his groin and felt the weight of his manhood.

      He laughed. ''Madam is in high spirits, isn't she?''

      ''Yes, madam is,'' she said as she squeezed gently. ''Kiss me,'' she commanded. As their mouths locked, there was another clash of thunder. She felt its rumble throughout her entire body.

      Charlotte suddenly remembered his reference to the Duke of Wellington. It made her nervous, but she was passed caring, she just wanted the handsome man to take her. She felt his fingers unfastening the buttons at the back of her dress. When they were open, he slipped the dress from her shoulders and kissed her neck. Charlotte put her hands behind his neck and pulled him into her. His lips played hungrily over her sensitive skin, and she loved it. He began to kiss lower and lower until he reached the top of her breasts. When she felt him there, she let out a little moan.

      Now she wanted to feel him on her nipples, and she lowered her undergarments. He looked and saw her turgid buds staring at him, waiting to be licked. When his tongue glanced over them, Charlotte felt a sudden ache seer through her womanhood. That made her impatient. She reached for his belt, and when it was open, his buttons. She pulled his trousers and underpants down, in one fluid movement.

      Lightening illuminated the room, and Ralph’s penis sprang up. Charlotte bent her head and opened her mouth. He stopped sucking her breasts and stood upright. As Charlotte's head bobbed up and down, he sank his head back and closed his eyes. He was enchanted by her, and the feel of her dainty mouth on his hardness drove him perilously close to orgasm.

      Instead of coming in her mouth, he pulled out of her and lifted her to her feet. He spun her around and pulled all her garments down past her calves. As she stepped out of them, he looked at the beauty of her naked body, graced by the light of the storm. Her shoulders were dainty, almost fragile looking. Her back was unimaginably sensual. It was long, and her muscles were well defined, in the most feminine of senses. When his eyes looked at her bottom, he was overcome with desire and passion. She gasped as he lifted her up, walked across the room and bent her, face first, to the window, the rain pounding against the glass.

      ''No Ralph, people will see us.''

      ''That's the fun. The danger.''

      Charlotte didn't complain anymore, the sherry had numbed her inhibitions. All she wanted was to feel him fill her aching vagina. As he looked down, he saw her pubic hair glistening with desire. He put his hands on her hips and pulled her onto him. Charlotte gasped when she felt him inside her. Thunder shook the bedroom.

      As the intensity of his strokes increased, Charlotte's breathing became shallower and shallower. When she felt him reach around her, and start to rub her clitoris, it was too much. Thunder. Lightening. She moaned, shoved herself back against his hardness, and came.

      Afterwards, her legs were like jelly. She would have collapsed had he not caught her. He carried her away from the window and tossed her onto the bed. He turned her around and took her from behind.

      To Charlotte, it was the act of a man who knew what he wanted. The sight of her bottom as her plunged himself into her, and the scent of her womanly arousal brought him closer and closer to orgasm. When he saw her clench her fists and begin to shake again, he shouted out and emptied himself into her. He collapsed on top of her, and she reached behind herself and pulled his head down to kiss her.

      ''That was beautiful,'' she said.

      ''You are beautiful,'' he replied.

      Charlotte pulled the bedclothes up over them as they held each other. Still naked, they drifted off to sleep in each other’s arms.

      

      Chapter 3

      When Charlotte woke up, Ralph wasn't lying beside her. He was standing at the end of the bed, pointing a pistol at her.

      ''Charlotte Melbourne, I am charged by the Duke of Eddington to take you and your maid Mary back to his estate. Please get dressed and come with me.''

      Charlotte looked at him through her sleepy eyes, but she soon came fully to her senses. ''Sir, would you do that to the lady you bedded just last evening? To the lady whose arms you lay in? Would you take her back, to the man that makes her more miserable, than misery itself? Are you so cruel and heartless?''

      ''Madam, I am an employee of the Duke, and it is my duty to do as he asks. Please, do not make this harder for me than it already is.''

      ''Harder for you? Sir, if you do this to me, you will sink in my estimation to that of the ugliest toad. Last evening, I gave myself wholeheartedly to you. Please do not talk of it being hard for you. It is far harder for Mary and me. I beg you. Do not ruin our lives.''

      ''Get dressed. I will wait for you at the door,'' he said.

      ****

      ''At last, Madam. You have finally dared to grace me with your presence. Not after I sent my good man here to fetch you, I might add. I must congratulate you, Ralph, you have done an excellent job in bringing my fiancée back to me. For that, I shall be forever grateful. You may leave us now.''

      The Duke looked at the two women as Ralph walked across the marble floor to the door. Charlotte and Mary were standing in front of him, in the reception room at Anthorpe Castle. It was a cold room. Built entirely of white marble with columns down each side. There were no statues or paintings. The room had an eerie echo. Mary hadn't seen the Duke very often, and when she looked at him, she was thankful. He was small and an odd shape. His nose was crooked, and his teeth were blackened by years of pipe smoking. She thought him to be just slightly younger than Charlotte's father.

      ''I ought to have you both thrashed for daring to run away.” The Duke’s voice was eerily low. “Charlotte, your mother has been worried beyond belief. You could have been attacked or worse. For all we knew, you were lying dead in a gutter.” He paused. “You have disappointed me greatly. You will remain in the gatehouse, under house arrest until the day of our marriage.” He was shouting now. “As for you Mary, you are a low life. I assume, it was you, who put my fiancée up to this. For that, you will go to work as my lowest kitchen maid. You will live here without pay. If you dare to leave, I will have you arrested.”

      The Duke yelled, and a sickly looking footman appeared. ''See to it that Miss Charlotte is taken to the gatehouse. Make sure she is guarded day and night. If she escapes, I will hold you personally responsible. Do you understand?''

      ''Yes, my Lord, perfectly. Please come with me, Miss Charlotte.''

      ''If you think I am going to marry you, you are sorely mistaken. Hell will freeze over first,'' Charlotte said, just before she spat at the Duke.

      ''You have no choice,'' he said as he wiped the fluid from his face. ''Your father has given his consent. It is out of your hands. I must warn you, if you continue to resist, it will do your health no good whatsoever. It would be much better for you to accept your situation and make the best of it. Now take her out of my sight.''

      When Charlotte had gone, the Duke turned to Mary. ''Do you know what you have done? You have defied me. The Duke of Eddington. I would ask you, who you think you are, but it is of no importance to me.''

      He stepped towards her and slapped her. Mary held her head up, not wanting him to see how hurt she was. He took hold of her, and pushed her to the only piece of furniture in the room, a mahogany table. When he bent her forwards over it and lifted her skirts. She knew what was about to befall her. Her screams could be heard in the scullery deep below. The staff knew what was happening, but it was such a regular occurrence at Anthorpe castle, none of them paid much attention.''

      ****

      ''Charlotte, Charlotte. Please, open the window.'' Charlotte listened to the voice as another pebble bounced off the windowpane.

      She went to the window, opened it, and looked down to the garden below. It was dark, and she couldn't see anyone. ''Charlotte, it's me. I'm over here.''

      She looked to the left and saw him. He was standing tight against the wall of the house in which Charlotte was being held against her will.

      ''What do you want, you disgrace of a man?'' she asked.

      ''Please. I am so sorry. You will never forgive me, I know, but after some days thinking about it, I am wracked with guilt for having brought you back to this place,” Ralph pleaded. “Listen to me, please. I don't know how best to put this, but I am in love with you. If you will let me, I will take you from here, to a safe place where we can begin to know each other better. I would never force you to do anything against your will.''

      ''If you think I'm falling for that trick, you are sadly mistaken. I have a low opinion of you, and I have no interest in what you are saying to me.'' Charlotte slammed the window shut. “Goodnight.” She walked to the bed, curled herself into a ball, and cried.

      

      Chapter 4

      Charlotte awoke with a start as the Duke's hand slipped over her mouth. She smelt his alcoholic breath as he hissed at her.

      “'Now, my dear, before you run away from me again, it is time for you to be taught a lesson. I am going to teach you to respect me. You will get up, take off your gown and kneel before me with your mouth open. Do you understand?'' The knife at her neck persuaded Charlotte it was a good idea to comply.

      When she knelt naked in front of him, she saw him fiddling with his trousers. When he had freed himself, he grabbed her hair and pulled her to him. ''Open your mouth, wench, I will teach you a lesson.''

      Charlotte closed her eyes. She waited, but nothing arrived in her mouth. All she heard was a hideous thud. When she looked, she saw Ralph standing above the Duke with a truncheon in his hand.

      ''I told you I was sorry. Now I'm here to prove it. Get your things. I'm going to take you to York where you can catch the midnight coach to London. You have nothing to fear. Neither I nor anyone else will follow you. You are free. I love you, and that is truer than the fact that I am standing before you now. I will leave it entirely up to you to decide if you want me or not. I am truly sorry for putting you in this position. Please hurry before the old mongrel wakes up.''

      ''What about Mary? I can't leave her.''

      ''She is in the house. There are too many servants. I can't just go and get her. Please, hurry. I will see what I can do for Mary when I can.''

      ****

      ''Lord Melbourne, Lady Melbourne. I have asked you here today, to talk to you about your daughter.''

      ''My Lord, it is such a pleasure for my husband and me to know that someone of your standing will be taking care of our only daughter. It is beyond our wildest dreams that she will become a Duchess, and look after you, in a way as befits a faithful wife.''

      ''Lady Melbourne, please silence yourself.  Your mouth is full of bile. Your daughter has once again run away. This time, with the help of one of my guards. It would not surprise me if she were lying with him in some seedy Inn as we speak. I have lost respect for you, and your daughter. There will be no marriage, and I will be pursuing you in the courts, for financial compensation. Your family has done untold damage to my reputation. Now please take yourselves from my property.''

      ''But my Lord, can't we.......'' Lady Melbourne was interrupted by her husband.

      ''My Lord. I am so sorry for what has happened. May I ask why you are wearing a bandage on your head?''

      ''I was brutally attacked. I'm lucky to be here.''

      ''It is such a shame someone has beaten me to it. I was the one who wanted to be the first to hit you. Oh well, second will have to do.'' Lord Melbourne swung his fist at the Duke and landed him a blow just below the eye. The Duke spun around and landed face down on the marble floor.

      ''Now, enough of this nonsense, we're going.''

      Lady Melbourne stood up and looked at her husband aghast.

      ''And what are you looking at? You've been a disgraceful mother, as I have a father. If I hadn't been so weak, none of this would have happened. That man has done untold damage to Charlotte. I just stood by and watched. I am an apology of a father. I only hope one day, my daughter will learn to forgive me.''

      ****

      ''Mary,'' Lord Melbourne whispered as she walked down the bleak corridor in the servant’s quarters.

      ''Lord Melbourne,'' she exclaimed. She dropped the tray she was carrying.

      ''Mary, get your things and come with me. You're coming back to Eaton Hall.''

      

      Chapter 5

      ''All rise,'' the clerk of the court shouted

      ''Members of the jury,'' said Justice Fielding. ''It is my duty, in summing up the case against Ralph Bellingham, to single out the salient points of the case, which you may come to an informed and correct verdict. Let me first refresh your memories of the alleged facts of the case.

      ''The court has heard how, on the twenty-first of September, in the year eighteen fourteen, Ralph Bellingham is alleged to have attempted to murder The Duke of Eddington. Bellingham is alleged to have unleashed a blow, of such force, it was likely to have killed the Duke. You have also heard how the Duke has suffered since. His vision has been severely impaired, and his memory is not as it used to be.''

      'The accused was apprehended after a comprehensive search by His Majesty's Constabulary. Bellingham was found, just four days after the alleged incident, not more than twenty miles away. The prosecution has presented Mr. Bellingham as a professional thug of dubious character. It is clear that Mr. Bellingham worked for the Duke for two years before the incident. The prosecution has also alleged, that during that time, Mr. Bellingham carried out several similar attacks, unbeknownst to his employer.''

      Judge Fielding stopped and took a sip of water before continuing. ''As to Mr. Bellingham's character, the prosecution has painted him to be a man of low morals and a thug. The defense, however, has indicated that Mr. Bellingham was acting to defend a lady, who the Duke was treating in the most despicable manner. That is, in a sexual manner to which the lady herself had not consented. The case for the defense was centered around the Duke's treatment of Miss Mary Cumberland, a lowly servant at the Duke's residence. They have alleged that the Duke treated her appallingly over a number of months and that any right-minded man would have been driven to defend her. In fact, the defense has indicated, that it would have been a neglect of a human being's duty, not to have acted.''

      Judge Fielding lowered his voice and looked over his half-moons glasses as he continued. ''Having heard both sides, it is my duty to make the jury aware of certain facts. Firstly, the Duke of Eddington. He is an aristocrat of the highest reputation. His family has served this country in various capacities for two hundred years. Anyone bringing his character into dispute has to make a cast iron case against him. The jury must decide if the defense has done so.

      “Secondly, evidence. When Mr. Bellingham was apprehended, he was carrying a truncheon. A weapon, at least similar to the one with which the Duke was struck. The jury has seen the implement and confirmed that it was blood-stained.

      “Thirdly, Mr. Bellingham's character versus that of the Duke. Mr. Bellingham is a man, who has worked in a variety of dubious occupations, all in the area of private policing. Members of the jury, in this case, we have a man of impeccable character, who alleges that he was assaulted by a man of lesser character. The defendant, when arrested, had a weapon about him similar to the one with which the Duke was struck.

      “I ask you to retire and consider your verdict. I must add that you should give very careful consideration to this case. If convicted, the defendant faces a penalty of death by hanging. Attempted murder is a crime of the gravest nature. Attempted murder of a man of the Duke's standing, is graver still. Please retire to consider your verdict.''

      

      Chapter 6

      Castle Prison

      York

      20th October 1814

      

      My dearest Charlotte,

      You may be wondering why you have not heard from me recently. Especially, as we have written to each other so regularly since the incident with the Duke.

      I love you, as no man could ever love a woman. Your last letter, in which you reciprocated your love for me, has made me the happiest man alive. That you are safe, and out of the way of the Duke, pleases me more than anything. It was my intention to join you, once you had indicated your love for me.

      Unfortunately, my dear, something has come between us. I have been arrested and charged with the attempted murder of the Duke. The trial is almost over, and I fear that it has not gone well.

      My love, you should know that you occupy my thoughts at all times, and it is with the heaviest of hearts that I must say goodbye, forever.

      I am sure you will go on to lead a happy and fulfilling life. That I hope, above all else.

      My dearest, from the bottom of my heart, accept my sincere apologies for ever returning you to the Duke. It was an act of the utmost selfishness.

      I love you. May God keep you safe.

      Your Ralph

      ****

      ''Charlotte. Where have you been, I have been worried sick about you?''

      ''Father, I am sorry for leaving and not telling you my whereabouts. I am so afraid of the Duke that I went into hiding in London. But something terrible brings me back you. Ralph Bellingham, is in prison.''

      ''My dearest daughter. Mr. Bellingham has been sentenced to death at York. He will be hanged on Monday. Please don't upset yourself. We tried all we could but the prosecution had a strong case, and Mr. Bellingham did hit the Duke, whatever the circumstances.''

      Charlotte pushed her handkerchief to her mouth to prevent her from screaming.

      ''Charlotte. So you dare to come back here?'' Lady Melbourne said as she entered the drawing room at Eaton Hall. ''We had given you up for dead.''

      ''I was explaining to father what happened. I am in love with Mr. Bellingham, but he has been.....'' Charlotte broke down in tears.

      ''That man is a scoundrel and a would-be murderer. How the poor Duke survived that vicious attack, only the Lord knows.''

      ''Mr. Bellingham saved me from a terrible fate that evening. The Duke deserved it. He is a despicable man, who treats women so badly it is unmentionable.''

      ''The Duke is a man of honor. You have brought shame on our family. The Duke has threatened us with prosecution for damages to his reputation. It could ruin us. It's all your fault. You are selfish and undeserving. You could have been a Duchess. But it seems you were happy to consign yourself to the gutter, with a murderer. I am pleased to tell you he will be hanged. And good riddance. The whole business has made me so upset. I'm going to lie down.''

      Charlotte couldn't control the sobs that wracked her body as her mother left the room. Tears began to well up in her father's eyes as well.

      ''Charlotte. You know I love you dearly. I want to apologize to you for being such a weak father. You mother is a tyrant, and I have accepted her behavior on too many occasions. I promise you, I will be stronger for you against her in the future.''

      ''I don't know why you don't leave her. She is terrible towards you, and she is a spiteful mother.''

      ''Your mother is a wealthy woman. And although a woman's wealth becomes her husbands at the time of marriage, I have always respected the fact that it was her wealth that gave us this lifestyle. I will not abuse her trust.''

      ''Father, what am I to do? I love a man who will be hanged. I want to die with him.''

      ''Please, my love, do not talk like that. In time, you will come to terms with the situation and move on with your life. My dear, you are just twenty-one. You have your whole life ahead of you. You will meet someone else one day and live a happy life. I suggest you go back to London and forget about happenings here. I will write to you and come and see you when I am able. Perhaps you would like to see Mary before you go.”

      ''Is she here?''

      ''Yes, I brought her back from the Duke's. I am afraid you will find Mary a much changed young lady. She suffered some terrible abuse while she was in the employ of the Duke. I believe, that now, she is as happy as it is possible to be, under the circumstances.''

      Charlotte ran to Mary and hugged her when Mary entered the room. ''I am so sorry, I left you. Please forgive me. I thought Mr. Bellingham would bring you to me.''

      ''He would have Miss, but he was arrested. I am only thankful that your father rescued me. The Duke did some terrible things to me. I am afraid I won't be able to bear............'' Mary broke down before she could say, 'children.'

      ''Oh Mary,'' Charlotte said as she held her and stroked her hair. ''What has he done to you? I am so sorry for getting you involved in this mess. I will make amends, I promise.''

      ''You should leave, Charlotte. I don't think it's safe for you to be around here. If the Duke hears you are here, I am sure he will do something terrible.''

      ''Mary, look at me. I will do what is right now. For everyone's sake.''

      

      Chapter 7

      ''Charlotte, what a surprise. How dare you come here after running away and leaving me for dead,'' the Duke said. Charlotte was standing in the same cold reception room she and Mary had stood in when Ralph had returned them to the Duke some months ago.

      Charlotte looked at him and winced at what she was about to say. ''My Lord, I have come to you today to offer you my sincere apologies. I have made a grave mistake, and I hope you will find it in your heart to forgive me. It was wrong of me to deny you my body and my soul. I have learned a valuable lesson, and I promise you, if you take me back, I will prove to be the most caring wife you could wish for.''

      ''Take you back, do you think I am mad? You are a...''

      ''My Lord, please accept my apologies for interrupting, but I would like to ask your kind permission to come closer to you. I have something I think you will like.''

      ''What on earth could you possibly give me that would change my opinion of you?''

      Charlotte stepped towards him, looked him in the eye, and lifted her skirts. She put a hand to her drawers and lowered them. The Duke swallowed hard as he looked at her most secret part. ''This is for you, My Lord, and you alone. You can take me whenever you chose. I promise you, if you take me back as your wife, I will always be wet and ready for you. Here, feel.'' Charlotte took his hand and rubbed it over her vulva. ''All this will be yours, forever. Please consider carefully before you deny me.''

      ''And what should I do in return? I feel there is something you want from me. Surely, you haven't just come back to tell me you want me, without attaching conditions. Not after you have run away twice.''

      ''My Lord is very perceptive. I bow to your foresight. I have just two things to ask. First that you drop the charges against my parents.''

      The Duke raised his hand to his face and sniffed. ''If you promise to give yourself to me as and when I command, I shall indeed drop the charges. Your parents are, after all, an insignificance. And what is your second request?''

      ''That you ensure the release of Mr. Bellingham.''

      ''Ha. Now, madam, you are overstepping the mark. That will not happen. The man is a would-be-murderer. If I weren't so strong, I would be dead now. No, that man will hang for what he has done. Of that, there can be no doubt.''

      Charlotte swallowed hard and decided she had no choice but to throw herself at his absolute mercy. ''Perhaps I didn't make myself clear, my Lord. Please allow me to show you precisely what I mean.'' She felt for his manhood and traced her finger over it. When she knelt before him, he gasped. ''Relax, my Lord. Realize what can be yours.''

      She snapped open the buttons and took out his penis. She wrapped her hand around it and opened her mouth. Before she could take him, however, he came over her hand.

      The Duke gasped as he recovered from the most erotic moment of his life. ''I will see his sentence is commuted to life imprisonment. No less. That's my final word.''

      Charlotte had no more ammunition. She knew that if the Duke wouldn't free Ralph now after she had performed oral sex on him, he would never do so. Her decision was simple. Was Ralph's life worth tying herself to the Duke forever?

      ''I agree, my Lord. If you arrange to have Mr. Bellingham spared, I will consent to be your wife.''

      ''And perform those acts you promised?''

      ''Yes, my Lord.''

      ''Then I shall arrange it. I will have a maid take you upstairs. Until the wedding, you will sleep in a room next to mine. I will go and clean myself now.''

      When the Duke had closed the door, Charlotte vomited. The maid arrived and looked at the mess on the floor. She understood.

      

      Chapter 8

      St James Church was filled to capacity. The marriage of a Duke was a rare event, and the churchwardens had made sure the church looked better than it had ever done. At the alter, there were giant bouquets of white orchids. Each pew had a bunch of fresh wild flowers hanging from it, and the entrance to the church was bedecked with a thousand ribbons in the colors of the Eddington coat of arms. Guests had traveled from far afield, even as far as the colonies.

      As The Duke looked behind him, he saw row upon row of well-wishers, dressed in the finest clothes money could buy. ''So this is it, no going back now,'' his best man said.

      ''No, she will soon be mine to do what I want with,'' he replied.

      ****

      ''We're too soon. A bride should be a little late. Please pull up here and wait for a few minutes,'' Charlotte shouted to the coachman.

      ''Are you sure you want to go ahead with this madness?'' her father asked. She'd asked him to give her away. At first he had refused, but once he'd realized she would not change her mind, he'd decided it would be best if he came to support her.

      ''Father, I have no choice. I will not see Mr. Bellingham hanged.''

      ''But you would condemn yourself to a life of abuse for him.''

      ''Let us not talk of it anymore.''

      ''Very well. If you would allow me, I would like to get out of the coach and smoke a cigar. It will calm my nerves.'' Lord Melbourne opened the door, got out of the coach and lit up. He walked towards the coachman and beckoned him to him.

      ''Sergeant, is everything ready?''

      ''Yes, Sir. It is.''

      ''Good. Remember, Sergeant, this is out last campaign. Let us remember the glorious days of our past and make this fight of good against evil our finest hour.''

      ''Yes, Sir. The men are ready. We await your signal, Sir.''

      Lord Melbourne got back into the coach and took his daughter’s hand. ''Well, my dear, are you ready?''

      ''Yes, father,'' she replied reluctantly

      The coach took five minutes to get to the church. Lord Melbourne got out and gave his hand to his daughter. Charlotte dismounted and was greeted by a round of applause, from some of the village women who had turned out to see her. She looked radiant. She was wearing a white bonnet and a white dress with a white mantel. In her hands was a magnificent bunch of daisies, her favorite flower.

      ''Take my arm, and I'll take you to your husband,'' Lord Melbourne said.

      The organist saw the signal that the bride had arrived and started to play the Wedding March. The congregation stood and gazed at the beautiful bride as she passed them. When they reached the altar, Lord Melbourne gave his daughter to the Duke. When he did so, he scowled at him.

      Lady Melbourne was busily wiping tears of joy from her cheeks when Lord Melbourne walked passed her. She looked nonplussed as he walked straight past her, down the aisle, and out of the church. Outside, he stood next to the door so that he could hear the service in progress. He listened intently as the vicar quoted the Book of Common Prayer and announced the first hymn.

      After twenty minutes, it was time. He knew that the vicar would soon ask his daughter the question that he didn't want her to answer.

      When Lord Melbourne gave the signal, they appeared. His cavalry. A bunch of old men, dressed in their moth-eaten uniforms, mounted on magnificently groomed horses. The sergeant, who had been the coachman, was now wearing his old Hussars uniform as well. In his hands were the reigns of Lord Melbourne's horse.

      He handed him a silver sword. ''I thought the regimental sword may prove useful,'' he said.

      ''Thank you, Sergeant, very thoughtful of you.''

      ''Dismount, men. The sergeant will hold your horses. As we practiced, we will march into the church in formation and apprehend the scoundrel.''

      Lord Melbourne heard the vicar say, ''Do you, Charlotte Emily Melbourne, take....''

      ''Quick, march,'' he shouted. Lord Melbourne raised his sword, and the soldiers marched into the church behind him.

      As their boots crunched on the sandstone floor, the vicar looked up and stopped speaking. The congregation turned around and looked as the men marched in perfectly timed steps towards the altar. When they reached the Duke, Lord Melbourne said, ''We are arresting you. You will not marry my daughter today or on any other day. Men, seize him.''

      Two burly soldiers took the Duke by the collar and held onto him while Lord Melbourne spoke to his daughter. ''Charlotte, do not ask any questions now. Everything will become apparent as time passes. I cannot allow you to ruin your life. You are to come with us.'' He then addressed the congregation.

      ''Ladies and Gentlemen. Today is a day, which will live long and proud in my family's history. It is the day when I finally realized how precious my daughter is. I am taking this deceitful man away from here. My men and I are going to teach him a lesson he will never forget. He will never abuse a woman again. Thank you all for your understanding.''

      Next he addressed his open-mouthed wife. ''This is what all those regimental dinners were for. Practice for a day when someone needed a bunch of old Hussars to help them. I bid you farewell. You may keep the estate. It is after all, yours. My solicitor will be in touch with you regarding the divorce.''

      He marched in front of his men again, back down the aisle and out of the door. ''Right men, mount your horses.'' As the men mounted, one of them slung the Duke, head first, over his horse and got into the saddle. Charlotte sat behind her father and put her arms around him.

      “Let's go,'' he shouted. The nonplussed village women, who had been waiting to see Charlotte and the Duke appear as a married couple, looked on as twenty horses kicked up the dust and cantered away from the church.

      After they had ridden a mile or so, they stopped at crossing in the road. Another mounted old Hussar was waiting for them.

      ''Were you successful in York?'' Lord Melbourne asked.

      ''Yes sir. All went splendidly well.''

      ''Good,'' Lord Melbourne said. He turned to the man riding the horse over which the Duke was lying. ''Set the Duke down.''

      The Duke had said remarkably little throughout the whole incident. He was petrified. ''My Lord, I have noticed how you have such an affection for the ladies.  Do you see that field there?'' Lord Melbourne said, sarcastically.

      The Duke nodded.

      ''Well, it's full of ladies. Let's see how you get on.'' He turned to the man who was by far the largest of the old Hussars and said, ''Throw him over the gate.''

      The man picked the Duke up by the seat of his pants, walked a few yards, and hurled him over the gate into the middle of a group of curious cows. All the soldiers laughed as the Duke lay in the fresh cow dung.

      ''My Lord, please accept my apologies. I have deceived you. I told you the field was full of ladies. I lied. A lot of ladies plus one male. In fact, I believe he is right behind you as I speak.'' There was another round of hilarious laughter before the men rode off.

      

      Chapter 9

      Charlotte and her father stood on the quay and looked at HMS Sutherland. It was an imposing sight. She was a recently commissioned, ninety-gun battleship. Charlotte had never seen a ship before, and the sheer size of it made her feel giddy. ''Do men really climb those heights to drop the sails?'' she asked her father.

      ''Yes, dear. Brave souls, all of them.''

      ''Mary, thank goodness,'' Charlotte shouted as a carriage stopped at the entrance to the naval yard. She ran and took her maid and friend into her arms. ''Oh, Mary. How I have yearned to see you again.''

      ''Me too, me too. I have all your things here,'' she said as she pointed to seven large pieces of luggage.

      ''You are simply the best maid, no sorry, you are simply the best friend a woman could wish for.''

      ''I have packed some very warm clothes, I thought you might need them where we are going.''

      Two porters put Charlotte and Mary's cases onto a cart and wheeled them up the gangplank and onto the ship.

      Mary stood next to Lord Melbourne and smiled at him, ''Thank you, Sir, for all you have done for me.''

      ''Don't mention it,'' he replied.

      ''Why are we leaving on a military ship, not on a liner?'' she asked.

      ''The captain's an old friend of mine. He told me he was going the way we wanted to go and offered us a lift. It'll be much more fun than sitting with a lot of stuffy people on a liner. Besides, if the Duke ever managed to get out of that cow field alive, he would be more likely to find us on a liner. He will never find us on this ship. And when we reach the other side, we will be beyond his reach, forever.

      ''I think we are all set now, don't you dear?'' Lord Melbourne asked his daughter.

      ''Yes I think we are,'' she said happily.

      ''Right ladies, take my arm. Let's go to the new world.''

      ****

      Charlotte opened the door to her cabin and screamed, ''What are you doing here?''

      ''Your father and I thought it might be a nice surprise.''

      ''Kiss me, you fool. Don't ever frighten me like that again.''

      Charlotte and Ralph kissed passionately. When their kiss broke, Charlotte was out of breath. ''I am not used to kissing for so long,'' she said.

      ''You'll have plenty of time to get used to it before we reach New York.''

      ''You were supposed to be waiting for me there. What happened?''

      ''Oh, my love, it has all been so sudden. One minute I was sitting in jail, listening to them building the gallows, and the next, there were what seemed like a hundred horsemen, breaking me free. They brought me to the docks and told me I was to sail to New York and wait for you there. Then I got a message I was to board this ship and wait for you here.''

      ''Thank the Lord. You are safe. I will never be able to repay my father for what he has done.''

      ''Neither will I. Never. Perhaps we can talk a little later? I want to have my way with you now.''

      Charlotte nodded as he took her in his arms and kissed her again. This time, though, she felt his manhood pressing against her thigh.

      They were both eager to be naked, and it wasn't long before Ralph lay between Charlotte's open legs. ''I want you, more than anything in the world,'' she said to him.

      Ralph grunted, and Charlotte gasped when he entered her. As his shaft slid into her, he bent down and kissed her. She put her hand behind his neck and pulled him tighter to her. Her legs wrapped around his back as she bucked her hips under him. She matched his rhythm, encouraging him to thrust harder.

      They both felt the ship beginning to move as it left the harbor. Ralph looked at her breasts as he thrust into her. He loved the way they bounced in rhythm to the movements of his hips. Charlotte opened her legs as wide as she could and put her hands on his buttocks. When she dug her nails into him, he gritted his teeth and pumped faster. Charlotte felt him ramming himself against her clitoris and she quickly began to feel her arousal building.

      By now the ship had left the safety of the harbor and on a windy day, it began to roll gently. Without warning, Ralph pulled out of her and stood up. ''What?'' she asked. ''The window again?''

      He nodded. ''Except they aren't called windows. They're called portholes. Now I want you to get up and look out of the porthole while I take you from behind.''

      ''You are very inventive, Ralph. I'm sure we're going to have a fantastic sex life.''

      ''This is just the beginning, wait until I tie you to the mast,'' he joked.

      She stood up and looked through the porthole. She put her hands on the wall, one on each side of the glass. When she bent forward and offered herself to him, Ralph was so consumed by animal lust that he got to his knees, and put his mouth to her. When she felt his tongue licking her juices, she pushed back at him and opened her legs wider. He could smell her arousal, and it drove him to lick faster and deeper.

      Charlotte had never experienced a feeling like it. The man she loved was performing an act on her that was so intimate, she wanted it to last forever. When she felt his tongue at the entrance to her, she had an orgasm.

      Ralph felt her legs shaking and in a gentlemanly gesture, he stood up and held her. Soon he was inside her again. Charlotte gasped as his thrusts threw her tighter to the wall. Her breasts pushed against the cold glass, and it made her nipples harder still. Ralph was grunting now, and Charlotte realized he was going to come. She put a hand to her vagina and began to masturbate. She was keen to come with him. The sight of his future wife pleasuring herself in such an uninhibited way drove him over the top. When Charlotte felt a gush of hot liquid inside her, she too came.

      ****

      ''We've been lying here for hours. I need some air. Shall we go on deck?'' Charlotte asked.

      ''Yes, let's.'' They got up, put on some warm clothes and went into the bracing sea air.

      ''Ah look, Mary, our lovebirds have decided to leave the nest for a while,'' Lord Melbourne said, ironically.

      ''Yes, indeed. How kind of them to join us,'' Mary replied with a chuckle. Lord Melbourne and Mary were sitting on a bench looking at the gulls as they accompanied the ship on the first part of its journey.

      ''Very amusing, I'm sure,'' Charlotte said. ''Do you know, when we get to America, the first thing I am going to do is look for a husband for you Mary. Then I'm going to find a wife for my father.''

      ''In that case, please find one who is gentle, kind, and totally silent. My ears have had years of abuse, and they are in urgent need or repair,'' her father pleaded.

      Charlotte peered towards the horizon. Black clouds had started to build up, threatening a storm. She glanced at Ralph, an inviting smile on her lips.

      “A storm’s coming,” Ralph said, kissing Charlotte’s hand. “We had better get below deck.”

      “Mmm. A storm.” Charlotte could already feel the warmth between her legs as she recalled that night at the inn. “I know just how we can ride it out.”

      *****

      THE END

      

      Dancing With A Duke – A Regency Romance

      The Dukedom of Tregony was the one of the largest in England. The home of the Duke of Tregony, it was a vast estate, including ten villages, eighteen farms and hundreds of acres of grouse moor. Sleningford Castle, the Duke's home, was proportionately large. The original castle had been built in 1310 by one of the Duke's forefathers. Over the years it had been expanded and now it was a vast home, in which it was easy to lose oneself. There were two main entrances to the castle grounds.  Each was guarded by a splendid lodge house and an iron gate. The driveway to the castle was simply magnificent. Only at the very last minute did the castle come into view. It was a breath taking moment of discovery for any visitor, as they rounded the final corner.

      Isabella's day of work had finished, and she had retired to her room. The Governess to the Duke's three children, she had been afforded a room of higher status than any of the servants. Unusually, it was located at the front of the castle, and Isabella was able to enjoy the views of the magnificent garden, and the shooting moor in the distance.

      She glanced into the full length chevalier mirror. Isabella never liked what she saw. Today was an especially bad day. Her confidence had been dented when she'd over heard the butler and the cook talking about her. She knew she wore larger dresses than was the norm, but she hated her figure and saw no reason to highlight it. Today she'd worn a green Empire dress, so typical of the period. It had a high waist line, puff sleeves and a square décolleté. Isabella had closed the décolleté with a finely decorated chemisette. She hated modern fashion. Soft muslin dresses clung to the body, leaving little to the imagination. She always wore two dress sizes bigger than she needed. She was grateful for undergarments, like pantaloons, which stopped her dresses clinging to the body she found so loathsome.

      She took off her clothes and closed her eyes to prevent herself from looking at her naked flesh in the mirror. As a blind person, she searched for her nightdress, and gratefully pulled it over her head.

      Isabella's routine was always the same. When she handed the children over to their nanny at five pm, she would retire to her room, read and got to sleep. This evening was no exception. She had read five chapters of 'Sense and Sensibility,' a new novel by Jane Austen. She'd marveled at the brave Mr. Willoughby. In fact, Isabella had already fallen in love with him. A hopeless romantic, she lived her life lost in the painful thought that she would never be the subject of any man's attention. She took comfort, therefore, in fictional characters.

      Isabella's last activity of the day was prayer, and this day was no exception. She knelt at the side of her bed, closed her eyes and placed her hands together.

      ''Dear Lord, please forgive my shortcomings and anything I have done today which may have displeased you. Please also look over Edith, James and Mark. They have all done their best today and deserve your thoughts. If I may Lord, I would like to make mention of the Duke. He is a special man who has been dealt a savage blow in his life. Please release him from his suffering, and grant him a life free of grief and pain. Lord, please look upon my dear father with mercy. He has been foolish, but I know he is a good man in his heart. I ask you to protect him in that vile place. Finally Lord, I ask you to bless my late mother. Thank you for relieving her of her pain in the gentle manner you did. Amen.''

      ****

      ''Isabella, please put down your books for once and come and sit with me. I have something to tell you.'' Harriet said.

      ''Harriet, I would like nothing more than to sit with you and pass the time, but the children will be back from their lunch soon. I must prepare their lessons. It is no easy task. Edith is three years older than the two twins and she is, of course, far more advanced. She is especially good at French. I am sure one day she will be the wife of a French Noblesse d'epee.''

      ''Most of them were beheaded twenty years ago. Really Isabella you are quite out of date. I only need ten minutes of your time. Please come and sit here.''

      Isabella looked at Harriet and was quite jealous. Harriet looked so noble. She was tall and her features were aristocratically fine. She had beautiful oval eyes, like Cleopatra. Isabella wondered how on earth Harriet kept her blonde hair in such superbly formed ringlets. They never seemed to be out of place or poorly formed. The thing Isabella was most jealous of, however, was Harriet's figure. She had an ample bust with which she could woo any man, and she was able to wear dresses than clung to her stomach and bottom without caring what anyone thought. Harriet was the Duke's sister, and no servant would ever dare to speak ill of her.

      Isabella, on the other hand was treated with disdain by the servants.  She was just a governess, a woman of high standing, forced to work because her family had failed. Isabella got up from her desk, walked to the window seat and sat down next to Harriet.

      ''My dear, listen to this idea. You will love it, I am sure. We're going to have a ball, a Masquerade Ball.''
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''What fun,'' Isabella said without meaning it.

      ''Oh, I do hope so. Listen to me carefully. You and I are friends. I know my brother frowns upon our friendship, but he is just a fuddy-duddy.” Harriet placed her hand on Isabella’s. “You know my brother has been desperately lonely since the death of his wife. Her passing left him devastated, as you know. But she died five years ago. He thinks it is time to find a new wife. That's why I am going to help organize a ball. We will invite hundreds of eligible women and he can take his pick.''

      Isabella suddenly felt faint. She was going to lose her beloved Duke to another woman. ''Splendid, yes. The Duke deserves to be happy. Now I really must.....''

      ''Not so fast. I haven't told you the best bit yet.'' Harriet was a master plotter. Usually, Isabella loved hearing about her schemes, but she had been shattered by the news that she was planning to marry the Duke off. She had lost all interest in discussing the matter further.

      ''I want you to come to the ball as well.''

      Isabella turned bright red. ''It is not my place to question the judgment of the Duke's sister. However, I really don't think that is a good idea. What should I do at the ball? I won't know anybody, and I am really not the kind of woman who enjoys dancing with strange men.''

      ''Strange men? You won't need to dance with strange men? You my dear, will win the hand of my brother.''

      ''What?'' Isabella spluttered. ''Now I really am questioning your judgment. In all my twenty two years on this planet, that is the most ridiculous thing I have ever heard. Quite preposterous.''

      ''No, it is not.” Harriet shook her head. “You are the most beautiful woman I know. I have a hundred lady friends and it is you, whose looks I admire most. Look at you, you are perfect. You are as tall as I am, and your figure is so slight, the next breath of air would knock you down. Your eyes are a magnificent sea blue. They would make any man fall at your feet. Your dark hair makes you look seductive. Your bust fills any gown to perfection, and your bottom is almost invisible. I have no idea why you dress like a frumpy old woman, but I will change that. When you go to the ball, you will turn heads and make my brother want you more than he has ever wanted anyone.''

      ''Harriet, please stop. If you continue with this ridiculous idea, I am afraid I will have to terminate our friendship. I am embarrassed by the notion that your brother would be interested in me. He plainly will not be. Now I have work to do.''

      ''You are wrong, dear Isabella. I want you to go to the ball. It will be our secret, the Duke is to know nothing of it.''

      ''Please, do not do this. There isn't a man on this earth I respect more than the Duke. He has all the attributes any woman yearns for. He is handsome, polite, witty and charming. Do not make a fool of him by trying to marry him off to me.''

      ''You are in love with him, aren't you. I can tell by the way you speak of him.  Splendid, that makes it all the easier. I know you two would be so happy together. It simply has to work.''

      ''Harriet please, you are causing me more pain than I can bear. I beg you, give up this idea.''

      ****

      ''Edith, how was your lunch? Where are the boys?'' Isabella asked her eldest charge.

      At seven years old, Edith was already an accomplished piano player, and fluent in French. Isabella took great pride in teaching Edith. She could see herself in the young girl. Edith was keen to learn but lacked confidence, just as Isabella had.

      ''Boys, hello,” Isabella’s said as they stomped into the room. “I have some lovely things for us to do this afternoon. Edith you are going to look at the subjunctive tense with me, and boys, I want you to draw. We will start with a drawing of your home.''

      ''I see you are busy, Isabella,'' the Duke said. He was standing in the doorway. She looked across at him and felt her heart rate increase.

      ''Yes, my Lord. I'm teaching Edith the subjunctive tense and the boys are drawing a picture of the castle. Can I be of help to you?'' Isabella tried not to stare at him but it was impossible. He was simply the most gorgeous man she had ever set her eyes upon. He was over six feet tall and broad in the shoulder. He had a presence that filled any room and made people take notice of him. When he looked at her with his emerald green eyes, he made her feel like a giggly little girl. She loved his dark hair and the way it flopped over every time he tilted his head.

      ''Can you please come to my study after Nanny has taken the children this evening? There is something I would like to talk to you about.''

      ''Yes, my Lord. I will come to you shortly after five,'' Isabella said nervously. What did he want with her? Did he know about the idiotic scheming of his sister? Had she upset one of the children? There was no way of knowing why he suddenly wanted to speak to her. She would have to wait.

      The afternoon passed more slowly than Isabella had ever thought possible. Eventually though, it was five o'clock and the children were taken into Nanny's capable hands.

      Isabella went to her room before she went to see the Duke. She wished to remove her chemisette and attend to her hair.

      ****

      ''Come in,'' the Duke shouted after Isabella had knocked on the polished mahogany door. The Duke's study was off the central entrance hall. As she opened the door, she was overcome with nerves.

      ''Ah, Isabella, thank you for coming to see me. Please sit down.''

      Isabella sat down in a comfortable arm chair and waited for him to speak. While he finished writing, she looked around. It was a splendid room. On the walls, were pictures of previous Dukes at work in the same room. The study was as big as a tennis court. On the left wall, there was a huge marble mantelpiece adorned with the finest porcelain dogs. The Duke was a keen shooter and since the death of his wife, he had surrounded himself with Spaniels. One of them was lying at his feet. His desk was of mahogany and filled with papers. Isabella loved the feel of the room. It was a place of contemplation and honest endeavor.

      ''Isabella,'' he began. ''My children adore you. They never talk about anybody else the way they talk about you. To them you are heaven sent.''

      ''Thank you, my Lord. It is most kind of you to say so.''

      ''I only wish they spoke of me in the same manner. I have also noted Edith's excellent progress. She really is the most splendid piano player. Thoroughly entertaining. It is you I have to thank for that.” The Duke paused. “But, and I say this with a huge amount of regret, I am disappointed in you.''

      His words slammed into her like a steam train. She found herself clutching her sweaty palms into the soft material of the chair.

      ''My Lord, I am most humbled, indeed shocked by your words. It has never been my intention to offend you in anyway. Please tell me how I have managed to do so, and I will correct myself immediately.''

      ''Are you good at being economical with the truth Isabella?''

      ''If you mean lying, my Lord, the answer is no. I never intentionally tell something which is not true.''

      ''Then why did you not tell me your father is at His Majesty's pleasure in Pentonville Prison?''

      Isabella swallowed. ''When I came to work here, my Lord, my father was not in that place.''

      ''Then prey tell me, what is he doing there now?''

      ''He has debts.'' Isabella felt herself trembling and on the verge of tears. ''My father entered into a business venture with someone of ill repute. That man stole money from the venture they were joined in. Since then, my father has been trying to honor those debts. The other man has run away. The debts were so great, my father has been unable to repay them fully. He has tried but he couldn't, and now he has been sent to prison.''

      ''Do you understand the seriousness of this situation Isabella? Prison carries a giant stigma. The fact that the father of the woman that teaches my children is incarcerated, reflects very badly on my children, me and this whole household.''

      Isabella could feel herself frown. ''I am sorry sir. I understand. Perhaps you will accept my resignation.''

      ''I will not accept your resignation. I want the best for my children, and that is you. However, I wanted to mention the matter to you. Please do not withhold any information about your father again. If there is a development in his case I want to know. I also want to know the sum of his debts.''

      ''Yes, of course, I will find out and inform you, as soon as I can.''

      ''Have you had word from your father while he has been locked up?''

      ''Yes, my Lord.''

      ''And how is he?''

      ''Thank you for your kind interest,” Isabella said. “I'm afraid things are not going well for him. He has bronchitis and the damp nature of the place is making it worse. I am terribly afraid for his health.''

      ''I will see what I can do about it. I know the Home Secretary. I’ll ask him to move your father to a more hospitable place.” The Duke glanced back down at his papers. “Thank you Isabella, that is all.''

      Isabella went to her room. As she lay on her bed and wiped away her tears, she wondered what on earth had possessed her not to tell the Duke about her father. Of course the Duke was right. It did reflect badly on him, the children and the household. She had been inconsiderate and she would try to make amends. The worst of it was, the Duke now had a low opinion of her. She would speak to Harriet and get her to drop the ludicrous idea of inviting her to the ball.

      She picked up 'Sense and Sensibility' and took comfort in Mr. Willoughby. It was July, and this day had been exceptionally warm. The room was stuffy. After a while she got up and opened the window. The window was huge, stretching from thigh level, right up to the ceiling. As she was pulling the lower half of the window up, she saw the Duke walking across the lawn. His dogs were busily running in and out of the flower beds looking for rabbits. To her horror, a young lady was walking next to the Duke, holding onto his arm. Isabella strained her eyes and tried to see if she knew the young lady, she didn't. Isabella spent the evening wondering who the woman was, and what interest the Duke had in her.

      ****

      ''Harriet,'' Isabella exclaimed as she saw her walking past the open door of the tutorial room. ''I need to speak to you.''

      Harriet stopped. They continued their conversation in the corridor, out of earshot of the children.

      ''What on earth's the matter? The way you shouted my name, I thought the world was coming to an end,'' Harriet said.

      ''You can't do it.''

      ''Do what?''

      ''You can't invite me to the ball,'' Isabella whispered.

      ''Isabella, my dear friend, you will come to the ball. I insist on it.''

      ''I won't. I have decided. I spoke to your brother yesterday and I have upset him terribly. Your plan is scuppered. There is no chance the Duke will look at me now. Although he wouldn't have looked at me anyway. Your scheme was insane right from the start, and now I'm putting an end to it.''

      ''Do you mean you offended him, by not telling him your father is in prison?''

      ''Oh, heavens. You know as well. Please believe me, I am so sorry. I know I have offended your family, and the household. If I could change the situation I would.''

      ''Isabella, you are silly. I am not in the slightest worried for myself or the household.''

      ''But the Duke told me he was disappointed in me.''

      ''The Duke often says things he doesn't mean. He has to deal with lots of people every day. He's just made a mistake, that's all. When he sees you at the ball in front of him, he will fall head over heels in love with you. Trust me.''

      ''He is already in love with another woman.'' Isabella cringed at her careless remark. She had no idea who the woman on the Duke's arm had been, and she certainly couldn't ascertain whether they were in love or not.

      ''What are you talking about?''

      ''Yesterday evening, I saw your brother walking arm in arm with another woman.''

      ''Ah, yes. Lady Victoria. She's the daughter of Lord and Lady Somerset. Awfully rich and well to do. My brother seems to like her and she has been here a couple of times. But she isn't a patch on you. You will see, I am right. Now go back to the children and stop fretting.''

      ''I admire your confidence in me, I really do. But I will not go to the ball. I will not embarrass the Duke with my presence.''

      Isabella turned around and went back to the children. Their beaming faces made her feel better, but she was upset that Harriet seemed intent on putting her in an intolerable situation.

      ****

      Isabella changed into her best dress, a white muslin affair with a high neckline. The edges were adorned with Egyptian ornamentation. Isabella didn't particularly care for the ringlets that most women seemed to choose. She parted her dark hair in the middle and let it hang naturally.

      When she was ready, she descended the grand staircase and walked to the Duke's study. The door was open and she saw the Duke stroking one of his Spaniels.

      ''My Lord,'' she said softly so as not to shock him.

      ''Come in,'' he said, as his eyes fixed on her breasts. It was the first time he had seen her display any flesh, whatsoever. ''You wanted to see me? Harriet told me.''

      ''Yes, my Lord. I want to say thank you.''

      ''For what?''

      ''For having my father moved. I have had word from him, and he has told me his bronchitis is much improved. He is in a less hostile establishment in Norfolk. I believe the country air will be more sympathetic to his condition. Thank you very much for arranging it. I appreciate it more than you could ever know.''

      ''I am pleased he is improved.''

      ''One more thing, my Lord. You asked me to tell you the sum of my father’s debts.''

      ''Ah, yes. Just a minute, I'll write it down. Go ahead.''

      ''I am ashamed to mention the figure, my Lord. It is an astronomical amount.''

      ''Perhaps it is. However, you shouldn't let that prevent you from telling me.''

      ''Three thousand pounds.'' Isabella dropped her eyes to her lap in shame.

      ''That is indeed a vast sum. Not insurmountable but nonetheless a large sum. Thank you for telling me. How are the children coming along?''

      ''Very well my Lord. I have every faith in them. They will all have bright futures.''

      ''Tell me Isabella.” The Duke leant forward. “Please do not think me intrusive, but where is your mother while your father is in prison?''

      ''She passed away.''

      ''Of what?'' he asked, suddenly regretting it. ''I am sorry that was indelicate of me. It is none of my business.''

      ''I suppose it could be called poverty.''

      ''Do you mean she had nothing to eat?'' he asked, alarmed at the thought.

      ''My Lord. My father was in debt, the bailiffs took everything and they did indeed have precious little to eat. My mother was not strong physically and it was too much for her.''

      ''Was that before you came to work here?''

      ''My mother died a few months after I came here, my Lord.''

      ''What? And you didn't tell me?''

      ''No.''

      ''Why? You should have done. We are wealthy. Harriet and I could have helped you.''

      ''Sir, it was at a time just after your wife had passed away. It seemed indelicate to burden you with my problems.''

      ''Does nobody tell me anything, in my own home? Please tell me Isabella, am I an intimidating man?''

      Isabella was taken aback by his question. ''What exactly do you mean by intimidating?''

      ''Are people frightened of me? In other words, are people so scared of me, they won't confide in me?''

      ''My Lord it is not my place to …...''

      ''Nonsense. As governess to my children, I am sure you are well placed to answer my question.''

      Isabella had a sudden burst of courage. He wanted to know, she would tell him. ''Yes my Lord. You are an intimidating man. Sorry, I don't mean to use that word. Authoritarian would be a better word. You have an authoritarian air about you.'' When she looked at the Duke, she noticed her comments had hurt him.

      ''Do you mean that, Isabella? Is that how people view me?'' The Duke appeared so handsome with a look of concern across his face.

      ''Yes, my Lord, I am afraid they do.''

      ''And what do you propose I do about it? I would much prefer people to feel they can approach me and confide in me.''

      ''Perhaps it's because you lost your wife but you don't smile at people. A smile goes a long way. You appear distant and lacking in interest for others. I am sure you are none of those things. But if you smiled more often, I am sure you would find others more open to confiding in you.''

      ''Thank you, Isabella, for having the courage to tell me that.''

      ''It wasn't a question of courage my Lord. You asked me, I didn't offer the information openly.''

      ''But you could have lied, and told me I was perfect,'' he said, a chuckle passing his lips.

      ''That's what I mean, my Lord. Now you are smiling. You look so much more approachable.'' Dashing.

      ''I have decided to marry again,'' he said unexpectedly.

      Isabella was aghast. Was it Lady Victoria? Harriet hadn't indicated the Duke was close to marriage. On the contrary. ''That will be very good for you, my Lord. I am pleased you have reached that decision. May I ask who the lucky lady is?''

      ''I have no idea.''

      Isabella could breathe again. ''That is interesting. You have decided to marry again, but you don't know to whom?''

      ''No. I have no clue. My mind is open. All I know is my sister and I are holding a ball at which I will endeavor to find a bride. How do you think the children will react to having a new mother?''

      ''I think they will need some time to adjust. After that, if the lady in question is sensitive, I am sure they will be very happy.''

      ''Yes, I thought much the same. I wish to ask you one more thing Isabella.''

      ''Yes my Lord, please do.''

      ''Would you please help me to choose what I will wear to this ball? My sister has no taste for male clothing and I have nobody else to ask. I want to find someone with the same social standing as myself. It's got to be a Duchess or Baroness. If I dress like a pauper, I will end up with someone from a different background. Such marriages never work.''

      Isabella glanced down at her dress. ''Yes my Lord, I would be delighted to help you. If my Lord will excuse me now, I need to lie down. It's been a hard day and terribly hot.''

      When Isabella closed the door to his study, she leaned against the wall and slowly sank down onto her haunches. So that's it. He wants a Duchess and he sees me as his valet, she thought. A large lump was developing in her throat and she felt the need to cry. She ran up to her room, slammed the door shut and banged her fists into the mattress. Her mood was not helped when she saw the Duke wandering over the lawn with Lady Victoria again.

      Just before she went to bed, Isabella prayed again. ''Dear Lord, please forgive my shortcomings and anything I have done today which may have displeased you. I would like to ask you to look over the Duke during this difficult time. Please guide him to make choices in his life that will make him happy now, and always. Thank you Lord that my father is now in a more comfortable place. Finally Lord, and I do not ask this lightly, please help me to rid myself of the incessant feelings of misguided love I feel at this time. I am tormented by intense waves of jealousy and envy, which are burning deep through my soul. Please guide me through the next days, that I may be stronger and free of pain. Amen.''

      ****

      ''Isabella, perfect timing,'' Harriet said as she saw her friend walking down the corridor. ''A week to go. We need to get you some clothes. On your day off, we will go to town and buy you the most splendid gown and shoes. Not to forget a masque.''

      ''Harriet, I will go to the ball as you requested, but not to woo the Duke into something he clearly doesn't want. Do you understand me?'

      ''The Duke doesn't know what he wants. Until we show him what a beautiful woman you are, how can he know?''

      Isabella was tired of Harriet's scheming, but she had decided to go along with it, that the whole business may be over with. She would go to the ball and the Duke would chose his bride. It would not be her. Harriet would give up her silly idea and then she could get on with her duties once again. She only hoped her prayers would be answered and that her feelings towards the Duke would change from ones of searing love and desire to the kind of love one has for a brother.

      ''Alright, we will go to town on Saturday,'' Isabella sighed. Harriet gave a little jump as her scheme took another step forward.

      ****

      Truro was a bustling town of some ten thousand inhabitants. Only a short distance away from Sleningford Castle, it was the most convenient place for Harriet and Isabella to go shopping. The town was home to many tin mine owners who had built themselves impressive homes along the main streets. The main shopping street was a lady's delight. From millinery to haberdashery, it had it all. Harriet had one particular shop in mind, as she walked arm in arm with Isabella down the busy street. 'Longdons, Dresses for Fine Ladies.' It was a shop for wealthy women who wanted to buy something unique for a special occasion.

      When Harriet opened the door, Isabella heard a quaint bell ring. She walked into the most enchanting shop she had ever been in. On each side wall, there were racks of gowns. Not one the same. There were two arm chairs in the middle of the room and a French style desk which Isabella presumed was the sales counter. When she looked more closely at the dresses, she noticed every color she had ever known and some she hadn't.

      ''Miss Harriet, welcome back. It's so lovely to see you. We have had so many ladies here over the past few days, all invitees to the ball.''

      ''Thank you Mrs. Richardson. I do hope you haven't sold all the best gowns. This is my good friend, Isabella. I want nothing but the best for her. As you can see, she dresses in rather a frumpish manner. I want you to make her the desire of all men. I want a gown of fantastic beauty, but also of the utmost allure. I want it to turn heads. This young lady has the finest figure in all Cornwall, please help her to show it.''

      Isabella turned a bright shade of pink at the thought of having all the men at the ball devour her figure with their eyes. Mrs. Richardson seemed like a kind lady. Isabella decided she would have a quiet word with her when they were in the fitting room.

      ''Well, it's lovely to meet you Miss Isabella. Let's have a look at you.'' Mrs. Richardson stood back and cast her expert eye over Isabella. ''Indeed you are right, Miss Harriet, she does have the most charming figure. Although it is barely visible under these baggy clothes, I do have an eye for these things, and she is perfect for what I have in mind.''

      Isabella wished to scream but she remained calm and awaited her fate with grace. Mrs. Richardson was a woman in her late fifties. Of small stature, she looked as though she enjoyed cakes a little too much. Her long gray hair fell around her face quite charmingly. It gave her a motherly look and Isabella was sure she could trust her to select a charming dress for her.

      Mrs. Richardson walked to a rack of gowns and pulled one out. It was deep red. When Isabella saw it, her trust in Mrs. Richardson began to wane. ''Let's try this one. You told me you wanted allure Miss Harriet. How about we go one step further. Passion. Deep red is a passionate color, it works wonders on a man's senses. She'll have them falling at her feet in this. Follow me, Miss Isabella.''

      Isabella pulled an awkward face and reluctantly followed Mrs. Richardson into a fitting room. Once inside, Isabella was dismayed to see the walls covered in full length mirrors. Her sorrow was compounded by what seemed like a thousand candles lighting the room so fully, there was no shadow for her to hide in.

      ''Alright, Miss, please take off your clothes, all of them.''

      ''But I can't, I mean....... I don't want to.....I'm so.''

      ''Nonsense, Miss. I hope you will believe me when I tell you that you are the most beautiful young lady I have had the pleasure of fitting. Now, off with your clothes.''

      Mrs. Richardson had changed from the nice motherly figure Isabella had thought her to be, into an ogre. Isabella didn't want to stand naked before her, but it seemed she had no choice. Slowly she peeled off layer upon layer of loose fitting clothing, until eventually she stood as naked as the moment she was born. She crossed her arms over her breasts and bent her pelvis back, hoping Mrs. Richardson didn't look at her most secret place.

      ''Really, Miss, I have no idea why you made such a fuss. Look at you, perfect. You have a great bust and such a tiny waist. I will be able to show you off as never before. Your bottom is delicate yet full and this gown will hug you and show you off perfectly. You seem to lack confidence, Miss Isabella, but you needn't. I have seen more naked women than I care to remember, probably well into the thousands, and you are in the top ten when it comes to figure shape. Now just stand there while I put this over your head.''

      Harriet sat in the shop, watching people pass by the window. When Mrs. Richardson appeared, Harriet looked round eagerly. Isabella put her head around the door and looked to see if there was anybody else in the shop. When she saw there wasn't, she walked out of the fitting room and stood a couple of yards from Harriet.

      ''Oh, heavens. I'm going to cry,'' Harriet exclaimed. ''Mrs. Richardson, you are a genius. Isabella, you look stunning. Please do not wear those horrible baggy clothes ever again. In fact, Mrs. Richardson, please put the clothes she arrived here in today, into the dustbin. As well as this gown for the ball, we will take another two dresses for day wear.''

      ''But, Harriet, I can't possibly afford...''

      ''Mrs. Richardson put all of them on my account please.''

      ''But, Harriet....''

      ''Do not argue. Now let me have a proper look at you.'' Harriet walked around Isabella and made her feel like a tailor's dummy. What Harriet saw was indeed a miraculous transformation. The gown was from satin and deep red. It was remarkably daring, and Harriet knew her brother's jaw would drop when he saw it. It had the shortest of sleeves, giving it the appearance of being sleeveless, and a décolleté that plunged into the deep valley between Isabella's breasts. Lower, the dress hugged her bottom, showing it to perfection, before blossoming into to a fuller shape. ''I really am going to weep,'' Harriet reaffirmed. ''It is more than stunning. When we get some jewelry on you, you will be a very dangerous woman indeed.''

      Isabella smiled awkwardly.  The dress made her feel strange. On the one hand feminine and seductive, on the other hand vulnerable.

      ****

      ''Harriet,'' the Duke shouted from his study, as he heard her giggling.

      ''Yes my Lord.'' Harriet went in to his study, stood next to his desk and stroked the dog that wandered up to her.

      ''Tell me, what has happened to Isabella?''

      ''What do you mean?''

      ''She looks different somehow. More like a young lady, less like an old aunt.''

      ''Ah,'' Harriet uttered. ''Isabella has been quite saddened recently by the fate of her father. I believe she fell into something of a depression and wore some less than flattering clothes for a period. It seems what you did for her father has improved her mood, no end. She obviously feels able to be her old self again. She does have the most amazing figure, doesn't she?'' Harriet smiled as she waited for her brother's answer.

      ''Yes, indeed she does. Quite a remarkable difference, I must say.''

      Now Harriet was more convinced than ever her plan would work. Isabella much less so when she again saw the Duke with Miss Victoria. This time actually holding hands, not just walking arm in arm. Isabella prayed once again, that evening. This time she asked that her feelings would become more tolerable and that she'd be given the courage to wear the red gown with the dignity it commanded.

      ****

      ''Isabella, thank you for coming to help me. As you can see there are a number of options to choose from,'' the Duke said as Isabella looked down at the suits covering the sofa in his study.

      ''Indeed, there are a number of options, my Lord. Let me see, which one do you tend towards?''

      ''No idea,'' the Duke said unhelpfully.

      ''We must start somewhere. I will tell you what I like and you must decide if that can be your choice as well. Here, I like this tailcoat, it is dark and modest. It is becoming of a Duke. Colored tailcoats remind me of merchants. You are a Duke, you must wear classic clothes. Here, I like this waistcoat. Silver is a becoming color for a man with your hair color. Trousers, let me see. Here. These are long. I don't like men who wear pantaloons they look far too feminine. Long trousers will show off your height much better.” Isabella paused. “Let me see, what do we have now? Black tailcoat, silver waistcoat, black long length trousers. Perfect. Stylish, not garish. Add a white shirt and cravat and you will look good enough to eat.'' Isabella suddenly realized the horror of her last remark. ''My Lord, please, I didn't mean to be so vulgar.''

      ''Not at all. A very witty comment. Something I have never heard before. Now please turn your back while I get into these blessed clothes''

      Isabella hadn't expected this. She was going to be in the same room as the Duke when he took off his clothes? She wasn't sure she could bear it. ''Yes, my Lord,'' she said obediently. She turned to face the wall as the Duke began to undress. Isabella was horrified to find that she could see him reflected in the crystal vase on top of the mantel piece. Should she close her eyes, or look? She chose to close her eyes, but after a few seconds, her curiosity took over. When she opened her eyes, she saw him totally naked except for a ridiculously tight fitting undergarment, which left nothing to the imagination.  She saw his chest, broad and filled with taught muscles. His stomach looked hard and superbly flat. Isabella dare not look anymore and she closed her eyes. As she did so, she was surprised to see a lingering image of his bulge etched in her mind. As she heard the rustle of clothes behind her, she was acutely aware of her own body. For the first time in her life, she felt a deep desire to have a man inside her, and that man was the Duke.

      ''Finished,'' he said, much to Isabella's relief.

      ''Very handsome, my Lord,'' she said sincerely. ''That is exactly how you should dress to the ball. You will find a beautiful wife in no time.''

      ''Than you, Isabella. You have helped me no end. May I ask you something?''

      ''Yes, my Lord.''

      ''Do you think it too early for me to find another wife?''

      ''No, my Lord, I do not. In fact it is more than time. A man has needs. He cannot live alone all his life. It is five years since your wife died. Remember her with love and affection, but allow yourself to move on. Somewhere out there, a beautiful woman awaits you. A woman who will make you happy. You shouldn't deny yourself any longer.''

      When Isabella had gone, the Duke sat down and thought about what she had said to him. What a perceptive young lady, he thought.

      ****

      Isabella looked out of her bedroom window and saw a queue of coaches stretching down the driveway for as far as she could see.  It seemed the whole of society had been invited. She turned back into the room and looked at Harriet. ''Thank you for helping me to dress,'' she said.

      ''You look magnificent. Isabella, before you go to the ball, you must tell yourself what you are. You are not a governess from a poor family. You are a beautiful independent woman who can have any man she wants. This evening you are going to go and get my brother. I know you love him. Go and make him love you.''

      Isabella's legs were shaking at the thought of the task Harriet had given her. ''But your brother has been seeing Miss Victoria.''

      ''Heavens above, Isabella. Now I am going to be very angry with you. That woman isn't a patch on you. If you love the Duke, do him the courtesy of relieving him of that woman by putting yourself in her place. He needs you. You are perfect for him.''

      Harriet's rousing speeches had Isabella's head in a spin. Could she really pull it off? Would the Duke fall in love with her? She really had her doubts. But she'd made her mind up, she was going to try. ''Very well, Harriet, I will try.''

      ''Thank you Lord'', Harriet said, looking up at the ceiling. ''You should wait until my brother is at the ball, before you come down the stairs. We don't want him seeing you, before you get to the ballroom. I will go and make sure he is in the ballroom. When he is, I will come back and get you.''

      Harriet went and within twenty minutes she was back again. ''Let's go to the ball,'' she said enthusiastically. ''Don't forget your masque and remember to keep it on at all times, the Gentlemen won't be wearing a masque so you will be able to see my brother easily.

      ****

      The Ballroom was an enormous hall in a separate wing of the castle. When Isabella arrived in the room she was overwhelmed by the number of people. There were ladies in gowns of every color and men in dashing suits. She stood in the giant arched doorway and looked around. The hall was an oblong shape. To the right there was a stage upon which there was a quintet of musicians. Below them in the center, she saw some people dancing in formation. She looked around to see if she knew anybody. Harriet had left her because she didn't want her brother to guess it was Isabella. Behind her masque and in such a beautiful gown the Duke would never guess it was Isabella, but if Harriet stood next to her, he may well have.

      Isabella decided to walk around and see if she could see anyone to talk to. As she passed a group of young men, each of them turned their heads and watched her. It wasn't long before there was quite a buzz around the place. Nobody seemed to know the beautiful lady in the striking red gown. Isabella walked down the side of the dance floor and glanced around the hall from the other end.

      ''Good evening, Miss. I am Lord Falconbury. May I say how charming you look? It is seldom one sees a lady in such a striking gown. My compliments.''

      ''Thank you, sir. It is indeed a striking dress, you are correct. I did wonder whether I should wear it or not. Courage overcame me.''

      ''You look most beautiful. Would you dance with me?''

      ''If you would excuse me, I'd prefer to stand here a while longer before dancing, sir. Thank you.''

      Half an hour passed, and Isabella was beginning to tire of the constant stream of gentlemen who came and asked her to dance. Where was the Duke? She couldn't see him anywhere.

      Then, to her left she saw him - with Lady Victoria on his arm. I thought this was supposed to be a ball to find him a wife. If he's already chosen, why on earth he bothering? she thought.

      When the Duke walked with Lady Victoria towards the dance floor, Isabella beckoned to Lord Falconbury and said, ''Please my Lord, dance with me now.'' Lord Falconbury was surprised she dare to ask a gentleman to dance but as she was so beautiful, he did not take offense.

      It was a dance called The Eighth of August. Isabella was pleased because it would give her the opportunity to speak to the Duke as there were moments when partner changes were called for. She stood opposite Lord Falconbury as they bowed to each other. On her right stood Lady Victoria, and opposite her, the Duke. The dance began. As she stood in line she noticed the Duke looking at her. It didn't seem to be her masque that was attracting his attention, though.

      When it was Isabella's turn she set off and met Lord Falconbury in the middle. They danced around each other and spun off to the next partner. Isabella crossed to the Duke. As she rounded him, she said, ''My Lord, that is a most beautiful waistcoat. Silver compliments your hair color so well.''

      The Duke looked at her and smiled. ''I don't believe we have been introduced,'' he said, before he spun off to the next partner.

      When their paths crossed again, he said,'' My children's governess helped me choose it.''

      As quickly as she could before they had to part again, she said,'' Miss Isabella?''

      The Duke raised an eyebrow. ''Do you know Isabella?'' He had to dance away again, but she had awoken his curiosity.

      When he came back to her, she answered him. ''Yes, I know her, very well in fact. And prey my Lord, how do you find her?''

      Again the Duke spun off and continued the dance around Lady Victoria. Before he could answer, the dance ended. The Duke walked to Isabella. ''She is a very agreeable young woman.''

      ''Agreeable?'' Isabella asked.

      ''My lady, I don't know who you are. As I don't know who you are, it is perhaps easier for me to speak of my torment. Miss Isabella is the most beautiful woman I know. I am in love with her. I am tortured daily that I will never be able to take her for my wife.''

      Isabella was delighted and devastated at the same time. ''Why on earth could you never marry her?''

      ''I fear society would frown upon it. Miss Isabella is from a family that has fallen on hard times and her father is in prison. I am a Duke. I have to think of my reputation. In addition, Miss Isabella wears some very unbecoming clothes. If she dressed like you, perhaps I could find my way to ignoring society and marry her nonetheless.''

      ''My Lord, if I may say so, you are being foolish. You are in love with a beautiful woman. Would you let her go because of what society thinks of her? I can tell you what Miss Isabella thinks of you.''

      ''Yes, what does she think of me?'' he asked curiously.

      Isabella didn't answer but walked away from him. She walked out of the hall and into the fresh air. She had just one hope: that the Duke would be so curious as to the answer, he would follow her.

      The Duke didn't see Isabella leave the ballroom. She had woven her way between guests and he'd lost sight of her. He walked around frantically trying to find the lady in the red gown. After ten minutes Isabella had the blackest thoughts she had had since her mother had died. He hadn't followed her. He didn't really care to know what Isabella felt. Her dream was really over.

      She took the path that circled the castle and began to walk the lonely route to a side door where she could slip inside unnoticed, and go to her room.

      ''Stop. Please stop.''  The Duke. Isabella didn't turn around. She listened to him trying to catch his breath.

      ''Dear Lady. Why did you run away from me?''

      ''I didn't run my Lord.''

      ''And?''

      ''And what, my Lord?''

      ''What does Isabella think of me?''

      Isabella still with her back to him, turned around. She looked at him. She saw a desperation in his eyes. His hair was disheveled and there were beads of sweat on his forehead.

      Slowly, she put her hand to her masque. She hesitated, but then drew in a long breath. She removed the masque.

      The Duke gasped when he saw it was her.

      ''I want to tell you that Isabella loves you very much. More than is good for her. Her life is a daily chore of heartache and pain and will continue to be, unless you free her.''

      He looked at her. A beautiful sensual woman, standing in front of him, in a red gown. The same dress he had wanted to rip from her lithe body on the dance floor.

      He cleared his throat. ''Will you please relay to Miss Isabella that I love her very much. It pains me to know that she suffers at my hand and I will indeed free her from her misery forthwith. Would you please tell Miss Isabella that I will come and see her in her chamber, as soon as I am able to free myself from the drudgery of Miss Victoria.''

      ''Yes. my Lord, I will ask Isabella to wait for you.''

      ****

      Isabella had the longest, most nerve racking wait of her life. More than two hours passed. She sat in the same chair and stared at the door, the whole time. Her thoughts rolled between moments of thorough ecstasy and deep depression. He had declared his love for her just moments ago, but where was he? Why was he taking so long? Had he changed his mind?

      Then, there was a knock at the door.

      Isabella jumped up and threw it open. She watched as he stepped towards her. ''I am sorry I have been so long. That awful woman wouldn't take no for an answer.''

      ''Well, my Lord, I am pleased you are here now.''

      ''You will have to stop calling me, my Lord.” The Duke placed his hands on Isabella’s shoulders. “Isabella, I love you and I have loved you from the minute I saw you.''

      ''Then why didn't you come to me? You could have saved us so much misery.''

      ''I was torn between two worlds. I was worried what society would think. Now I realize that was a big mistake.''

      He reached for her and pulled her to him. He bent to her and kissed her passionately. Isabella almost fainted. It was what she had wanted for so long. In one movement he had taken her to another happier place.

      As they kissed she could feel his desire pushing against her. His hands reached behind her and started to unfasten the buttons of her gown. One by one he snapped them open. Isabella wanted him and now she wasn't going to be shy anymore. He gasped as she felt for his bulge and found it. She felt him and found his balls, then the line of his shaft. She felt him shiver when she traced the full length of him and let her finger rest at his tip.

      He put his hands inside her décolleté and pushed the gown from her shoulders, down past her thighs and onto the floor. He stroked her back with his strong hands. It made her thrust her pelvis against him.

      He was insatiable now. He dropped to his knees and pulled down her underwear. Without stopping to admire her sex, he thrust his tongue between her legs and raked it over her soft lips. Isabella gasped, pulled his hair and opened her legs wider. His tongue made strong movements over the whole of her wetness, and she moaned with each movement of it. Her desire for him was so strong, it took every ounce of air out of her body and made her feel like a woman. She felt her legs beginning to shake and was grateful when he stood up and gathered her in his arms.

      He put her gently down onto the bed and pulled her underwear from her. When he stared at her, she wasn't shy, she was proud of her body and the effect it was having on him. He bent down, pushed her legs apart and put his mouth to her pussy again. Again his tongue began its onslaught. He licked every inch of her folds and then latched onto her clitoris. Her belly heaved as she felt her first orgasm coming. She screamed, squeezed her legs against his head and came over his mouth. He gratefully lapped her juices while her back fell to the bed again and her breathing returned to normality.

      He stood up and smiled at her as he undressed. When he took off his shirt, Isabella looked at the hard muscles on his chest and stomach. His biceps bulged as he moved his arms down to his trousers and began to open them. Isabella wasn't content to just lie and watch him. He was amazed when she sat up and pushed his hands away. She wanted to unpack and discover him herself. She hungrily opened each button, reached inside and grasped his hard shaft. He threw his head back as her delicate hand stroked his tip. Now she wanted to see him as well as feel him. Her fingers hooked into the material and pulled it down. His trousers came with her hands and she gasped as his penis sprang up in front of her face. She took hold of him and looked him in the eyes as she stroked it. When she looked at his cock again she could see droplets of his excitement glistening at her.

      Keeping hold of his shaft she leaned back and pulled him down on top of her. He slid his trousers down to his ankles and kicked them of. With her hand, she guided him carefully to her vagina and urged him to enter her. When he did, he did so with one hard thrust. It made her gasp as she had never done before.

      Being filled by him was all she had wanted for as long as she cared to remember. Now he was finally inside her. She held onto him as her made love to her. Each time he thrust into her, he rubbed against her clitoris and, before long, she felt another orgasm rising up in her. She put her hands onto his hard buttocks and pulled him into her. Then she began to push her pelvis to meet his shaft, as it parted her. When her orgasm came, Isabella bit into his shoulder, drawing blood. He ignored it and thrust faster. Again Isabella felt another wave rising and crashing onto her. She was a wreck now, shaking, open and used.

      As he harassed her, she heard him beginning to grunt with the effort. When she wrapped her legs around him and whispered, ''I love you,'' he cried her name and came. Isabella felt his hot seed coating her insides and  she was sure life could never get any better.

      As they lay in each other’s arms, the Duke said,'' Wait a minute, I have something for you.'' He got out of bed, walked to his jacket and pulled out an envelope. He jumped back into bed, took her in his arms and gave it to her.

      ''What is it?'' she asked.

      ''Open it.''

      Isabella had never seen three thousand pounds before.

      ****

      

      THE END

      

      In Bed With A Duke – A Regency Romance

      

      It should have been the best day of Sophia's young life. Just three hours earlier, she had stood at the alter with David Marshall. Westminster Abbey had been full and it was supposed to have been a great occasion. However, despite the fact that David was the most handsome officer in the Coldstream Guards, Sophia didn't love him. Neither did he love her.

      Their marriage was the idea of their respective fathers. Both men presided over companies of vast wealth. The Marshalls owned the largest tea plantations in the British Empire, and the Moncriefs the largest shipping company. A family liaison of that nature would cement them together and make each family richer still.

      Sophia had tried her best. She had made a tremendous effort with her appearance. Tall and slender, she'd looked radiant in her wedding dress. Her blonde hair was bedecked with the finest flowers money could buy, and her jewelry made her sea blue eyes sparkle. As she'd walked down the aisle with her father, she'd reduced many of the women to tears with her beauty. When her father handed her to David, his reaction had been one of total disinterest. From that moment, Sophia's day had been ruined.

      Despite a lavish reception and the well wishes of all the guests, Sophia's mood didn't lift. It wasn't until she and David were sitting in their carriage on the way to the Grosvenor Hotel that she began think of her future. David was very attractive and giving herself to him sexually would be a pleasure, but she was worried that they had been forced to marry. She didn't yet have very strong feelings for him. She comforted herself with the thought that her love for him would come in time.

      In the hotel, they sat next to each other on the bed and stared into space. To Sophia, David seemed distant and cold. It was as if a ghost was sitting next to her. She wanted to change the mood. Sophia had often dreamed of her wedding night. In fact she had often dreamed of naked men taking her, teaching her erotic things. Now she wanted to do it for real.

      She took the initiative and stood up. Once in the middle of the room, she looked at him and began to unfasten her wedding dress. He didn't flinch. Even when she revealed her luscious breasts, he didn't move. When Sophia was naked she stood and looked at him in expectation. Still nothing.

      ''David please, get up and hold me,'' she pleaded. He did as she wished. He took her in his arms but he didn't touch any place that would lead to her arousal.

      Sophia had talked about sex with her married sister. She'd been a fountain of information. Sophia had listened intently, and now she was about to try something she was sure would get David's attention.

      When she felt for his bulge she felt no sign of arousal at all. Surely a red blooded man, even one who is not in love, would jump at the opportunity to have sex with a beautiful woman, she thought.

      She got to her knees, snapped open the buttons and pulled his penis out. When she took him into her mouth, she'd expected it to swell and begin to throb. That is what her sister had told her. But David's member just remained flaccid. Sophia sucked for many minutes, but eventually gave up. She walked to the bed and got under the covers.

      ''David, today we stood in front of God and our families and expressed our love for one another. I know that our marriage was an arrangement, but I do hope in time you will come to love me, as I will you. Tomorrow you will go to your regiment and then to France, please come and talk to me.''

      ''What do you want to talk about?''

      ''Our marriage and the future.''

      David took off his clothes and lay down next to her. When she felt for his penis again, there was still no reaction.

      The next morning David left early. Sophia had so wanted to feel her husband naked on her, penetrate her and take her to places of such an erotic nature it would make her gasp. But now she lay frustrated, and as sexually laden as it was possible for a young woman to be.

      *****

      Sophia and David were to live in Netherton Hall, a mansion in the countryside. It was given to them by David's father. It was Sophia's job to decorate and furnish the house, before David returned from military duties in France.

      She applied herself busily and soon the house was full of workmen. Sophia spent much of her time looking at their buttocks and the bulges in their trousers. At times the men would wink at each other in the knowledge that she was sneakily looking at them. In their tea breaks they would fantasize about which one of them had the package that would satisfy her the most. Sophia wouldn't have cared, in her state she could easily have taken them all and still been left wanting more.

      When the workmen had finished, it was the turn of the merchants. They arrived in a steady stream, one after the other. Sophie sat next to them and looked at curtains and matching bed linen. She had been particularly attracted to one tall merchant who was about her age. He'd spent most of the time they'd been together, looking at her breasts. She, equally interested, had spent most of their meeting looking at the erection hiding in his underwear. When he got up to leave, Sophia looked down at him and noticed how big he was. She was sorely tempted to take him to bed with her, but with great difficulty, she managed to quell her lust.

      When the house was finally finished, the men stopped coming to see Sophia, and she was left with her thoughts and frustrations. Instead of men, she had to put up with her female friends.  Alice, Emily and Charlotte.

      One fine afternoon, they sat in the garden and looked over the lawn to the flower border beyond. It was June and a wet spring had given way to a beautiful summer. As Sophia poured the tea, her three friends chatted about men. All of them single, and not yet engaged, they looked to Sophia for guidance. Alice was the prettiest of the three. She was a little shorter than Sophia and she had blonde hair. She wore a lovely blue dress, with high waist line and puff sleeves. Her décolleté left absolutely nothing to the imagination.

      ''Tell me Sophia, what is it like to lie with a man?'' Alice asked.

      ''Well, it's, er, interesting.''

      “Interesting?'' Alice repeated. ''I had hoped it would be more than just interesting.''

      ''To tell the truth ladies, I don't know what it is like to lie with a man. Well, actually that is not true. I know what it is like to lie next to a man but I don't know what it is like to feel a man lie on me.''

      The three ladies gasped. ''But how can that be, you are married?'' said Emily.

      ''Yes,'' the other two added, in unison.

      ''I know, and that is the very worst thing. I am married and I don't know what it is like.''

      ''But surely on your wedding night?'' Alice said.

      ''No, nothing. My husband was not interested.''

      After Sophia's friends had digested this information they felt a good deal of sympathy for her.

      ''My dearest Sophia, what are you going to do? I mean, if your husband is not interested in you, do you really want to live without a man in the bedroom?'' Alice asked.

      ''No, I do not. To my friends, I make no secret of the fact that I am utterly frustrated. In fact, to the point where I have been staring at the workmen who built this magnificent house.''

      ''You should take a lover,'' Charlotte joked.

      ''That's a good idea,'' Alice remarked. ''Why not? What do you have to lose? If your husband won't make love to you on your wedding night, when on earth will he? Probably never.''

      Sophia realized what Alice was saying, wasn't without truth. Indeed, if David didn't want her on their wedding night, when everything was fresh and exciting, he would in all likelihood, never want her. ''Just for arguments sake, say I wanted a lover. How would I go about it?''

      The Ladies, not being at all expert in matters of this kind, looked at each other with blank looks on their faces. It was Alice who spoke first. ''A party to which you invite lots of attractive single men.''

      ''Yes, a party that's it,'' Charlotte gushed. Emily nodded in agreement.

      ''You just want a party so you can find yourselves a handsome husband,'' Sophia retorted. Each of them shook their head. ''Alright, I will organize a party. I will invite as many unattached men as is possible and take one as a lover.''

      Alice now regretted her suggestion. ''Sophia you can't, not really. I said it in jest. You are married, think of the scandal if it were to become known.''

      ''But I want to feel a man on me. I can't stand it anymore,'' Sophia exclaimed.

      The three suddenly looked away, embarrassed by Sophia's outburst.

      Sophia turned to her sister for assistance in the matter. Her sister had been married for several years and was much more of an authority on love and sex than any of her friends. As they sat in the garden, where Sophia had discussed the same problem with her three friends the previous day, she listened intently to Helen.

      ''I think you should,'' Helen said. “If he didn't consecrate your marriage on your wedding night, of all nights, he never will. You can't go through life without the touch of a man. It is quite impossible.''

      ''Thank you, dear sister. Then I shall go ahead and find a lover.''

      ''Make sure it is someone who is discreet, and make it is clear to him that you only want a carnal relationship, nothing more. The last thing you want is your husband finding out, or your lover getting jealous and exposing you to society.''

      ''I'm having such terrible thoughts all the time. I look at any man I come across, and simply want to bed him, irrespective of class. I feel......''

      ''Deprived is the word you are looking for. Your husband has denied you the most basic of rights. You are feeling what married ladies call, 'The Urge.' That means your body needs a man. Until a man satisfies you, that feeling won't change. Women have needs, just as much as men. Just remember, make sure it's someone who can be discreet.” Helen patted Sophia on the hand. “Have you had news from your husband? Napoleon is marching on the British and Prussian forces. There will be a battle very soon.''

      ''No, I have heard nothing from him at all.''

      *****

      The Ballroom on Tavistok Square was splendid. It was large, and had six enormous chandeliers hanging from the ceiling. On the evening in question, it was filled with the guests Sophia had invited. Sophia had invited three hundred people, and almost all of them had come. There was nobody over the age of thirty five.

      Most of the ladies were wearing the latest fashionable high waistline dresses. There was an enormous variety of colors on display.

      ''What a spectacular ball, Sophia,'' Alice said. ''You really have invited all of young society. There are some very handsome men here.''

      ''I am pleased you like it. You may find a future husband here if you play your cards right. The number of handsome men really is most overwhelming. The choice is bewildering.''

      Alice looked at Sophia. She had known her since they were at boarding school together. Alice was quite jealous of her dress. It was white muslin and decorated with a cross pattern of roses. It had puff sleeves which showed off most of Sophia's arms and a low décolleté which enhanced her ample bust. Her hair was parted in the middle and swept up in a spectacular column of curls. Sophia's facial features were fine and delicate, her smile dainty. She looked sweet and innocent, but this evening her intentions were anything but sweet and innocent.

      ''Your dress is beautiful,'' Sophia complimented.

      ''Thank you. Like you, I love white, it is so clean and I think it shows men what they are missing. Wearing white means I am young, untouched and available.''

      ''Heavens, Alice, you sound as desperate as I.''

      ''I would very much like to meet a man. It will be this evening, I hope,'' Alice said.

      ''Look at them. For example, that group of men there.'' Sophia pointed to a group of five young men engaged in conversation close to them. ''They are so handsome in their evening dress. Which one would you choose, Alice?''

      ''I like tall men, with long slender legs and a strong upper body. I like that man there, the one with the red waist coat.''

      ''Yes, he is quite dashing. He is handsome. I will have him sent notice that you want to dance with him.''

      ''Sophia, no. That is quite indelicate. He should ask me''

      ''Very well, then you should at least stand close to him that he may see you. Go closer and catch his eye. Smile at him.''

      ''And you, dear Sophia. Have you seen anyone you would like to be your lover?''

      ''Sssh, not so loud. The fact I am looking for a lover should be a secret. To answer your question, yes. I have seen someone I like. But I have no idea who he is. He was certainly not on my list of invitees.''

      ''Where is he?'' Alice asked, most curious to find out.

      ''The man in the blue tailcoat next to the group we have just been talking about.''

      ''The man with the glass in his hand?''

      ''Yes, do you know him?''

      ''Oh Sophia, I hate to disappoint you but please do not involve yourself with that man. He is dangerous. He is one of the richest men in London, the Duke of Beaufort. He came with Charlotte's brother. He is married and a full time philanderer. If you involve yourself with him, you will find it very difficult to end the affair should you want to. He has ruined many a lady.

      ''In what way ruined?''

      ''I am not very sure, but I have heard that he is demanding and jealous. I heard, when one lady's husband became suspicious of their affair, and she wanted to end it, he threatened to tell her husband. She didn't believe him and called his bluff. But he did tell her husband, and he had it printed in the newspaper. She was cast out by society. I hear tell that she had to work in a factory after that.''

      ''He is most handsome, though.” Sophia paused. “A philanderer you say? Just the kind of man I have been looking for. A man who has affairs professionally, so to speak. He will know what to do and he will be discreet, I am sure.''

      ''But Sophia, haven't you been listening to a word I have been telling you? He is dangerous.''

      ''All the more exciting. I don't want a lover to be boring. He should excite me. There should be an element of danger to the affair.''

      ''But suppose you tire of him and want to end your liaison? Suppose also he doesn't let you, and threatens to tell your husband. What would you do?''

      ''In the first instance, how could one ever tire of a man like that? My husband is of no use to me in bed, why would I ever want to end an affair with such a man?''

      ''I am not sure about it. Please, there are a lot of other men here this evening. Look, over there. Three men who would worship you, and be far less dangerous.''

      ''I am not looking for boring, I want excitement. Thank you, Alice you have whetted my appetite no end,'' Sophia said as she walked towards the tall man.

      Alice looked on, aghast, as Sophia began to speak to the dangerous man.

      ''Sir, I don't believe we are acquainted.''

      ''Jeremy Beaufort. Duke thereof,'' he replied.

      ''And do you know who I am?''

      ''I do not, you have me at a disadvantage.''

      ''I am the person who sent out the invitations to this ball and I do not recollect sending you one, my Lord.''

      ''Ah. You've caught me.''

      ''Indeed, Sir. How did you get in?''

      ''I am well known in these parts. I own half of the buildings in this street. I just nodded at the doorman, and he let me in.''

      Before he said anymore, Sophia wanted to look more closely at him. He was wearing a blue tailcoat, white shirt and a blue cravat. He was at least six inches taller than she, slender and dark haired. His face was angular and his nose fine. When he looked back at her, she noticed what an extraordinary color his eyes were. A blue of such clarity they could have been made of ice. She estimated his age to be thirty.

      ''You own half of the buildings in this street? You must be wealthy, this is an expensive part of London.''

      ''I suppose one could call me wealthy. I don't count my money. It seems to accumulate without me doing much about it.''

      ''Tell me, my Lord, why did you come into my ball, uninvited?''

      ''I have a good friend, Charles Needham. I believe you are friendly with his sister, Charlotte. He brought me. He told me you were very beautiful and I wanted to see for myself. ''

      ''Really? And what do you say now you have seen me?''

      ''Quite the most beautiful woman I have ever seen.''

      ''Thank you.''

      ''Are you lonely, madam?''

      ''I am married, why would I be lonely?''

      ''Your husband is away in France. Charles told me you were, perhaps, looking for a companion for a short time.''

      ''I really must talk to Charlotte. It is obvious she has been indiscreet.''

      ''I would very much like to be your companion for the times when you feel lonely.''

      ''Indeed. Are you a discreet man?''

      ''You insult my position in society by asking that question.''

      ''Forgive me.''

      ''What is your answer? Will you befriend me?''

      ''I am a married woman. Any slip of the tongue will have me cast into exile and poverty. In addition, any meeting between us for the purpose of intimacy will be just that. You can never claim me or come into my life in any other capacity. Do you understand?''

      ''Perfectly madam.''

      Sophia glanced around. ''We can never meet at my house. You should provide a place.''

      ''I will, indeed. 12 Greys Inn. I will wait for you.''

      ''I will not be early. I have guests to say goodnight to.''

      ''No matter, I will wait.''

      *****

      It was well past midnight when Sophia knocked on the door at number 12 Greys Inn. As she looked at the building, she knew what it was. It was a place where the Duke brought his conquests. A small love nest, away from prying eyes.

      He opened the door and gestured for her to come in. “Let me take your mantel.''

      As she took off her mantel, Sophia looked at the place she found herself in. It was a simple town house. There was no entrance hall, and she was standing in a corridor. To the right, there was a door to the lounge, and straight in front of her were the stairs. She presumed the corridor to the right of the staircase led to a kitchen. The house was decorated tastefully.

      ''Would you care for a drink,'' he asked.

      ''No my Lord. I want you to take me to bed.''

      Without saying anything he waked to the staircase and began to ascend it. Sophia followed him, heart pounding. She was about to be unfaithful to her husband. She was excited but frightened at the same time. Could she really trust the Duke? He was so dashing, she wanted him desperately, but could she trust him?  Lust led her to his door, and lust was leading her into his bed.

      The Duke opened the door directly at the top of the stairs and allowed Sophia to enter first. For a small town house, it was a magnificent room. To the right was a large four poster bed and to the left a fireplace. The wall paper was deep red and the bed sheets crisp white. It made a beautiful contrast.

      He closed the door and looked at her. He noticed how nervous she now was. Before, at the ball she had found him, and led their conversation. Now here in his bedroom, she was silent and reserved. She was waiting from him to lead her.

      He stepped towards her and stood extremely close. Without putting his arms around her, he leaned down and kissed her. Sophia flew at him. She pulled him by his jacket to her, and pressed her lips tightly to his. He had to break from her and gather himself.

      ''Madam is hungry, is she not?''

      ''Yes, my Lord.''

      ''Then this evening, madam will be fed.''

      He grabbed her and lifted her off her feet while he thrust his tongue deep into her mouth. He kissed her passionately and she loved it. She squealed with delight as he held onto her buttocks and squeezed. He put her down and looked deep into her eyes. She felt his finger trace a line across her cheek and hover at her lips.

      The Duke was eyeing up his conquest, forming a plan of attack. When he did attack, it took her breath away. He picked her up, carried her to the bed and threw her down onto it.

      He stood at the end of the bed and began to take his clothes off. He was a confident man. He knew he had a good physique and he knew she would like it. She did. When his shirt came off, Sophie looked at his chest. It was smooth and hard looking. His upper chest was well defined and his stomach showed the muscles underneath. His upper arms were large and strong.

      When he put his hands to his belt, Sophia licked her lips. He laughed when he saw her do so. In no time his trousers were open. He slowly lowered them past his thighs and down to the floor. In his underwear, she could see him. He was already hard. Behind the thin material his penis looked large. She yearned to take it in her hand, but she waited for him.

      The sense of anticipation was great when he hooked his fingers into the waist band of his underwear. As he began to lower them, she saw his black pubic hair come into view, and then what she had been waiting for. His magnificent shaft. It was long and thick. Longer than her husband’s, of that she was sure. His thighs were strong and sturdy and his legs lightly covered in black hair. She noticed how tight his balls were against his hardness. He was primed and ready for her. He walked slowly around the bed to her. She was impressed with him, he was angular and she loved the way his cock stuck out, breaking the symmetry.

      As he bent to kiss her, he took one of her hands and placed it on his shaft. Sophia looked at the contrast between her delicate hand and his manly part. She instinctively began to rub him up and down. He became impatient and took her other hand and placed it on his balls. She couldn't believe how coarse they were.

      ''Rub me faster, my dear lover,'' he said.

      Sophia grasped him harder, and rubbed faster. Sitting in front of him, holding his penis and balls, she could smell the scent of him. He smelt fresh and manly and it was making her ache for him to open her legs and fill her.

      He put his arms on her shoulders and pushed her back onto the bed. When she felt his arms on her ankles she knew what he wanted. He slid his hands gently up her stockings and stopped at her garters. When his hands left her stockings and arrived on the soft flesh of her thighs, she moaned. When she felt his hands on her underwear, she raised her bottom and allowed him to pull her undergarment from her. She felt his hands on her again, this time griping her legs harder as they slid up.

      Sophia's breathing quickened when his hands arrived at her center. She bit her lips and clenched her fists when a hand stroked over her pubic mound, feeling her soft curls. When his other hand touched her wetness she shivered and let out a sigh. His hand was strong and insistent as it massaged her vagina. When his thumb found her clitoris he rubbed her gently, but consistently. Sophia opened her legs fully and began to pant. When he let go it was only to lift her skirt up. Now she felt his breath on her. When his hot mouth met her soft folds she screamed. His tongue licked along her inner and outer lips and circled her clitoris. He put a hand on her stomach and felt the pressure building up in her. Her stomach normally soft, was rock hard with the strain.

      His tongued lashed at her until she moaned and trapped his head between her legs. She pulled his hair and came on his mouth.

      When her tremors had faded, he pulled her up and removed her dress. He took her breasts in his hand, feeling the weight of them. Sophia was exhausted. All she had done was lie on her back, but he had licked her so expertly. She had experienced such a deep orgasm that it had made her clench every muscle.

      He cradled her in his arms as she recovered. His fingers played with her nipples and she rested her head against his chest. After a few minutes, she lowered herself to him and took his throbbing hardness into her mouth. She loved the smooth feel of his head, and the ribbed feel of his shaft, as she moved herself down his length. The Duke was impressed how deep she took him. When she put her hand on his balls and squeezed, he wanted to hold her head and come inside her wet mouth. She felt him jerk and she pulled away.

      She wanted him come inside her, not in her mouth. Now she took charge. She pushed him onto his back and straddled him. She felt his cock at her entrance and slowly lowered herself onto him. She put her hands on his large chest and began to grind herself against him. Once again, she felt wave after wave seep up from her sex to her brain. She rode him faster feeling him slide in and out of her. When he thrust up into her, she came again.

      He loved the sight of her breasts as they wobbled under the strain. He grabbed her shaking body and rolled her over without pulling out of her. She was still on a high plateau when he began to thrust hard into her. Her legs wrapped around him and she clung onto him as he ravaged her sex. As his cock slipped in and out of her, it rubbed against her clitoris. She was so overcome she dug her nails into his back and raked upwards. It hurt him but he just gritted his teeth and pushed harder.

      When he started grunting, Sophia reached down for his balls. She felt them swell and when she felt his semen splashing inside her, she came again.

      ''Thank you, my Lord. That was most satisfying.'' Sophia said as she lay naked next to the Duke.

      ''You will come to me again in three days. You know where this house is now. Meet me in the afternoon at two o'clock. Please don't be late. This evening I waited for you, as you obviously could not leave until all your guests had gone. Generally, however, I have a hatred of waiting, so please don't disappointment me.”

      ''No, my Lord,'' Sophia said. She liked him taking command.

      *****

      ''Sophia, Sophia,'' Alice shouted.

      ''I'm here in the conservatory. What's the matter? You are shouting as if the world is about to end.''

      ''I have news from France. There has been a terrible battle at a place called Waterloo. The Duke of Wellington has defeated Napoleon. Thousands have been slain. Look at the newspaper here. I borrowed it from father.''

      Sophia took the paper and began to read the short article.

      

      'News has arrived from France, that British and Prussian forces, led by the Duke of Wellington and General von Blucher, have defeated the forces of the French army, led by Napoleon, at a village called Waterloo, in the United Kingdom of the Netherlands.

      The British casualties are thought to be heavy, with 6500 men losing their lives and 10,000 injured. It is known that most of the Duke's brave officers have been slain.

      We will print more details when more news arrives.

      

      ''Most of the Duke's officers have been slain? David was an officer... he......'' Sophia stopped in mid-sentence. She glanced at Alice with a blank look on her face. ''David,'' she repeated.

      She didn't know what to feel. It was probable that David was dead. She had only just married him, and now she was in all likelihood a widow. She thought of David's impotence on their wedding night, and, while it had been a very important matter to her at the time, and since, now it seemed trivial. A tiny insignificance that they could have come to terms with, and sought help for.

      ''My dear, are you alright? You look suddenly very pale.''

      ''Yes, I'm fine. This has been quite a shock. That's all.''

      *****

      ''Two weeks and I have heard nothing of my husband,'' Sophia said as she sat with her three friends in her garden. ''No news at all. There have been detailed reports in all the newspapers but no names of the dead have been published.''

      The other three didn't know what to say to their friend. ''Sophia, we are very sorry that you are being kept waiting in the cruelest way,'' said Emily.

      “Yes, it is most unfortunate. We all feel for you, dear Sophia,'' Charlotte added. ''Tell us how you really feel, perhaps it will do you good to speak out your true feelings.''

      ''My feelings are difficult to put into words. I had a husband and now I don't. We married and spent one unsuccessful evening together, and that was our marriage. Since I have neither seen nor heard anything from my husband. It must be the shortest marriage in history.''

      ''Have you been seeing the Duke?'' Alice asked.

      ''Every three days.''

      ''And how do you feel about him?''

      ''What is there to feel? I lie with him and he satisfies my feminine urges. There is no more to it than that.''

      ''But you must feel something for him?''

      ''No, not really. I tend to be more frightened of him.''

      ''Frightened? I told you to be careful. He ruins people,'' Alice said.

      ''I didn't know he was an unscrupulous man,'' Emily said. ''To me he looks ever so charming, dashing even.''

      ''He takes the wives of men and when they tire of him, he exposes them, ruining the husband’s reputation and the lady's life. Can you imagine what it would be like to be cast aside by your husband? Banished from society forever?'' Alice said.

      ''I can't think of anything worse,'' Emily said, quite shocked that any man could do that to a woman.

      ''Can we please change the subject of our conversation?'' Sophia asked. She was drained. The Duke had drained her of energy both emotionally and physically and she was anxious to know what had happened to her husband.''

      *****

      ''Don't scream or I'll put an end to you,'' he said. ''I want you to stay calm and listen to what I tell you. Do you understand?'' the man said as he held his hand over Sophia's mouth.

      Sophia nodded. It was totally dark in her bedroom and she could not see her attacker. ''I will do as you say. Please don't hurt me.''

      ''Then do all I command and you will not be hurt.''

      Sophia had woken suddenly when she'd felt a cold hand on her. She was lying on her stomach and wasn't able to kick or punch him. She lay passively waiting for his next move.

      Sophia began to whimper and tremble when she felt his hands lifting her night dress. ''Please, sir. Do not....''

      He said nothing as he lifted her nightdress higher and higher. When it reached her buttocks he began to stroke her soft flesh. He leaned down and kissed her there. He placed a thousand tiny kisses on her and as he did so, he put a hand down between her closed legs and felt her warmth. Sophia was petrified, but she liked the feel of his hand wedged between her legs.

      ''Open your legs wider,'' he told her. She obeyed. As she did so, his hand began to move on to her vulva. Lying face down she involuntarily lifted her bottom and opened her legs wider still. He felt her sex beginning to warm to his movements.

      ''So tell me. How do you want me to take you? Do you want to lie on your back with your legs open or be up on your knees with me at your rear? How does madam like it?''

      ''I don't know, please stop.''

      ''I can feel that you do not want me to stop. Or is your body betraying you? If you cannot decide how you want me, I will decide for you. I will enter you from behind. I will caress your back and the cheeks of your delicate behind as I thrust into you. Do you like the sound of that?''

      Sophia didn't reply.

      ''First though, I will prepare you some more.'' He pulled Sophia up slightly, lowered himself and put his mouth onto her sex. She jolted and tried to slam her legs shut. He held them apart and massaged her opening with his tongue. He felt her getting wetter. When he'd first felt her, she was dry and closed, now she was moist and opening up like a flower in spring. ''Please, keep your legs open, it will be a tiresome evening if I have to hold them open all the time.''

      As his tongue continued to lick over her softness, he let a finger glide down between her buttocks. It was the most erotic feeling, and Sophia began to accept her fate. She actually wanted to enjoy it now. Her husband was dead. She would let the Duke do what he wanted with her, but she was quite unhappy he had chosen to come to her house in the middle of the night.

      Suddenly he pulled away from her and stood up. She heard the rustle of clothing and then she felt a hand on hers. He took her hand and placed it onto his manhood. Sophia marveled at the weight of it. His balls were hard and tight and his shaft was rock hard. She could feel his pulse.

      ''Do you like what you feel?'' he asked

      ''Yes. It is a beautiful feeling.''

      She let go as he bent down and continued licking her. When he felt her hips lowering to the bed again he lifted them up assertively. ''Madam will keep herself open for me,'' he commanded. ''I want to see how long it will be before you come.''

      His words were daring and Sophia began to get more and more excited. He felt it too. His tongue located her clitoris and suddenly Sophia was no longer scared. She lifted her bottom higher into the air and opened her legs more. When she reached round and pulled his shoulder to her, he knew she wanted him to put his face into her. He stretched her open with his hands and pushed his face into her warmth. Again he found her tiny bud and took it between his lips. His tongue flicker over it and it was more than Sophia could bear. The Duke had never done this to her before and it was fantastic. She loved the sheer animal nature of his approach. As he flicked her clitoris, he inserted two fingers into her and slowly began to massage her inside. This was more than Sophia could handle and she bellowed out into the night. As his fingers continued their work, she started to shake. When he felt her clitoris swelling between his lips and the flow of juices soaking his fingers he spoke to her.

      ''Now madam. Come for me.''

      He put his tongue back on her and as soon as he did, she arched her back and pushed her behind so hard against him, it threw him off her. She reached around and pulled his arm so that his fingers came out of her. She was on fire and it had made her so sensitive, she couldn't bear to be touched.

      He put his hand on her back as she shook. It went on for minutes. When he felt her slowly recovering, he knelt behind her and massaged her vulva with the head of his penis. When it stroked over her clitoris she gasped. She was still sensitive but just able to stand his soft tip. The more he massaged her with it, the less sensitive she became, and the more her next orgasm approached.

      His hand held his shaft steady against her clitoris as he felt her beginning to shake again. At the exact moment a giant wave of lust hit her, he pushed his length into her. She raised her head and cried out again with another huge orgasm.

      He kept his penis inside her and she pushed her night gown up and over her head. He leaned forward and felt for her breasts. As they hung down into his hands, he was turned on more by the feel of them.

      ''Please, move inside me, I want to feel more.''

      ''Ah, madam speaks. In the dark with a penis inside her, she finally speaks of her desires.'' He started to thrust into her with long hard strokes. As he did so, he caressed her breasts and felt as the muscles inside her responded to his hardness. He let go of her breasts and began to massage her back. Sophia was warm now and her muscles responded to his fingers. It was superbly erotic. A man taking her with the passion of a wild animal but at the same time being caring and considerate. Two completely different feelings engulfed her but both led to the same result, another massive orgasm.

      ''Please, I am tired now. Please finish and lie with me.''

      ''Finish madam? I have just started. Do you really want me to stop?''

      ''I want you to fill me with your seed and then stop. I am exhausted.''

      ''Very well,'' he said as he started to pump into her again. This time he pulled her hair and held onto it, as he thrust harder.

      ''Please, my Lord, it's too much, please finish now.'' When he heard these words, he pushed hard into her, and unleashed his semen.

      When Sophia collapsed, he collapsed on top of her. After a few minutes, he spoke.

      ''Have I satisfied you this evening?''

      ''Yes, you have.''

      ''I am sorry for my poor performance on our wedding night.''

      ''David? Oh my goodness, David, you have come back to me.'' Sophia rolled over and hugged him. ''I thought you were dead. What happened to you? How have you been?''

      ''It was terrible. I would rather not speak of it. I have seen things that no lady should ever see or hear about. Let’s just say, it was a terrible battle and I am lucky to be next to you now.''

      ''But....but. Alright. I understand. Are you injured in anyway?''

      ''No, I am not injured. I have been lucky. I am tired and thirsty now. Shall we drink some wine to celebrate my return?''

      ''Yes, let's celebrate your triumphant return.''

      They lay naked entwined in each other and sipped the finest red wine they possessed. ''You have done a splendid job of decorating our house. It is magnificent.''

      ''Thank you. Will you please tell me something?''

      ''Of course, anything you like.''

      ''It's delicate, but how is it possible that you couldn't make love to me on our wedding night but you have devoured me this night?''

      ''On the night of our wedding, I was petrified. I knew I had to go to France and that at some stage I would in all probability lose my life. I was scared. Very scared indeed. It would have been wrong of me to make love to you, and never return to you. It was better to leave you whole. When I didn't return, you could have started a new relationship, and given yourself to your new husband in the knowledge that he was the only one that had made love to you.''

      ''Why didn't you talk to me, David. Why didn't you tell me you were scared? I would have understood. I could have comforted you instead of acting like a selfish schoolgirl. Of course, how ridiculous of me. Of course you were petrified, I can see that now. Oh David. Will you ever forgive me?”

      ''Yes. Of course. What do you know of war? You could never have known how I felt. To you I was just useless. A man who couldn't, get it up, shall we say?''

      ''Well, you certainly don't have that problem anymore. What you did to me was most......impressive.''

      ''Sophia, I love you. On the day of our marriage I fell in love with you. You looked so beautiful and you spoke so gently to me. I am sorry I treated you badly at the alter.''

      ''Oh, David, how happy I am to hear those words. I love you too. You are the most dashing man I have ever seen. And now, you are my lover, as well as my husband. It's perfect. Let life begin here and now.''

      As David slept, Sophia lay awake. She was wracked with guilt. She told herself she should have been a more understanding wife. Now, it was obvious to her why David had been like that on their wedding day. He was probably going to be killed a few days later. How mean she had been to him. Now she would end her ridiculous affair with the Duke and be faithful to her husband for the rest of her life.

      *****

      Sophia left David to rest at home and took the carriage to Alice's house. It was a manor house just three miles away. When the carriage stopped, Sophia jumped out, ran up the steps and rang the doorbell. Alice's parents were not as wealthy as her parents, and they could only afford two maids. It was Alice's father who opened the door, not a butler.

      ''Sophia, how pleasant to see you. I so enjoyed your wedding, it was splendid affair. And now you must be very proud of David. A war hero and no mistake.''

      ''War hero? He has returned, but he won't speak of what happened.''

      ''Then come in and I will show you what a brave man he is.'' They walked into the drawing room and Alice's father rummaged through some papers and handed her a newspaper cutting.

      Sophia read it eagerly.

      

      News has reached our correspondent of a deed of the utmost bravery by a Captain in the Coldstream Guards during the Battle of Waterloo.

      Captain David Marshall is to be decorated with the highest military honor after he single-handedly held onto a position whilst thirty of his men escaped certain death. He himself was captured but escaped.

      He is the only officer to be awarded an honor of the magnitude after this most difficult battle.

      

      ''What do you think of that, then?'' Alice's father asked her, when she'd finished reading.

      Sophia was too emotional to answer. ''Is Alice at home?'' she asked after a short time. I must speak to her.

      ''I believe she is. Alice,'' he shouted at the top of his voice.

      ''Father why do you have to shout so.....oh hello Sophia. What a hero David is. I am so pleased he has returned to you safely.''

      ''So am I. Alice can I please talk to you? I need your help most urgently.''

      The two ladies walked into the garden and sat under an apple tree.

      ''Alice, I have been most senseless and shortsighted. May the Lord strike me down for the injustices I have done to David. When he returned to me he was magnificent in bed and totally exhausted me.''

      ''Then why was he so pathetic on your wedding night?''

      ''He was afraid. He knew he would go to war and the poor man was frightened. It is totally understandable, if you give it some thought.''

      Alice looked at Sophia and nodded. ''Indeed it is. Oh, I have just realized your problem. You and the Duke.''

      ''Yes, precisely. I now have the most enormous problem. I do not want to be unfaithful to David. He is the most wonderful man. Sensitive and brave. But I know you told me how difficult the Duke can be. What am I to do?''

      ''Go to him and tell him. All you can do is throw yourself at his mercy. Your husband is a national hero, he may understand and let you go.''

      ''Very well, I agree. I have no choice but to ask for him to be sympathetic to my situation.''

      *****

      12 Greys Inn didn't look so inviting as it had when Sophia stood outside the door. She knocked and waited. After what seemed like an age, the Duke answered. His shirt was open and his hair disheveled. He had lip rouge on his neck.

      ''Sophia, it isn't' our day. Go away, I'm busy.''

      ''Please, my Lord. I need just the briefest moment of your time.''

      ''Then prey speak woman. I haven't got all day.''

      ''I am afraid I cannot see you any longer. My husband has returned home and it is my intention to remain faithful to him from now on. I am sorry. I ask you to accept my decision.''

      ''Madam, you are a disgrace. First you come to me because your husband can't get it up. You beg me to relieve you of your sexual burden, and now you are rejecting me for the very man that drove you to me.” The Duke grabbed Sophia’s arm. “Unfortunately for you, I will not be used in that way. You will uphold the arrangement we have. You will visit me, every three days or I will expose you and your husband. I don't think he would find it very amusing if society suddenly finds out he has problems satisfying his wife.''

      ''Is that your final word, my Lord? Can I not throw myself on your mercy? I have been foolish and feel punished enough. Please my Lord, don't make my suffering any greater.''

      ''You should have thought about that before you betrayed your husband. What kind of a woman are you?''

      ''The very worst kind, it seems.''

      ''Yes. And if you are not in my bed on Wednesday as we agreed, you will regret it for the rest of your life.''

      *****

      Sophia stood in front of the most imposing building she had ever seen. As she looked up she saw the words, 'War Office.' She held her breath for a second and pulled the giant oak door open. When she was inside, she saw the most beautiful staircase. It was a split staircase that joined on a platform halfway up. The hallway she was in echoed with footsteps, as civil servants walked to and fro about their business.

      She walked up to a desk behind which a bald man was sitting. He looked over his spectacles and said, ''Yes, madam. How may I help?''

      ''Good afternoon. I was wondering, if it might be possible to have a word with the Duke of Wellington?''

      The man looked her up and down and began to laugh. ''The Duke of Wellington? THE Duke of Wellington,'' he mocked. ''The Commander in Chief of all British Forces. The man who has just won our country its freedom at Waterloo. Do you mean that Duke of Wellington or is there someone else here with that name?''

      ''You mock me, sir. Perhaps I am deserving of it. However, I would kindly ask you if it is possible to make an appointment with the Duke?''

      ''Madam have you just lost your husband at the Battle? Because if you have, there is a building just down the road to which you can go for support.''

      ''No, I haven't just lost my husband, thank goodness. I need to see the Duke.''

      ''Really. There is no more I can do for you. The Duke of Wellington is a national hero, he doesn't have time to see people who just drop in off the street.''

      ''My husband is Captain David Marshall.''

      The man stood up suddenly and bowed. ''Please forgive my impertinence. We do however from time to time get some ridiculous requests. Now let me see. I have no idea whether the Duke is in the building or not. If you would kindly wait here, I will see.''

      ''Thank you,'' Sophia said gratefully.

      When the clerk returned, he just nodded and gestured. Sophia followed him up the spectacular staircase and down a wide corridor. They stopped outside a double door and the man knocked. He opened the door and gestured for her to go inside. It was a side office. A young man in uniform was sitting behind a desk. When he saw her, he stood up and bowed to her. ''Mrs. Marshall. It is an honor to meet you. Your husband is one of the bravest men to have served in the British Army. You must be very proud of him.''

      ''I am very proud of him.''

      ''The Duke has asked me to keep you here for a few moments while he finishes his meeting. Would you be kind enough to take a seat?''

      Sophia sat down and watched the young officer continue writing. He was very young indeed. The sound of horses’ hooves rose from the street below as she looked out of the giant sash window up to the sky.

      When the double door to the main office opened, the young man sprang to attention. The man who left the office looked terribly important and vaguely familiar to her. When she realized it was the Earl of Liverpool, the Prime Minster, she felt out of her depth and suddenly very nervous.

      The young man came from behind his desk. ''Madam, please follow me.''

      ''My Lord, this is Mrs. Marshall.''

      Sophia curtsied as the Duke of Wellington got up from his chair, came round the table and took her hand.

      ''Madam. It is a pleasure to meet you,” the Duke said. “Your husband is a brave man. One of only a few it has been my pleasure to command. To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit?''

      Sophia studied the Duke of Wellington. He was tall and had dark hair, brushed forward. He was well over six feet and broader than any man she had ever seen. He looked like a Roman Emperor more than a British General.

      ''My Lord, it is kind of you to see me. I am humbled that you found the time. I will come to the point. I will only ever in my life ask you once for your help, and that day is today. While my husband was away defending his country, I was propositioned by a man of the most devious character. I flatly refused his advances. Since that time, he has threatened to make up a story about my husband that simply is not true. My husband has been through a lot, and I do not want to burden him.''

      The Duke studied Sophia now. He was charmed by her. After years of military service, it was always refreshing to see beautiful women in his office and not stuffy politicians. This was the country he fought for, a country that could produce magnificent women like Sophia.

      ''I see. And what, may I ask, is this man threatening to say about your husband?''

      ''My Lord. It is a very delicate matter and one a lady should in all probability not discuss outside the home. However, I feel I have no choice. In plain words this man has told me that if I don't lie with him, he will tell the world that my husband is impotent.''

      ''I see, and why can't you just tell this man to be off and have done with him?''

      ''Because my Lord, he is the Duke of Beaufort, one of the richest men in London. Who will believe me and my husband against a man as powerful as him? He has the power to ruin us.''

      The Duke raised an eyebrow and Sophia noticed a look of anger cross his face. ''Jenkins,'' the Duke shouted. The young man appeared.

      ''Find out where the Duke of Beaufort lives, send some men round to his home and drag him here. At once.''

      ''My Lord, I can tell you where this despicable character is usually to be found. 12 Greys Inn.''

      ''You heard the lady, Jenkins. Send twenty men round there and bring him to me.''

      *****

      Sophia passed a very agreeable hour with the Duke of Wellington. He told her story after story about battles he had been involved in, and campaigns he had fought. He also talked about Napoleon. When he referred to David, the Duke was especially complimentary. ''Your husband can go to the top of the military if he so wishes. He is a man of steel,'' he said.

      ''He was very frightened before he left for France, my Lord,'' she said.

      ''There is not a man alive who isn't frightened of battle. I have seen grown men cry like babies before a battle, but once it started, stand their ground and fight with dignity. Do you think I am not frightened sometimes?''

      ''My Lord. I have learned a lot in the last few days about the feelings of a man and I would not suggest that at some point in your life you have not been scared of something.''

      ''You are correct. I am often scared, but I march on through it.''

      There was a knock at the door. It was Jenkins. ''My Lord, the man is here, I have to tell you he is being rather difficult.''

      ''No matter, show him in.''

      The Duke stood up as a handful of guards carried the Duke of Beaufort into the room. When he saw Sophia, he scowled at her. ''Is this the man of whom you spoke?'' the Duke of Wellington asked.

      Sophia nodded.

      ''Alright. Men set him down.'' They dropped the Duke and he landed in a heap on the floor.

      As he looked up he saw the imposing figure of the Duke of Wellington towering above him.

      ''I hear you have been less than kind to this young lady. What do you say?'' The Duke of Wellington said.

      ''My Lord, I think there must have been some misunderstanding. Miss Sophia is a delightful young lady. No one could ever do her harm. I do not know to what you refer.''

      ''Let me make it plain. If you contact this lady again or even speak of her to anyone, or if you contact her husband or even speak of him to anyone, I will have my henchmen, as you call them, hang you from London Bridge. I command thousands of men, and I am sure a lot of them would be only too happy to take a man, who spends his time avoiding military duty and blackmailing women, to the bridge to have some fun with. Do you understand?

      ''Yes, my Lord. I do.''

      *****

      Sophia sat on the edge of their bed and looked at David asleep. It was well into the afternoon, and he had slept all day. When she stroked his hair. He opened an eye. ''Hello, my love,'' she said. ''How did you sleep?''

      ''Long and well. I feel quite refreshed now. What have you been doing today?''

      ''Oh, I went to see Alice, and I had a few things to attend to in town. Nothing too important.” Sophia brushed her husband’s cheek. “I am so proud of you, words cannot begin to explain.''

      

      *****

      

      THE END

      

      Rescued From A Rake – A Regency Romance

      Alice Ashmeer and her friends, Georgina and Sophia, were sitting on the terrace at the rear of Stanley Manor, a large house belonging to Lord Ashmeer. The house had extensive grounds and included a lake that Lord Ashmeer used infrequently for fishing.

      ''It's such a lovely day. Do you think we dare go for a swim?'' Alice asked her two closest friends.

      ''It really is the most tediously hot day. What do you say, Georgina?'' asked Sophia.

      ''Yes, lets. It was so much fun when we swam last year. The lake was so cool and there's never anybody around to see us. Come on, let's be daring,'' Georgina said.

      ''How long has your family owned Stanley Manor?'' Georgina asked Alice as they walked over the lawn towards the lake.

      ''About two hundred years,'' Alice replied. ''My father hates the place. He says it costs far too much to maintain.''

      ''But your father is the richest man in the county. Surely a few pounds for maintenance is of no consequence to him?'' Sophia butted in.

      ''He is indeed rich beyond belief, but he is what people in this part of England call, tight. He keeps his fingers firmly on his money,'' Alice said.

      ''Yes, that's how people get rich, by not spending anything. My father is rich but not nearly as rich as your father is. In fact, in comparison, I would say we are really rather poor,'' Sophia complained.

      The other two laughed at Sophia. They both knew her father was rich enough to own a three thousand hectare estate.

      ''I do so like your dress, Alice. You look prettier than ever in pink. Your father may be the richest man in the county, but my dear, you are the most beautiful woman in the county. You could have any man you want,'' Georgina said.

      ''Nonsense. You two are more beautiful,'' said Alice.

      When they reached the lake, they walked along the shore and stopped at a wooded area.

      ''I do hope nobody sees us. It really isn't lady like to swim,” Sophia said.

      ''Well, I don't care. I'm going in naked this time,'' Georgina announced.

      ''But you can't, what if somebody sees you?'' Sophia asked, horrified at the idea.

      ''There is nobody here. And so what if somebody sees me. I'm just a woman, not a monster.''

      ''Then let's all swim without clothes. It'll be so daring and so much fun. Swimming in undergarments is so heavy. Last year, I was almost pulled to the bottom,'' Alice concluded.

      Alice and Georgina went behind a tree and began to take off their clothes. Sophia looked around nervously, sure someone would see them. When Alice emerged, she walked to the water’s edge and tip-toed into to the refreshing water.

      Sophia looked at her and was instantly envious of Alice's body. Her legs were long and slender, her buttocks small and soft and her breasts perfectly formed. Sophia would have swapped her red hair and blue eyes for Alice's blonde curls and emerald green eyes, in an instant.

      Sophia turned to see where Georgina was. When she saw her, she was surprised by the size of her breasts. Sophia, Alice and Georgina were neighbors in the high society life of Northampton, and they had grown up together. But they hadn't seen each other naked for many years. Every time they swam, they had worn some sort of garment.

      ''Georgina, you are a very wholesome woman,'' Sophia said. Georgina smiled and ran into the water. Sophia hung around at the water’s edge as Alice and Georgina walked out into the water. When the water reached their thighs, they both dived and swam off into the middle of the lake.

      ''Look at her. She is too afraid to take off her clothes,'' Georgina said as she and Alice trod water.

      ''I really don't know why. She has a stunning figure,'' Alice said. ''Sophia, come on. The water's lovely,'' she shouted.

      Eventually Sophia disappeared behind a tree and emerged with her arms folded across her breasts. She skipped into the water as fast as she could, and as soon as it was deep enough, submerged her body from sight. When she reached the others she was quite out of breath.

      ''It's very cold, indeed,'' she said gasping.

      The other two looked at each other and rolled their eyes in a display of irony. They continued their conversation, still treading water in the middle of the lake.

      “What would you do now, if a man came along and took our clothes?'' Alice asked.

      ''Oh, that thought is too horrible to contemplate,'' Sophia said.

      ''I would chase him,'' Georgina said.

      ''But there would be a horrible scandal. You can't run around naked,'' Sophia observed.

      ''It would be a very difficult situation wouldn't it. Although it isn't very far back to the house. I think we would have to tear a branch full of leaves from a tree and walk behind until we got close enough to run inside and get some clothes,'' Alice ventured.

      ''As we are talking about daring activities, I have a suggestion. When we were on the terrace a few minutes ago, I told Alice she was beautiful, and she told you and I, Sophia, that we were more beautiful. Let's find out who is the most beautiful,'' Georgina said.

      Sophia looked puzzled. '' But how do you want to do that?''

      Georgina explained. ''There is a ball next week at the Ferguson's. Let's see which of us can fill our dance cards the fastest. The first one to get it filled, we will call the most beautiful of us, and there will be no more dispute.''

      ''Georgina you are an absolute genius. What fun it will be,'' Alice said as she let herself sink under the water.

      The man watching from the far bank wasn't interested in stealing their clothes, but he was interested in seeing them leave the water.

      *****

      ''You have such soft hair, Miss Alice,'' the lady's maid said, as she poured a jug of warm water over her. Eleanor was a plump lady in her sixties. She had long gray hair tied in a bun. It made her look strict, but she was in fact, the friendliest soul imaginable. Alice's mother had chosen her to be Alice's ladies maid because she had years of experience. She trusted Eleanor to temper her daughter’s youthful urges in choice of clothing.

      ''And you are the kindest maid I could ever have wished for,'' Alice replied. ''How long have you been at Stanley Hall, Eleanor?''

      ''Oh, a lot of years, Miss. Let me see, you were born, twenty two years ago and I was here many years before that. I'm afraid to say I can remember Stanley Hall when your grandfather was alive.''

      ''So you must have been a lady's maid to my grandmother.''

      ''Yes, I was. I was very young and quite frightened of your grandmother. Your mother brought her own lady's maid when she married your father, and, after your poor grandmother died, I became a house maid. That is, until you came of age. I was so pleased your mother asked me to be your maid. You are turning into the most beautiful young lady in England.''

      ''Eleanor, you are very good at exaggerating, I must say. On the subject of beauty, I have a bet with Miss Georgina and Miss Sophia, this evening. We are going to see who can fill their dance cards the fastest. Who does, will become the undisputed beauty among us.''

      ''That sound like great fun, Miss. I am sure you will win. You are so much more beautiful than they are. Now let's get you out of the bath and into a gown fit for a Queen.''

      Eleanor held out an enormous towel and wrapped Alice in it as she stepped out of the water. ''Which gown do you want to wear this evening, Miss?''

      ''It is awful, but I can't decide. I suppose if I showed a little décolleté, I may have more of a chance of winning our little competition, but, on the other hand, I don't want to appear too vulgar.''

      ''How about this one?'' Eleanor said, holding up a white gown with hundreds of roses embroidered into it. ''It's a lovely color for a fresh young lady and I think it is daring enough, without being overly so.''

      ''Excellent choice, thank you.''

      After Alice dressed, Eleanor stood back and looked at her. ''I am proud of you, Miss Alice. You are tall and blonde and your features are finer than any porcelain money can buy. You have a lovely figure and enough bust to attract any gentleman's roving eye. You are a credit to your mother and father. Whoever marries you, will be the luckiest man in the world.''

      ''Alice, are you ready yet? Why does it always take an eternity for you ladies to get ready?'' Lord Ashmeer asked his daughter.

      ''Because, father, we are gentle creatures that need nurturing, like flowers. You do want us to look our best don't you?''

      ''I suppose so, now where on earth is your mother? This eternal waiting is becoming quite intolerable.''

      ''Father, why are you so impatient. What's the matter?'' Alice asked.

      ''I want to get the best seat at the card table. If she doesn't hurry up, I will be doomed to sit next to the door and have to listen to all that ridiculous music.''

      ''That ridiculous music, father, is modern. All young people like it.''

      ''Well, to me it's just a blessed din. Ah, here she is. Finally, woman, please do hurry yourself,'' he barked at his wife.

      ''Jeremy are you talking to me? If so then kindly do not refer to me as 'woman'. Women work in factories. I am a lady and don't you forget it.''

      Lord Ashmeer felt himself suitably chastised and they left for the ball.

      *****

      

      As soon as the Ashmeers arrived, Georgina came running up to Alice. ''I already have two dances in my card, only another six and you'll have to call me beautiful all your life,'' she said.

      ''What are you girls up to, whispering like that,'' Lady Ashmeer inquired.

      ''Nothing, mother, just a little friendly rivalry.''

      ''Well make sure you behave with a little decorum, we have a reputation to keep. Now please excuse me, I want to speak to Lady Hanley.''

      ''So, please tell me, who you have on your card?'' Alice asked.

      ''Now that would be telling,'' Georgina said secretively.

      Alice looked at Georgina. She wasn't as tall as Alice and she was dark. Her brown eyes often looked sad. Georgina had lost her mother in a dreadful riding accident and she had never really recovered from the loss. Her father was heartbroken, and almost never left the house. But Georgina was plucky, and Alice always enjoyed her practical jokes immensely. Georgina was also sought after by a number of extremely rich suitors, none of who appealed to her.

      ''Here's Sophia, let's see how she is faring?'' Georgina said.

      ''And how many of the dashing gentlemen have you managed to snare so far this evening?'' Georgina asked. Sophia had red hair and pale skin and was probably the least attractive of the three. Nonetheless, she wasn't plain and could quite easily hold her own in the evening’s competition.

      ''Three, so far,'' Sophia replied enthusiastically

      Alice felt quite dejected. Her father had been right, they had spent far too long getting ready, and now she was behind. ''Then, please excuse me, dear friends, for I shall have to make haste,'' Alice said as she walked away towards a group of handsome looking young men. One of whom she knew.

      ''Charles,'' she whispered, ''can I talk to you.'' Charles Argyle was the twenty year old son of Lord and Lady Argyle, the Ashmeer's neighbors. Charles and Alice had often played together by the lake when Georgina and Sophia were not available. He was tall and had jet black hair. He had inherited his rugged looks from his father who was a renowned naval officer.

      ''Alice. You look lovely. What can I do for you?''

      ''Thank you, Charles, for you kind compliment. I need your help. You see I have a wager with my friends. The first to fill their dance card shall forever be known as the most beautiful among us.''

      ''There is no doubt in my mind that you are by far the most beautiful. Which renders your wager quite pointless as far as I can see.''

      ''No, Charles. That's just your very kind opinion. But I am quite desperate to win, if I may be honest with you. Please introduce me to some of your friends.''

      ''Of course, I shall. We can't have you being beaten, can we?''

      Charles introduced Alice to five of his friends and they all asked her to reserve a place for them in her schedule. Alice was quite elated. She was surely going to win.

      The ball was a splendid affair. The Ferguson's were very wealthy and they had just built a new ball room. This was its grand opening. It had six enormous chandeliers, three down each side of the room. The tea and card rooms were the most luxurious on the ball circuit, and the orchestra had their own balcony.

      As Alice glanced around, there seemed to be no shortage of suitors, but she knew precious few of them, and without being introduced it was not the place of a lady to talk to a gentleman. To Alice's horror, Georgina raised six fingers when she caught Alice's eye, and a few moments later, she read Sophia's lips as she said seven.

      Alice had made up her mind.

      ''Excuse me, sir. I know it is certainly not my place to address a gentleman without an introduction, but I find myself in a slightly awkward situation.''

      ''Then prey tell, what can be so awkward that it brings you to leave the well-trodden path of social etiquette?'' The man Alice had addressed was the most handsome man at the ball. He was tall and dark, and his eyes instantly drew Alice's attention. She had never seen such beautiful blue eyes. His face was thin and his features fine, a most aristocratic and trustworthy individual, Alice concluded.

      ''Oh, it really is a terrible thing I am about to ask you.''

      ''Madam, either you tell me or I shall turn my back and continue my conversation. You decide,'' he said, impatiently.

      ''Very well,'' Alice said determinedly. ''I would be grateful if you and your two friends would give me your names that I may enter them in my dance card.'' Alice spoke fast, feeling her cheeks flush. She knew what she was asking was highly inappropriate and she wanted it to be finished as soon as possible. “I have a wager with my friends. I must win, you see.”

      ''Well, indeed, quite a cheek, if I may say so,'' he said, as one eyebrow raised above the other. ''In fact one could go so far as to say, quite shocking.''

      ''Sir, please. I apologize. Please ignore what I have asked, it was improper. I will now take my leave of you.''

      ''Do not be so hasty. Perhaps we can come to some sort of arrangement. Just a minute while I consult my friends.'' He turned to the two men standing next to him and talked to them. Alice could not hear what they were saying but their gestures left her in no doubt that they were referring to her. ''It is settled. You may write our names in your dance card.''

      ''Thank you, sir, you are most kind and you have helped me more that you know.''

      ''However, before I give you our names, you must promise me you will walk with me in the garden after our dance. The gardens here are magnificent and it is a beautiful summers evening. What do you say?''

      Alice glanced around searching for her parents. She knew it was not fitting for a lady to wander around the gardens with a gentleman without a chaperone. But he really was handsome and most trustworthy. ''Sir, I would be happy to walk with you.''

      Alice gave a little jump as she came up behind Georgina. ''It's full,'' she said.

      ''It can't be, you got here late and I was ahead of you. You must have cheated,'' Georgina said, a look of extreme frustration etched onto her face. She looked across at Sophia who instantly knew she had lost.

      ''Oh really, Alice. You win everything. Will you one day take pity on us?'' asked Sophia. ''It really is too much.''

      ''I am sorry, dear friends, but it appears I am the most beautiful one among us, and may you never forget it,'' Alice said with a smile on her face. The other two walked away and entered into a heated debate about how Alice could possibly have pulled off such a sudden victory.

      The announcer shouted, ''the next dance will be a Brown's Reel''

      ''I believe this is my dance.'' It was the handsome man that had helped Alice fill her dance card.

      ''Sir Reynold, it will be an honor to dance with you,'' Alice said as she looked in her dance card to remember what his name was. ''You have been a great help to me this evening, I will never be able to thank you enough.''

      Alice and Sir Reynold Edmonstone took to the dance floor. As they stood opposite each other, Alice looked at him more closely. He was indeed more handsome that was good for her. His blue eyes shone across the dance floor, and made her feel quite weak at the knees. He was broad chested and his legs appeared strong. She had no doubt he would be able to box even the largest of men to the ground. As the dance began, they circled one another and looked into each other’s eyes.

      ''Prey, where do you live Sir Reynold?'' she asked as they passed.

      ''In London.''

      ''And what do you do for a living, Sir?''

      ''I am a gentleman of leisure. I spend my mornings in bed resting, my afternoons taking tea with friends, and my evenings dancing with delightful ladies like yourself.''

      Alice was quite shocked. Everyone she knew had a profession or at least an interest they followed. To do nothing but go to balls seemed like an empty existence.

      ''I assume from what you tell me, sir, that you have had many liaisons,'' Alice asked daringly.

      ''Perhaps I have. None more beautiful than you, though.''

      When the dance ended, Alice and Sir Reynold bowed and broke away.

      ''Now, Miss Alice, if you remember you promised to walk with me in the garden.''

      Alice searched once again for her parents. Again, they were nowhere to be seen. ''Of course. I would be delighted.''

      The gardens at the Ferguson's house were huge. They employed four full time gardeners and three older men who came and went as required. The main lawn was at the rear of the house adjacent to the ball room. The back of the property was bordered by a wood and a neat path led between the lawn and the wood. The lawn was broken up into segments by magnificent borders full of asters, purple cone flowers, dahlias and foxgloves. In the very center was a statue of Aphrodite which towered above Alice and Sir Reynold as they strolled along the perimeter path.

      ''It really is the most beautiful garden I have ever seen,'' Alice said. ''They have thought of everything. Look, even a Greek Goddess.''

      ''Which one is it?'' he asked.

      Alice was a little disappointed at his lack of knowledge. ''Aphrodite, the Goddess of Beauty, Love and Desire,'' she informed him.

      ''Then she is very appropriately placed.''

      ''Why do you say that, Sir Reynold?''

      ''Because that is what I now feel. Desire.''

      ''Sir Reynold, if I may say so, that is rather a misplaced feeling in this particular situation.''

      ''I disagree. It is a marvelous summer’s evening, the sun is setting, there is a heavenly scent of flowers in the air and the most beautiful of women is walking next to me. Tell me, Miss Alice, why would I not feel desire under such circumstances.''

      ''Because you have only known me for the shortest amount of time, and it is not proper.''

      ''Do you think your behavior in soliciting my friends and I onto your dance card was any more proper?''

      Alice couldn't find an answer. She had acted improperly and she was painfully aware of it. ''However bad my behavior, Sir, I did not speak of such earthy things as desire.''

      As they reached the back of the lawn where the wood started, Sir Reynold stopped and turned to Alice. ''I desire you, Alice, and I desire you now.'' He reached for her and pulled her to him. When Alice felt his lips on hers, she froze. His tongue tried to part her lips, but she kept them closed. He pulled her to him, and, to her horror, she felt his manhood pressing hard against the softness of her thigh.

      ''Do not deny me, Alice. To do so would have grave consequences.'' He took her arm and pulled her into the wood. Alice wanted to scream but she felt unable. Her whole being seemed paralyzed by the brutality of him.

      ''So let’s see what you've got under your dress, young lady,'' he growled. Alice put her hands on his to stop him lifting her dress, but he was too strong. She felt the cool air of the evening against her bare legs as he lifted her skirt higher. When he held it over her bottom, he pushed her further into the wood and found a fallen tree trunk. He bent her over it, and stripped her of her underwear. Alice began to sob. ''Sir, please. I have never....please don't, you will hurt me.''

      ''Stop whining, woman,'' he said. She heard a rustle of clothing and then she felt his hand over her mouth. When he entered her, but for his hand, her scream would have been heard miles away. As tears flowed over her face, he rammed himself into her. He reached round and painfully grabbed a breast. When Alice was beyond screaming, he took his hand from her mouth, and grabbed her other breast. He continued his onslaught for several minutes until he ejaculated inside her. Alice by this stage had passed out.

      When she came round, Alice was still bent over the tree with her bottom exposed. She quickly got up, pulled down her skirts and straightened her décolleté.

      When she tried to walk back to the ballroom, the pain between her legs was so excruciating, she had to stop. She sat on the grass for what seemed like hours before Georgina and Sophia came looking for her.

      ''Alice, there you are. We've been looking for you everywhere. What are you doing out here.''

      When Alice lifted her head and looked at them, they both instinctively knew what had happened to her.

      *****

      

      Philip, the Duke of Norfolk, glanced at Stanley Manor as he got down from his coach. He had arrived in a splendid affair pulled by six black horses. The house he noted, was old, well over two hundred years. It had four leaded light bay windows on the ground floor, two each side of the front door. Upstairs the windows were smaller and there were more of them. The green front door had an open porch, held up by two sandstone pillars.

      The butler had heard the Duke's coach arrive, and went outside to greet him. ''My Lord, welcome to Stanley Manor, I am Thomas, I will take you to Lord and Lady Ashmeer. They are expecting you.'' Thomas was surprised to see how young the Duke was, he was no more than three or four years older than Miss Alice. He also noticed how tall he was, at least six inches taller than Thomas, who was five feet ten.''

      Philip followed Thomas into the entrance hall and waited for him to take his hat and hang it up. The Duke glanced around at his surroundings in an effort to ascertain the wealth of the Ashmeer's. The house he was in was much smaller than those of members of his social circle, but it was adequate. He noted the black and white tiles on the floor and the open fire place. He assumed the man portrayed in the picture above the mantel piece was one of Lord Ashmeer's ancestors.

      ''Please follow me, my Lord,'' Thomas urged. They walked through a large arch and down a corridor. Thomas stopped, knocked on a polished mahogany door, and opened it.

      ''The Duke of Norfolk is here to see you, Lord Ashmeer.''

      ''Please show him in,'' he replied.

      When the Duke walked in, Lady Ashmeer's mood lifted somewhat. She had been crying all morning, and the prospect of a solution being close at hand buoyed her spirits. She was also charmed by the Duke's looks. He had long brown hair which was tied at the back. She noted how broad and strong he looked and when her eyes took in his lower half, she quickly averted her gaze for fear of embarrassing herself.
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''My Lord, please be seated,'' Lord Ashmeer said.

      The Duke sat and looked at the Lord. He was small and gray haired, probably in his late fifties, he imagined. He was more interested in his wife who was perhaps a little younger and very pretty for her age. She had a delicate demeanor and he liked her eyes, although on this day, her tears had caused them to be slightly red. She was sitting on a sofa in front of the large window that looked over the garden. Philip momentarily looked past to see what was outside. He was charmed by the well-kept law which sloped down to a beautiful lake. How different the serenity of the garden compared to the mood in the room, he thought.

      ''Lord Ashmeer, the situation we find ourselves in is, to say the least, unpleasant, and I am here today to discuss with you and Lady Ashmeer what might be done about it.''

      ''Indeed, I couldn't agree more, my Lord. It is a situation of the utmost severity. Perhaps, my Lord, you will be good enough to tell us what you know of the affair.''

      ''Of course,'' the Duke said as he composed himself. He was unhappy to have had to leave his estate and drive to the Ashmeer's. It was a grave situation, which called for action. He feared, however, the action he was going to have to take would change his life forever. ''There are very strong rumors, throughout society, that your daughter Alice and my younger brother, Sir Reymond Edmonstone, have had an affair.'' He paused when Lady Ashmeer let out a cry.

      ''I am afraid it is too late to stop the rumor as it has already spread over the whole land.'' he continued. Lord Ashmeer took out a handkerchief from his green waistcoat and mopped his brow. ''My brother, who I believe to be a good man, unfortunately spoke of the affair with some friends he trusted. Unfortunately those friends betrayed his trust and spread the word into the realms of evil gossipers. I fear, unless we take immediate action, the reputations of both our families will be ruined, forever.''

      Lady Ashmeer could hardly wipe her tears away fast enough, and Lord Ashmeer’s complexion was now ashen.

      ''Well, my Lord, we must do all we can to put the damage right, as soon as we can. I must apologize to you for the inconsiderate behavior of my daughter. We have always brought her up to be reserved and gentle. Please be assured that we are appalled by her promiscuity. It has shocked my wife and I to the core.''

      ''And I, Lord Ashmeer, likewise apologize to you for my brother's behavior. He is young and high spirited and it seems the two got a little carried away in their lust for one another.''

      ''My Lord, thank you for you kind apology. It really isn't necessary. In my opinion they are equally to blame. As you say, they seem to have let their passion run away with them.'' Lord Ashmeer gave a reassuring look to his wife before continuing. ''I have talked to my wife at length, and we are unable to come up with a solution that will save our mutual reputations, other than sending our daughter into exile. That is a possibility. However we do love and care for her, despite her shortcomings, and we would be very loathe to banish her forever.''

      ''Quite so. She has offended the reputation of both our families, but banishing her to a foreign land forever seems a little harsh.” The Duke paused. “If I may, I would like to offer a solution I believe will serve both our purposes greatly. It will protect the reputation of my brother and your daughter, and restore the reputation of our respective families.''

      Lady Ashmeer let out a sigh of relief at the prospect of a solution, even though she still had no idea what it entailed.

      ''Your daughter and I shall be married.'' Before he could continue, Lady Ashmeer applauded. ''I will sacrifice any chance I have of marrying for love for the sake of everyone involved. When society realizes your daughter is betrothed to me, all the rumors will disappear, and life will return to normal again,'' the Duke continued.

      Lord Ashmeer was not immediately as convinced as his wife. ''You would do that to protect everyone? Give up the chance of marrying for love, and instead marry a woman whose reputation has been tarnished?'' he asked, quite astonished at the Duke's sense of duty.

      ''Indeed, Lord Ashmeer. That is my intention, and nobody will prevent me from that line of thought. Perhaps you would give me your opinion, that we may begin proceedings.''

      Lord Ashmeer was a little lost for words, and, for the first time, his wife spoke. ''My Lord, thank you for your kindness. As Alice's mother, I have been unable to sleep for days. She has disappointed me in the extreme. On behalf of my husband and I, I would like to accept your more than generous offer.''

      ''Then it is settled,'' Philip concluded.

      Lord Ashmeer pulled the bell rope and Thomas appeared. ''Thomas, please would you ask Alice to come to us, at once.'' Thomas nodded and set about his task.

      The occupants of the room looked at each other in silence as they waited for Alice. When she walked into the room, Philip stood up and bowed. She curtsied. Alice looked pale and she had black rings under her eyes. Eleanor had tried to life her spirits, but nothing had worked. She stood in front of the Duke in a somber brown dress with a closed collar.

      ''Alice, this is the Duke of Norfolk. He is the elder brother of Reymond Edmonstone. He has come today to talk to us about a solution to the problem you have caused us.'' Alice looked at her feet and shuffled from one to the other. ''We have found a solution that is agreeable to us all. It will protect your reputation and that of Sir Edmondstone. Additionally, it will prevent the names of both families from being drawn any further into the mud.'' Alice looked at the Duke. Her faith in men had been badly dented, but as men went, he seemed charming and handsome. ''You and the Duke will marry,'' her father stated abruptly.

      Alice's jaw dropped open. She had always imagined her marriage to be a happy affair, one in which she married for love. Now, that was a distant dream. ''Yes, father,'' she said resigned to her fate.

      ''My Lord, perhaps you any my daughter would care to walk in the grounds and talk?'' Lady Ashmeer asked.

      ''Yes, I think that is a good suggestion. We have much to discuss.''

      Philip took Alice's arm as they walked on the lawn and down towards the lake.

      ''Miss Alice, what do you have to say for yourself? Perhaps you could offer me an explanation as to your indecent behavior with my brother.''

      Alice's body had recovered quite quickly from the incident with Reymond, but she was having nightmares, and wasn't able to close her eyes for any length of time, without seeing terrible images. ''My Lord, it pains me greatly that you have been put out by my actions. I have nothing to add to what anybody else has said. I will marry you and be a good and faithful wife to you.''

      ''Do you think it will be as easy as that? Because of your foolish actions, I am forced to marry a woman I don't know and obviously do not love.''

      ''I understand, my Lord, but you will in time come to love me. Of that I am sure. I will do everything in my power to right the wrong I have done to you.''

      ''Very well. Let us plan our marriage and live our lives as God chooses, but I will never forgive you for putting me in this unenviable situation, is that clear?''

      ''Yes, my Lord, perfectly.'' Alice looked down the hill to the lake and wished she could go back to the day when she, Georgina and Sophia had gone swimming. On that day she hadn't had a care in the world, now her mind was laden with poisonous thoughts.

      *****

      

      Georgina and Sophia kissed Alice when they arrived at Stanley Hall for tea. They hadn't seen each other since the incident at the Ferguson's. Two days after the ball, when the malicious rumor had started, Lord Ashmeer had placed Alice under arrest. She was told to stay in her room and speak to nobody until the incident was resolved.

      They sat on the terrace, and looked down to the lake. Georgina was wearing a blue muslin day dress, with a matching bonnet and Sophia was wearing a bright green dress which had a high waistline and dainty puff sleeves. Alice was again wearing a somber brown dress.

      ''A marriage?'' Sophia exclaimed. ''I do like weddings. They are such grand occasions, and to marry a Duke. Alice, you will be a Duchess, think of that. My friend a Duchess.''

      ''Well, I don't think it will be a grand occasion at all, Sophia,'' Georgina said angrily. ''What could possibly be grand about a forced marriage? If that man hadn't done what he did to Alice, none of this would have happened. I think you should tell your father, Alice. You should tell him what really happened.''

      ''I can't. Sir Reymond is a gentleman of the highest breeding, nobody would believe me. I have no choice but to marry his brother.''

      ''But it seems so unfair. It wasn't your fault. He forced himself on you and hurt you in the most intimate place. He is a scoundrel and he deserves something bad to happen to him,'' Georgina said, slamming her tea cup down, almost breaking the saucer.

      ''Georgina, Sophia, please listen to me. You are my dearest friends and I love you both. I am to be married because fate has dealt me a very bad hand. I must make the best of it, for the sake of my family and the Duke. I will marry the Duke and I will love him. Please do not pity me or think badly of me for doing so.''

      ''I admire your courage,'' Sophia said.

      ''Why don't you just tell the Duke what happened? Surely he knows his brother is a bad man, when it comes to his treatment of ladies,'' Georgina asked.

      ''I will not drive a wedge between the Duke and his brother. I am sure, in time, my steadfast love for the Duke will convince him that I am a good woman.''

      ''It's all my fault,'' Georgina added. ''If it hadn't been for my ridiculous suggestion, you wouldn't have needed to even speak to him.''

      ''It's not your fault Georgina, please don't blame yourself. Who knows, I may have spoken to him anyway. He was certainly handsome,'' Alice said.

      ''But from what you tell me, the Duke is even more handsome. I know you are being forced to marry him, but it could have been worse. He could have been a plain Duke,” Sophia said.

      ''Thank you, Sophia, that is a very comforting thought,'' Alice said, not quite sure whether it really was comforting or not.

      Once Georgina and Sophia had drunk all the tea and eaten all the butterfly buns, they took their leave of Alice. It was six in the evening, and almost time for Alice to get dressed for dinner. Usually Alice would have gone inside after her friends had left, but she was waiting for someone, and he was late.

      ''Charles, finally. Where have you been?''

      ''Alice I am so sorry, father kept me. He can't stop talking about naval college and what lies ahead of me in my training. Listen, Alice, I've heard all the rumors, and I don't believe them. What did he do to you?''

      Alice had never kept a secret from any of her friends and she wasn't about to do so now. ''He forced himself on me.''

      ''Oh, Alice. I am so sorry. When I'm a Captain, I'll have him press ganged and keelhauled,'' Charles said seriously.

      ''Thank you for your kind expressions of concern. What has happened cannot be changed. I will marry his older brother, the Duke of Norfolk, that everyone's reputation be protected.''

      ''But, Alice. You can't. You of all people deserve to marry for love.''

      ''He is very handsome and I will be a Duchess. I will never want for anything. My life will be more comfortable than almost anyone in the land.''

      ''But what is that without love?''

      ''Charles you are far too romantic to be a sailor,'' Alice said as the first smile she had had for several days crossed her lips. ''I am going to marry the Duke come what may. The reputation of my parents is too important to me. But I want you to do something for me. Something that I will be forever grateful for.''

      ******

      

      Alice lay in the bath and held her breath as Eleanor rinsed her hair.

      ''Eleanor, you have been terribly quiet over the last few days. Are you unwell?''

      ''No, Miss Alice. I am quite well.''

      ''Then what is the matter?''

      ''It is not my place to say, Miss Alice.''

      ''Please, Eleanor. I consider you a friend. Please unburden yourself.''

      ''Those bruises, on your thighs, Miss. A man of honor does not do that to a lady. I know what has befallen you, and it has upset me more than you could ever know.''

      ''Oh, Eleanor. You are of course correct. Something terrible has happened. Something a gentleman should never do to a lady. |But it has happened, and I must move on.''

      ''I understand, Miss Alice, but I want to tell you one thing. Please, before you accept your fate and never mention the deed again, think of the next lady and the next after her. That is all I will say on the matter.''

      ''Thank you, Eleanor. You are very wise and kinder than is good for me. I wanted to talk to you anyway. I need your help and I hope you will agree.''

      *****

      

      All the servants at Stanley Hall lined up to wish Miss Alice well on her wedding day. As she left the house on her father's arm, they looked at her beautiful white dress and the veil that hid her face. They burst into applause. Eleanor was unable to prevent a tear running down her cheek as Alice nodded at her. Alice's father looked dashing in a black morning coat, gray waistcoat and blue cravat. Thomas had spent days polishing Lord Ashmeer's shoes, and when Lord Ashmeer looked down, he could see the clouds reflected in them.

      ''Are you ready, my dear?'' he asked Alice

      ''Quite ready, father,'' she replied. Lord Ashmeer banged on the inside of the coach, and they set off with a jolt. Lord Ashmeer had hired the coach specially because it was capable of being drawn by six horses, and he'd wanted to make a good impression. His daughter was marrying a Duke, and he had to put on a good show. He had even hired a marquee, and had it erected on the lawn for the wedding breakfast.

      As was the fashion, the wedding was to be a small family affair only attended by family and close friends. Alice had chosen Georgina and Sophia to be her attendants, and when the coach stopped outside the church, they were standing ready to greet her. Alice’s father helped her down, and Georgina and Sophia, dressed in white dresses adorned with embroidered daisies, fussed around her for a short time.

      Lord Ashmeer held out his arm for his daughter and they entered the church. When Alice was almost at the altar, she saw him standing next to the Duke. It had never crossed her mind that he would be the Duke's best man, and that she would have to stand so close to him, on the day of her wedding. She felt trapped.

      After the vicar had pronounced them man and wife, Alice and the Duke walked out of the church into a guard of honor. Georgina and Sophia held up an arch made from Yew branches, and when they walked under it everyone clapped.

      The Duke and Alice climbed into the grandest carriage Alice had ever sat in, and they set off back to Stanley Hall.

      ''Alice, are you alright? You looked like you had seen a ghost when you arrived next to me in the church,'' Philip said.

      ''I am quiet alright. It was just something of a shock to see your brother again.''

      ''I understand, but you will see him more often from now on, he is, after all, my brother. The affair you and my brother had almost cost me my reputation, and certainly cost me any happiness I might have found with a woman I loved. I would therefore, ask you to behave normally around him.''

      There were thirty five people in the marques when the Duke and Alice cut the wedding cake. Alice smiled, and the Duke looked somber as the knife slid through the cake. As everyone tucked in, Reymond walked around the table and bent down next to Alice. ''You look lovely, my dear, and congratulations on your marriage to my brother. I didn't get a chance to kiss you at the church. It is of no consequence, however, there will be plenty of times when my brother is away on business. I visit you then and we can continue where we left off.''

      Alice almost fainted. Despite the Duke's best efforts, she would never be rid of his detestable brother.

      *****

      

      When Philip and Alice arrived in London at the Savoy, they went straight up to the honeymoon suit.

      Alice had changed after the wedding into a salmon pink gown and bonnet. On the way to London, Alice had tried to put the Duke's brother out of her mind. She was married now and surely her husband would protect her. She wanted to concentrate on her wedding night and give herself to him, in a way that he would enjoy.

      The suit consisted of a regal bedroom, a lounge, and a bathroom. The floor was bedecked with a navy blue carpet in the lounge and bedroom, and gold and gray striped wall paper. The bed was a four poster covered with crisp cotton bed clothes.

      The Duke sat and read a newspaper in the lounge as Alice busied herself in the bathroom. When she came out she was wearing a beautiful silk nightgown that clung to her breasts and hips. Her blonde hair was swept back and tied with a ribbon and her long smooth legs shone in the candle light. When Philip looked at her he saw her nipples pointing through the material, waiting for his touch. She was a picture of beauty, the like of which he had never seen before. Alice walked into the bedroom and lay down on the bed in a seductive pose. The Duke followed her and sat down on the edge of the bed.

      ''Alice, I have to talk to you,'' Philip said. ''You are beautiful and the most seductive lady I have ever seen. But I am not in love with you. What you and my brother did together is still fresh in my mind, and I find myself unable to touch you. I do no mean to be cruel or unkind, but those are my feelings, and, until they change I will not be able to touch you, let alone make love to you.''

      ''My Lord is wise, and I bow to your superior knowledge in matters of the heart. I understand, and I hope one day you will come to see me as I really am. Not a woman of a promiscuous nature, but a woman who is kind and loving and who can make you happy. You will come to love me, and one day you will desire me. I will wait for you patiently until that day.''

      They slept in the same bed but did not touch each other. Alice didn't cry. She had cried all she could in the last weeks, and now it was time to stop and concentrate on her marriage and future happiness.

      *****

      

      Alice started her married life in Winthorpe Hall, the Duke's summer residence. The Duke owned three houses in all. A summer residence, or rather palace, a winter residence in London, and a house in Scotland that he used to entertain guests during the shooting season.

      Winthorpe Hall was a massive house. Far larger than Stanley Hall, or any house Alice had ever been in. It reminded Alice of pictures she had seen of the Palace of Versailles. It had a beautiful raised terrace at the rear and a large ornamental garden.

      Georgina and Sophia came to stay, and they had looked with open mouths at the opulence of the place. During their stay they had talked of old times and the future. Alice had been very sad to see them go, but she was a Duchess now, and she had responsibilities. Her husband still hadn't touched her, but she had a household to run and to a small degree it took her mind off the Duke's stubbornness. The household she reigned over included thirteen maids, six footmen, five gardeners, four coachmen, a cook, and innumerable kitchen hands.

      The summer was drawing to a close, and Alice had decided what she wanted to do. When Philip came onto the terrace and sat next to her, she opened the conversation.

      ''It is time for me to reconcile my differences with your brother.'' Philip raised his eyebrows at her suggestion before she continued. ''It was just a moment of lust and silliness, and I really feel it is time to put it behind us. What do you say?''

      ''It would indeed be a step in the right direction, but it will never take away the fact that you did something very hurtful to our families.''

      ''Yes, my Lord, you are right. I realize I may never win your trust, but I would like to do all I can to do so.''

      ''So what do you propose?''

      ''I would like to invite you, and your brother, to Stanley Hall for a picnic by the lake. We will sit, talk, relax and eat to our hearts content. It is a lovely place and it will be a great opportunity to smooth things over. I will invite Georgina and Sophia. They will be most agreeable company for your brother, and, who knows, he may even take one as his wife.''

      ''Excellent idea. Yes, splendid, let's get him married off. It's more than time.''

      *****

      

      It was a lovely late summer’s day when Alice, the Duke, Reymond, Georgina and Sophia walked over the lawn, to the specially erected tent at the edge of the lake. The tent was open at the front and faced the lake. It was full of large cushions that they could lie on, and a thick carpet. Thomas had arranged for the champagne to be put on ice, and the food delivered when Alice gave him the signal.

      ''Isn't this lovely, everybody?'' Alice said. ''Thank you all for coming. It means a great deal to me. As you all know, Reymond and I got off on the wrong foot, and managed to cause a bit of scandal. I would like to use today to put that right.'' She glanced at the others as they stared at her.'' I want to make a toast if you would charge your glasses.''

      Alice waited until everyone had a full glass. ''I want to toast Reymond and say how sorry I am that things happened as they did. To Reymond.''

      The others lifted their glasses and toasted the Duke's brother. Alice looked at him. He still had those shining blue eyes and strong looking body, and he was still very handsome.

      After they had eaten and finished the Champagne, most of them snoozed a little. Alice remained wide awake and looked over the lake. It was the place she knew and loved, and a place that had never let her down. Here, she felt at home.

      ''Oh, I see everyone is awake, why don't you take Reymond for a walk, you two,'' Alice said as she looked at Georgina and Sophia.

      ''I'd love to walk with Reymond,'' said Georgina

      ''Yes let's,'' said Sophia enthusiastically.

      ''Well, if you ladies insist, then who am I to refuse. It will be a pleasure to walk around the lake, with not just one, but two beauties,'' Reymond said.

      ''Then let's go,'' said Georgina and she got up.

      ''Don't forget to show Reymond the wood, will you girls? You know, where we used to climb trees when we were young.''

      ''Now, excellent idea,'' said Sophia. ''I would very much like to be in the woods with Reymond.'' Reymond looked at her and smiled. It seemed to be his lucky day.

      The Duke and Alice sat and watched as the three made their way around the lake. Alice jumped as the Duke took her hand. ''Thank you for today. It has been lovely, and the girls seem to like my brother. It was most thoughtful of you to introduce them.''

      ''It was my pleasure.''

      The Duke held her hand for longer than he had ever held it, and watched his brother and the two ladies disappear into the wood.

      ''It really is idyllic here. Did you spent a lot of time here as a child?'' he asked.

      ''All of it. I was never away from here. When I think of a home, I think of this place.''

      ''I would like you one day to feel........'' Philip was stopped in mid-sentence by a horrible scream. ''What on earth?'' He jumped to his feet. Alice got to her feet as well.

      ''In the wood,'' Alice said.

      Charles had been on a lot of training exercises in recent weeks and he was more than a match for Reymond. He'd appeared from behind a tree and knocked him clean off his feet. Reymond was strong and had fought back, but Charles hit him in the groin with a savage blow. The pain was so great, Reymond had passed out. While Charles sat on him, Eleanor appeared from behind another tree, with a pair of scissors. Georgina and Sophia ran to her and stood patiently as she made an incision in the breast area of each dress. When she'd done that, she put her hand inside the hole and ripped the muslin material down and away from their breasts.

      When Georgina appeared from the wood, the Duke and Alice were half way between her and the tent. When she saw them, she screamed, ''help, please help, he's gone mad. You have to help Sophia. He'll rape her.''

      As they got closer, the Duke was horrified to see Georgina standing in a ripped dress with her breasts exposed. ''Cover her up,'' he said to Alice as he ran along the path and into the wood.

      When he arrived at the scene, he was deeply shocked. In front of him on the path lay his brother with a man on top of him. To the right, Sophia bent over a tree with her breasts hanging out and her skirt raised.''

      ''Who are you may I ask?'' the Duke said to Charles.

      ''Charles Argyle. I am a neighbor. Half of this wood belongs to my property. I was enjoying a stroll after lunch when I saw this man assault two women. It was the most savage attack, and I apprehended him.'' He looked across at Sophia and gestured towards her. ''Just in time by the look of it.''

      ''Wait here,'' Alice said to Georgina. ''I'm going to finish this now.'' Alice ran into the wood and stopped next to the Duke. She surveyed the scene, and ran to Sophia. She put her arm around her, and spoke loudly, so that Philip could hear her.

      ''Oh my dear Sophia, I am so sorry. Please forgive me, I didn't think he would do this again after what happened to me. Will you ever forgive me?''

      Sophia nodded. She was extremely embarrassed that the two gentlemen could see her breasts, but she had agreed to do it for the sake of her friend.

      As Alice was helping Sophia, Eleanor appeared. ''Please excuse me, my Lord. I am a maid at Stanley Hall, and on Sunday afternoons, I walk in the woods. I saw this gentleman attack two ladies,'' she said pointing at Reymond. ''I was so afraid, I ran and hid behind a tree. It is only now that I dare come out of hiding. If it hadn't been for brave Mr Argyle, I dread to think what would have happened.''

      *****

      

      It was late when the Duke arrived back at Stanley Hall. Alice had arranged from them to stay there after the picnic, before traveling back to Winthrop Hall the next day. Alice was lying in her night gown when the Duke came into the bedroom. Alice didn't say anything, she could feel he wanted to unburden his heart.

      ''Alice, I have been a foolish man. Everything I assumed about you was wrong. He raped you on that evening, didn't he?''

      Alice nodded.

      ''Oh Lord, help me,'' he whispered as his head sank into his hands. After he'd composed himself, he spoke again. ''In the last weeks, I have come to admire you. Not just your beauty, but your kindness and your undying faith that, one day, I would come to love you. Despite what I have done to you, you have remained resolute. You will never forgive me, I know, but I was trying to do the best for everyone under the circumstances, as I thought them to be. Why didn't you tell me, or your parents, what he did to you?''

      ''Because he is a gentleman, and I a mere woman. Whose word would everyone believe?''

      ''You are right. Oh Alice, please forgive me. I will never be cold or unpleasant to you ever again.''

      ''And what have you done with Reymond?''

      ''He is in the police station in Northampton.''

      ''And what will happen to him?''

      ''I assume he will go to prison. Mr Argyle and Miss Eleanor will surely bear witness to the attack.''

      ''Yes, they most certainly will,'' Emily said, knowing full well what she had agreed with them.

      ''Then he will indeed be sentenced. Four witnesses against his word. I suppose a few years in prison will do him good. And it won't be easy for him. Men in prison don't like people who attack women.''

      ''So that's it, then. We can now live our lives together.''

      ''Yes, we can.'' He looked at her in her nightgown and for the first time felt his desire for her overwhelm him. ''My dear, do you think I could perhaps......''

      ''Is it cold outside?'' she asked.

      ''No, why?''

      ''Come with me.'' Alice got up from the bed, took his hand and crept downstairs. As quietly as she could, she opened the doors to the terrace and led him to the tent at the side of the lake.

      ''They won't take this down until tomorrow. Make love to me here. Take two cushions and lay them down here. I want to feel you inside me as I look at the stars.''

      He walked into the tent and took two of the largest cushions, and laid them down right at the edge of the water.

      He looked at her as she pulled her nightgown over her head. When he saw her naked, he felt his manhood becoming hard. He pulled her to him and kissed her. It was a kiss of such deep longing, that Alice gasped when he let go. She gasped more when he dropped to his knees and pulled her pubic area to his face. As his tongue slipped between her legs, she opened them wider and threw back her head. His tongue probed and delved into every fold, before settling on her clitoris. When he took the tiny bud into his mouth Alice's legs almost gave way. She pulled away and lay down on the cushions.

      As he opened her legs and put his mouth on her again, Alice glanced over the lake. It was calm, just like she felt. He stopped licking her and took off his waistcoat, shirt and trousers. In just an undergarment, Alice could see that he was fully erect and ready for her. With her feet, she encouraged him to take off the remaining garment, which he did. She gasped when she saw how long his penis was.

      He wasn't finished with his mouth though, and again he knelt between her open legs. He liked up and down the length of her wetness and then around her entrance. Suddenly she arched her back and dug her nails into the cushion as his mouth sucked her clitoris. He continued to suck and flick his tongue over her until he felt her explode on him. She rolled her head from side to side and stretched her legs out straight as one huge spasm engulfed her. It was several minutes until she stopped trembling.

      The Duke held her and kissed her until her orgasm subsided. When she had recovered, he flipped her onto her belly, lifted her hips from the cushions and entered her. As he thrust into her, she knelt in front of him and looked over the lake. Somewhere a bird squawked and the sound echoed in the silence of the night. It was more erotic than she could have imagined. Being taken in this way as she looked over the place that was her home.

      He quickened his rhythm, and his hips began to slap hard against her buttocks. The vibrations brought her to another orgasm. She threw her head back and looked at the sky as her muscles tensed and waves flew from her vagina.

      Suddenly she pulled away from him and walked into the lake. ''What are you doing?'' he asked

      ''Isn't it obvious? Come in and make love to me in the water.''

      The Duke followed her in and wished he hadn't because it was quite cold. ''My goodness, Alice, I'm not sure I can make love to you in this cold. You know what cold does to muscles, it makes them contract.''

      ''Nonsense. Swim with me and you'll warm up.''

      They swam to the middle of the lake, almost to the point where she had been with her friends a few weeks earlier. Alice stopped and pulled him to her. He looked delicious with wet hair and she instantly wrapped her legs around his torso. ''Thrust into me,'' she ordered. He did and it sent shock after shock over her. It was hard work for him as he had to keep them afloat, and thrust at the same time. But soon he found a technique which worked. The water lapped around them and soon he was grunting with the effort. When Alice reached down and cupped his balls he groaned and thrust into her harder.

      ''Tell me when you come,'' she requested.

      When he was almost there, he said, ''Now.''

      She pushed him from her, and dived under the water. She found his penis, put her mouth over him and sucked. When he ejaculated into her mouth, he screamed.

      ''I love you, Alice,'' rang over the lake. Alice didn't hear him, but it was already obvious to her what he now felt.

      

      *****

      THE END

      

      A Duchess in Distress – A Regency Romance

      Chapter 1

      Annabelle Catesby sat before a plate of untouched food at lunch time. Her mind was on one thing, and one thing only. There was a ball later on that evening. But it wasn’t just any ball, it was the most important ball of the year, and possibly, of her life. Of course, some would think that no ball was important, but Annabelle was not one of them. She was Anna to her family and friends, a beautiful girl of nineteen with an overprotective father and a mother who doted upon her only daughter. She had two brothers, both older, both young men working with her father at his business, each of them learning so that they may run it themselves one day.

      For Annabelle’s part, she didn’t quite know what her father did. She knew it was something like banking, but not exactly that. He loaned large sums of money to people sometimes, often if they were trying to open a business themselves. The whole world bored Anna, and she stayed out of it.

      Anna liked nature. She spent hours upon hours atop a horse, or walking through the woods which surrounded her father’s lavish home and grounds. Her eldest brother Edwin had even taught her to fish, and though her mother looked down upon it, Annabelle did so in the small pond on the grounds as often as she could, when weather was permitting.

      She would miss the pond most of all, if she wasn’t taking people into account, but she was ready to leave. And the ball had finally come, and that meant she would perhaps have a chance to find a husband.

      The petite young girl had caught the eyes of men since she was just fourteen. But in the recent years, sideways glances at her large, perky breasts had become something else entirely. First it was requests to dance, and then it was men calling at her home for her. And for the past two years, there had been the proposals.

      Henry Catesby, Annabelle’s father, had built such an impressive business for himself that it had done wonders for his social standing. He had been raised poor himself, and he had sworn to himself that he wouldn’t put his own children through that. And so he hadn’t, and in his late fifties he commanded a certain respect that was shared with his wife and children as well. Anna would not be marrying just anyone, the offers she had received had been from men of great standing. Nobility. Dukes.

      Last year at Lady Patterson’s annual dance, Annabelle had been proposed to by Colonel Warren, a man of thirty-three who had no doubt had his eye on the young girl for quite some time, judging by how often he came by to see her.

      Anna liked the man, found him to be attractive and kind, and she was eager to marry. She saw how happy her mother was, how fulfilled she was to be a mother and a wife, and she had yearned for the same for years. But her father had forbade it.

      Anna spoke to him that same night, a year previous, in his study after the ball. Hot tears had streamed down her face, leaving trails down her cheeks which shone in the soft light of a single candle, burning on her father’s desk top.

      “Please, daddy,” she had pleaded.

      “You are too young,” her father had said. He was a tall man with a bushy moustache, though he had no hair upon his head.

      “I am eighteen!” she said. “A woman grown!”

      “No to me,” her father had said, and then he looked to see his daughter crying, having been previously staring out the window, and his hardness vanished in an instant. When he spoke again his voice was softer, gentler. “A year from now. Alright, my daughter? My beautiful little girl? That is what you are to me, even now, so grown and amazing. You will always be my little girl, running around in this home, getting underfoot. But that is not fair to you. This ball, it is every year, the same date, yes?”

      Anna nodded her head, and used the back of her hand to wipe away the tears.

      “And then next year, at this ball, if a man wants your hand, and you’re willing to give it, I will not stop you.”

      And so it had been, and for a few months after the conversation, Annabelle gave herself to a string of daydreams and hopes, wishing that Colonel Warren would ask her again. The young woman was worried he would ask someone else, but instead he lost his life. It was an accident out of the city, something the Colonel had been doing with his men, but he went out alive and came back dead, and Annabelle found herself mourning him. He was going to be her husband. She had thought about it so often, and though she didn’t know the man well, she had grieved for him.

      But the sadness ebbed, and as the ball had drawn close, her dizziness returned. The deceased Colonel hadn’t been the first man to propose to her, and he wouldn’t be the last. She was sure of it.

      “You are not eating,” her father said to her, from over his own bowl of soup.

      “My stomach is in knots,” Annabelle said.

      “You think you will be engaged tonight,” her father said in a knowing tone.

      “As if father would be so lucky, to get you taken off his hands,” Annabelle's brother, Reginald, said. He was two years younger than Edwin, and still lived at home, while Edwin had been married for three years, and had his own home elsewhere outside of London, in the same green fields and pastures where Henry’s home was built.

      “I’ll marry before a woman will accept your proposal,” Anna said, glaring across the table to her brother.

      “You two bicker too often,” Anna’s mother said quietly, and both of her children bowed their heads slightly.

      “Eat,” Henry said, and Anna lifted her spoon to her mouth, knowing there was no sense in arguing with her father. “You do not want to waste away,” he said with a laugh as he watched her. With each bite she took, Annabelle realized just how hungry she was, and through her nerves were on edge, she cleaned her plate and bowl, and then hurried upstairs to begin getting ready for the most important evening of her life.

      

      Chapter 2

      The excited young woman knew that it would take hours for her to be ready, so though the ball didn’t begin until eight, she didn’t dawdle in the bath. Anna washed herself quickly after the brass tub was filled with hot water that almost boiled by two servants, and then she was out, allowing a young girl to wrap her in a towel. She went back to her room and was surprised to see Mrs. Clack there. Mrs. Clack had been Anna’s chaperone to all of her social gatherings since she had first developed under her corsets and under her gowns, and men began to lust after her. Mrs. Clack oversaw the servants in the Catesby household, and had done so since before Anna was born. She was a short woman of lean frame, with a severe and hooking nose like a hawk’s, the only thing which marred a rather pretty face. Her eyes were icy blue and her hair as fair as an early morning sunrise.

      She was married to Mr. Clack, who had been the groundsman of the manor for just as long as Mrs. Clack had been overseer. They had been hired separately, and met on Mrs. Clack’s first day, as they enjoyed telling the Catesby children every few months. They lived together in a small cabin in the southern corner of the grounds, and had both grown to be a part of the family, as much as they were hired help.

      “I thought you may want to ready yourself early,” the older woman said.

      Annabelle smiled. “I wish to look my best.”

      “You wish to find a husband,” Mrs. Clack said.

      Anna thought there was a gleam in the woman’s eye, which might have been a teary mist in her gaze. “You cry Mrs. Clack?” Anna placed her hand upon the older woman’s arm. “I did not mean to upset you.”

      Mrs. Clack laughed and wiped away the tears. “Silly girl, it is not sadness, but an overwhelming sense of pride I have for you,” she said. “Your mother feels the same. We spoke of it earlier, and I know she will want to see you off. When you come home, neither of us doubt that it will be as a woman engaged. I can remember bathing you myself, you know.”

      Annabelle smiled and nodded. “As can I. Mother and you both often.”

      “You were that much of a handful,” Mrs. Clack teased.

      “You know, I think of you as a second mother,” Annabelle told the woman, and she could see the effect her words had on her instantaneously.

      Mrs. Clack beamed, her eyes widening, her mile spreading to show an almost impossible number of teeth. She had no children of her own, and had become attached to Annabelle in particular, since she was the only daughter out of three children. Anna’s mother had never been the kind of woman to leave it all to the servants, but she had always allowed Mrs. Clack a bit of space and time with her daughter, because Mrs. Clack had been told at a young age that it would be unlikely for her to conceive, and that had proven true.

      “I thought you might want to wear this,” Mrs. Clack said, turning and marching to the armoire. She opened the heavy oak doors and reached inside. The gown she collected was gorgeous, a light blue color that shimmered as it turned in the light. The neck was a low cut scoop, and the sleeves were ruffled and fell to the wrist. Down the front of the gown were pale white bows.

      “It’s my favorite, you know that,” Annabeth said with a soft smile.

      “And mine too,” the old woman said. “Let’s get you ready, shall we?”

      Anna dressed in small clothes first, and then let Mrs. Clack help her wiggle into a corset. She sat on the edge of her bed, keeping her back stiff and straight while the old woman sat behind her, and pulled the wide ribbon at the back, tightening the corset and forcing it to give Anna a pleasing hourglass shape.

      Once the corset was tied, Mrs. Clack pulled stockings onto Anna’s legs, since the young woman was unable to bend that far to do it herself. Afterwards Anna stood up and they worked to pull the gown on over her head. The skirt didn’t flair as much as other gowns in Anna’s collection did, and Annabelle was glad for that, it made it easier to walk.

      Dressing took some time, a little over an hour when all was said. Then Anna sat at a small desk, and Mrs. Clack stood behind her, and they began work on her hair.

      “What a sight,” a voice said from the doorway, and Anna turned her head as much as Mrs. Clack would allow to see her mother there. She was the opposite of Mrs. Clack in every way. Heavier and taller, with dark brown hair the color of the bark of an oak tree. She was beautiful, with eyes the same honey brown as her daughter.

      “Thank you, mother,” Annabelle said with a smile. Her mother came into the room properly, and stood next to Mrs. Clack.

      “Would you care to finish?” Mrs. Clack asked.

      Mrs. Catesby nodded and took the older woman’s place. She took her daughter's hair up in two hands, and with practiced movements twisted and piled it. Once her hair had been piled up in a cascade upon her head, Mrs. Clack brought Annabelle a couple of head-dresses to choose from. The girl thought for a moment, and then settled on a small band with two flowers upon it, side by side. Mrs. Clack placed it upon Anna’s head. Then Anna’s mother helped her put on her shoes, ankle length heeled boots the color of pitch. They all went to a mirror near the door to look.

      “Beautiful,” Mrs. Clack said. “I fear you may have too many men to choose from tonight.”

      The women all giggled, and then Annabelle turned to hug them in turn. “I love you both.”

      “And we love you,” her mother replied. “Do you have time for tea with us?”

      “I believe so,” Annabelle said, and the three women went downstairs together. Mrs. Clack went off to fetch the tea while Anna and her mother sat in the drawing room.

      “Tell me about father,” Anna said.

      “About your father? Don’t you know him?” her mother asked with a laugh.

      “I know him now. I don’t know who he was when he was younger. If he ever was younger.”

      “Of course he was younger!” Anna’s mother insisted. “You want to know about when he proposed to me?”

      “I do.”

      “Well, it’s a bit different than your proposal may end up,” the older woman said. “I knew your father for quite some time. His mother worked for mine. Your father’s father was not a successful man, not as successful as your father. He didn’t work as hard, you see. So while I didn’t grow up the way you and your brother’s have, I wasn’t wanting either. Your father would not have been a good suitor for me, and indeed he was not. I knew him, and I thought he was dashing, but I could not be his wife, so I fell in love with another.”

      “You loved another man?” Anna asked, her mouth opening in shock.

      “Oh yes,” Anna’s mother said, nodding her head softly. “His name was Hector. He was a kind man, three years older than I. His family sold horses, and they had grown it into quite a business, and the horses they bred were known far and wide. He loved me as well, though we met when I was too young to marry.”

      “What happened to him? He is not my father.”

      Anna’s mother nodded, and a small smile curled upon her lips, but it was one that was bittersweet and sad looking. “He died.”

      Anna couldn’t help but think of her deceased colonel. “How?” she asked, hoping it wasn’t too painful for her to speak of.

      “He became ill,” her mother said simply, and for a moment, Anna thought that was all she was going to say. But then she opened her mouth and more came out, and once she was talking it didn’t seem as though she would stop. “He was a strong young man, so tall, so handsome. Not as handsome as your father, I will say, but handsome. His hair was the color of a strawberry not quite ripe. A hint of red. I’ve never seen a shade like it. I loved it. He kept it long, so I could run my fingers through it as we walked together, or lay together,” she added, with a slight glance to her daughter. “When he was twenty-one he became ill. A cough at first, nothing more, but then it simply kept growing worse. A cough became sweating, and it was a hoarse hacking sound in his chest. He grew so thin in those few months. By the end, he didn’t look like the man I had once known and loved. He wasted away, and he died, and I was inconsolable.”

      Anna watched her mother as she spoke, and she wondered if this was the first time she had ever spoken of such things since they had happened. Surely she had never said any of this to her husband, and it was doubtful she had told her sons.

      “A couple of years passed, and I had other suitors, but I would not let myself forget that man, the man I had watched die. I couldn’t. I saw him in my dreams. Even awake, when I closed my eyes, I saw him. And then your father came for me. In the years since I had seen him last, he had moved away and built his business. It wasn’t even a half of what it is now, of course, but it was enough. He was in better standing socially, my father thought it would be a good match, and we were married. I was excited. He was the man who helped me forget about what I had lost.”

      Anna felt a warmth growing through her. Hearing her mother speak of lost loves and her husband, it made Anna excited for her own future.

      Shortly Mrs. Clack returned with a platter of tea, and after serving everyone she sat.

      “Mother was telling me about daddy, and the man she loved before him. Have you any such stories?” Anna asked the woman who was like her second mother.

      Mrs. Clack laughed, and then glanced over her shoulder as if to check that her husband wasn’t loitering nearby. “I have three,” she said, and the other two women laughed.

      “Three, Rebecca?” Annabelle’s mother asked, using Mrs. Clack’s first name.

      “Yes,” she replied, nodding. “Well, one was a childhood yearning I must admit.”

      “Who was he?” Anna asked.

      “David Rothschild,” Mrs. Clack said. “I met him when I was just a girl, ten or so. He moved next door to my mother. She raised me alone you know, my father died when I was quite young. She never had more children, it was just her and I. She never had many suitors that I can remember, and we grew quite close, with no one to come between us. But David arrived, and I was drawn to him. Davey I called him.”

      “What happened to him?”

      “Nothing, as far as I know. He was a handsome boy and grew to be a handsome man, and though I loved him, he never loved me. He married the baker’s daughter and moved away with her.”

      Anna glanced at Mrs. Clack, trying to find a hint of sadness in her eyes, but it didn’t look as though there was any. Sometimes, though something may hurt when it happens, it works out in the end for the better. If Mrs. Clack would have married David Rothschild, she wouldn’t have been able to marry Mr. Clack, and Anna knew she loved her husband very much.

      “Second and third were two brothers,” Mrs. Clack said, speaking quickly and quietly, and she couldn’t help but grin when both Anna and her mother gasped.

      “Scandalous,” Anna’s mother said, and the three women tittered.

      “It was at different times. The first was Martin O’Riley. Their father was Irish, though he had married a woman from here. Martin was nineteen when I was seventeen. His brother was Seamus. He was three years older than Martin. I met Martin first, and we had a bit of a fling. Martin was trouble, though, and he liked to fight and he liked to gamble. One day he gambled and lost. He tried to fight instead of paying and was killed in a duel. I was devastated, and it brought me closer to Seamus. I thought we might be married, but one day he told me every time he looked at me, it made him think of how much his brother had loved me, and he left.”

      Now Mrs. Clack did tear up. She sighed deeply and shook her head. “But then I met my husband, and it’s been better than it ever would have been with one of the other men.”

      Anna smiled at Mrs. Clack.

      “I think perhaps it’s time for you to go,” Anna’s mother said suddenly, looking out the window. Indeed, without Anna noticing, the sky had turned dark and night had come on.

      “I’ll go ready a carriage and driver,” Mrs. Clack said. She stood and placed her hand on Anna’s shoulder before walking out.

      Anna stood along with her mother, and the two women embraced.

      “I’m excited for you,” Annabelle’s mother said.

      “I am too,” Annabelle said with a grin.

      Mrs. Clack returned and it was time to go.

      

      Chapter 3

      The ball was held in Lady Patterson’s manor. Lady Patterson had been married twice. Both her husbands were dead, and both had left her an allowance to be paid to her each month by their respective bankers so that she needn’t worry about marriage again.

      She lived in her second late husband’s manor, and it was a massive house on a slight rise just outside the city. A bricked drive snaked up the green hill to the front door, and Anna’s carriage worked its way through the turns as she nervously kept smoothing the skirt of her gown out with sweaty palms.

      The carriage stopped in front of the great oak doors of the manor. They were open wide, with two men in smart tuxedos on either side. The driver climbed down and opened the door, offering Annabelle a hand to alight.

      “Thank you, Samson,” she said to the man who drove her.

      “I’ll be near for when you depart,” Samson said, and then he helped Mrs. Clack out as well, who had agreed to chaperone Anna one last time.

      “Remember,” the old woman whispered as they climbed up the steps. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do. I’m too old to chase you around this home.”

      Annabelle smiled and laughed, and one of the servants by the door turned to show them the way to the ball room.

      The ballroom was as big as you would expect by looking at the house. The dance had already begun. A band played along one side, and a large number of guests surrounded the dance floor. Lady Patterson was dancing with an older gentleman. His hair glistened the color of snow and he had a bushy moustache, which reminded Anna of her father’s.

      He was Duke Rathers, a well-known bachelor who had never married. There had been some hushed whispers in the last couple of years about Lady Patterson and the Duke’s relationship. It was a scandal waiting to explode.

      When the song was over, Lady Patterson held a chubby hand up to the band so they wouldn’t start anew and then addressed the crowd.

      “Thank you for coming,” she said loudly, Duke Rathers by her side. “I am not one for long speeches, so let me just say I hope you enjoy yourself, and I hope some of you may find a happiness here you have not yet felt.”

      It was common for young people to court one another at dances like this, and there were always more than a few proposals. As the band began to play again, it did not take long for a man to appear by Anna’s side. His name was Bertram Sutherland, a Duke. But his reputation was less than stellar in terms of an addiction to drink, women, and horse racing. Still, he was as handsome a man as Anna had ever seen, and she found him wickedly funny. He had proposed to her more than once and had tried to get inside her small clothes even more than that.

      “Beautiful Annabelle,” he said, reaching out for her hand. She allowed him to take it, and he pressed his lips to it after drawing it to his mouth.

      “My Lord,” she said softly. His lips were plump and wet, and though he had kissed her hand before, it always made her wish he was kissing her somewhere else. Her lips, her neck, between her thighs.

      Annabelle was not a virgin. There had been a rather forgetful night where she and a young man who worked in the stables had drank her father’s wine and made love outside under the stars. But that had been it, and Anna had wanted to experience it all again with a clear head and a bit more of romance.

      “How many times must I ask you to forgo the titles? Call me Bertram, my dear,” the Duke said.

      Annabelle nodded. “Betram it is, then.”

      “Will you dance with me?”

      “I will.”

      Bertram led her to the dance floor, and Annabelle stole a glance over her shoulder at Mrs. Clack, who beamed at the young woman as she went.

      Bertram proved to be rather adept at dancing, and they twirled about the room together at a fast pace, matching the band’s quick tempo. Anna looked up at the man, taking in his features. His jaw was perfect as if it had been chiseled out of a stone by a talented artist working in marble. His eyes were a soft gray color, almost like the fur of a rabbit. His hair was dark and fell to his collar, shaggy without looking unkempt. He was a tall man, her head only came to his chest, and he felt strong, one hand on her waist, his fingers gripping tightly.

      They didn’t speak as they danced, and they didn’t need to. The dance was one of passion, of desire, and they both felt the heat between them. As they moved about the floor, Annabelle fantasized about what the man would look like naked, and how he would feel, guiding himself into her between her legs. She desired to learn, and once she stepped too close to him. She felt his manhood through his breeches, engorged and pushing against her belly since she was so much shorter. It was nice to know Bertram was thinking similar thoughts.

      The song ended, and Annabelle desired nothing more than to dance again. But the Duke led her from the dance floor, to a secluded offshoot from the main hall, quickly, before Anna’s chaperon could catch them.

      “Forgive me for being so forward,” he said, and then he bent at the knee, and his lips were pressing against hers. He tasted of a liqueur, and his tongue pushed passed her lips to dance in her mouth. Annabelle groaned against his mouth, running a hand up his back to his hair, where her fingers brushed through his locks. Both of his hands were on her waist, and he pushed against her, and once more she felt his penis, hard and yearning for her young, lithe body.

      “We should be married,” he said as he broke the kiss and pulled away.

      “This is not the first time you have asked me,” Annabelle said.

      “And what say you this time?”

      “My father agrees finally, I am of an age to be married,” Annabelle said.

      “So, is it a yes?”

      “Let me think on it, just for the night,” Annabelle said.

      “Very well,” Bertram said. “May I have another dance?”

      “Perhaps.” Anna left the Duke and returned to the ballroom alone, making sure no one would notice she had been unchaperoned with a gentleman.

      Immediately another gentleman approached. “Excuse me.”

      The man was a few years older than Duke Sutherland, and shorter. He was broader at the shoulder, and almost just as handsome. He had long sideburns, which reached almost to the point of his chin, his blonde hair otherwise cut short, a stark contrast to Duke Sutherland’s.

      The newcomer was also a Duke, one that Anna knew well. He was an acquaintance of her father’s. His name was Christian Blackburn, and he was a rather sought after bachelor. He had seemingly resisted other women’s advances, and he had seemed interested in Anna for the last couple of years.

      “May I have this dance?” Blackburn asked the young woman.

      She smiled and nodded, noticing Duke Sutherland watching from afar.

      Annabelle took Duke Blackburn’s arm, and he led her back to the dance floor. They danced to a considerably slower tune, and where Bertram had seemed keen to press against her body, Blackburn was quite the opposite. He seemed respectful almost to a fault. Still Anna enjoyed herself, and she found herself having some of the same thoughts she had had about the other man. They were both attractive, they both excited her.

      When the song was over they didn’t leave the floor, but they did move to the side.

      “I must admit, I’ve thought you beautiful for some time,” the Duke said.

      “I know you have,” Annabelle said truthfully.

      “It seems I am not the only man who thinks such things.” He glanced over at the first Duke. “I saw you dancing with him earlier.”

      “You perhaps would not want to know what Duke Sutherland thinks,” Anna said. And that made Blackburn laugh.

      “I think not. I know him of course. Not well, but he certainly has a reputation. Is that the kind of man you are interested in?”

      “I do not know him well. He has proposed to me.”

      “I seek to do the same.”

      “You would have me as your wife?”

      The Duke nodded. “I would.”

      “Then I have a decision I must make.”

      “It seems that you must.”

      “May I have the night? I must confess, I don’t know either of you well enough to pledge myself to a lifetime of marriage. My father trusts me to be happy and will want me to decide. You are both men of great standing.”

      Duke Blackburn nodded his head and took her hand to kiss it. “I will appreciate any decision you may make.”

      “I think I will speak with Duke Sutherland first, since he proposed first,” Annabelle said. “I trust I will be able to speak with you later?”

      “You will,” Blackburn said, and then, after another kiss of her hand, he left her at the edge of the dance floor.

      Before finding the other Duke, Annabelle made her way to her mother. The woman was speaking with an older woman, but she broke of the conversation to speak with Anna in a secluded corner of the room.

      “Two suitors?” Anna’s mother asked. “And I would say I think you may get more as the night wears on.”

      “I don’t think I should need more. Both of them men would be a proper match.”

      “Duke Sutherland has a reputation, however,” Anna’s mother warned.

      “I expect he is a passionate man,” Annabelle said.

      “There is more to marriage than passion, my dear daughter.”

      “I will speak with them both. Get better acquainted.”

      

      Chapter 4

      Duke Sutherland was not hard to find. He was in a drawing room off of the ballroom, surrounded by a group of laughing men, telling one of the wild stories for which he was well known. Annabelle pretended to be searching for someone. It would not have been proper to approach the Duke so directly. When the Duke saw Annabelle, he cut the story short and left the men calling for the ending. “Another time perhaps.”

      Bertram led Annabelle down the hallway. Anna was sure no one had seen them, it would be quite the scandal.

      “Blackburn proposed to you, did he not?”

      “He did.”

      “What did you say?”

      “I told him that I wanted to get to know you both better before I decided,” Annabelle said.

      “A fair deal,” the Duke said with a node of his head. “Perhaps we could talk somewhere upstairs. We are unlikely to be bothered there.”

      Annabelle tried to hide a smile, but she couldn’t keep one corner of her mouth from rising. She felt butterflies in her stomach, excited by the impropriety of being alone with a gentleman. It was forbidden, and that made her legs shake and her loins tingle. “Perhaps that is best.”

      They walked quickly up a nearby staircase, and though they were both unfamiliar with the home, the first door they tried in a long hall opened into a bedroom. It wasn’t the master bedroom, it was smaller, for guests perhaps, with a small bed adorned with pillows, and a small writing desk along one wall.

      “This will do for a chat,” Bertram said, and Annabelle shook her head. Something was taking a hold of her, a passion she felt growing in her loins, a warmness that reminded her of a fever in a way.

      “I don’t think you really wished to speak, did you?” she said, stepping forward so his body was close to hers.

      “Right you are,” the man said in a hushed whisper, and then his mouth was on hers for the second time that night. He was hungry, passionate, and their kiss was deep and long. He put his hands on her waist, lifted her into the air, and spun. He carried her to the bed, and then dropped her upon it. The young woman laughed as she bounced a few times on the soft mattress, no doubt expensive and filled with down.

      Her laugh died in Bertram’s mouth as he lay down upon her and kissed her once more.

      His hands were on her again, but not on her hips. He moved them up, across the front of her gown. The tops of her breasts were heaving above the scooped neckline and his lips tore from hers and went there, planting a wet trail along the top of each breast to the other and then back again.

      She wondered if he would stop and ask her before disrobing her, but he didn’t. He wasn’t that type of man. His hands were at her breasts, replacing his lips, and fingers hooked into that plunging neckline, and he pulled the material down, tight as it was. Her breasts spilled forth, still held up by the half cups of her corset. Her nipples hardened in the cool night air, coming in through an open window, dark red, the color of good wine. He groped at one breast with one hand, using his other to hold him up over her. His hips dipped through, and he kept grinding back and forth upon her, his hard manhood pressing against her pelvis between her legs. It felt like heaven even though it had to get through both his pants and the material of her gown’s skirt.

      Bertram squeezed her nipple between his thumb and forefinger, and the young woman groaned. Her other nipple remained free for only a moment longer, and then the young Duke lowered his head and ran the tip of his tongue over the sensitive bump.

      There was a fire burning in her loins, and Anna closed her eyes as the man took his hand from her breast, though his lips and tongue remained on the other. His newly free hand went down between their bodies, grinding and rocking still against one another. He gripped her long skirt in one hand, and tugged it upwards. She lifted her hips so he could push the material up and over her rear, and then with one quick motion he took a hold of her small clothes and pulled them off, ripping them in the process. She squealed and he dropped the material over the side of the bed.

      “Touch me,” Annabelle whispered in the darkness, the only light was blue, from a full moon and streaming in through that open window.

      The Duke didn’t speak, but he complied, his lips still locked around one nipple. He ran the pad of his index finger up the wet pink lips between the young woman’s legs. He didn’t penetrate her, he just ran it up and then down her slit. Annabelle groaned, and she widened her legs, and when he looked up, tearing his mouth away from her breast she was looking at him, her eyes begging him to make love to her.

      “Do it,” she said in a breathless voice. “Do it.”

      He would oblige the young woman. He rocked back away from her, standing at the edge of the bed. She watched him, her eyes going from his face to his trousers as he undid them lowered them to his ankles. His cock was pulsing before him, red and big and yearning for her tight womanhood.

      Bertram used his hands to push Anna’s knees further apart, and then he was back on the bed, kneeling before her. Annabelle lifted herself up onto her elbows so she could look down and see herself. Her womanly lips were slick with her own juices, just below a curly tuft of pubic hair.

      Bertram touched her there once more, using his fingers to spread her lips wide as his other hand guided his penis towards her. The swollen head of his cock pushed against her, moving up and down her slick lips. And then he was going inside her, and it was all the young woman could do not to yell out in pleasure.

      “I’ve never felt tighter,” Bertram gasped as he pushed further into her, the head of his cock disappearing completely, and then his shaft sliding in. He fell forward, on top of her, his hands holding himself up, and their lips were clashing sloppily together, their passion overtaking them.

      Anna ran her hands along the man’s back, pulling his shirt up so her nails could drag across his muscular back. His cock was sliding in and out of her in a furious pace. There was love making, and there was something else, and what she and the Duke were doing was decidedly something else.

      One hand continued to hold himself up, and the other groped at her breasts, even as their tongues danced together.

      “Oh goodness,” Annabelle groaned into the man’s mouth. Something she had not felt before was growing in her loins, deep within her. It was a feeling that she could hardly bear, it felt so good. It was a growing sensation, hot between her thighs, in the pit of her stomach. An orgasm rocked her body, and then she was crying out, so loudly that the Duke laughed and covered her mouth with his hand, so no one would think a woman was being attacked and come searching upstairs.

      Her body quaked, and spasms tore through her inner walls, the sensation on Bertram’s cock as her vagina squeezed him unlike anything he had felt with any other woman. It was almost too much, but he didn’t want the feeling to end, he wasn’t ready to finish, so he fought off his own orgasm.

      He kissed her once more, and then he pulled out of her and the girl let a look of worry flash across her face. “Is that all? Did I do something wrong?”

      Bertram grinned and shook his head.

      “No my love, nothing wrong at all.”

      And then his strong hands were on her waist, and he was moving her, rolling her over. He tugged on her waist so she went onto her hands and knees, and he positioned himself behind her, and once more he was sliding inside of her tight, wet pussy.

      His rough hands were on the cheeks of her rear, squeezing and gripping almost painfully, but Annabelle never wanted him to stop. He pumped in and out of her at a furious pace, the sound of her rear and his pelvis making an audible slapping sound each time he pushed into her.

      He couldn’t hold off for long, her womanhood was too tight, the sex too good. He felt himself nearing climax, and he had the mind to pull out just as he came. The Duke gripped his own cock and jerked his hand back and forth, spraying thick strands of semen over the girl’s plump, pale rear. She lay down on her stomach as he did so, breathing heavily. Their bodies were slick with sweat, which shone in the moonlight.

      “I can’t go back down there,” she said softly, and the Duke laughed as he moved to lay next to her.

      “Take a moment, they’ll never know,” he said.

      “You ripped my small clothes.”

      “Well, don’t make love with anyone else, and they won’t know you aren’t wearing any,” he said with a wink.

      “That’s what you call that? Making love?” Annabelle asked.

      “What would you call it?” Bertram asked.

      “Being used,” Annabelle said with a grin to the man. “But I enjoyed it.”

      “Marry me my sweet lady. Marry me, and I will use you often.”

      Annabelle began to laugh. “I should return.”

      “Are you going to speak with Duke Blackburn?”

      Annabelle nodded. “Does that bother you?”

      “No. He may speak to you. With his words or with his manhood. If anything, I am confident that my cock can speak better than any man’s.”

      Annabelle smiled as she stood up. She kept her skirt hiked above her hips as she bent to retrieve her torn small clothes. She wiped his semen off of her bottom with the small clothes, and then dropped them back to the floor. Certainly some servant was in for surprise on the next morrow.

      “I like your confidence, Bertram,” the young girl said.

      “And I like you and your body,” the Duke said, shocking Annabelle and making her blush.

      They worked in silence to make themselves presentable, and then she left first to return to the party. Bertram would wait a few moments and then follow her down.

      

      Chapter 5

      Annabelle found Duke Blackburn dancing with another young woman and so she waited in his line of view until the dance had finished. She was glad when he dismissed the other woman and approached her.

      “Would you care to dance?” the man asked her.

      “I would rather speak with you,” Annabelle said.

      “Very well. How about a stroll through the garden, if it would not make you too cold?”

      “Yes,” Anna said, nodding.

      The air was chill, but the Duke gave her his jacket, and it was a nice stroll. The garden on the grounds was beautiful and secluded, and they were the only ones walking in it, except for Mrs. Clack 20 paces behind them. They found a bench near a fountain and sat. Anna expected the Duke to ask her for a kiss and she was quite dismayed when he did not.

      “Why do you want to marry me?” Annabelle said as they looked at one another. “I fear you do not find me beautiful.”

      Duke Blackburn laughed. “Who says I don’t find you beautiful?”

      “Duke Sutherland was quite forward with his compliments.”

      “I want a many great things from you,” Duke Blackburn said. “You are beautiful, and I desire you greatly, but I am slightly older than Duke Sutherland, and I must confess that I’ve learned, desire often grows with love.”

      “You desire me?”

      “I do.”

      “I’m yours, if you’ll take me.”

      “And I would. But I want you on our wedding night, and not a moment before. But I will give you something of me,” he added, and they leaned together and kissed. Where Bertram was rough and passionate, Duke Blackburn was soft and tender. There was still passion there, but the kiss was electrifying in a way the other man’s wasn’t. He felt as though he was holding back, and it made Annabelle want him even more. When he broke away she leaned forward, stealing one more kiss.

      “Please,” she said after planting her lips on his but then breaking it again. “I want you to want me.”

      “I do,” the Duke said in a whisper. His voice brushed her ears sensually. She could feel his desire, and she put a hand on his leg, and her fingertips could sense the bulge at his crotch.

      “Take me.”

      “I will. If we are married.”

      “You’re saving yourself for marriage?” the young woman asked.

      “I am not. I am saving you for marriage,” he said.

      Annabelle had never wanted anything more in her life. She desired him, wanted him to tear her clothes off, to make love to her under the moon. She knew he would make love to her. Bertram had harassed her. Duke Blackburn would not do that. His hands would be soft, electric like his kisses.

      “Take me,” Annabelle said again.

      “Marry me.”

      Anna began to feel frustrated. She had just had a man inside her, but here she was, her loins screaming for Duke Blackburn, and he would not give in to her. It drove her wild.

      “Please,” she begged.

      “Marry me,” he said again.

      Anna stood up and huffed. She spun on the man. “You are pig headed!” she said, suddenly angry, unable to think clearly. She wanted the man inside her so badly.

      Duke Blackburn laughed, which made her even madder, and she spun and rushed for the manor.

      She went upstairs, wishing to be alone, and found another room, drawing room of sorts with a balcony. She went outside and stood in the breeze. She still had Duke Blackburn’s jacket around her shoulders, and she held it around her.

      “There you are,” a voice said, and she turned to see Bertram.

      “I do not wish to speak,” she said.

      “Things did not go well with Duke Blackburn? Then I am the winner, am I not?”

      Annabelle narrowed her eyes. “No, you are not. I enjoyed what we did, and I will never regret it, as long as I live. But to you, I am just another warm woman in a cold bed, am I not? You will never stop doing what you do, and I don’t think I wish to be a wife who sits at home alone, while another woman warms you.”

      “That’s not fair,” Bertram started.

      “Goodnight, Duke Sutherland,” Annabelle said shortly, and the man knew not to argue. He left, and she turned to gaze out at the grounds again.

      She never heard Duke Blackburn sneak up upon her, indeed didn’t know he was there until he was wrapping his arms around her from behind. He pushed against her, and she felt his penis harden against the cheeks of her rear, the cheeks which Bertram had expelled the contents of his testicles across. Knowing that she had so freshly been penetrated, and having another man harden against it, it made her wet once more down there, and made her knees weak.

      “I want you,” Duke Blackburn said against the nape of her neck, and then he was kissing her there. It made her flesh tingle, and then his hand dipped down, and he was gathering her skirt up. When he felt her, he made no mention of the fact that she wore no small-clothes. She was wet, and his fingertip found her clitoris, tucked under a fold of skin. It sent shockwaves through her system.

      “I thought you did not wish to make love to me,” she groaned.

      “Then you were not listening. I do, but I will not. Still, there are other things I could do,” he said. The man used his hands to turn her around, and he held her skirt out to her. She held it up and he knelt down. He lifted one leg over his shoulder, and then his lips were against the lips between her legs.

      His tongue lapped along her slit, and then pushed into her. She groaned and moaned. He flicked the tip of his tongue against her clitoris, and Anna used her free hand to grip the short hair on the back of his head.

      “Oh my,” she said, and it was all she could think while the man brought her to an orgasm that was more intense than the one she had had just half an hour ago. When he was done the man stood up, and helped her smooth her skirt down.

      “Marry me,” he said again, and she threw her arms around him and kissed him. She tasted herself, and it made her smile. Duke Blackburn was giving. He was kind, and gentle, and he had made her feel like no man ever had, or ever would.

      “Yes,” she said. “Yes, I will, under one condition.”

      “What is that?” he asked.

      “Don’t stop doing that, even after we marry.”

      Duke Blackburn laughed and kissed his young fiancé on the cheek. “I will not,” he promised.

      ****

      THE END

      

      A Lady’s Love – A Regency Romance

      Sedgefield House was a magnificent English manor house, set in ninety acres of beautiful parkland. Lord Wallace, its occupant, had a seat in the House of Lords, and was the chairman of the company his father had founded over fifty years ago, Wallace Stock Brokers Ltd.

      ''What do you think, Emily? The roof is leaking, do you want to have it repaired now or after the winter has finished?''

      His wife put down the book she was reading, and looked at him. ''Peter, I really don't know. Perhaps you could decide. Ask the builder what he thinks.''

      ''Alright, I'll see to it. It's just that you bought this house, and I always feel I should ask you when we need to repair something.''

      ''My dear, there really is no need for you to consult me. This house is yours, not mine. The law of the land clearly states that any fortune brought by a woman to a marriage automatically becomes her husband’s. It’s yours to do what you like with. When your late father and my father arranged for us to be married, it was for a sole purpose. That my wealth may help you after the financial crisis left you bereft of funds.” Emily paused. “Since our wedding three years ago, I have come to love you beyond imagination, all I have is yours and always will be.''

      Peter Wallace looked at his wife. She was very beautiful and only twenty five, eight years his junior. She had blonde hair with ringlets, which dropped down the side of her head, framing her face beautifully. She was quite tall and slender, and her green eyes pierced every man's heart. When she'd bought Sedgefield House, she had spent almost a year redecorating and refurnishing it. It was now a beautiful home, and a very comfortable one.

      In the evenings they often sat together in the drawing room. It was a long room with a beautiful fire place. On winter evenings, they were kept warm and cozy by enormous fires. They sat on separate sofas, each close to the fire. Their two Labradors, Milly and Flossy always fought for the warmest place, as they huddled down for the evening.

      Shortly before bedtime, Joseph the butler came into the room, and asked Lord Wallace if he would like a nightcap. He usually partook of a whiskey before bed. This evening he did not.

      ''I'm tired, I'm going up. Will you come too?'' Emily asked him, hoping he would say yes.

      ''No, I want to finish this article. You go ahead. I'll be up shortly.''

      Emily climbed the grand staircase, which led directly from the hallway up to the first floor. The landing was long. There were five polished mahogany doors on each side. Emily opened the third on the left, and went inside.

      ''Good evening, Mary,'' Emily said to the maid who was waiting for her.

      ''Good evening, my lady, I have prepared your bath and put out a clean night gown.''

      Emily stood in the middle of the room as Mary undid her evening dress. It was a large room with a huge four poster bed, and a fireplace on the opposite wall. Mary had stoked the fire, and as Emily bathed, it crackled cozily. When Emily got out of the bath, Mary dried her and slipped her nightgown over her head.

      After Mary had gone, Emily lay under the fresh bed sheets, and looked at the fire. She so wanted Peter to come up to bed. She waited as long as she could for him, but sleep overcame her and she drifted away. When Peter came to bed, it was one in the morning. Emily woke when he rolled under the covers next to her.

      She moved closer to him and put her arm around him. She slowly let her hand glide down to the place she had been longing to touch all evening.

      ''Emily, please stop, I'm tired.''

      ''But Peter, we haven't made love for such a long time. I want you. Please take me.''

      Peter didn't reply, he rolled onto his side, and closed his eyes. Emily played with his manhood for a while, but when she got no reaction, she rolled over, frustrated.

      When the first shades of winter light began to fall through a gap in the curtains, Emily still hadn't managed to fall asleep again. When Peter woke, she watched as he got out of bed. He was a handsome man. The moment she had met him, she was attracted to him. Unlike her, he was dark and his skin was brown. When he stood naked at the foot of the bed, she noticed that he seemed to be leaner than when he'd last allowed her to look. When he slipped into his underwear, she saw how taught his buttocks were, and how strong his thighs looked. He left the room without saying anything.

      When Emily came downstairs, she walked into the breakfast room. ''Good morning, Peter.'' she said, as she sat down at her end of the long table. Joseph put a pot of fresh tea in front of her, and a plate of toast. Peter always had eggs and bacon, but Emily's fine constitution wouldn't allow her to eat fat. Her day always began with toast and jam, followed by an apple.

      ''What have you got planned today, my dear?'' she asked Peter.

      ''I'm going up to London. I have a meeting. I won't be back until tomorrow. I'm dining with clients and then I'll sleep at my club.''

      ''You seem to be spending a lot of evenings in London these days.''

      ''It seems everyone is too busy to talk to their stock broker during the day. It is far easier to make appointments in the evening. After talking business all evening, I really do not feel like taking the journey home. It's very comfortable at the club.''

      After Peter had gone, Emily finished her breakfast and put on her coat and walking shoes. Emily enjoyed walking the grounds of the Manor. In the frost and snow, everything looked quite spectacular. As Milly and Flossy bounded around the lawn, Emily looked at the house she had bought for them.

      The front door was blue, and it had an enormous brass knocker in its middle. Emily made sure it was polished daily. Joseph was used to the phrase, ''it's the first thing visitors put their hands on.'' To each side of the door were four windows. On the left, the drawing room and on the right a small library, and Peter's study. Below the windows were flower beds, which at this time of year were empty and frozen.

      ''Hello,'' someone said, making Emily jump.

      ''Sir John, you really mustn't creep up on me like that. You could give me a heart attack.''

      Sir John, Emily’s neighbor, was around Peter’s age and almost as handsome. He was a rugged type, always with his cravat loosened, his hair slightly tussled. Had Emily not been so in love with her husband, lonely at night, she could have easily fantasized about Sir John’s body that she imagined underneath his shirt.

      “I was just out for a walk, and thought I would say hello.'' he said enthusiastically.

      ''I thought you were in the middle of having that enormous house of yours redecorated?'' Emily asked.

      ''I am, but the place has got sixteen bedrooms and countless other rooms. It's taking forever. It's full of workmen and if I didn't get out for at least an hour a day, I would go mad.''

      ''Are you sure they won't pinch any of your valuable furnishings? All they would have to do is steal one of your statues and they wouldn't have to work ever again.''

      ''Quite true, but Patterson is keeping an eye out.''

      ''How is he? He wasn't very well I heard.''

      ''Do you know, he's seventy five. He served my grandfather when he was a young man and he's remained faithful to the family ever since. He’s the most marvelous butler a man could wish for.''

      ''Well please treat him well. He is very old still to be working.''

      ''Where is Peter?'' John asked.

      ''Gone to London, to his office, and then on to his club.''

      ''Will he be away this evening?''

      ''Yes.''

      ''Splendid. Then you are free to come over to Eagle Lodge for dinner.''

      ''Thank you for you kind offer, but I have many things to do here. Please do not be offended.'' Emily was loathe to refuse because she knew how lonely Sir John was after his parents had been killed in a boating accident while on holiday in the South of France.

      ''Of course. Well, I'll be off.''

      Emily watched him walk through the gate, and over the fields in the direction of his property.

      *****

      

      Peter looked out of his office window across Trafalgar Square. As usual there were hundreds of pigeons walking around, pecking at the ground. There were at least ten perched on top of Nelson's hat. He turned back to the room and sat at the enormous oak desk his father had bought, when he'd started their stock broking business, fifty years ago.

      There was knock at the door and Jackson, Peter's clerk, came into the room. ''I just wanted to check on the fire, it's bitterly cold outside, and we shouldn't let it go out,'' he said, as he picked up a brass topped poker.

      ''When you've done that can you bring me the client list?'' Peter said. Jackson stoked up the fire, went out of the room and reemerged with a bundle of papers. He sat down opposite Peter, and handed them to him.

      ''Let's see,'' Peter said, as his glasses threatened to fall from the end of his nose. ''I'm especially interested in the investments we have made on behalf of Sir John Waterford.''

      ''At the bottom of the page sir. 'W', almost last in the alphabet,'' Jackson said, stating the obvious.

      ''Yes. I see. Not performing very well are they?''

      ''No sir, they are not. But may I remind you, we offered Sir John much advice at the time. We warned him not to invest in those stocks. Unfortunately, he didn't listen. It is of his own doing that his fortune is disappearing before his very eyes.''

      ''Indeed, I remember. It's very awkward, he's a neighbor and I don't want to see him go under.''

      ''I understand sir, perhaps you can talk to him and get him to sell, and at least retrieve some of his investment.''

      ''Yes, I will. Now what messages do you have for me?''

      ''Mr. Stopps called by, he wants to invest two thousand in the East India Rubber Company. Mr. Rawlings wants you to sell his stocks in GNER, and reinvest in some company I have never heard of, and Miss Pemberly send notice that you should meet her at five o'clock in the tea room at Claridges.''

      ''Thank you, Jackson. Just so you don't misunderstand, Miss Pemberly is also a neighbor of ours out in the Shires. She's in town to do some shopping and I said I would meet her to discuss her finances.''

      ''Of course, sir,'' Jackson said, as he lifted his tiny frame out of the chair. As he turned his back on Peter, and walked towards the door, he smiled at Peter's explanation of his association with Miss Pemberly.

      *****

      

      Peter lifted the collar on his coat when he jumped out of the cab. A biting wind was blowing down Brook Street, and the cab had been unable to drop him right outside Claridges because some workmen were digging a hole. When he got to the Hotel, he saw the doorman in his top hat and yellow coat, carrying some cases for an elderly lady, who it seemed had brought her entire belongings with her to stay at the luxury hotel.

      When he went inside, he marveled at the sheer beauty of the place. The floor looked like a giant chess board, with its black and white tiles. Immediately to the right was a staircase with an exquisite oak handrail held up by decorative metalwork. He was pleased to see the welcoming fireplace. He noted that the giant chandelier overhanging the entrance hall still hadn't fallen down, as he always imagined it would one day. He turned to the left and walked into the busy tea room. Claridges was expensive, but it was very popular with the wealthy London set.

      He spotted Miss Pemberly, sitting at a small table, in the far corner of the room. As he made his way to her, he could see something was different about her. She was dressed in a maroon bonnet made of silk velvet. It had an pink ribbon tied around the crown and down under her chin. She wore a maroon dress with a square décolleté which showed of the tops of her ample breasts.

      ''Miss Pemberly, how are you?'' Peter said as he took her hand to his lips.

      ''Quite well, Lord Wallace. And how are you?''

      ''Fine, thank you that you ask.''

      The two then burst into laughter at their pretense. ''You look lovely,'' Peter commented as he let his hand brush over hers.

      ''Thank you. And you Peter, look your dashing self, as always.''

      ''Can you stay tonight?'' he asked anxiously

      ''Yes. Oh Peter, it has been so long since we were able to sleep in the same bed. I have so missed you.''

      ''And I you, dear Charlotte. My heart aches for you every time we are apart. How cruel life has been to me. Why did the Lord see fit to have me married off before finding you?''

      ''I don't know my dear, and I weep almost daily at the situation. If I were wealthy, you could divorce her and come to me. As you know my late father made some terrible financial decisions, and things are really quite tight for me financially. How are your finances coming along now, after your difficulties?''

      ''Not as well as I'd hoped. I still rely on Emily's money. I only hope one day that my fortunes will change. If they do we can be united. Until that time, my dear Charlotte, I'm afraid we must content ourselves with infrequent encounters like this one.''

      ''How much is Emily actually worth?''

      ''A vast amount. Enough to buy this street.''

      ''We are in the middle of London, and this is a long street, she must indeed be very wealthy.''

      ''She is. But let’s not talk of Emily. I want to know about what you have been doing since we last met.''

      Charlotte studied John, as he poured the tea. His dark hair was long and curly, and his sideburns wide. He was tall and she liked the way he dressed. Always in a tailcoat and a colored waist coat. Today it was green with gray stripes.

      ''How is your mother?''

      ''Quite well, thank you for asking. Although Moat Hall has become a burden since our finances became so depleted. We have had to let three maids go, and she has to run the house with just a skeleton staff, it really is quite difficult. Do you know I can see your house from my room? I have to lean out, and crane my neck somewhat, but If I do I can just see it. It isn't far over the fields.''

      ''No, as the crow flies it really isn't far. If you take the road though, I believe it is three miles.''

      There was a brief pause in the conversation, while they decided what to choose from the waiter who'd appeared with a stand, full of delicious looking buns and cakes.

      ''Peter, have you booked a room for this evening?'' Charlotte asked, curious to know where they would be spending the night.

      ''Yes, at the Savoy. We will go there after we have finished tea. I have booked a splendid room overlooking the Thames.''

      *****

      

      Emily spent the evening as usual by the fire. She was halfway through a sampler of a vase of roses, and she wanted to get it finished before Christmas. Tilly had beaten Flossy to the warmest place in front of the fire and she was snoring. Flossy got up and walked to the door, ears pricked. All of a sudden she started to growl. Milly jumped up and ran to join her. Their growls turned into barks and it was more than Emily's ear could stand.

      ''Girls, stop that awful noise, at once,'' she said, as she got up from the sofa and shooed them away from the door. Milly wasn't pleased though, and she turned around and ran back to the door again. ''What on earth is the matter with you two?'' Emily asked.

      When someone tapped on the window, Milly and Flossy became very animated and barked loudly. Emily parted the curtains slightly and peered outside but could see nobody. She must have been hearing things she thought, as she walked back to the sofa. When it happened again she rang for Joesph.

      ''Someone is throwing pebbles at the windows. It is upsetting the dogs, please go and see who it is, would you,'' she asked.

      He returned a few minutes later. ''My Lady, Sir John is here.''

      ''Sir John, what on earth does he want at this time of the evening? I suppose you'd better show him in.'' Joseph looked down his nose as he beckoned Sir John into the drawing room.

      ''Sir John, what are you doing here, and why were you throwing pebbles at the window? You frightened the dogs.''

      When he opened his mouth, Emily could tell he'd been drinking. ''I wanted to see you. You wouldn't come to dinner, so I have come to you.''

      ''You've been drinking. Why do you think I would want to sit with a drunk man?'' Emily chastised.

      ''Lady Emily, I know you are unhappy, I can see it in your eyes every time I talk to you. Your husband neglects you. He is always in London, leaving you here in the countryside with precious little to do. Let me sit with you, and keep you company.''

      ''Sir John, as much as I value your concern, I must tell you that I am perfectly happy to sit here, and enjoy my embroidery. I have my dogs for company. I am quite content.''

      ''But your husband treats you so badly. You are beautiful and delicate and you deserve much more. I could make you happy. Do you not miss the warmth of a man?''

      Emily did indeed miss the warmth of a man, and felt uneasy that Sir John had touched upon the subject. He was a very handsome young man, and she had reluctantly admitted to herself, on more than one occasion, that she was tempted by him. Her young body craved the feel of a man, and being denied by her husband, was beginning to test her self-control.

      ''I am a married woman, Sir John, and as much as I value the conversations we have when we bump into each other, you should never confuse my friendly approach to you, as being anything other than that. I am happily married and my husband is a great man, of whom I will hear no ill. Now please leave before I ring for Joseph and ask him to evict you.

      When he'd gone, Emily sat in front of the fire and trembled. She did not like confrontation. She rang Joseph and asked him to bring her a small glass of whiskey, to calm her nerves.

      *****

      

      Peter closed the curtains in the suit he had booked at London's most expensive hotel, and turned to the beautiful woman standing next to the bed. Charlotte had changed into a nightgown and he into a robe.

      ''Charlotte, you are beautiful,'' he said as he stepped towards her. Her nightgown was of the thinnest material, and the neckline plunged in a V shape between her breasts. The hem was finished six inches above her knees and the sight of her soft thighs made Peter's manhood stiffen. He took her in his arms and kissed her. As he did so, he ran his hands through her hair.

      As they stood and kissed, his hand reached under the thin material she was wearing, and slid up her thigh. When his hand slipped around and cupped a buttock, Charlotte sighed and pushed her pelvis against his manhood. She smiled when she felt his hardness poking through his robe, and into the V between her legs.

      He lifted her off the ground as if she weighed nothing, and put her onto the bed. She looked up at him as he took off his robe, and stood naked before her. She wanted to run her hands over his broad chest and hard stomach, and to reach down and cup his considerable manhood.

      Charlotte smiled up at him, as she invitingly raised the nightgown above her waist. When he saw the triangle of blonde hair between her legs, his penis became fully erect. When she opened her legs, and showed him her vulva, he quickly placed himself on top of her, and entered her. She gasped as he filled her and began to thrust. She ran her hands over his upper arms feeling the muscles talking the weight of his body, as he held himself above her. When he stopped thrusting, she intuitively knew he wanted to see her breasts. She pulled the night gown from her and threw it onto the floor. She had large breasts and her nipples looked up at him invitingly. His mouth was on them in the shortest of time as he began to thrust again.

      Charlotte let out a moan of disappointment when he withdrew his penis from her, but soon sighed with pleasure, when she felt his mouth on her wet folds. She grasped his hair and let her fingers trace circles in it, as the tension in her belly mounted. When his tongue found her clitoris and stayed there, Charlotte clasped her legs shut against his head and came.

      Before she had stopped shaking, he opened her legs as wide as he could and entered her again. She gasped and ran her hands over his strong back feeling his hot skin and the muscles below. When she reached under him and cupped his balls, Peter felt them tighten against his shaft as his spasms started. When he ejaculated into her, Charlotte held onto them, willing every last drop into her.

      After their lovemaking, they slept in each other’s arms for two hours. When they woke, Peter ordered dinner and two bottles of champagne be sent to their room. They ate from silver trays and drank from fine crystal as they lay naked next to one another.

      ''You are a very good lover, Peter. I wish we could do this every day.''

      ''If we did it every day, it would become mundane, then you'd look for something else to excite you.''

      ''Why don't you leave her? We could be happy together.''

      ''We haven't a penny between us. How could we keep the lifestyle we have, without Emily's money. We would have to move into considerably smaller premises, and we would be frowned upon as paupers. No, I'm afraid I'm stuck with Emily, whether we like it or not.''

      *****

      

      Emily got up early and ate her usual breakfast. The dogs seemed more eager than usual to go for their morning walk, so she wrapped up well, and set of over the lawn, and through the gate into the field where the horses grazed in summer. There had been a keen frost, and the dogs left their footprints in the ice as they chased a few rabbits. She walked to the end of the first field and climbed over a wooden fence into the next. The dogs squeezed under the fence and continued their chase. Halfway across the field it began to slope quite steeply and she had a lovely view of the village below. The village was built along a single road, and Emily watched as a horse and cart made its way from one end of the village to the other. When she looked to the right, she saw Sir John's house. Why would anyone want to live alone in such a large house, she thought? She remembered his visit the previous evening, and how lonely she'd felt. A drunken man had been in her house and propositioned her, and her husband had not been there to protect her.

      Emily walked down the hill to the end of the field, and followed a stream. She stopped, and watched the dogs as they splashed around in the water. When they got out and shook themselves, they send a fine jet of spray over Emily before she could jump out of the way. They continued their walk along the stream and crossed a wooden foot bridge into the village. There wasn't a soul to be seen. Emily turned left and walked out of the village and past a large house called Moat Hall, the home of Charlotte Pemberly and her mother. Emily noticed how the house seemed to be rather dilapidated, and wondered why. When Mr. Pemberly had been alive, the place was always well maintained. She hadn't seen Charlotte for a long time, not that they were friendly, but they had chatted on the odd occasion their paths had crossed at the village shop.

      Shortly after the Pemberly's, she took the lane that led back up the hill, all the way to her house. When she arrived back, the dogs made straight for a large drinking bowl in the servants courtyard, and Emily went through the front door.

      ''James,'' she shrieked. ''Heavens, it's so nice to see you. What a lovely surprise. What is my little brother doing here? I thought you were bashing the enemy in France with your regiment?''

      ''Hello, Emily. It's nice to see you too. Although I am not sure the term little brother applies anymore,'' he said, as he looked down from a great height onto the top of her head. ''I have some leave, and I thought I would come and see you and Peter.''

      ''Splendid, how long have you got?''

      ''I can stay this evening, after that I'm going to see Harriet before I have to go back.''

      ''And who is Harriet, may I ask? Do I hear wedding bells?'' Emily laughed.

      ''Not yet. Harriet Brown lives in Uppingham. She's the sister of a friend I was with at Sandhurst.''

      ''And is she pretty?''

      ''Prettier than I deserve. Oh sister, I don't have the vocabulary to express how much I love her.''

      ''Then I am pleased for you, for you both. Now let me ring for Joseph, and get us a cup of tea. I'm quite exhausted after my walk.''

      James and Emily spent the afternoon talking and playing cards. Peter arrived home just before dark. The dogs made a great fuss of him at the door as Joesph took his coat from him. When he walked into the drawing room, he greeted James and pecked Emily on the cheek. She had been hoping he would kiss her on the lips. When James and Peter became locked in a debate about the war with Napoleon, Emily decided she would go upstairs and get ready for dinner.

      When she entered the bedroom, she almost fell over Peter's night case. Joseph had left it in silly place, she would have a word with him, she thought. As she fiddled with her hair, her eyes kept looking at the bag. Each time, she ignored the voice in her head, until she no longer could. She got up from the dressing table, picked the bag up and placed it on the ottoman at the end of the bed. She undid the buckles, and looked inside. She pulled out the shirt Peter had worn the previous day, and put it to her nose.

      

      ''James would you fill my glass again please,'' Emily asked her brother, when they were sitting at the dinner table. He obliged and Emily downed her second drink, in one.

      ''Steady on, you'll get drunk drinking at that rate,'' James said.

      ''Well you're here, and I want to celebrate the fact. I do miss you, and I worry about you. I hope France will fall soon. That that will put an end to these ridiculous wars.''

      ''I'll drink to that,'' James said as he raised a glass.

      When Peter raised his glass, he avoided Emily's eyes. Emily stared at him.

      ''Peter, we have been invited to a ball,'' she said.

      ''Where and why?''

      ''It's at the Sutherland's, their daughter will be twenty one.''

      ''Really? What a dreadful bore that will be.''

      ''Peter, you are no fun. It will be just what you need to cheer you up.''

      ''Cheer me up? There's nothing wrong with me.''

      ''You have had a face like a wet Sunday since you came home. Everybody will be there. All local society. I have already said we will go, so you must come.''

      ''Very well. If you insist.''

      *****

      

      Peter walked the same way as Emily had done the day before, only at the wooden bridge, he turned right and walked through the village. After he'd passed the last house, he turned right and took a short lane that led to Bead House. Peter was amazed to see so many workmen around the place. It must be costing a fortune, he thought. Peter had always found the thirteenth century mansion eerie. It was tucked back into a wood and it was damp and dark.

      He walked up to the front door, which was wide open shouted, ''Sir John.''

      Sir John appeared from a room at the back of the hallway. Peter noticed how hungover he looked. His eyes were bloodshot and when he came closer he could smell alcohol.

      ''Peter, splendid. To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit?''

      ''I want to talk to you about your investments.''

      ''Then you'd better come in.'' Peter followed him across the entrance hall, down a corridor and into a study. It was the most untidy office Peter had ever been in. The desk was piled high with old newspapers, and empty whiskey bottles. The fireplace hadn't been cleaned out for days, and a fat cat lay on the only chair in the room. Sir John shook the chair, and the cat reluctantly got up, stretched and jumped down.

      ''Please sit down, Peter.''

      Peter looked at the hairs on the seat and declined. ''I need to talk to you about the investments we made on your behalf in the Beaufort Hotel Project.''

      ''What about it?''

      ''The stocks have lost seventy five percent of their value.''

      Sir John slumped down into the chair. ''How could that have happened?''

      ''Quite simple really. As I remember I warned you at the time that this was an investment with high risk. When you invested, the hotel hadn't been built and, of course, there was no way of knowing how it would perform once it was finished. Now the hotel stands in the middle of London, and it seems few people want to visit it. The expected profits haven't materialized, and therefore the stocks have become far less valuable. This was an investment for someone with limitless means, someone who could risk some capital. Not for someone like you, Sir John.''

      ''Do you think there is any possibility the stocks may once again rise in value.''

      ''I think it unlikely. There are simply too many hotels in the capital.''

      ''Then I fear I am very close to financial ruin. I have instructed workmen to refurbish the whole house. Now I am not sure how I will pay for it.''

      ''I can only advise you to sell the stocks at their current value. At least you will be able to save some of your initial investment.''

      *****

      

      Emily looked at herself in the mirror. Mary stood behind her and grinned. ''You look lovely my lady,'' she said. Emily had asked Mary to do her hair differently. She had tired of the ringlets, and wanted something a little more adventurous. Mary had parted her hair in the middle and straightened it, so that it fell down the side of her face. ''You look like Cleopatra,' 'Mary added. Emily comforted herself with the thought that Mary had no idea what Cleopatra looked like.

      Emily liked her new hair, but wasn't at all sure about her dress. When she'd had it fitted she'd loved it, but now it appeared a little too risqué. She had bought it to excite Peter. But she and Peter weren't getting along, and it seemed strange for her to bear herself under those circumstances. On the other hand, she wasn't prepared to give up on her marriage and she wanted to do all she could, to attract the man she loved back into her arms. Perhaps her low décolleté would help in some way to attract his attention, she thought.

      When Emily came down the stairs, Peter was in the hallway putting on his coat. When he looked up and saw how beautiful his wife looked, a ripple of guilt ran through him. ''Very nice,'' he said. Emily was taken aback that he had noticed.

      The journey to the Sutherland's home, was a short one. When Emily and Peter's carriage arrived, they found themselves in a queue of carriages, all waiting to deliver their occupants to the front door. Emily sat patiently and looked at the house. The Sutherlands were an aristocratic family. The family had owned Staveley Hall since it was built two hundred years previously, and they had built extension after extension, until the house was almost as big as Sir John's.

      Emily was helped down by the driver when it was finally their turn to alight. She took Peter's arm, and walked through the front door, into a magnificent entrance hall. The floor was made of local stone and had a warm yellow glow. There was a huge fire which welcomed guests on this cold winters evening, and it seemed no expense had been spared on flowers. Each column was adorned with large bouquets of imported red roses.

      A groom took their coats, and showed them down a corridor and into the ball room.

      ''Lord and Lady Wallace,'' the announcer shouted as Emily and her husband entered the hall. It was very full indeed. In front of them, Emily saw many people dancing to the tune of the small orchestra, which was located off to her left, on a raised stage. Both sides of the dance floor were packed with onlookers. Peter and Emily pushed their way through the crowd, and stood at the back of the hall, next to the tea room entrance.

      ''I'm going to the card room, it's far too full in here,'' Peter said.

      ''Very well, I will stay here. I know some of the ladies here, I will talk with them a while.''

      Peter strode off and left Emily standing by herself. She nodded at some ladies she knew from previous parties at the Sutherland's, and looked at the dancers. There were six ladies and six men lined up for a new dance. As the music started they bowed to one another, and began to move to various positions where they would dance around each other. It was quite a spectacular scene. The men were dressed in tail coats and brightly colored waistcoats, and the ladies in a variety of dazzling gowns. Emily began to feel a little more at ease when she saw some ladies had chosen to reveal even more bust than she.

      ''Lady Emily, how nice to see you here.''

      ''Sir John,'' Emily said, as she stood back from his whiskey laden breath.

      ''Would you dance with me?''

      ''Sir John, it is kind of you to ask. Unfortunately I shall not be dancing this evening. Thank you all the same. Prey tell me, are you quite well, you look rather off color.''

      ''I've had a nasty shock. You're husband called to see me and I'm afraid he did not come with good news. I stand on the verge of financial ruin, and it is likely I shall have to sell my home.''

      ''Oh, Sir John, it pains me to hear that. Please let me know if there is anything I can do to assist you.''

      ''It is below a man of my standing to accept help from a woman, although I do thank you for your kind offer. Please excuse me, my glass is empty.''

      Emily stood alone again and looked around. She didn't recognize anyone she knew, so she decided to try her luck in the tea room. It too was very full, and quite stuffy. This time however, Emily did recognize some ladies and they beckoned for her to come and join them. Each of them was older than Emily and they were all married. Emily drank some very hot tea and listened to them talk of the exploits of their respective children. After a short time, she suddenly became quite faint and her complexion turned milky white.

      ''Are you quite well, dear,'' asked one of her conversation partners.

      ''No, I feel quite faint. I am very hot, I think it is a mixture of the tea and the stuffiness of this room. If you will excuse me ladies, I need some air.''

      Emily walked out of the tea room, down the side of the dance floor and out of ballroom. In the corridor, it was slightly cooler but she was still far too hot. Instead of walking all the way down the corridor, and out through the official entrance, she opened a door in the side of the corridor and stepped outside. She began to feel better as the cold December air filled her lungs. She was standing on a path that seemed to run alongside the house. In front of her, there was a large oak tree and beyond that, a high hedge. Emily was mindful that she was dressed only in her ball gown and that she mustn't stay outside for too long, but she was enjoying the cooling effect of the cold air. She walked a few steps and leaned against the trunk of the oak tree.

      When she heard voices, she listened to see where they were coming from. It appeared there were people behind the hedge. She could hear the voice of a man and a woman. She listened more intently as the woman spoke.

      ''And what will I get out of it, if I assist you?''

      ''I will make sure you never want for money ever again. Emily is rich beyond measure.'' When Emily heard her name, her heart began to race. Who were these people, and what were they talking about, she thought.

      *****

      

      In the card room, Peter had played four hands and lost every one. ''I'm sure my luck must change at some point,” he laughed. The man sitting next to him looked at him sympathetically, as he drew on his cigar, and send a ball of smoke towards the ceiling.

      ''Lord Wallace, I'm afraid a lot of people seem to be losing money these days, and not just at cards. The markets are in turmoil. What do you make of it?''

      ''It is very worrying. I'm afraid it is terribly difficult to find good investments. It isn't a good time now. We are constantly at war with France and war is never good for the markets. Everyone seems to get very jittery when the bullets begin to fly. The best place to have your money is, either in cash, in the bank, or tied up in land or property.''

      ''Yes, it's a terrible mess at the moment. I have lost quite an amount recently, but luckily I was sensible enough, to only invest a tiny fraction of my wealth in stocks. Not like the poor blighter in Bead House. His property backs onto mine and one day, he told me he's lost just about all he has, on some hotel deal in London.''

      ''How very unfortunate for him. Hotels are really not the kind of thing you should invest in at the moment thought.''

      ''No, quite. Peter do you know what the best investment is in life?''

      ''Prey tell me.''

      ''A good woman. Look at you. You have the best looking wife in the area and she looks after your household with such precision it is scarcely believable. Add in the fact that she is wealthy, and you have to conclude that such an investment could never be beaten.''

      ''Indeed, although I am not sure the fairer sex would be too happy if they knew we looked upon them as investments.''

      ''One exception to that rule is that woman in the village. What's her name? Ah, yes Mrs. Pemberly. She has no money whatsoever. Her husband left her almost bankrupt. And her daughter doesn't seem to help. I hear she swans around London spending what little money they do have.''

      ''Really? It's your turn again. Did you hear of the new alterations at Newmarket Racecourse?'' Peter asked, eager to change the subject.

      

      *****

      ''Alright, I'll help you, but how do we go about it,'' the woman said.

      ''You have Lord Wallace's trust, do you not?'' the man said.

      ''Yes, I do. I only have to say the word and he jumps.''

      ''Good, then I suggest we proceed as follows.''

      Emily felt as though she was going to pass out as she listened to their plotting.

      ''Get him to meet you at his office in London, and offer him a lift home in your carriage. I'll meet the carriage where the road runs through the forest and stop you. It will look like a robbery. I'll get him out of the carriage and shoot him. That way you can be a witness and give the police a totally false description of me.''

      ''But what about the driver? Surely his account will contradict mine?''

      ''I'll shoot him too.''

      ''And what makes you think Lady Wallace will marry you after the deed is done?''

      ''She’ll be lonely. She's twenty five, and after her husband’s funeral, she will be twenty six. Nobody will want such an old widower. I'll come along and provide her with company and understanding. After that, she won't want to be lonely, and she'll be bound to marry me.''

      ''Alright, Sir John. We will do it. Now I must get back to the ball, people will be missing me.''

      Emily hid around the back of the tree as Miss Pemberly came from behind the bush and went back into the building. Sir John followed at a discreet distance.

      *****

      

      Emily looked out of the bedroom window and saw Peter getting into the carriage. He was going to London again, and again she was going to spend the night alone in Sedgefield House.

      After breakfast she put on her coat and walking shoes and went into the garden. Milly and Flossy almost knocked Emily over in their haste to get outside. Emily headed for the gate and after the two dogs had visited the flower beds, they joined her. Emily wondered whether she should be out at all because there was a bitterly cold wind blowing from the north. She persevered and eventually reached the village. After the wooden foot bridge, the two dogs turned left as they always did. They were quite confused when Emily walked the other way. They soon caught her up and bounded past her. As Emily walked up the main street, she didn't see a soul. It must be the quietest village in England, she thought.

      At the end of the village she turned right, and walked up to Bead House. Milly growled at the man who was chiseling a piece of stone into shape and Flossy chased the fat cat around the back of the house. Emily knocked on the door and waited. After and age Patterson appeared and showed her inside.

      Sir John appeared. ''Emily,'' he exclaimed, pleased to see her.

      ''Sir John, can I come in and talk to you?'' she asked.

      ''Of course, it's very nice to see you.'' Emily walked inside and into the drawing room. Sir John made an attempt to clear away some bottles but gave up when he realized there too many.

      ''What can I do for you?'' he asked.

      ''Please, may I sit down? I have a delicate matter to discuss with you.''

      ''Of course,'' Emily sat on the moth eaten sofa, and stared at the empty fireplace.''

      ''Sir John, I come on the most delicate of missions. I want to apologize to you. I have been rude and inconsiderate toward you. When you visited my house the other evening, I sent you away. I now regret having done so. Will you please accept my apology.''

      ''Naturally. Please don't speak of it.''

      ''But I feel so bad. Please let me make it up to you. My husband will once again spend the night in London, and I will be alone. I would like you to come and visit me this evening. Come to dinner,'' Emily smiled at him.

      ''That would be lovely. Thank you.''

      ''And after dinner, please do not feel in any hurry to go home. I will have all the time in the world for you. If you understand me,'' Emily tried to look as seductive as possible in her winter coat and hat.

      ''Yes, I understand perfectly. May I ask what has brought about your change of heart towards me?''

      ''You are a very attractive man, and you were correct when you told me my husband treated me badly. He only has eyes for Miss Pemberly. I feel so alone, and I have found my thoughts turning to you more and more often. Please, Sir John, help me to feel a man's desire again.''

      ''My dear lady, of course I will do as you ask.''

      ''Alright then, I'll be off. I look forward to seeing you this evening.''

      Emily whistled and the dogs came running from different corners of the garden. When she was out of view of the house, she leaned against a fence and began to cry. Milly came to her and put her head against her leg in a comforting gesture. When she felt able, Emily walked back through the village and up the lane to Sedgefield Hall.''

      *****

      

      Before dinner, Mary was surprised when Emily asked her to get out a summer dress. It was the most revealing dress Emily possessed. It had no back and a décolleté that just covered her nipples. The bottom half of the dress clung to her buttocks and thighs, showing of her feminine shape. ''Are you sure, my lady?'' Mary asked.

      ''Quite sure, Mary,'' Emily replied.

      When Sir John knocked on the door, the dogs barked and Joesph opened it. When he showed Sir John into the room, Sir John stared at Emily's over flowing bust. Joesph tried not to, but he found it impossible.

      ''Joseph, please bring us a whiskey each. I told cook we'll be eating a little later this evening. I want to enjoy a drink or two first.''

      ''Yes, my lady. I see,'' Joseph said as he headed off to get the drinks.

      When he returned, Emily lifted her glass and downed her drink in one. Sir John raised an eyebrow, and not wanting to feel left out, did the same.

      ''Simply delicious whiskey,'' Emily remarked. ''Let's have another.'' In all Joseph walked backwards and forwards six times before dinner.

      ''No Sir John, don't sit down at the end of the table, I want you here next to me,'' Emily said.

      When Sir John sat down, Emily noticed he was a little unsteady on his feet. Emily leaned over, and took his napkin. As she did so, Sir John was able to see her bust in all its glory. When she put the napkin over his lap, she noticed something in his trousers twitch.

      Joseph poured red wine and Emily once again downed hers in one. Sir John, not wishing to be outdone by a lady, did the same. During the meal they had three glasses of wine each.

      When they had finished eating, Emily put her hand on Sir John's and smiled at him. ''We'll take coffee and brandy in the drawing room, please Joseph,'' Emily instructed. When Sir John got up, he rocked back and only saved himself from falling by holding onto the back of his chair.

      In the drawing room, Emily polished off three brandies. Sir John wasn't able to finish the last one. Emily sat next to him and pulled his drunken head to her bust. “Sir John, before I allow you to have your way with me, I would like to know if you can do something for me?''

      ''Anything,'' he slurred.

      ''Tell me how I can be rid of my loathsome husband, that I may be united with you?''

      Sir John glanced into Emily’s eyes. ''Ah, I have just the plan. I have already decided what I will do with him.''

      ''Then please, tell me when this will be, for I cannot wait to feel your arms around me as my new husband.''

      ''I will execute my plan on Sunday this week,'' he said as he hiccuped.

      ''Then let's drink to it,'' Emily said.

      Joseph brought another brandy. After downing it in one, Emily pulled Sir John to her and pushed his head into her cleavage. As he inhaled her scent his desire was unable to keep him awake, and he fell asleep between her breasts.

      When she'd thrown him off her, Emily called Joseph. ''Joseph thank you so much for your assistance. I have no idea how you made all those fruit juices look like whiskey, brandy and wine but you did a quite splendid job. Now as I explained, we will execute the second part of the plan now. Take him upstairs take his clothes off and put him in to my bed.''

      Joseph did as he was instructed and when he was finished, Emily went upstairs to the bedroom. She looked at him lying under the covers in her bed and almost vomited. She drank a glass of water, and composed herself. Next, she changed into her night gown and sat in the arm chair.

      It was almost nine o'clock in the morning when Sir John woke up. Emily was looking at him from the arm chair. She rushed to him as soon as she saw his eyes move. ''Oh, Sir John, you are awake. I have to tell you, nobody has ever made love to me, the way you did last evening. You were like a wild stallion. You were so big and hard and I have never experienced so many orgasms.  Thank you.''

      Sir John had a splitting headache and couldn't remember a thing, but Emily was such a good actress, he believed he had done the things she said he had.

      ''Please, Sir John, you told me last evening that you propose to....let's call it.....meet my husband on Sunday. Please don't disappoint me, because after he is gone, I will be yours, to do as you please with.''

      When he left, Emily had all the bed sheets and blankets washed, and the bedroom cleaned from top to bottom.

      *****

      

      Peter lay with his head on Charlotte's lap as the coach made its way from London.

      ''I can't travel all the way to the village with you. You must set me down a mile away so nobody sees us. I will walk the rest of the way back to Sedgefield House.''

      ''Of course,'' Charlotte said, as she stroked his head.

      The road from London to Sedgefield House was a journey of around thirty miles and took three hours. For the most part it was open countryside and the roads were reasonably passable. Things changed when the road passed through Finchley Wood. A passage of around three miles. The trees stopped sunlight from drying the road, and it was often wet and rutted.

      When they reached the forest, the coachman slowed the horses to a walk and everybody clung to a hand rail, as the coach swung from left to right, through the rutted ground.

      After two miles, the coachman was pleased with his progress.  But he shouted out when he saw a hooded man on a black horse, standing in front of the coach, pointing a pistol at him.

      ''Put your hands up and get down,'' he said. The coachman got down and stood next to one of the horses. ''Get the people out of the coach,'' the rider demanded. The coachman went to the door and knocked. The two lovers had the curtain down, and weren't aware why the coach had stopped.

      Peter opened the door and saw a man pointing a pistol at him. ''What on earth are you doing, sir?'' he asked.

      ''Get out of the coach and kneel down over there,'' he pointed to a place next to a tree. ''If you refuse I will shoot you. You do the same,'' he said to the coachman. ''Charlotte stay in the coach.''

      Peter walked to the place the man had asked him to and knelt. The coachman knelt next to him. When Peter felt the pistol touch his skull he started to pray.
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From somewhere in the forest there was a bang and a flash. The robber cried out in agony, and fell down next to Peter. Peter grabbed the pistol and stood up. The man was holding his knee. It was almost completely blown away. When Peter bent down and removed the robber's hood, he gasped. The coachman ran after Charlotte, and knocked her to the ground. Her screams frightened the birds from the trees, as he pulled her by the hair back to the coach.

      When two horsemen appeared from the forest Peter thought they were Sir John's accomplices.

      ''Get down from your horses, this instant,'' he told them as he pointed the pistol at them. ''James,'' he exclaimed, as Emily's brother took off his hood. When Emily took of her hood, his mouth fell open. What is happening?'' he asked totally confused.

      ''I'll tell you what is happening,” Emily said. “Sir John and Miss Pemberly have been plotting to kill you. I found out about it, and as I am unable to shoot, I asked James to help me. As you can see by the state of Sir John's knee, he is an extremely accomplished marksman. These two wanted to kill you so that Sir John could marry me, and take my wealth.''

      Peter looked at Charlotte, who was being held firmly by the coachman. She dropped her eyes from him. ''Emily I.......I don't know.....what …...to''

      ''James will go and fetch the police, once these two have been arrested, you will come back to Sedgefield House with me.''

      *****

      

      They arrived home in the dark. Peter rode James' horse home. James had taken a lift to London with the police. When Joseph opened the door, Emily nodded to him in recognition of the part he had played in foiling Sir John's evil plot.

      ''Joseph was a great help in foiling the attempt on your life, my dear,'' she said.

      ''Thank you, Joseph. I am not fully aware of the details, but my wife will no doubt inform me. I will see you handsomely rewarded for you efforts.''

      ''There is really no need, my lord,'' Joseph said in his usually modest fashion.

      ''Joseph, please bring two whiskeys into the drawing room. This time two real ones.''

      ''Now, Peter. Come and sit next to me,'' Emily said as Peter attempted to sit in his usual place. ''From now on you will sit next to me in the evenings.''

      ''Emily, I am so sorry for what I have done. I have been a fool. You are beautiful and clever and I have ignored you and behaved terribly badly.''

      ''It is no matter, Peter. I will always do everything in my power to protect our marriage, even if that means asking my brother to shoot someone. You are a very special man, I adore you, and I love you more than I can bear. All I ask is that you please try to love me back.''

      ''Oh Emily, I do. Until this evening, I didn't realize how much you mean to me. I do love you.''

      ''Then let's finish our drinks and you can take me to bed and prove your love to me.''

      *****

      

      When Peter took off his shirt and dropped his trousers to the floor, Emily could see how much he desired her. It was the first time in many weeks that she had seen his hard shaft. When she let her nightgown drop to the floor, Peter could see how ready she was for him. The soft curls between her legs shone with her desire and her nipples were erect.

      They came into each other’s arms and kissed. It was too much for Peter, who was so racked with guilt that a tear escaped from his eye and rolled over his cheek. Emily watched it until it reached his jaw, then she liked it from him. Peter was overcome with desire and love. He picked her up and carried her to the bed. They lay next to each other and kissed. Emily loved the feeling as his penis rubbed against her soft thigh.

      He got up and crawled to the end of the bed. He took Emily by the ankles and spread her legs wide apart. As he looked at her womanhood, his hard member twitched. He bent down between her legs and without delay licked the length of her vulva. Emily cried out and thrust her hips up from the bed. He licked her again. When his mouth fixed over her clitoris, and his tongue began to make tiny movements on her, she gasped and pulled his hair. As his tongue stayed fixed to the same spot, Emily felt the muscles in her belly tighten. When Peter did what he had never done before, Emily's orgasm hit her. His tongue on her clitoris and two fingers deep inside her, was too much.

      She lay back and enjoyed the waves that made her body tremble. When they began to wane she pushed him onto his back, and took him into her mouth. He tasted salty and the scent of his sweat made her ache to be filled by him. She placed her hands on his strong thighs and felt the coarseness of the hair which covered them. As her head bobbed up and down, Peter played with her blonde hair. Soon it became too much for him and he pushed her head from him. As he lay her down, her legs fell open. He entered her without assistance in one hard thrust. As he parted his wife's sex, she groaned and thrust back at him, willing him on. As well as an over whelming feelings of love, Peter felt an overbearing sense of guilt. As he pushed into her he gritted his teeth and willed the feeling away. Emily looked up and saw his forehead covered in sweat. She ran her hand over it and licked his salty juice from her palm.

      ''Emily, I love you,'' he said. She had waited a long time to hear him utter those words, and she basked in the effect it had on her body and her mind. She wanted to feel his love flowing into her now and she matched him with her hip movements. When she tightened the muscles in her vagina, he pushed into her twice more and cried out her name. Emily put her hands onto his chest and screamed as his seed triggered another orgasm.

      *****

      

      When James knocked at the door to Sedgefield House, it was snowing.

      ''Look mummy, it's Uncle James.''

      ''My, my, you two are growing up.''

      ''Have you brought some Christmas presents for us?'' Harriet asked.

      ''Harriet, don't be so rude,'' Emily said.

      ''Yes, don't be so rude,'' little James added. ''Have you though?''

      ''Who'd have a three year old and a five year old?'' Emily asked James.

      ''Uncle James is a hero,'' Harriet said. ''Mummy told me.''

      Peter walked into the room. ''James, Merry Christmas.'' he said to his brother in law. ''Yes Harriet, Uncle James is indeed a hero,'' he added.

      ****

      

      THE END

      

      Saved From a Scoundrel – A Clean Regency Romance

      Chapter One

      Lady Isabeau Camm collapsed in a cushioned chair in the row along the wall, waving her fan in front of her face. It was entirely too hot in the ballroom, and there were entirely too many people there. She continued fanning herself until she saw Anne coming toward her. She lifted her fan high in the air and called out loudly, “Anne! Anne! Over here!”

      Anne saw her and made a beeline toward Isabeau, dropping herself into a chair next to her.

      “Oh, Izzie!” Anne looked as exhausted as Isabeau felt. “It feels like this ball will never be over. We should just start walking home.”

      “It’s much too cold to walk, Anne.” Anne had lived next door to Isabeau and her family since they were very small children. They had played together from the very early ages, sharing dolls and secrets throughout the years. This was their first time on the season and were both trying very hard to keep up with the Ton and present the best appearances possible.

      “Do I look terrible, Anne?” Isabeau raised the hand she wasn’t using to hold the fan and patted down her auburn hair, feeling just a few strands that had come loose from the barrettes and pins. She instantly flushed, picturing her hair fluffed out all over her head. Anne shook her head.

      “No, you look beautiful, Isabeau,” Anne said, using her handkerchief to dab at her forehead and face. “My, it is quite hot in here. Someone should open some windows and doors.”

      “Let’s take a walk on the veranda, Anne. Come on.” She stood up and held out one hand to her friend. Anne took it and stood up. They made their way through the pressing bodies to the massive double glass doors that looked out over the veranda and the vast field beyond. Anne pressed the door handle down and swung the window doors out wide. The two women instantly felt a breeze flow past them, and they both sighed, enjoying it immensely.

      “This was a wonderful idea, Isabeau.” Anne stepped out into the evening, taking a small fan similar to Isabeau’s out of her handbag and opening it. I thought I might die in there!”

      “Me too.” Isabeau nodded. “I don’t want to be on the verge of fainting when I have my next dance.”

      “Who do you have next?” Anne took her card from her bag and put the fan back in it. “I have…” She scanned the card. “It looks like Lord Rupert is next in line.”

      Isabeau laughed softly. “Lord Rupert. I have already danced with him. Watch his hands and be careful of his feet. He is quite a talker, as well. My goodness, his business is doing so well, you would think he would be the richest Lord on earth, richer than God!”

      The girls laughed. Isabeau glanced at her card. “I have Jonathan Barnaby. He’s an Earl, isn’t he?”

      “Yes, he is extremely wealthy!” Anne raised her eyebrows. “He would be a good husband, I would think. But he’s very young. I’ve danced with him, too. He’s very agreeable.”

      “I don’t want to marry anyone unless I love him,” Isabeau said. “I don’t care if he is a rich man or a pauper.”

      “Oh, I didn’t mean to imply anything otherwise, Izzie. I know you. I wonder, though, if you would really feel the same passion for a pauper as you would for a Lord. Having money does make a difference.”

      “Money also changes the way people are inside,” Isabeau said. “I know several wealthy men who had delightful personalities until they became wealthy.”

      “I think it’s different when they already have a fortune they have inherited through their family name. I think men with old money are a little more judgmental than the others who have had to work their way to wealth.”

      “I would agree with that.” Isabeau nodded her head. “It is because they were once paupers themselves…or close to it. When you are poor, and you grow up to be rich, you can see things from both perspectives.”

      “Who else do you have on your card? There are four more dances. After Lord Rupert, I have good old hairy Lord Henry.”

      “Oh no!” They both laughed. Lord Henry had not cut his hair from the time he was about ten years old. He was another local, and both girls knew him well. They were all friends and had a good time together, so her dance with him was more for fun than anything

      The doors the girls had come out of burst open and two young men came through in a hurry, their eyes in search of something. When they spotted the girls, they both called out to them.

      “Anne! Isabeau! We’ve been looking for both of you!”

      The women turned to see Lord Rupert and Earl Barnaby heading toward them.

      “Oh!” Anne flushed. “Have we lost track of time? Oh dear! Has the next dance started?”

      Lord Rupert held out his hand to her, flashing a brilliant smile that made his eyes flash. “If we hurry, we won’t miss more than a few moments!”

      Anne matched Lord Rupert’s smile, took his hand, and the two of them jogged across the veranda to the door, slipping in swiftly.

      “Well, they are very much in a hurry to dance, aren’t they?” Earl Barnaby turned a smile to Isabeau. “I, however, am less motivated to find a spot on the floor. I am feeling…a bit overheated in there.”

      “That’s why we came out here.” Isabeau nodded. “It is extremely hot in there. And with that many people crowded in there…I’m actually quite surprised by how many people came tonight. It’s as if everyone from all around the country came here for this one ball.”

      The Earl laughed. He held out his hand, and she took it, letting him take her back across the veranda to the doors. “I think that would be quite a lot more people,” he said when they got to the doors. He stopped her when she put her hand on the door handle.

      “We don’t need to go in yet, do we? Shall we skip this dance? Or perhaps dance out here? I can hear the music fine. Can you?”

      Isabeau was intrigued. It would be quite lovely to dance out here on the veranda. She lifted her arms and smiled at him. He put his arm around her slender waist, and they began to dance. “Have you had any interesting partners yet?”

      “None that had me dancing on the veranda,” she responded softly.

      “It certainly seems less stressing than being in there, surrounded by all the others and feeling somewhat suffocated.”

      “I agree. How have you fared tonight? Any of the Ladies catch your eye?”

      “None yet, present company excluded. I must say I am enjoying this dance in particular.”

      “That is very pleasing to hear.” Isabeau smiled at him. “You realize that if we are spotted, everyone will come out here, and we will be surrounded once again?”

      “I’ll take that chance. It’s a nice evening out here. I don’t want to stop now.”

      “I’m glad! I don’t either!”

      They laughed, and he spun her in a circle. They finished the dance several minutes later, and he stepped back a foot to bow deeply to her. “That was a lovely dance, Lady Isabeau! Most enjoyable! I do hope you will consider me as a friend and we can dance again next time we see each other!”

      She lowered her head. “I certainly would like that, Earl Barnaby.”

      “Please, we must dispense with the formalities! I am Jonathan to my friends and you, dear lady, I do call friend.”

      “Thank you very much, Ea…Jonathan.” She giggled.

      He took her hand and kissed it as the doors opened and several people came wandering through. Isabeau looked, but Anne was not one of them.

      It was Tomas Hurley. He was the brother of a duke, the beloved Edward Hurley, who was a business acquaintance of her father. But unlike, the Duke, Tomas was rather disagreeable. He had an unpleasant look on his face.

      Isabeau’s heart hardened instantly, and she pulled back a little, not wanting to be too close to him until she had to be. He was on her card and she had forgotten it. She probably didn’t want to remember. He had a strange fascination with her, and if she could have avoided the invitation, she definitely would have. But her mother had insisted that both the Duke and his brother would be on her card, whether or not she liked them. They were prominent in society and must not be shunned.

      She watched as Tomas Hurley passed the Earl. Both men nodded once and said the first name of the other. There was no love lost between them. She wasn’t surprised. She took a few steps toward the door, hoping to avoid having to speak to him but he was coming straight for her.

      She curtsied when he got closer. “Mr Hurley. How are you feeling this evening?”

      “I’m doing well.” His voice was somewhat high-pitched, reminding her of what she felt a weasel would sound like if it could talk. “I saw that Earl Barnaby had to go in search of you before the last dance. I hope you will see to it that I do not have to do the same.”

      “I…I do believe there is another gentleman before you on my dance card,” she said hesitantly. She didn’t want to dance with him in the first place, much less go out of her way to make sure she was present on time.

      “Precisely why I came to find you. I have told you previously of my fondness for you. It looks somewhat inappropriate for you to be dancing with another man on the veranda where no one else is present.”

      Isabeau blinked. It was true that he had expressed his desire to see her more often, and he had come by the house on occasion to make it clear to her family, as well. But they knew she had no affection for him, which doubled her frustration that her mother had insisted Tomas Hurley be on her dance card.

      “I…am sorry that you feel that way, Mr Hurley. If you would like to cancel your dance with me because of this blight, I would understand.” She could only wish. She knew he would answer the way he did.

      “No, I am still willing to dance with you. You will just have to curb your desire to stray when you don’t believe you are being seen.”

      Isabeau felt rage surge through her. Outwardly, she curtsied again and smiled at him as she went past. She dared not say a word or her anger would betray her. She wondered if she could run out the door before her dance with him and make it home before he could sound an alarm. She could barely contain her anger, and it ruined the dance with Lord Carlisle, who was next on her card. He was friendly, but she could do no more than fake a smile and dread the moment she would be dancing with Mr Hurley.

      There was a ten-minute break before the last two dances. Isabeau spent that time standing to the side with Anne, wishing she had the courage just to leave. If it hadn’t been for the Duke, Tomas Hurley’s agreeable brother, she would have. She knew it meant a lot to be on the Duke’s good side and if that meant dancing with his brother, then so be it.

      The time was almost upon her. She felt pressured, anxious.

      “Oh, I am not going to like this dance, Anne.” She moaned. Anne took her hand and squeezed it.

      “I know. I didn’t enjoy my dance with him either. He is very cold and goes through the motions as if I was a big doll of some kind. He only has eyes for you and that is a sad situation for you, my dear.”

      “I know. It is extremely troublesome. I fear what he might do when he realizes I am not going to marry him. I don’t even want to dance with him.”

      Anne nodded. “I understand. It’s only a short while. Then you will be free of him.”

      “But for how long? Until he comes knocking at my door again?” She shook her head and sighed.

      “Here he comes,” Anne said, dropping her eyes. “Stay calm and just dance, Izzie.”

      

      Chapter Two

      From the moment he had her in his arms, Mr Hurley was forceful and firm. He moved her around the dance floor instead of dancing with her. His movements were jerky, and he stomped his feet instead of moving them gracefully. She understood Anne’s analogy of a feeling like a doll. It was not easy to keep up with him.

      When he began to talk to her, his words distracted her from his terrible dancing.

      “I have been meaning to speak to your father, Lady Isabeau. I intend to ask for your hand. I believe you know that I have been feeling this way since the beginning of the Season.”

      “I do,” she admitted, not knowing how to stop the conversation.

      “When I speak to him, I would rather you be present so that you can be in agreement with me.”

      “I…”

      “I know that you have a busy schedule, but I’m sure you can free up some of your time. You will also need to inform any other suitors, such as Jonathan Barnaby, of your intentions so that there will be no more inappropriate behaviors on your part.”

      “Mr Hurley…”

      “You should call me Tomas, Isabeau. That is appropriate when courting.”

      “Mr Hurley!” Isabeau forced herself to continue dancing and kept her voice down to a low hiss. “I am so sorry that you have gotten the wrong impression about my feelings for you. I have not agreed to court or marry you and cannot give my agreement to my father on your behalf.”

      She saw his jawline tense up and was amazed that he continued dancing. He responded in an equally low and angry voice. “I have made my intentions clear to you for several weeks. You have not spurned my advances until now.”

      “I do apologize that you didn’t listen to me when we spoke on the previous occasions. In reality, Mr Hurley, and with all due respect, I have indeed let you know that I have no intention of marrying a man I do not love.”

      “You will learn to love me.”

      “I’m sorry, Lord, but I do not believe that is possible.”

      His grip on her waist was so tight; it was beginning to hurt. The hand that he was holding was also caught in his strength. She began to breathe quickly, trying to ignore the pain.

      “I do not like to be disrespected, Isabeau.”

      “Please, you are hurting me.”

      “My family is very prominent in this district, as you well know. I am sure your mother and father would take my side in this arrangement.”

      He had not relaxed his grip on her, and she feared he might break her hand if she didn’t wrench away from him soon.

      “My parents are fully aware of my feelings. Again, I am sorry that you feel this way and please, you are hurting my hand.”

      The music came to an abrupt end, and she felt a rush of relief. She pulled away from him, looked at him through fearful eyes and retreated back to the table she and Anne were sharing. His returning stare had been cold and angry. She was breathing rapidly when she reached the table and sat in the chair, once again pulling out her fan and waving it quickly in front of her face.

      Anne was there only moments later and leaned down next to her friend.

      “Izzie! You look very flushed. Back out on the veranda for you, come now, dear.” She took Isabeau’s arm and pulled her to her feet.

      “I am very hot, Anne. And I am angry. I think I might faint.”

      “No, we can’t let that happen. Come on.” Anne led Isabeau out onto the veranda and this time, they walked in the other direction. Several iron benches had been placed there in a semi-circle. Anne lowered Isabeau to sit and then sat next to her.

      “What has happened to you, Izzie? You must tell me! Was he cruel to you?”

      “He expects me to marry him. He says he will ask my father for my hand.”

      “There is little chance your father would agree to such a union!” Anne sounded confident. “Your father is not the type of man to sell his daughter to the highest bidder!”

      Isabeau’s thoughts drifted to Mr Hurley’s brother, the Duke, Edward. “The Duke has great status. I fear he will be angry with me.”

      Anne grabbed one of Isabeau’s small hands in both of hers and rubbed it gently. “No. I hear that the Duke doesn’t even like his brother. And haven’t you danced with Edward already?”

      “Yes, I have.”

      “Then you don’t have to worry, do you. He did not treat you badly, did he?”

      “Of course not. But he…”

      “I don’t want to hear it now. You just calm your heart, dear, and pay no mind to Tomas Hurley. We have just one dance left before we go home to our beds. And tomorrow will be another bright and beautiful day, won’t it? We should go for a picnic, how does that sound?”

      Isabeau smiled at her. “I like that, Anne, let’s do that.”

      “It’s a date.” Anne leaned over and pulled Isabeau into a hug. Checking her dance card, Isabeau saw that there were two more dances, not one, as Anne had said. She stood up and took Lord Wright’s hand when he offered it to her, glad that her smile could be genuine. She wanted to relax from her anger and tension. Lord George Wright was an older gentleman and a splendid dancer. She was able to relax and enjoy herself, chatting with him about the weather and several mutual friends. He even told her a few jokes, making her laugh easily.

      When the dance was finished, he bowed to her and said he enjoyed her company. She agreed, and they turned away from each other. As she made her way back to the table once more, she passed Jonathan Barnaby and smiled at him.

      “Hello again,” she said.

      He didn’t return her smile, giving her a cold look instead, one that reminded her of Tomas Hurley. She stopped in her tracks and stared at him, not expecting the onslaught that was to come.

      “Let me just inform you, Lady Camm, that I have no intention of allowing you to mock me in any way, shape or form. The dance on the veranda was not a marriage proposal, and I suggest you think twice before spreading such lies again.”

      He turned on his heel and stomped away from her, leaving her stunned and hurt. She looked around, noticing that everyone in the room had listened to what had just transpired. Movement in the corner of her eye caught her attention, and she saw Anne heading toward her with an apprehensive look on her face. When she got to her, Anne took Isabeau’s arm and pulled gently on her.

      “We must go outside and talk, Izzie. Come!”

      When the doors closed behind them, Anne began to talk quickly. “What did you say to Tomas Hurley, Izzie? I know you didn’t want to dance with him, but you must have said something terrible for him to be speaking of you the way he is.”

      “What is he saying? What did I say?” Isabeau was confused.

      “I don’t know what you said. But he is going around telling everyone that you have said some awful things about them.”

      “The Earl…”

      “Yes, I heard him tell Earl Barnaby that you wouldn’t stop talking about how you had planned the dance on the veranda and that you were sure to get his money or a title soon. He was calling you some terrible names, implying that you are not a clean or a good woman.”

      “Why would anyone believe him?” Isabeau was incredulous.

      “Well, obviously not everyone did. But I guess Earl Barnaby has heard that said so many times, he just believes it without thinking twice about it.”

      Isabeau was dismayed. Her dance with the Earl had been the highlight of her evening. She had felt comfortable, happy and safe with the Earl. The thought that he would ever want to court or marry her hadn’t crossed her mind. She’d enjoyed herself and genuinely liked him. Now he was inaccessible. She sighed.

      “I do not understand why he is doing this.”

      “We know why he is saying those things, Izzie! You told him you weren’t going to court him, didn’t you?”

      “I had to. He was making demands.”

      “I would have done the same thing, dear. We’ll get through this. We’ll straighten it out somehow.”

      “If he is saying these things to everyone here, I can only imagine what he will tell the Duke. He has always been so kind to my family. He came to speak to father when Tomas Hurley came by. He has never said a cross word to anyone that I know of. I don’t want to be the first.”

      “I just don’t think the Duke will do that.” Anne shook her head. “He is a good man. Everyone likes him. He’s the complete opposite of his brother. It’s as if he got all the good traits and Tomas got the bad.”

      “Perhaps that’s why he’s such a sour man.” Isabeau sighed.

      “It would not surprise me.” Anne agreed. “There is one more dance; we should go inside, so they aren’t looking for us. Who is on your card?”

      She didn’t have to look. After the dance with Tomas, she’d looked for both Lords to make sure they were there and she would be able to escape after her dances with them. She and Anne went back in, and Isabeau tried to ignore the looks she was getting from both Lords and Ladies all around the room. Tomas had made the rounds, whispering in the ears of the gossipers and pushing his story to the limits. When Isabeau approached Lord Dyason, he very obviously backed away from her, holding his hands up in the air in a “stop” motion. He shook his head and laughed loudly.

      “Oh, I think I will keep my money, Lady Isabeau if you don’t mind. I’m sure you will find a nice wealthy man to keep you in your lavish lifestyle, don’t you?” He continued to laugh and those around him began to laugh, as well.

      She looked around at them, her cheeks a deep red and her face hot. Her heart thumped painfully in her chest as the humiliation ran through her.

      “I…I never said anything of the sort about Earl Barnaby!” She exclaimed, grabbing her skirts in her hands and clutching the fabric tightly.

      “If you didn’t, how did you know who I was talking about?” The young man said in a teasing voice. Again, the group around him began to laugh.

      Isabeau didn’t think her cheeks could get any redder. She huffed and turned away from him.

      The sound of their laughter echoed in her ears as she dashed for the door. Tears had erupted in her eyes and were streaming down her cheeks. She saw Anne hurrying after her, brushing off the waiting arms of her last dance partner. Anne caught up with her outside near the carriage they had taken together and pulled her into a hug.

      “Come on, Isabeau, I’ll take you home. I’ll stay with you tonight. Things will look different in the morning.”

      Chapter Three

      The next morning, Isabeau woke up with a pounding headache. She spent the entire morning nursing it, trying not to speak too much or let a lot of light into her eyes. She discussed the night before over a late breakfast her mother prepared for her. Lady Camm could only shake her head in disgust.

      “That young man is vile,” she said angrily, shaking her head. “I knew that every time he came over here. Your father knows it, too. He will not give his permission for your hand to that Tomas Hurley, I promise you.”

      “Oh mother, I’m so glad to hear that. I don’t know what I would do. I worry about what the Duke, his brother, will think. Do you think he will take his support from father’s business?”

      Lady Camm laughed softly, bringing over a cup of hot tea and setting it down in front of Isabeau before sitting down with her own. “No, dear. The Duke is good friends with your father. Raymond had said several times that if he had a son, he would have wanted a son like Edward.”

      “But the Duke’s devotion to his brother might change their relationship.” Isabeau spoke weakly, wishing she could ignore the pain in her head.

      “I am told they spend very little time together when they are not destined for the same place. I do not think they are very close. It never appeared to me that he was tightly knit with Tomas.”

      “I wish I knew.”

      

      An hour later, Isabeau was feeling better. She had begun a game of cards with her mother, and they were laughing when a knock on the door got their attention. They both turned and waited to see who would be announced. The door swung open, and Hannah put her head in.

      “Ladies Camm, Duke Edward Hurley is here for a visit.”  She opened the door the rest of the way and showed the Duke in.

      Both ladies stood up and curtsied to the Duke. He bowed to them.

      “Ladies, it is good to see you on this bright morning. I do hope you have had a good day so far?”

      “Yes, my Lord.” Isabeau and her mother spoke at the same time.

      “Lady Camm, I believe you were a little under the weather last time I was here. I trust you are on the mend?”

      “Completely mended, thank you, your Grace.” Isabeau’s mother smiled. “Please do have a seat.”

      The Duke nodded and sat in a chair that was nearer to Isabeau. The women sat and tried not to stare at the Duke. He was a handsome man to say the least. He had dark brown hair that waved down to his shoulders and soft chocolate brown eyes that sparkled with good humor.

      “I have come to see you this morning, Lady Isabeau, I hope that’s all right.”

      “Certainly, your Grace.”

      “I was witness to what transpired last night with my brother.”

      Isabeau felt her heart jump up into her throat. She kneaded her hands together in her lap, nervously.

      “If you don’t mind.” Her mother stood up suddenly. “I do believe I will give you young people some privacy.”

      “You may stay if you would like, Victoria. I do not push people out of their own homes.”

      “No, I would be more comfortable letting you discuss this with Isabeau.”

      “All right.” He stood up as she went to the door. When she passed through it, he sat back down, looking at Isabeau once more. “As I was saying, I was there last night and saw what happened with Tomas.”

      “I do apologize, your Grace, I was not aware that he would…that he would…”

      “Make up fiction and tell stories about you behind your back?” The Duke supplied the words. Isabeau looked down at her hands and nodded. “You must not feel sorry about it for even a moment longer, Isabeau. No one with any substance believes a word that my brother says. Those who know him best, know him for the liar he is.”

      Isabeau closed her eyes, feeling her headache disappearing. “It relieves me to hear you say that, your Grace. I was…quite devastated last night. And Earl Barnaby…”

      “My brother was quite bold with him.” The Duke interrupted her, putting one hand up in the air. “I am sure you know of his affection for you. Affection is the word he uses, but it is not my word for what he feels for you.”

      “What word would you use?”

      He thought for a moment. “Obsession comes to mind. Property also comes to mind. I have no doubt that he thinks of you as his property, simply because he wants you.”

      Isabeau clenched her jaw, trying not to look as angry as she felt. She kept her eyes averted from the Duke, not wanting to offend him.

      “You need not try to hide your disdain for my brother.” The Duke easily saw her feelings and leaned forward to speak in a softer voice. “Jonathan Barnaby is a good man, but he has been taken by women in the past because he is such a wealthy man. He is very sensitive when it comes to that issue.”

      “I would never say…”

      “This being your first season, he doesn’t know you very well. When you danced with him on the terrace, Tomas became very jealous. I regret that I didn’t say something about it then and stop the progression of his betrayal.”

      “There is no chance now that Earl Barnaby would ever consider me, not after being told such vile things about me.”

      “I have come to know Jonathan as a very forgiving and trusting man. But I have a different proposal.”

      Isabeau tilted her head, looking at him. “Please tell me what it is.”

      “I understand how devastating being humiliated at the dance was last night. I would like to propose a courtship anyway, except between you and I, rather than you and my brother.”

      Isabeau thought she might be sick for a moment. Her headache returned with full force. If it wasn’t one brother trying to force her into something, it was the other. She closed her eyes and prayed that her face would not betray her thoughts.

      “I…I would have to think about it.”

      “It would help you to save face in society, as well as give you some status. You will be well regarded if you were to become my Duchess.”

      Titles didn’t interest her. She wanted love. She blinked a few times, trying not to look directly at him. “Will…will you give me time to think about your proposal?”

      “Yes, of course. I do hope you will consider it. When you come to a decision, please let me know so that I may talk to your father.”

      “Yes, I will do that. I will send a messenger around to you…tomorrow, if you agree?”

      The Duke smiled at her. She admitted to herself that his smile was completely genuine, and his eyes were kind. He didn’t seem to be manipulating her, but she couldn’t believe that he was asking her out of his own affection. He was trying to do an honorable thing for a woman his brother had betrayed and lied about. She felt like a rag doll being thrown between two brothers.

      He said goodbye and left her to her thoughts. She didn’t have to wait long for a distraction because Anne was soon hurrying across the huge front lawn. Isabeau spotted her through the window and ran out to greet her.

      They hugged and walked to a table and chairs that sat outside the front door.

      “How have you been feeling today, Izzie? You look like you didn’t get any sleep at all.”

      “I didn’t. And I woke up with a headache. I didn’t want to even get out of bed this morning.”

      Anne nodded. “I have been out talking to some of the ladies. They all say that Duke Hurley is going around town apologizing for his brother. Has he come to see you?”

      “He did, yes.”

      “Well, then you were worried for nothing. Did he apologize for what Lord Hurley said?”

      “Yes, he did.”

      “That’s wonderful! You don’t have to worry about this little thing disrupting your father’s business with the Duke.”

      “He was here for another reason, as well.”

      Anne lifted her eyebrows. “Oh? What was that?”

      “He wishes to marry me.”

      Anne sat back, a look of surprise on her face. “He does? Has he ever shown any great affection toward you?”

      “He has never been unkind.”

      “But he has never approached you or spoken to you about it at the dances this Season?”

      “No.”

      Anne was quiet for a moment. “Could you have missed the signs?”

      Isabeau pressed her lips together. She thought back to when they had danced together and when he had visited to speak to her father. “I suppose I could have. He…does have a particular way of looking at me. And he always smiles. But many gentlemen father does business with are that way. They are not all suitors.”

      “Perhaps other men have looked at you the same way,” Anne said. “But Edward has not looked at other women that way.”

      Isabeau hadn’t thought of that. She pictured Edward’s smile in her mind, the way it reached his eyes, how genuine he seemed.

      “You should talk to your mother and father. He may have mentioned this to your father before, in passing, in a subtle way that made your father not mention it to you.”

      “Perhaps.” Isabeau was thoughtful. Her initial response had been one of anger. She didn’t want to be forced into a marriage with any man. But when she thought about Duke Hurley, it didn’t seem like there would be much force needed.

      “Do you think you could love the Duke?”

      “Oh yes, I believe I could,” Isabeau stated without hesitation. She smiled. “I do believe I could.”

      “You should speak to your father, then. Get his advice. He knows Edward from their business dealings. Surely he would have the best opinion.”

      “The Duke is very well liked in the town, you know. He has used his status to help people less fortunate than him.”

      “I know. I would not want to be considered a charity case.”

      “Oh, I don’t think that’s what is happening at all, Izzie! He wouldn’t consider the daughter of one of his friends to be a charity case. It isn’t as if you need his money. That’s why it was so surprising that Earl Barnaby would think you did.”

      “I don’t think the Earl knows much about me, Anne. We didn’t talk enough for him to know my family. And he’s never visited here.”

      “I wouldn’t worry about it for another moment, then, Izzie. You should consider The Duke’s proposal. It would be good for you. And you would have what you wanted. You would be marrying a man you can love instead of for social status. The Duke become so popular by being a rake. He is a genuinely good man with few obvious flaws. And he is a good-looking man, which means you would have beautiful children together.”

      Isabeau flushed. “My goodness, Anne, you have thought into my future quite a lot.”

      They both laughed.

      “I am glad to see you are feeling a little better, Izzie. You have been under too much stress since last night.”

      “It didn’t start last night,” Isabeau responded. “I knew that Lord Thomas was interested in me, but I never thought he would become so demanding and forceful.”

      “This was our first season. I expect he thought you would just refrain from dancing with anyone but him.”

      Isabeau shook her head. “That would make him truly delusional, Anne. I have never given him any reason to think such a thing.”

      “Yes, I know. The whole thing is very surprising to me. It’s amazing how things can change so quickly. Yesterday, you were still waiting for a suitor, and now you have a Duke and his brother fighting over you.”

      “I certainly hope they do not fight over me.”

      “It was just a turn of phrase. I don’t think they will need to fight. The Duke is in control.”

      “It’s a good thing.”

      “Yes, it definitely is.”

      

      Chapter Four

      With her parent’s permission, Isabeau decided to skip out on the dance Friday night. She had been looking forward to it, as it was a masquerade ball, her favorite during the entire Season. But she wasn’t up to facing the Lords and Ladies, so she stayed at home and played cards with her mother. She was interested to hear what Anne had to say about the masquerade ball and didn’t feel bad about not going.

      She had not mentioned the Duke’s proposal to her parents yet. She had been thinking about it for a few days. She was waiting for her father to come home so that she could speak to them together. Over the past 48 hours, she had reviewed nearly every encounter she could remember with the Duke, every time he had spoken to her and any occasion she could remember where she had heard something about him. She had searched her memory for something negative but had found nothing.

      She concluded that Edward would be a good match for her. She was sure that she would be able to love him, if he was truly as genuine as he seemed.

      It was late before her father came home. She found that she was unable to speak to him about Edward because when he came in the door, the Duke was with him. The Duke greeted her and her mother amiably.

      “Good evening, ladies,” he said, bowing low. They lowered their heads in return and stood up. “No need to stand, please stay comfortable.”

      “How are you this evening, your Grace?” Isabeau’s mother tried to keep her surprise at his entrance hidden but was unable to.

      He smiled wide. “I see I have surprised you both. I do apologize. I noticed that Lady Isabeau did not come to the party tonight, and I wanted to check on her welfare. How are you feeling, Lady Isabeau?”

      “I’m doing quite well, thank you, your Grace,” she responded.

      “I do hope you didn’t stay away from the ball because of my brother.”

      Isabeau chuckled. “Not entirely,” she replied.

      The Duke nodded. “I do understand. Would you care to go for a walk with me? I realize it is somewhat late. We will stay close to the house.” The Duke smiled at Isabeau’s parents, who returned his smile warmly.

      “I would be delighted.” She looked at her mother and gestured to their unfinished game. “Mother…”

      “Go ahead, Isabeau. Your father can take your place, and I will just beat him instead.”

      “I heard a challenge!” They all laughed when Lord Camm stepped over to take his daughter’s seat.

      The Duke held out one hand, and Isabeau took it. His grip was warm and inviting, not at all like the forceful clutching of his brother.

      Isabeau remembered to pick up a shawl as she went to the front door with the Duke. It was a bit cool in the evenings. She didn’t mind. The crisp air made her feel refreshed and alive. She breathed in deeply when she stepped through the doorway. The Duke held the door and passed through behind her, coming up to walk beside her down the pathway.

      “I would like to apologize once again for my brother’s behavior at the last dance,” The Duke began. She was beginning to like the sound of his voice. He had a smooth tone and sounded confident and strong. She had no doubt that as his wife, she would be very protected. She looked up at him. The moonlight as so bright, she could see nearly every one of his features. There were no clouds in the sky. It was dotted with millions of bright stars that seemed to add to the light the moon was providing.

      “It is a beautiful night,” she breathed. He looked up at the sky.

      “Yes, it is.” He moved his eyes down to her and smiled. “You look very beautiful in this light.”

      She felt her heart flutter in her chest. “Thank you,” she whispered. She couldn’t bring herself to tell him how handsome she thought he looked.

      “I want you to know a few things before you say yes or no to my proposal, Isabeau. I want you to know that I have spoken with Jonathan Barnaby about the things my brother said to him. I made it clear to him that you are not that kind of woman. He was unaware that your family has money of its own and that they would never turn their backs on you. You are already provided for and do not need to seek out a man with money or status. You are not a commoner.” He lowered his voice. “And even if you were, you are a noble woman of heart and conviction. I have seen you with others and here when I have visited, and I find you to be a most pleasant person to be around.”

      “I appreciate that you spoke to the Earl.” She did feel some relief, knowing that the Duke had stood up for her and dashed the lies of his brother.

      “I want you to know that I spoke to him because you seemed to get along with him quite well at the dance. I don’t want you to think that I am trying to interfere in something you have already planned. If you are interested in the Earl…”

      She interrupted him, lifting one hand to stop his words. “I had a wonderful dance with Earl Barnaby. It was very lovely. And he is a friendly, sociable man. However, he was ready to believe what your brother said about me. And even if he doesn’t believe him now, it does not change the fact that he did.”

      “He has had trouble in the past with women who seek only his fortune or his power.”

      Isabeau nodded. “Yes, I am aware. Unfortunately, this incident has tarnished that relationship beyond repair.”

      “So you will not consider a courtship with the Earl, should he propose one?”

      Isabeau shook her head. “No, I would not. Did he mention such a thing when you spoke to him?”

      “His words were subtle, but I got that impression. I do not want to interfere where I am not wanted.”

      “You have not. I am grateful that you have been speaking to everyone about this and clearing things up. I was afraid for my reputation. I was also afraid that you would be angry with me or my father because of the things your brother has said about me.”

      “My brother and I are not very much alike. I sometimes wonder , if there could have been a mistake and we are not related. But alas, we have the same parents, and it must be accepted as a fact.”

      His tone was very light hearted, and he smiled at her. She giggled. “It’s very sad, yes.”

      “I do not wish to judge you or be judged by the actions of my brother.” Edward stopped walking and turned to face her. She glanced up at him. The shadows were casting dark shades over half of his face, but she could see he was still smiling. “There are more things I want to tell you before you go back inside.”

      “I have time,” Isabeau said. “Shall we sit?”

      They had approached a bench, and he nodded, gesturing for her to take a seat first. He sat so that he was on the edge of the bench, facing her at an angle. She pulled the shawl around her shoulders, feeling a cool breeze blow across her face.

      “Are you cold? Should we go inside?” His voice was concerned. It made her feel warmer inside just hearing it.

      “No, I will be fine. I like the cooler weather. It suits me.”

      “I am the same way.” He looked up at the bright moon. “My favorite time of the year is spring, but late winter is also a blessing to me.”

      “Did you have more to say, then, your Grace?” She encouraged him to continue, glancing up at him.

      “Please, call me Edward.”

      “Edward.”

      “Do you think you could ever fall in love with me, Isabeau?”

      She grinned, hiding it behind one hand. “You are so direct, your Grace. But I must admit that I would not have a problem with that.”

      He chuckled. “You will have to learn not to call me ‘your Grace.'”

      She nodded. “Yes.”

      “I have to tell you; I did not just come upon this decision in the last few days. My feelings for you are not sudden though it may seem that way to you. I have been watching you with others at the balls all this Season, yes, but I noticed your grace and civility long ago.”

      Isabeau’s heart was bursting, and she suddenly wished they were inside where she could see him better. The next second, she was glad they weren’t inside because he would be able to see how flushed her face was. When he continued, she felt a bit overwhelmed by the gentility in his voice. “You are a beautiful woman no doubt, but I see much more than that in you. You are kind to your friends, gentle with children and a help to those in need. I’ve never seen you in a disagreeable mood. Do you ever get in a disagreeable mood?”

      His question seemed out of the blue and caught her a little off-guard.

      “I…I’m sure that I sometimes do.” She had to laugh.

      “Well, I’ve not seen it. I can’t imagine it would be that bad.”

      “I’m not a shy person, but I am not abrasive either,” She said. “I do have my own thoughts and desires.”

      He nodded. “Yes, I have seen that. I…wanted to tell you how impressed I was with how you handled my brother’s actions the other night, especially when the Earl confronted you. I have to think that if he had not met you on the floor that way, you may not have known what was said to him. It would have left him thinking of you the wrong way. I am glad we were able to set the record straight.”

      “Yes. I am, too.”

      “I began to think of you more frequently several months ago.”

      “It has been months?”

      “Yes, it has. I have been coming here on the guise of seeing your father but…” He gave her a small grin and bit his lip. “I was really coming to see you, to be closer to where you are.”

      “Oh, Edward!” Her surprise sent pleasant waves through her. She’d been in his sights for months, and she hadn’t even known. “Did you say something to my father?”

      “I didn’t have to.” Edward had to laugh. “He could tell. He started telling me about your day, just as if I had asked or as if it was a normal topic of conversation for him.”

      “How would he do that?” Isabeau was curious, trying to think of what her father could possibly have to say about her.

      “He would tell me something interesting you had said or mention where you were sometimes for no reason. I didn’t notice he was doing it for a while and when I realized it, I began to wait for him to tell me about you and what you were doing.”

      “I think from now on you can just ask me.” She grinned.

      “I would like that. If you will let me.”

      “You have my permission.”

      “You will see me on a regular basis then?”

      “Edward, I would love that.”

      He took her hand and kissed it gently, not letting go when he was done.

      “That makes me a very happy man, Isabeau. I will be waiting for you to fall in love with me as I have with you.”

      She put her hand over his and smiled warmly at him. “You don’t have to wait, Edward. My heart already belongs to you.”

      *****

      THE END

      

      The Duke’s Decision – A Clean Regency Romance

      Chapter One

      Richard Wentworth was a Duke of some note. Despite the noble and beautiful ladies that surrounded him, however, he had yet to find interest in any of them. He had too much to consider, important responsibilities and duties, and had not found a woman among them who he felt would work alongside him in his endeavors. They smiled a lot. That was about all he could think of to say, and he wanted more than that.

      He looked around the room and sighed. This was the second Season he had spent standing in a ball room, watching the action from a table to the side, where he sat with his legs stretched out and a drink in his hand. Another dance would begin soon. It was…he had to stop and think for a moment…Lady Kathleen Caywood with whom he would be dancing.

      He’d danced with her before. She was capable of performing the moves but had nothing of substance to say. He wasn’t altogether surprised that she had not been chosen by any of the Lords, Dukes and Earls that were also available and looking. So much scrutiny.

      He was fully aware that he was in the eye of the ladies as much as he was scrutinizing them. It wasn’t fun for him the first time he’d done this, and it was even less amusing now. The loss of his wife, the mother of his children, four years previous had pivoted him into a spiral of depression that had gripped him for two long years. It was only the prompting of Elizabeth that had put him on this path, trying to find a suitable mother for his three children and hopefully find a woman who would fill his heart with love and his life with laughter and happiness. He longed for the happiness he’d once had but was fearful it would never be found.

      As he looked around him once more, his hopes were not lifted. He sighed once again and took a drink from his glass. A new song started, and he spotted his sister heading toward him. Her fingers were tightly clutching her handkerchief, and she looked worried. He sat up and straightened his jacket and tie. He smiled up at her and stood up when she was a few feet away.

      “Dear sister! How lovely to see you.”

      “Yes, yes.” She sounded exasperated with him, and he tried not to be amused by it. “I see that you are having a wonderful time here. Why, by the looks of it, you might have been poisoned, just floundering back on that chair the way you were, I mean, if you don’t dance with someone, how will it look? This is the second season that…”

      “Ssshh, dear sister, sit down and take a breath.” He gestured to the chair next to her and held her hand as she lowered herself into it.

      “Oh, Richie, I do swear, you must find someone to dance with. Do you have your name on anyone’s card?”

      “I am due for the next dance with…” He racked his brain trying to remember which lady he was set to dance with on the fourth. “Uhh..” He flushed with embarrassment and sat down, looking around for a familiar female face to point out. He had just been thinking about her. He couldn’t believe he’d forgotten her name that quickly. “Uhh, Kathleen. Lady Kathleen.”

      “Caywood? Oh, oh.” Elizabeth nodded, looking for Lady Kathleen. “There she is. The song is starting, should you not go over there and fetch her?”

      “Well, I suppose I should.” He stood up immediately and went in Kathleen’s direction. She was watching him and stood up expectantly as he got closer.

      “Lady Kathleen, I do apologize for my late arrival.” He bowed when he got to her and held out his hand for her to take. He offered no further apology, and she took his hand, nodding.

      “It’s quite all right, Duke Wentworth.”

      They moved out onto the dance floor. Richard spent most of the dance wondering what he should be saying to Kathleen. They had danced before, and he found her to be a smooth and effortless dance partner. She flowed across the floor with a great deal of grace and ease. But she always maintained a fairly aloof look on her face that told him she didn’t care who she was dancing with, she was only there to dance. Her near-silence was also a clue in that direction. She was polite, and if he thought of something to ask, she readily answered. She didn’t offer any conversation, however, so he just let her dance.

      When it was over, they separated, and he bowed to her.

      “That was lovely, Lady Kathleen. We shall have to do it again.”

      “Yes, that would be wonderful, Richard.” She lowered her head and turned away. She had a mane of bright golden hair that made a thick braid down her back and a pretty figure in her bright yellow gown. He watched her skirts whisk out around her as she walked back to where she had been sitting, where another gentleman was waiting for her. Lord Edward Webb. Richard thought they would make a good couple. Neither one had much to say.

      He went back to his chair and dropped himself in it, relieved that Elizabeth had a gentleman to dance with. It kept her away from his table. He lifted his drink and watched the ladies and men twirling about in front of him. It was a comforting sight, and he liked the song that was playing. But his boredom soon returned, and he found himself wondering what his children were doing.

      An instant smile covered his face. His children were the apple of his eye. He was so proud of them and wished he had skipped the dance to stay with them for the evening. He pictured them in his mind. Charlotte was in the middle and at ten, she had quite a mind of her own. She enjoyed bossing her brothers around. They didn’t seem to mind very much. His son, Frederick, was 12 and had told him several times that Charlotte was brilliant and should be listened to whenever possible.

      The memory made Richard’s smile widen. The youngest of his brood was 7, Master Samuel. Samuel reminded Richard of a young packhorse. He was a broad-shouldered, solid little boy who would surely be the strongest boy in his classes every year of his schooling. Thinking about them made him want to go home right now and play with them.

      How would that look? He chuckled. Elizabeth had worked so hard to get him to the ball tonight, but his heart just wasn’t in it. It was the second season he had attended, and there was still two more weeks to go. The way he felt now, it was unlikely he would last that long. He knew these women, and none of them interested him. He’d been trying to get that through to Elizabeth since last season.

      He looked around once more. He was fairly certain his name was not on anyone else’s dance card for the evening. He could make a quick escape and come back to the next one to satisfy Elizabeth. He stood up and straightened his coat again, looking around for his sister. He picked up an orange from the fruit arrangement that adorned the table and began to peel it subconsciously, his eyes still roaming around the room, trying to spy his sister. She wasn’t dancing now, as the song had ended. He felt a little overwhelmed. There were suddenly quite a lot of people in the room, and his head was swimming trying to see one person among the crowd.

      He shut his eyes and regained his balance.

      He discarded the orange peel on the plate he’d left behind and picked up a napkin. Then he turned away from the table and almost ran into his sister, who was standing only inches away.

      “Richard!” She took a startled step back.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, Elizabeth!” He reached out and grabbed her elbow to help her stand steadily. She shook her head.

      “It’s all right, I know you didn’t know I was there.” She brushed herself off as though she had fallen into mud. “I apologize to you.”

      He patted her hand. “It’s all right. I think I will be leaving, though. I have no more dances to stay for, and I am feeling a bit light headed. I would like to get some fresh air. Would you like to take a quick stroll through the garden with me before I leave?”

      “No, I don’t think so, Richie, I have a full dance card.”

      He smiled at her. “That’s lovely, Elizabeth. I’m glad.”

      She nodded, and her eyes strayed over his shoulder, where couples were joining on the dance floor for the next song. “I think I see Lord Wellington right now. He’s coming this way. So you are going home?”

      “Yes, I think I will.”

      Elizabeth smiled and gave him a sympathetic look. She leaned toward him and whispered, “You won’t find another lady like Kate, Richard. You must give someone else a chance to show you there is still love in the world.”

      Richard nodded. “I know that, sister. I just haven’t found one yet. I’m open to the idea. But so far, there have been no interesting ladies that have come my way.”

      “You looked good on the dance floor with Lady Kathleen.”

      Richard shook his head. “She is only interested in the dancing. She is very quiet otherwise.”

      “She is a beautiful woman.”

      He narrowed his eyes at his sister. “The outer beauty of a woman says nothing for what it covers up.”

      Elizabeth stood up straight and sighed. She loved her brother, but he could be stubborn sometimes. “Oh, all right, Richie. You just go enjoy your fire and a nice book. I’ll be here dancing. Hello, Lord Wellington. How delightful to see you. How have you been?”

      Richard stepped to the side as Elizabeth went around him, extending one hand for the Lord to take. Daniel Wellington was well-known among the ladies and well-liked, as well. He was the same height as Richard, ten years his junior and had the brightest blue eyes anyone had ever seen. They looked out from behind long dark lashes that his sister, along with every other lady at the ball, couldn’t seem to get enough of. The Lord took Elizabeth’s hand and kissed it.

      Richard held out his hand, bowing slightly. “Lord Wellington,” He said.

      Daniel shook his hand, also bowing. “Duke Wentworth. How have you been, sir.”

      “I am well, and you?”

      “Also doing quite well, thank you. My lady, shall we move out onto the dance floor and join the others? Do pardon me, Richard, the music has just started.”

      Richard shook his head and gestured for them to go. “Not at all, please don’t miss the song on my account.”

      Elizabeth called back over her shoulder as Daniel led her to the floor. “I will be home later, Richie. You try to do something fun!”

      Richard nodded and lifted one hand to acknowledge he had heard her. Then he swiftly turned and made his way out of the building, avoiding eye contact with any of the people he saw on his way. The night was crisp and cool but he liked it that way. He went directly to his horse and mounted with ease. It wasn’t a bad night, and he didn’t mind going to the balls. He just wasn’t hoping for any new faces to suddenly pop up on the scene and the ones that were already there were not suitable to him. He was extremely picky about women; it was simply the fact that he had his three charges to think about. He didn’t want them to have a wicked stepmother just because she was of the same class and had a pretty face. The pretty face was nice, but the inside had to be just as pretty. Otherwise, he was wasting his time.

      

      Chapter Two

      Rose Bennett stood in the front of the room, one hand in mid-air, holding a piece of chalk. She was staring behind her at one of the three children she was teaching, waiting for him to calculate the equation in his mind. Samuel was looking up at the ceiling, obviously thinking with all his might. She pressed her lips together to keep from giggling.

      She had been governess for the children for almost ten years now, beginning with the family when Frederick was only two years old. Duke Wentworth – Richard – and his wife, Kate, were influential members of society in those days, visiting, putting on parties and have frequent guests that were notable, including the Prime Minister. But those were days long past and since the death of Lady Kate four years previous, things had not been the same. Gone were the ready smiles and the sound of laughter echoing down the halls of the manor. Richard had been heartbroken and angry for several years.

      It suddenly seemed that he had come out of mourning. Rose was fairly certain Elizabeth had something to do with it.

      “Four!” Samuel announced proudly. She was pulled back to reality from her thoughts.

      “Yes, Samuel, that’s right! Good for you!” She smiled at him and wrote a big four under the equation. “You can go ahead and finish your picture while your brother and sister finish their work.”

      The little boy beamed at her, and she felt a wash of affection for him sweep over her. He was such a sweet boy. All three of Duke Richard’s children were not only intelligent and friendly, they were some of the best looking children she’d ever seen. There were no other children their age in the city that were perfect in their features, with heads of beautiful blonde hair and eyes of violet and blue.

      She watched the three of them working diligently on their school work. It was very important to their father that they were educated so that they could carry on business with the best of them. He didn’t want any paupers for children, but he didn’t plan to give them handouts, either.

      Rose admired the way Richard was with his children. He always showed them a lot of love and concern, doting over their accomplishments, consoling them in their failures. She was impressed with him but did her best not to let it show. It was not her place as governess to let her admiration show.

      The door was thrown open, and Elizabeth came sweeping in, three small velvet bags clutched in her small hands.

      “Helloooo.” She sing-songed and struck a pose like a princess.

      “Auntie Liz!” All three children called out delightedly and jumped up from their work. Rose smiled wide, watching them abandon their school work for their aunt. They ran to her and threw their arms around her at the waist, almost knocking her down in their excitement. She just laughed and hugged them all one at a time.

      “Hello, children!” She looked up at Rose with pretty, wide eyes. “I’m sorry to interrupt, dear Rose. I know you are keeping them hard at work on their education.”

      Rose shook her head with a smile for her friend. “Not at all, Liz. They were almost done with what they were doing. How are you today?”

      “I’m doing very well, thank you for asking.” Elizabeth turned her attention the children. “Samuel, this little bag has a treat in it just for you! And here’s one for you, Charlotte, Frederick.” She handed the small velvet bags to them. They were color coordinated for each child. Charlotte’s favorite color was purple, so her little bag was purple. Frederick’s bag was green and Samuel’s blue. They each squealed in delight and thanked their aunt profusely. She leaned down so they could kiss her cheek one by one. Then they ran back to their chairs and sat down to look in the small bags.

      Rose stood up as Elizabeth approached the small table. She pulled a chair over to sit facing Rose and sat down in it, balling her hands up in her lap. “So, Rose, tell me what kind of tea you have for me today?”

      Rose’s smile made her face brighten. She turned to the table and spread her hands out in front of the small basket she brought in every morning. “As you can see, I have a variety of flavors today.”

      They both laughed. The tea was never any different from one day to the next. Elizabeth chose one of the three teacups that were on the tray next to the basket and plopped a small tea bag into it. She held it out for Rose to pour in the water.

      “Thank you, Rose. How has the day gone for you and the children?”

      “Very well. They are learning so fast. So intelligent. It really surprises me sometimes.”

      “They take after their daddy. Not that there was anything wrong with their mother.” She added hastily. “But Richard was always very smart. He was ahead of all the other young boys his age all through his schooling. I could never catch up with him, that was certain.”

      Rose just nodded. There were a great many things to admire about the Duke. “Was he able to find an interesting match last night at the ball?”

      Elizabeth snorted in an unladylike fashion, and Rose chuckled at the sound. “No,” Elizabeth said bluntly. “He isn’t really looking, though, is he? He has had many opportunities, even ladies who don’t mind becoming a step-mother to the children. They step up to him, but he doesn’t respond. That’s very discouraging.”

      “Is he really trying at all? Does he participate in the dancing?”

      “As well he should!” Elizabeth was a little frustrated with her brother. “But not enough. And when he does, he just…well, he doesn’t seem to want to be involved. And you have to want to be involved, or nothing will ever happen.”

      “Perhaps he has high standards.” Rose smiled.

      “As well he should!” Elizabeth’s voice was firm, but her face betrayed that her frustration was because she cared about Richard. “But he can’t expect perfection, now can he?”

      Rose was sure Richard wasn’t looking for perfection. He was a good man who wanted a good woman who could match him in wits, intelligence and humor. If he compromised, he could end up miserable his entire life.

      “He has a right to keep his standards high.” She took the last sip of tea from her cup and set it down on the table, thinking about the Duke. She didn’t think he should compromise his values so that he could marry again. He knew his value and was comfortable being alone for now. He had mentioned several times that it was Elizabeth who was so anxious for him to find someone.

      She wasn’t sure how she felt about him finding a woman to marry. Although it would be good for him in status and society, he had his children to think about. He didn’t want to provide the wrong woman for them as a mother. He didn’t want to regret his decisions. That prompted him to be more cautious in his search. She understood that. If Frederick, Charlotte, and Samuel had been her children, she wouldn’t have wanted anything but the best for them. Her eyes strayed to where they were in their chairs, excitedly talking about the small gifts their aunt had brought them, showing them to each other and laughing.

      “It was sweet of you to bring them toys and to come and sit with me this afternoon.” Rose looked at Elizabeth with a broad smile. “We always enjoy your visits.”

      “It is my pleasure to be welcomed. I know whenever I want a hug, this is where I can go to get one.”

      “You only mention your brother’s search for love. What about you? Have you found an eligible handsome bachelor yet?”

      Elizabeth reached out with one hand and placed it on the table over Rose’s. “Honey, I’ve known for some time who I will marry.”

      Rose looked confused. “Whatever do you mean? I have seen you with no men. Not one in particular anyway.”

      Elizabeth laughed. “That’s because he doesn’t know it yet!”

      “But what if he seeks out a different woman?”

      Elizabeth shook her head. “He won’t. He is just as dedicated to me as I am to him. We just haven’t made it official.”

      “How long has this been going on?” Rose was very surprised. Elizabeth was not a shy woman. She would have expected the Lady to announce her intentions, not keep them hidden. “Who is it? Do I know him?”

      “You may have seen him when the children were allowed to come to the dance. He is Viscount Miles Clark.”

      “Oh, I believe I know of whom you are speaking. He is a banker, is he not?”

      Elizabeth nodded. “Yes.”

      “I do know of him. He is a handsome man, held in high esteem among his peers.”

      “Yes. He is kind and compassionate, and I like to talk to him. He doesn’t make me feel unhappy inside.”

      “That’s certainly good.”

      “You know…”

      Rose was taken aback by the way Elizabeth was looking at her. “What is it?” She was a little fearful and stared back at Elizabeth.

      A playful smile passed over Elizabeth’s lips. “You have been here with us for a long time now haven’t you?”

      “Yes, you know that I have.”

      “You would be a wonderful choice for Richard, you know.”

      Rose felt her cheeks flush, and she opened her eyes wider. “Oh, Liz! What a thought!” She didn’t admit to her friend that she had thought many times about how highly she regarded the Duke. But as a governess, it was not her place to seek out the love of a Royal. No matter how long she had been with the family or how close she was to the children. “He would never consider it.”

      “There is always a chance, dear. You have to keep your hopes up.”

      “How did you come to decide my hopes were up for something like that?” Had she let her admiration for the Duke show? If so, it could be detrimental to her position in the house. She pictured Richard demanding that she leave the house at once. She saw herself weeping, packing her bags and saying goodbye to the children.

      “Good Lord, you look as though I just suggested you jump from the third-floor balcony. Don’t look so terrified! Richard is a good, upstanding man.”

      “Oh, I do agree!” Rose lowered her eyes to her lap. “But I am his governess, the governess of his children. He would never consider me for anything more than that.”

      “I don’t know about that.” Elizabeth’s voice sounded sneaky, and Rose suspected she was hatching a plot in that creative mind of hers.

      “What are you thinking, Liz? You have a very strange look on your face.”

      “I was just thinking how good you would be for him.” Elizabeth smiled when Rose’s cheeks turned an even brighter pink.

      “Oh!” Rose lifted one hand to her mouth and looked at the children behind Liz. They had no trouble entertaining themselves. “I…I don’t know what to say.”

      Elizabeth’s grin sparkled in her eyes. “I can see you have thought the same thing. Tell me you have.”

      Rose dared not say the words. She nodded once.

      “Well, it doesn’t surprise me, Rose. He is a fine catch and of any lady, you know that very well.”

      “I also know my place, Liz. I have no nobility at all. I don’t think he would think of me as anything more than a governess.”

      “We don’t know that. The man of a mind can be a very mysterious thing.”

      

      Chapter Three

      Rose was unable to get her mind off of the conversation with Elizabeth the rest of the day. Richard ate dinner with his children every night that he wasn’t out and that evening, she found herself looking at him more often, wondering what he was thinking when he looked at her. It wasn’t until then that she realized they had never had any real conversations. She knew a lot about him, but he knew very little about her. She didn’t see passion or interest in him when he did speak to her.

      Richard asked her how her day went when he saw her, but the conversation rarely went past that. She made up her mind during dinner to change that and gauge his reaction.

      She took her seat next to Samuel, smiling as the children talked excitedly to each other about some kind of adventure they had had. They were very good at making up stories that made them sound very courageous and bold. Their imaginations were boundless.

      When Richard came in to sit at the head of the table, she felt a bit nervous. She smiled at him, and he smiled back.

      “Good evening, children, Rose. How is everyone today?”

      “It was a good day, Daddy!” Samuel was the first to speak up, but the greetings from Frederick and Charlotte overlapped his. He laughed and looked at Rose.

      “They are very excited today. Did you take them on an adventure?”

      “I don’t really need to,” Rose responded, looking at the children fondly. “They make their own adventures. We did go for a walk around the grounds and through the garden. I’m sure they can think of some very exciting things they saw while we were out.”

      “Oh yes! There was the biggest caterpillar I’ve ever seen on the walkway, daddy, the very biggest one! We thought it was going to get us, didn’t we, Charlotte?” Samuel bounced in his seat.

      “You thought it would.” His sister replied. “I knew it was just a regular caterpillar.”

      “Then why did you run away from it?”

      “Because you were scared and I didn’t want you to feel alone.”

      Richard threw back his head and laughed at the remark. “That’s very sisterly of you, Charlotte,” he said.

      “Well, he was, daddy, he was scared. He ran and ran and we had to go get him.”

      “It was going to get me!” Samuel insisted, even though both adults could see by the look on his face that he was teasing them all. “It was so big, and it was really fast for a caterpillar.”

      Both Rose and Richard were laughing by this point. Rose looked up to see Richard looking at her, and the look on his face made him laugh even more.

      “Perhaps we shouldn’t talk about monster caterpillars before dinner?” He said. “We don’t want you to get an upset stomach.”

      “Oh, I’m not gonna have an upset stomach.” Samuel continued, shaking his head soberly. “I would have just smashed it.”

      “Oh, Samuel!” Charlotte protested. “That’s not what you’re supposed to do! You should leave it alone!”

      “I did leave it alone! I was saying I would smash it if it came after me!”

      “But then why did you run away from it?” It didn’t look like Charlotte was going to let the conversation end. “You were scared, and you ran away, but now you say you would just smash it.”

      “I would have!”

      Charlotte shook her head and opened her mouth, to say something but her father interrupted her.

      “I’m sure you would have saved the whole family if the caterpillar had grown so big and attacked you, Samuel. But let’s talk about a different adventure, shall we? What else did you do today?”

      “We saw three birds we’ve never seen before!” Charlotte decided to answer that time. “They were very red, and they were up in the cherry tree. Samuel was going to throw a rock at them, but Rose wouldn’t let him.”

      “Good for Rose.” Richard replied. Rose flushed and then felt silly for responding that way. He’d complimented her before, but now that Elizabeth had sparked her curiosity, she heard the compliment differently. “We don’t throw rocks at birds, not even ugly ones.”

      “Oh, daddy, there aren’t any ugly birds.” Charlotte rolled her eyes at her father’s silliness. “They are all beautiful, even plain ones.”

      “That’s very nice, honey.” Richard smiled at her. “You are very kind-hearted.”

      “Thank you, Daddy.”

      Richard looked at Rose. “How was your day today?”

      “The children were very good. They paid attention to their schoolwork and learned a lot. They are so smart.”

      Richard nodded. “Yes, they are. I’m proud of each of you.”

      They all three responded with, “Thank you, daddy.”

      “How was your day?”

      Richard shook his head. “All boring business, I’m afraid. Nothing much to speak of. I begin to wonder if I’m in the wrong business.”

      “Haven’t your family owned it for several generations?” She asked.

      “Many. As far back as has been recorded. I don’t think we’ve ever been anything but businessmen. I’m… a little disappointed in it, to tell you the truth. I feel a bit wasted in my position, doing nothing but telling other people what to do all day.”

      “It sounds like you aren’t having much fun. You should do something to amuse yourself…besides the balls and dancing, of course.”

      Richard chuckled without humor, picking up his fork. He gave her a look through narrowed eyes. “That is not what I would consider fun.”

      “You do not enjoy the dances?” She was surprised. He had never mentioned before that he was dissatisfied, though he never brought any of the Ladies home, not this Season so far or the one before. She was suddenly glad of that fact, realizing she would now be jealous and uncomfortable if he had.

      “It’s not the dancing that I object to. I like to dance. It’s the fact that Elizabeth makes me dance with Ladies I have no interest in. Most of them are looking for a certain kind of man as I am looking for a certain kind of woman. I have these children to think of, as well. They are young and not capable of caring for my children as they should be taken care of.”

      “I am here. I can care for them.”

      “And that’s another thing.” Richard let his fork drop so that it smacked against the side of his plate, which startled Rose and all three children. He looked down and then up at each of them. “I’m sorry about that.”

      “What did you mean?” Rose wanted to hear his answer very badly.

      “What?” Richard blinked at her. “Oh, we are talking about the Ladies from town, aren’t we? I have Samuel, Charlotte and Frederick to think of, and you have been their governess for most, if not all of their lives. What if the woman I brought back here decided you were no longer needed? I dread the thought of living in a home dictated by a strong-willed woman.”

      “There are no Ladies at all that you feel would be up to the task of caring for the children? I can find a new position, if that were so.” She actually felt a little sick to her stomach when she spoke the words. She hoped it didn’t show on her face. Relief flooded through her when Richard shook his head.

      “That’s not what I want. The children would miss you. You care for them better than anyone else can. I don’t want someone else in charge of them.”

      Rose pressed her lips together, wishing he would see past her plainness and lack of status to more possibilities.

      “Daddy, I’m done eating, can I go now?” Charlotte said, putting her fork down.

      “You ate very quickly tonight, didn’t you?” Richard answered.

      Charlotte nodded, her blond curls bouncing on her shoulders. “I have a book to read. I started it yesterday, and I want to read it, so I hurried to get to it. Can I go to my room?”

      “Yes, that’s fine. I’ll come in with Rose tonight and see you to bed. All right?”

      “Yes, daddy!” Charlotte jumped up from her chair and went to him to throw her arms around his neck. He hugged her back, and she gave him a kiss on his cheek before running out the door.

      Her brothers left soon after, leaving Rose and Richard to finish their dinners together. It was not the first time it had happened, but it was the first time Rose noticed they didn’t usually speak to each other. She decided to change that. Their conversation before the children departed made her feel that more was possible. The more they talked, the more they would bond.

      “If you were to be doing something else besides what you do,” She began. “What would it be?”

      Richard looked up at her in surprise, raising his eyebrows. “What would I do?” He appeared to be thinking about it. She smiled. “Well, I suppose I would…operate a race track. I’ve always loved horses, you know. When I was young, I used to dream of becoming a jockey.” He laughed softly. “Couldn’t do it. Too big. Too tall.”

      “That must have been terribly disappointing.” She was still smiling and saw that he was amused.

      “It was a big blow to my self-esteem. Why couldn’t I have been born thin, with barely any muscle mass.” They both laughed loudly. “I wasn’t crushed by it, don’t worry. I moved on into my rightful place as the head of the Wentworth company, and there I shall stay until the end of my days.” He said it in such a forlorn voice, completely the opposite of his previous joviality. She preferred the joviality.

      “It seems a terrible waste to me.” She had long since finished her plate but did not want to get up. The conversation would end, and she would have to go tend to the children. She wanted to stay and talk to him all night.

      He nodded, pushing his own plate away and sitting back in his chair. “I have to agree with you and thank you for saying so, Rose. It would be wonderful to just have something different happen every now and then. I am going through the motions, as they say, not getting much pleasure from this life.”

      “Things change very quickly, though.”

      “It doesn’t seem like things are changing much for me. Every day I get up and go to work and come home and have some kind of party to go to or I stay home here with the children. I enjoy the parties some but…I am just not interested in dancing with all those women…” He shook his head, not able to find the words to convey how he felt. He couldn’t imagine he put off the best image to the women he encountered anyway. No wonder they didn’t seem to be able to hold a conversation with him. “Although I suppose I could try a little harder. I don’t do much to help the situation, do I?” He smiled at her.

      She didn’t want him to try harder. She giggled a little and held her hand up over her mouth. She noticed that the look on his face had changed. He was looking at her more directly, as if he had suddenly realized something. As if he was seeing her for the first time. She lowered her hand and smiled at him.

      Richard was, indeed, realizing something for the first time. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had a conversation with a woman that lasted longer than a few minutes, other than Elizabeth. Rose seemed genuinely interested in what he had to say and responded to him with thoughtful remarks.

      He suddenly stood up and bowed to her. “I am going to retire now, Rose. It was nice talking with you. I will see you in the morning?”

      “Yes, sir.” She stood up, as well.

      He gazed at her for a moment. “It’s Richard,” he said plainly.

      She smiled. “Yes, Richard.”

      He smiled back and turned to walk out of the room, unaware he was taking a piece of her heart with him.

      

      Chapter Four

      Rose recounted the conversation for Elizabeth the next day.

      “I’m so glad you decided to stop in again today, Liz.” Rose set their teas in front of them with a platter of small cookies and cakes.

      Elizabeth eyed the snacks hungrily, trying to decide what to start with. “These look delicious, don’t they?” She picked up a cookie gingerly, as if it might disintegrate before she had a chance to eat it. She took a bite, smiling at Rose. “I do like to come here whenever I can. This is the most relaxing atmosphere. You’ve done such a good job with it.”

      Rose looked around. Richard had asked her a few months after his wife’s death to make the rooms they occupied as light and airy as possible, to keep the mood elevated. “Thank you.”

      “Did you have a good evening last night?”

      “I did.” Rose nodded. “I had a nice conversation with Richard.”

      Elizabeth’s face lit up. “Did you?”

      “Yes. We talked about the dances and his business. His…dreams, what he would like to be doing if he had a choice.”

      “Richard doesn’t enjoy his position in the company?” Elizabeth looked surprised. “He’s never mentioned that to me.”

      “He said he would rather be riding horses.”

      Elizabeth nodded. “Oh, yes. I understand that. When he was young, he wanted to be a jockey. I remember.”

      “That’s what he said.” Rose felt a little disappointed. For a moment, it seemed Richard had told her something he had not mentioned to anyone else before. If he hadn’t told Elizabeth, it would have been something very personal. She pushed the feeling away and smiled at Elizabeth. “It made me feel he does care about what I think. He was very relaxed when speaking to me.”

      “Well, I think you would be an excellent choice for my brother,” Elizabeth said, firmly. “You should be dancing with him instead of Kathleen Caywood.”

      They both laughed.

      “I truly think many of the ladies are intimidated by the children.” Elizabeth looked out over the yard to where the children were having a picnic and playing.

      “Why would they be intimidated?”

      “It’s not often a woman will be willing to take on three children, especially when they are as smart and beautiful as these.” Elizabeth shook her head. “Even though Richard is notable and holds a position in society.”

      “Surely that can’t be the case.”

      “I think it’s also because Richard has very high standards.”

      “He mentioned he didn’t want a strong-willed woman to come in and rule his house.”

      Elizabeth nodded. “That sounds like him. He wants the children to be safe, loved and happy. Kate was so good at making them smile. She made them all smile.” She turned her eyes to Rose. “I notice that they smile at you the same way. You have done such a wonderful job keeping their spirits high in the face of it all.”

      Rose sighed. “Thank you. It’s not difficult when they are already good-natured.”

      “Hmmm…” Elizabeth had that look on her slender face again. She pursed her red lips, giving Rose a direct look. “I am having an idea.”

      I can tell, Rose thought and smiled at Elizabeth.

      “What are you plotting now, Liz?” She asked.

      Elizabeth sat forward, leaning toward Rose. “There’s a ball coming up. I am going to take you as my guest. Then you will have an opportunity to dance with Richard!”

      Rose was taken aback. She raised her eyebrows. “How can that happen? What about the children?”

      “I will find someone to care for them for the night. We won’t tell Richard until after the ball. We won’t go until after Richard leaves.”

      “He may refuse to dance with me.” Rose was nearly petrified. Suppose he was angry about the whole thing and dismissed her? Last night, he seemed determined not to do such a thing but what if she pushed past her boundaries?

      “It’s a masquerade ball. Night after tomorrow. You will be wearing a mask. He won’t even know it’s you!”

      “Until I speak to him. I can’t just be silent the whole time.”

      “Dance with him for a few minutes before you say anything.”

      “I don’t know, Liz. Is this overstepping my boundaries?”

      Elizabeth shook her head, dismissing the idea with a wave of her hand. “Nonsense! I think it would be a wonderful surprise for him. He is comfortable with you. You must take advantage of that if you want to get any further with him. I think it would be wonderful if he fell in love with you!”

      Rose’s heart began to thump in her chest. The thought of Richard falling in love with her was almost more exciting than she could bear.

      “It’s settled.” Elizabeth sat back. “I will bring you an outfit tomorrow, I have several you will fit into. We are about the same size, aren’t we? I’ll have Becky take it in if not.”

      “Are you sure about this, Liz?”

      “Absolutely sure!”

      Rose pulled in a deep breath and held it for a moment. She wondered if she would be able to dance with Richard without falling all over her own feet.

      

      Richard dressed for the ball slowly, without much enthusiasm. It seemed strange to him that Elizabeth was not going with him. He pulled on his clean white shirt and began to button it. She hadn’t been on his back about dancing with as many of the Ladies as possible, either. In fact, she had completely stopped badgering him. He had no idea how to feel about that. He couldn’t imagine she had changed his mind about his situation or no longer cared. That simply wasn’t feasible. She had been pushing him for two Seasons relentlessly.

      He picked up his jacket while reaching into his pocket for his watch. He flipped it open to see he had twenty minutes if he wanted to be on time. He sighed. Another boring night watching other people dance. At least, he would hear some good songs while he was there.

      He would go to keep up appearances. He would smile and laugh. His place in society would be maintained.

      He chuckled at his thoughts as he went out the door. It was too bad Rose was not one of the Ladies. Their conversation two nights ago had made him see her differently. He nodded at his driver and got in the carriage thinking about Rose. He had noticed many things over the last two days, things she had done or said that he hadn’t paid much attention to before. She was wonderful with his children, treating them as if they were her own. She was a good-looking woman, too, something he berated himself for never noticing before. He had stopped himself from saying something to that effect several times over the last two days.

      He thought about her as he looked out of the carriage window, wondering what she would be doing tonight. If he had invited her, would she have come along? Probably not. She was not the kind of woman who would feel comfortable in an atmosphere like that. He wouldn’t want to subject her to feeling inadequate when, in fact, she was more than adequate.

      He wished status didn’t mean so much to society. He wouldn’t allow Rose to feel less than another woman, simply because she didn’t have a title. She was a worthy woman.

      By the time he got to the ballroom, he had made a solid case for Rose in his own mind. He would begin to talk to her more. He wanted to get to know her better.

      He immediately got a drink and sat down at a table in the corner. If he wasn’t spotted by too many, he stood less of a chance having to do anything he didn’t want to do. He kept his eyes open for Elizabeth. She was coming late, and he wanted to talk to her about Rose. He knew they spent a lot of time together, and he valued her opinion. He also knew she would gladly give it.

      He looked around at all of the masked people, Lords and Ladies that he knew but didn’t know and wondered how he would spot Elizabeth. Had he told her what his mask looked like? He couldn’t remember. He sighed. Maybe he would recognize her by the way she walked.

      He focused on several women, wondering if she was Elizabeth each time. He nearly jumped out of his seat when a hand rested on his shoulder. He looked up at the woman who had touched him, hoping it was his sister.

      “Richard.” He was relieved to hear Elizabeth’s voice.

      “How did you know?” He asked.

      “You told me, remember?” Elizabeth laughed and shook her head. “Over there. See her? Go ask her to dance. No one is asking her. She looks lonely.”

      “How can you tell?” The woman’s mask was a dark velvet purple and covered most of her slender face.

      Elizabeth laughed.

      “Who is she? What’s her name?”

      “It doesn’t matter. Just go ask her to dance. I was talking to her, and she seems very nice.”

      “Has she been here before? Have I danced with her before?”

      “Will you just go over there? Don’t make me take you by the hand and lead you, brother, that would look very strange, I think.”

      Richard sighed. This was the Elizabeth he was used to. It appeared he’d gotten a short reprieve from her nagging.

      “All right, all right.” He stood up and crossed the room, moving around people politely. When he reached her, he leaned over and held out his hand.

      “Would you like to dance, my lady?”

      Without a word, the woman smiled and gave him her hand. He led her onto the dance floor, where they waited a few seconds for the song to begin. Richard’s first thought when they began to dance was that the woman felt very comfortable in his arms. He wondered about her silence but was enjoying the dance too much to say anything about it. It was the first time he had danced in comfortable silence with a woman. His arm felt good around her waist.

      He was surprised when the song was over. He didn’t want to stop dancing with the silent woman. Unable to contain himself, he bowed low to her and said, “That was a lovely dance, my lady. May I have your name?”

      She smiled and laughed softly. She had been nervous the entire time but had enjoyed the dance more than she ever would have imagined. Now she would have to tell him who she was and had no idea how he would react.

      “Please?” He prompted with a laugh of his own.

      “It’s Rose,” she said softly.

      He stared at her from behind his own mask. “Rose? My Rose?”

      His use of the word “my” delighted her. She giggled and lifted her mask slightly so he could see who she was.

      “Rose!” The way he said her name made it clear he was not unhappy that she was here. “I thought there was something familiar about you! I am glad you are here. I suppose Elizabeth brought you?”

      “Yes, she did.”

      “We must dance again, Rose. Would you like that?”

      “I would very much like to.”

      When the music started, they began to dance, his arm around her waist again. She thought she enjoyed that more than anything else.

      “I have been thinking about you, Rose,” he said.

      “Have you?”

      “Yes. You are…you’ve been so good to me and my children. I wish I had seen it before. I wouldn’t have…wasted much of the time I have spent looking…” He stopped talking, and she felt his hand on her waist gripping her a bit tighter. It made her heart skip a beat. “You’re lovely, Rose. I would like to spend more time talking to you.”

      “I would like that, too.”

      He leaned down and when he whispered to her, his lips brushed her ear lightly, sending chills over her arms.

      “The children will be delighted.”

      They both laughed.

      *****

      THE END

      

      CLEAN REGENCY Romance - A Sister’s Plan

      

      Chapter One

      Marie Downing glanced at herself in the mirror, pushing her dark hair back and away from her forehead. She looked with disappointment at her face and sighed. She had seen no improvement with the makeup her sisters wore to hide their flaws so she chose to wear very little of it. The blush only made her washed out face look like she’d just been slapped on both sides and lipstick only brought attention to the fact that her lips were thin and her mouth wide.

      Marie painted a picture of herself in her mind as a side show clown and felt very heavy in her heart. She could hear her sisters upstairs. It was time for her to get ready, as well, but she was delaying it. Her sisters took a lot longer than she did, with all of their lace and layers. They did their hair up in fancy dos and painted their faces. Marie didn’t do those things. It was a waste of time. She kept her dark hair back in a bun and only used a bit of powder to add color to her whole face and some pencil around her eyes at the insistence of her older sister, Lucinda.

      Marie began to take the stairs up to the room where her sisters were talking and laughing. She wished she could get in on the fun but had felt like the odd girl out since the beginning. She had one younger sister, and her four other sisters were older than she. They were all beautiful girls, with slender bodies and pretty smiles. They wore the nicest clothes their father, the Earl of Weatherton, could supply. He had offered her the same opportunities, but she had chosen more practical wear and was less enthusiastic about the Season when it came around. She had found no interesting men to come courting her and would rather have played the piano and sang for the guests than dance with them.

      Her father had given her permission to do just that before the Season started. It was her second time around, and she had spent several miserable weeks during the first one being forced to fill up her card every time she went to a ball and dance with some decent and some hideous men.

      She reached out and turned to the knob to enter the room where her sisters were readying themselves for the ball.

      “I suppose we will all have to dance with Duke Arlington and that deplorable Earl George.” She heard Angela saying.

      “George Wright?” Lucinda asked, pulling on the ties to Angela’s corset to tighten them.

      “Yes, that’s just who I mean,” Angela confirmed.

      “He’s not a bad sort.” Lucinda continued. “I won’t mind dancing with him. At least, he doesn’t step on your toes!”

      “It’s simply amazing how many men have no clue about dancing!” Another sister, Caroline, standing by the window looking out, said to no one in particular.

      Marie took her spot in the corner, where her dress was hanging. She pulled it down from the hook and held it out in front of her to scan it. It was new, something her father had picked up for her while abroad in the Americas. He had picked up similar dresses for each of her sisters and had each of them styled slightly differently so they would have their own unique look.

      She liked hers. It was a deep, rich purple that offset the color of her eyes, which had a slight purple tint mixed in with the blue. Her pale skin and indigo eyes were in sharp contrast with her almost-black hair. She felt like it made her look like a ghost.

      Her younger sister, Jenny, was watching her and approached from a few feet away. “Do you like the dress papa bought for you, Marie?”

      Marie looked up at her. Jenny was smiling at her, which prompted her to smile back. “I do.” Marie nodded. “I like it very much. It’s very pretty.”

      “It is pretty.” Jenny reached out and stroked the fabric. “Papa always picks the best fabrics for us, doesn’t he?”

      “Yes, he does.”

      A voice from behind her made Marie turn. “I don’t know why he bought you a dress at all.” It was her second- to-oldest sister, Madeline. Madeline was due to be married off this year. If she weren't soon, she would be considered a spinster, not just to the masses but in her own mind. Marie was aware that Madeline was unhappy about that situation and confused as to why it was happening at all. Marie wasn’t surprised. Madeline had the personality of a coiled snake about to strike. She had learned nothing in finishing school and insisted that everything be her way or no way. That didn’t go over well with the men that Marie had met so far.

      “Why would you say that?” Jenny asked before Marie could say anything. Not that Marie would say anything. She was used to Madeline’s word jabs.

      “Because all she’s going to do is sit behind the piano and play, making eyes at all the men around her instead of actually dancing with them and attracting one.”

      “I don’t think you are one to talk about attracting men, Maddie.” Jenny took a step so that she was in between Madeline and Marie. “You have not been very successful at that yourself.”

      Madeline huffed and put her nose in the air before turning to pull on a small waist jacket. “At least, I put some effort into it.”

      “Marie has plenty of time. She doesn’t have to choose quickly and get it over with. It’s an important decision and must be made wisely.”

      Madeline had turned her back to Jenny, fastening the small buttons on the jacket.

      Jenny turned back to Marie and reached out to help her pull the gown over her head. “You don’t listen to a word Maddie says, Marie. You know what you’re worth. Don’t settle for anything less.”

      Marie nodded, looking at Jenny with a soft smile. “I won’t.”

      Jenny was a year younger than Marie but wiser in many ways. She had already found the man she wanted to marry but was too shy to tell her father. At just 17, she knew he wouldn’t approve of her choices and especially when he knew who it was – Jonathan Bligh, a nearby farmer who was just now trying to put his father’s farm back on its feet. Jonathan was 20, his father had died only months before, and Jonathan was working his fingers to the bone to save the only home he knew.

      Jenny had been in love with Jonathan for as long as she could remember and they had made a pact to get married as soon as she turned 18. Now it was only a few months away, and she was anxious. She was a wise girl, and Marie approved of Jonathan. She hoped their father would, as well, when the time came.

      “Somebody needs to tell Duke Arlington what he’s worth,” Madeline said, joining their sister, Caroline, at the window, where they both looked out over the grounds and at the bright blue sky dotted with just a few white clouds.

      “Are you interested in Duke Arlington??” Caroline stared at her with wide eyes, a shocked expression on her face.

      Madeline screwed up her face in disgust and then laughed abruptly. “No, dear sister. Not at all. The Duke’s problem is that he thinks he’s worth more than he is. Someone needs to bring him down to the ground, in my opinion. A man that ugly shouldn’t be trying to win over the hearts of pretty women.”

      “That’s a cruel thing to say, Madeline,” Marie spoke up.

      Madeline turned to stare at her. “You wouldn’t know a thing about it, little girl. You spend all of your time hiding behind your piano. If you aren’t even going to try, I’m not going to give you any sympathy. And you shouldn’t speak when you don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Stop it, Maddie.” Lucinda shook her head at Madeline, sitting to pull on her boots and lace them. “You are being very foul today. What’s wrong?”

      Madeline turned her narrow eyes to Lucinda and shook her head. “There’s absolutely nothing wrong with me. What’s wrong with her? She is never going to get married at this rate!”

      “Madeline, why does it matter to you when Marie gets married?” Lucinda had stopped in the middle of lacing one boot and was staring at her older sister. “You are not yet there yourself. You should be worrying about what is going on in your own life instead of berating Marie for the lack of action in hers.”

      “Beth was married when she was Marie’s age.” Madeline sniffed.

      Lucinda raised her eyebrows at the mention of their oldest sister and gave Madeline a disgusted look. “Maddie, you are several years older than Marie, and you aren’t married. Please don’t continue. You are only making a fool of yourself.”

      Madeline huffed in embarrassment and stomped out the door, one hand holding on to her skirts so she could walk quicker and the other one clutching her folded fabric fan. Before she reached the door, she had flipped it open and was fanning her heated face. She gave them all one more defiant look before flying out the door and slamming it behind her.

      Jenny turned back to help Marie after watching the scene unfold. She was shaking her head. “I can’t believe that girl sometimes. It seems she is living in her own world most of the time.”

      “And she is the queen there,” Marie added.

      Jenny pulled Marie into a quick hug. “She’s going to be very lonely for a long time if she continues to live there. You’re going to be fine, Marie. God will provide your man in due time.”

      Marie smiled at her. “I know. I’m not worried. I don’t feel sociable most of the time anyway, why would I want to share that with a man? I really don’t feel I need to. At least, not right now.”

      Jenny took her sister’s hand, and the two of them sat on a long cushioned bench so Jenny could apply a bit of makeup to Marie’s eyes and face. “You like to be alone, don’t you, Marie?”

      Marie shrugged. “I don’t mind it.”

      Jenny squeezed her hand. “When you are attracted to a man, and you fall in love, you will feel more sociable, I bet. There’s nothing like love to make you glow like a firefly.”

      “Is that so?” Marie smiled at her sister.

      “It is.”

      “That must be why you are always glowing then.”

      Jenny laughed and pulled Marie into another hug. “You are a sweet, sweet sister, Marie. I love you.”

      “I love you, too.”

      “Do you think you will do any dancing tonight at all?”

      Marie pressed her lips together and looked down. “I…I’m not sure. Maybe with Cornelius, at least.”

      “Well, if you feel like dancing and not playing the piano or singing for everybody, you let me know, and I will find someone for you to dance with.”

      “That feels like cheating.” Marie giggled. “I should be waiting for someone to ask me who hasn’t been encouraged to do so.”

      “Nonsense!” Jenny laughed. “How will they ever know about you from behind that piano? They probably all think you came with it! You have to meet them somehow and what better way than through a recommendation from me? I know everyone!”

      The girls laughed. It was true that Jenny was a social butterfly. But Marie was fairly certain that everyone knew she was betrothed to Jonathan. Everyone except their father.

      

      Chapter Two

      When she entered the ballroom, Marie felt instantly out of place. She was familiar with many of the men there. They were standing around and sitting at the tables, drinking and talking to all the women. They seemed comfortable and happy. Most of them did, anyway. They were handsome and rich and knew what they wanted.

      She wished she felt that same security.

      She made a beeline for the large piano set apart from the orchestra where she would take her place for the evening. Madeline was right that Marie spent her time there and rarely got up. She danced during her first Season and saw no need to this time. Her sister had been wrong, however, when she said that Marie never got attention behind the piano. Several times, men had come over and offered her a drink and asked to be placed on her dance card. She usually declined, stating that she was here to play the piano and not to dance. The rejection was usually taken with an air of nonchalance and the men would just nod and go off to find another victim.

      She slid into the piano bench and lifted the cover from the keys. She eyed them lovingly and softly ran one finger over them. She smiled to herself.

      “You have a very nice smile, you know.” She heard and looked up abruptly into the eyes of her good friend, Cornelius Argabright. He was smiling from ear to ear.

      “Cornelius! How are you this evening?” She lifted one hand, which he took and touched with his lips before releasing it.

      “I am good, Marie, thank you. How are you?”

      “I am looking forward to playing some beautiful music tonight.”

      “Oh? So I assume it’s more of the usual for you, then.”

      She caught the compliment and blushed. “Thank you, Cornie.”

      “You do play such beautiful music. I suppose you have plenty of room on your card. Care to dance with me once this evening?”

      She bit her bottom lip and grinned at him. “I would like that. Are you booked much tonight?”

      He laughed. “I have all the ladies after me, Marie. You know that.”

      She eyed him. He was rich and handsome and very popular. The masses had expected her to marry him someday but it wasn’t in the cards, and they both knew it. They were good friends but would never be anything more than that. Cornelius was the only man Marie had ever felt comfortable with but her feelings for him had never grown any further.

      As for him, he knew he was an eligible bachelor in every sense of the word and therefore, kept his options open. He liked Marie, but she was not the woman he would marry. He was still looking for that woman and was confident his choice would be the right one. In the meantime, he enjoyed spending time with his friend.

      “I do.” She finally replied. “So you just let me know when and I will have someone play while I dance.”

      “That sounds wonderful. I’ll be back to fetch you for the fifth.”

      “All right.” Marie smiled at him. “I’ll see you then.”

      Cornelius bowed dramatically and took a few steps backward before turning around and disappearing in the crowd. She watched him as he left. Her eyes were diverted to his left, where Duke Arlington had just stepped into the room. His face was distinguishable because of the long scar that traced the side of his face on the left side from his eye down to his chin, where it was buried under a trim dark brown beard. She had been told the scar came from a fencing duel he had been in when he was a younger man in his early 20’s. She wondered if it was true. She watched him eyeing everyone around him. He was standing with a group of men. They were all talking and laughing while he stood with a solemn face, as usual.

      Marie couldn’t help feeling sorry for him. She knew that he was brash and often rude, but she felt like he had a reason for that. He had been rejected by women all his life. How did they expect him to be? It wasn’t just the women who were being cruel. He didn’t promote kindness when he snapped at people and gave them dirty looks.

      She began playing, running her fingers over the keys lovingly. She began with the Grand March, the typical opening for each ball. It was a time for anyone who wanted to be seen to dance around the floor, catching the eye of prospective matches. She always enjoyed the Grand March because she was able to look at all of the people without being mixed in with them. She had found the dance-floor to be hot and exhausting last Season. Her area of the ballroom was well-ventilated, having a large set of double glass doors directly behind her piano, doors that were often kept open slightly to let in a gentle breeze.

      She moved into a Waltz second and again, kept her eyes on the dance floor, watching her sisters twirling about with their suitors. They all laughed and talked to the men without a problem. Even Madeline had a smile on her usually plastered face.

      During a break between songs, the Master of Ceremonies announced a game. During the next song, a fun galloping dance, the partners were obligated to switch after a few spins around the floor, allowing the couples to get to know more of the group on an individual level and only for a few minutes. It looked fun to Marie, but she was still glad she didn’t have to be involved. That kind of movement would surely have made her feel faint.

      She didn’t play a great deal during the dance. Her part was simple and allowed her to watch the couples on the floor. She settled her eyes on Duke Arlington because the constant movement would have confused her brain. He was stone-faced most of the time. She noticed that he went through her four sisters one after the other, not paying much attention to any of them. The knowledge of open rejection was obvious on his face. Two of her sisters smiled at him and danced freely, enjoying the movement and the fun. Jenny kept her eyes down as she danced with him but looked shyer than anything else. She responded to the Duke when he spoke to her, making him smile a little. That gave Marie a sense of relief. When they separated, he bowed to her and kissed her hand. He turned then and was confronted with the disdainful face of Madeline.

      Once again, Marie found herself feeling sorry for the Duke. She wished she could talk to him and ease his pain. She didn’t believe the scar made him an unattractive man. She felt that it distinguished him from the others and should be worn as a badge of honor. He had obviously been defending his beliefs over something or there would not have been a duel. Even if it was a duel over a woman, surely that still meant that he was a loyal and honorable man who would put himself on the line for a woman he loved?

      She didn’t understand why she seemed to be the only one who thought that about him. She noticed that Madeline did not smile when she was dancing with the Duke. In fact, she kept her eyes and face turned away so that she was not looking at him. Marie could tell that the Duke was saying a few words to her, but Madeline did not appear to respond to him.

      Duke Arlington spun her in a circle violently, and she almost lost her footing. Marie lowered her head and tried to hide a small grin. It was only what Madeline deserved. She was being rude to the Duke. She could tell when he separated from her that when he bowed low to her, he said a few angry words that made Madeline’s face screw up tight. She turned on her heel and stalked away from him into the arms of another man who swept her away to dance.

      Marie watched the Duke looking after her retreating sister with a look of rage on his face. He turned away and walked off the dance floor, apparently looking for a drink.

      She sighed. She wondered how she could draw the Duke’s attention to her. It was his ballroom they were occupying, which made it even more unsettling that her sister had treated him with such disdain. No one else in the room behaved that way to the Duke.

      She spotted Cornelius as he was headed toward her when the music stopped. She stood up from the bench and moved away from it to stand next to the grand piano. She gestured for him to come to her. He stopped on the way and grabbed two glasses of white wine, one of which he handed to her when he got closer.

      “How are you getting along, Marie? Enjoying yourself? I do like your playing. You play so well.” They smiled at each other.

      “Thank you, Cornie. I do like to play. How have you been this evening? Found your lovely lady yet?”

      He narrowed his eyes and grinned slyly. “I think I have my eye on a lady, yes. How about you? See anyone from afar?”

      Marie blushed and moved closer to him so that she could speak in a soft voice. “I have. And I need your help.”

      “I can’t play the piano for you if that’s what you’re going to ask,” Cornelius replied with a laugh, knowing she would never have asked such a thing. She laughed with him.

      “No, no. You know better than that, Cornie. No, I want you to talk to him for me. I want to know if he’s noticed me at all back here. Or if he saw me last Season. I was dancing then.”

      “We’ll be dancing together soon. Do you want me to talk to him before then? And who is it we’re talking about anyway?” Cornelius gazed around the room, trying to guess who his young friend could be interested in.

      “Duke Phillip,” she whispered.

      He leaned closer to her and spoke out the corner of his mouth. “Did you just say Duke Phillip, my dear? Are you interested in becoming an Arlington?”

      The thought sent a chill of excitement through Marie that she tried very hard not to show. She assumed her friend noticed anyway because he chuckled deeply.

      “Aaah, so it is that way. Well, dear, I will go and have a chat with our host and steer him in your direction. How does that sound?”

      “Oh, Cornelius, you are a good friend!” Marie threw her arms around his shoulders, and he leaned over to hug her back.

      “It’s not a problem at all.”
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“And who is it that you are interested in? Point her out to me right now so I can sing your praises to her.”

      Cornelius laughed. He turned and scanned the room and then pointed to a woman in a blue silk and lace ball gown that fit her form beautifully. She had several braids intertwined through her long yellow-blond hair and a slender face with big eyes. “There she is. Lady Jane Caldwell. She is a very nice woman. I look forward to spending the rest of the Season with her, frankly.”

      “Oh do you? Well, I will certainly pray that that happens for you.” Marie gave him a big smile.

      “And I will talk to the Duke and see what he thinks about visiting the piano for a few minutes.” He scanned her from head to toe. “You do look very pretty tonight, by the way. I love your dress. It compliments your eyes well.”

      Marie blushed. “Thank you, Cornie.”

      He smiled. “If you can show the Duke that look right there, I know he will fall for you.”

      Marie giggled softly and nodded. Cornelius bowed to her and kissed her hand. “I will see you for our dance, my dear.”

      

      Chapter Three

      Despite the fact that he was feeling a bit dizzy already, Phillip reached out and grabbed another white wine from the server as he passed. The server stopped to allow him to take the glass and then bowed slightly, moving on through the crowd. Phillip watched him go, feeling a sour anger raging through him. He didn’t know why he ever attended or hosted these dances. They were filled with egomaniacal wenches and shrews. Every one of them.

      He felt a pang of regret and guilt. They weren’t all wenches and shrews. But there were enough there to undermine the confidence he spent weeks building up before the Season started. Every Season was the same for him. He wasn’t going to attend many more. He was beginning to tire of the whole thing.

      He saw Cornelius heading his way, an intent look in his eyes. He grumbled to himself, wondering what his young friend was going to say. Cornelius generally talked to him about politics and finances, but Phillip had a feeling that wasn’t what this conversation was going to be about. The look his friend had on his face was more joyous, mixed with a bit of sneakiness. He admitted he found himself to be very curious.

      He lifted his glass as Cornelius approached and the young man lifted his in return.

      “Good evening, Phillip. How is your evening going?”

      Phillip shook his head, relieved that his friend was there to talk to. “It’s just another ball. Just another dance to watch all these ladies spinning in circles going nowhere.”

      Cornelius shook his hand while at the same time shaking his head. “A sour puss, you are, my friend, but I understand. Are you setting your sights on anyone in the place?” He stood next to Phillip and gazed out at the crowd.

      “No. I can’t say that I am.”

      “Have you danced with Marie Downing?”

      Phillip was quiet for a moment as he scanned the women before his eyes settled on Marie, who was still standing at the piano, now accompanied by Lucinda and Jenny. They were talking about something that was making them laugh.

      “The piano player?”

      Cornelius was a bit discouraged by Phillip’s plain description of Marie but pressed on. “Yes, that’s her. She doesn’t always play the piano.” He looked at Phillip. “Though I admit that’s where she usually is.”

      “I hadn’t thought of her. She doesn’t dance or open herself up to dancing.”

      “She would. She just hasn’t been asked by the right man.”

      “I doubt very much I am that man,” Phillip said.

      “You sell yourself short, my friend. You should ask her for a place on her dance card. It’s very open. So far, she only has one spot slotted. And that’s with me.”

      “Why don’t you dance with her then?”

      Cornelius laughed. “Oh, I plan to. We are great friends. But I am interested in Lady Caldwell. It concerns me that you are not having a good time. I thought I would suggest a change in your routine.”

      “Your concern means a great deal to me.” Phillip looked at his friend with amusement.

      “Does it?” Cornelius smiled at him.

      “I am thinking about the piano player’s sister. Jenny. I find she is the only one who shows proper respect for me.”

      Cornelius’ smile faltered. Marie would be hurt to hear that the Duke was planning to choose her younger sister over her. She felt her prospects were limited. Jenny’s were not. Cornelius suppressed a sigh. “Do you plan to move forward with Jenny?” He asked hesitantly. “I know that Marie would also treat you with respect. You should dance with her, at least once.”

      Phillip looked at him closely. “She is a dear friend of yours, and you are encouraging me to dance with her? Don’t you know what a mongrel I am?”

      Cornelius laughed suddenly. “My friend! You are no such thing. You have many fine qualities.”

      Phillip’s mood was lifted, and he felt much more spirited since his friend came over. “You are being polite,” he said.

      “I have no need to be polite to you, Phillip. We are already friends, and I’m not a lady for you to court!”

      They laughed together.

      “I will consider a dance with her,” Phillip said finally.

      “That is wonderful. I’m sure she will be delighted.”

      “Perhaps you will set it up for me? Find out when she is available?”

      “I think it is more whether or not you are available, Phillip. You are the host. Is your schedule already full?”

      Phillip pondered it for a moment. “I suppose it is for the night. And your Marie will need to be playing the piano anyway. I do believe she will be singing shortly as well. She does have a beautiful voice.”

      “She does.” Cornelius nodded in agreement.

      “I will have to dance with her next time. If she comes out from behind the piano.”

      “We will just have to make sure she does.”

      Phillip watched the three sisters, thinking that they were all very beautiful women. He could, by rights, have his choice. But he wasn’t about to imprison himself to a life of misery by choosing a woman for her looks. He desired respect and love. Not position and outer beauty. Many of the women he danced with were charming. But he could see through the fake behavior to what was underneath. They wanted to be a Duchess. That was clear to see. They didn’t care how he felt about them. And that was if they didn’t turn away in disgust because of the way he looked. He knew his facial scar made him look angry most of the time. But there was nothing he could do about that.

      Marie laughed, looked over and caught his eye. They gazed at each other for a moment before both of them moved their eyes away. He wondered what she thought when she looked at him.

      Most likely the same thing the rest of them thought. Something unpleasant.

      But her eyes had lingered a little longer than the other women who looked at him. And there was something about her smile. It hadn’t slipped when he caught her eye.

      He wondered…

      

      A few days later, the door to Marie’s room burst open, and Jenny came running through, sobbing, her hands covering her face. Marie stood up from her place at the desk and ran to her.

      “Jenny! What’s happened? What’s wrong?” Marie grabbed her sister and took her to her bed beside the desk, sitting on the edge with her arms still wrapped around her. She began to rock her and smooth her hair back from her forehead.

      “Oh, Marie, it’s horrible! It’s horrible!”

      “Sshhh. Tell me what’s wrong, my dear?”

      She looked over when Lucinda and Caroline came through the open door, both shaking their heads and looking tragic.

      “Wait till you hear, Marie. Oh my goodness!” Lucinda came straight over to the bed and sat on the opposite side of Jenny, facing her sister to comfort her like Marie. “It’s going to be okay, Jenny. It really will! Somehow it will change. Something has to change! Oh, my! Oh, my!” Lucinda was still shaking her head. She looked up at Marie.

      “Will you tell me what’s happened?” Marie asked softly.

      “Oh, that brute Duke Arlington has asked papa for Jenny’s hand in marriage and plans to begin courting her! They are to meet for a carriage ride and dinner tomorrow afternoon!”

      Marie felt her heart fall into her stomach, and she was sure she became quite pale. “Phillip? I mean, Phillip Arlington? Duke Arlington?” She didn’t know why she kept repeating his name. She couldn’t seem to get it out correctly.

      Lucinda narrowed her eyes. “Yes. You know, the ugly one with the scar.”

      “He isn’t ugly, for goodness sake!” Marie said defensively.

      Lucinda’s eyes went from narrow to wide open. She stared at Marie, still patting Jenny’s back. She didn’t say anything, and Marie was glad.

      Marie turned her attention to Jenny. She leaned in and whispered in her ear. “Jenny, my dear, this is tragic news. What…what about Jonathan?”

      Jenny lifted her head up, dropping her hands angrily in her lap and turned raging eyes to Marie, who pulled away a little in surprise. “Yes!” She snapped. “What about Jonathan! What about my Jonathan! What about me! What about what I want! I won’t do it! I won’t do it!” She stuffed one hand in her mouth and screamed into it.

      “Calm yourself, sister,” Marie said, soothingly, moving back in to hug her sister and whisper in her ear. “I must beg you to calm yourself and think logically for a moment. We can figure something out. I promise you we can.”

      Jenny’s anger abated enough for her to wrap one arm around Marie and push her face into her sister’s shoulder.

      “Oh, Marie, I don’t see how. Papa has already given his consent.”

      “Phi..Duke Arlington could change his mind. You never know.”

      “He’s not going to do that.” Madeline had appeared in the doorway and was leaning against it, one hand on her hip. “He’s determined. I’m glad it wasn’t me he picked, ugly old hound dog. I wouldn’t want to do it either. I’d throw such a fit!”

      Marie held in her anger, wincing when Madeline called him an ugly hound dog. She was seething inside but kept her eyes on Jenny. She shook her head and put one hand under Jenny’s chin when she looked toward Madeline, turning it back so that Jenny was looking at her again. “Listen to me, Jenny. We will figure something out. I know you don’t want to marry the Duke and you don’t think there’s a way out, but we’ll figure one out! I will think about it all night until I come up with a plan. Okay?”

      “Why are you so invested?” Madeline asked suspiciously, coming in the room and staring hard at Marie. “What do you care whether Jenny marries the Duke? It would make her a Duchess! She would be wealthier and have a much higher station. Is that it? Are you jealous because she will be a Duchess and you won’t be?”

      “No, of course not! I would never think that!” Marie was struggling to hold on to her fury. She wanted to slap her sister.

      “Then you must be in love with the Duke!” Madeline spat out the words as if they could never be true. Marie sputtered but could not come up with a response. Madeline stopped advancing suddenly and narrowed her eyes. “That’s it, isn’t it? Isn’t it, Marie? Fess up, sister! You love the ugly old hound dog, don’t you?”

      Marie balled up her fists and stood up to face Madeline. “Will you please stop calling him that! He’s…he’s not ugly! It’s a scar, that’s all! It won’t be passed on to his children, should he ever have any. Why do you have to be so nasty, Madeline? What has the Duke ever done to you?”

      Madeline stood her ground, not backing off from her little sister. “He’s never done anything to me, and I’ve never done anything to him. He’s an old coot who can’t find a proper lady.”

      “Well, he certainly didn’t pick you to be his Duchess!” Marie cried out.

      “Nor you!” Madeline responded.

      “Oh!” Marie turned her back to her sister and sat next to Jenny again, taking her little sister’s face in her hands.

      “You will not worry, Jenny. I will hatch a plan. We will figure something out, I promise!”

      Jenny’s eyes were wide and filled with tears. Marie thought how pretty she was even with her red eyes and nose. Jenny’s voice shook a little when she said, “Do you really have feelings for Duke Phillip, Marie? Because I would feel even worse if I had to marry him, knowing that you wanted him from the start.”

      Marie shook her head and pulled Jenny into another hug. “Don’t you worry about me, sister. I will figure something out where we will all be happy.”

      She ignored Madeline, who snorted behind her in a very unladylike fashion.

      

      Chapter Four

      When Marie woke up the next morning, she shot out of bed and had her robe around her shoulders in mere moments. She rushed out of her door, down the hall and into Jenny’s room, where her sister was sleeping soundly in her large pink canopy bed. Marie tossed back the curtain and sat on the edge of the bed, shaking Jenny awake gently.

      “Jenny. Jenny, wake up, I think I know what to do! Jenny, wake up!”

      Her sister opened her eyes to slits and then wider. “Marie? Oh! What is it? Have you thought of a plan? Oh, thank goodness.” In only a few moments, Jenny went from lying in her bed asleep, to sitting up and then falling back onto her pillow in relief. She picked up the pillow next to her own and hugged it to her, sitting up again. “Tell me what you’ve thought of, Marie.”

      “I’m going to talk to Papa.”

      Jenny looked crestfallen. “That’s your plan? But the Duke…”

      “Wait for me to finish.” Marie smiled at her, and Jenny pressed her lips together with a small grin. “I’m going to talk to Papa because he was previously unaware of my feelings for the Duke. I’m sure if he knows that I would be a better choice than you for marriage; he will approach the Duke about it. I also thought that perhaps you could feign illness today and not go on the carriage ride with him. Instead, Papa will ask if it would be all right if I went along. The Duke has not spoken to me since the beginning of the Season…”

      “Because you’re always playing that piano.”

      Marie blushed as she went on. “Yes, I know that, Jenny.” She giggled a little. “Regardless, I believe that if Papa mentions me as a possible substitute, Phillip will take him seriously. You know how much in high regard he holds Papa.”

      “Yes, I do. Oh Marie, do you think it will work? Do you think Papa will play along?”

      Marie nodded vigorously. “I know he will. He is always striving to do what will make us happy. And this way, we need not tell him about Jonathan quite yet.”

      “Oh, that would be wonderful, Marie. I thought I was going to have to run away and get married to Jonathan elsewhere, leaving everything behind. I don’t even know if Jon would do that, considering how much work he’s put into restoring his father’s farm.”

      “Yes, that wouldn’t be a good thing.” Marie scolded her lightly. “I want to be there for your wedding, don’t you ever forget that. Even if you went away to marry, I expect to be given notice so that I might buy a train ticket to wherever you are. But that won’t happen now. All will be well; you’ll see. I’m going to talk to Papa now. I know that Phillip was supposed to retrieve you at half past noon. Is that right?”

      Jenny just nodded.

      “Well, I will get ready. You stay in bed. I will bring you breakfast, and we will say that you aren’t feeling well.”

      “I wasn’t feeling well until now.” Jenny smiled at her. Marie pulled her into a hug.

      “I told you I would think of something.”

      “Well, it helps that you have feelings for Duke Arlington,” Jenny said. “Love motivates us to do strange and crazy things, doesn’t it, Marie?”

      Marie nodded and gave her a soft grin. “It sure does, Jenny.”

      

      Marie dressed as quickly as she was able. She hurried downstairs and sent a servant to fetch Cornelius. She wanted to know if she should expect a brutal response from the man before she ventured off in a carriage with him.

      The servant came back with Cornelius in tow. When her friend saw her dressed for a carriage ride, his eyes opened wide. “Marie! I don’t think I’ve ever seen you quite so…”

      “Quite so what, Cornie?” Marie was anxious not to look out of sorts. She looked down at her mahogany colored gown. She had allowed Jenny to put her hair into long intertwined braids that wrapped around her head. There were loose strands circling her cheeks and touching her chin.

      She blew one away absentmindedly and gave him a wide-eyed look. “Cornie?”

      He shook his head as if to get his senses back together. “You look radiant, Marie. I’ve never seen you so beautiful!”

      She gasped and put one hand over her mouth. “Why, Cornelius Argabright, I’ve never heard such a lovely compliment. Thank you.”

      “You’re quite welcome, my dear. Now tell me, what was so urgent that you sent a messenger to fetch me at this time of the morning?”

      “When you talked to Duke Arlington at the ball the other day, what did he say? Did he say anything about me?”

      “Not a lot. He said you were the piano player. Didn’t you see him looking at you?”

      “I did, but he did not hold eye contact for long.”

      “What’s happened to make you think of this?”

      “He has asked Papa for Jenny’s hand. He wants to court her.”

      Cornelius frowned. “Really? How peculiar. I would have put all my money on him waiting to at least dance with you. I wonder why he chose to do this out of the blue?”

      “He gave you no indication that he was sweet on Jenny?”

      They were walking through the garden toward the house, and Cornelius couldn’t help admiring the beautiful flowers, shrubs and apple and cherry trees all around him.  “None whatsoever, Marie, I promise I would have told you. He did mention her but not in a context that he would do something like this.”

      “Well, something must be done. I have made a plan, and I would like for you to be present when I speak to my Papa about it.”

      “I will be here for you, Marie. What do you want me to do exactly?”

      She grabbed his arm and squeezed it, smiling up at him. “Just be my support, Cornie. Okay?”

      He placed one hand over hers and smiled back at her. “All right, Marie. Whatever you need, dear.”

      “Have you made any progress with your sweetheart?” Marie asked, curiously.

      He chuckled. “A little. But let’s focus on your situation today.”

      They both laughed.

      

      Marie’s Papa didn’t seem surprised when she told him of her affections for Duke Arlington, and she wondered if she had somehow given herself away. He assured her that she had not been making a fool of herself. After all, she was usually behind the piano. He agreed to send her on the carriage ride in place of her ill sister.

      “Do you think he will be angry, Papa?” Marie asked.

      He chuckled. “No, I dare say, he won’t be. He would probably be flattered if I told him you volunteered to go.”

      “Do you think it would be wise to tell him that?”

      “I think I might.” Her father said, a contemplative look on his face.

      “It would be nice for him to feel…”

      “Wanted?” Her father supplied. She nodded. “I agree. Do you know much about Phillip?”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “I think you will find that he is a very agreeable man.”

      “I’m sure he could be nothing less if you were in agreement that he could court and marry Jenny.”

      “You are a smart girl.” Her father grinned at her. “He is a very open man and can be very kind to people. He has been angry and bitter for years now. But he has a good soul under the rough exterior.”

      “I’m terribly glad to hear that, Papa. I was hoping he was just that way. I…I could see it in his eyes the times we have been together at the balls and dances.”

      “Why have you never approached him?”

      “I…I don’t know. He always seems upset when he’s at the gatherings.”

      Her father nodded. “He has been rejected and spit upon by both ladies and gentlemen for some time now. Because of the scar. Do you not find that unattractive?”

      “I feel it brings certain character to his face that he would not otherwise have.”

      “The blade came dangerously close to taking his eye, did you know that?”

      “I did not.” Marie lifted her hands to put over her mouth in surprise. “He was blessed to keep his eyes then!”

      “Yes, he was. All right, dear, he will be here any minute. I will go out and greet him and see if he is willing to do the swap.” He smiled, and she grinned back.

      “Thank you, Papa.”

      

      As they pulled away from the house, Marie’s heart was thumping in her chest so hard she thought it might come out somehow. She looked up to the second floor and saw Jenny standing in the corner of her window, watching them. She lifted one hand slightly and waved. Jenny waved back.

      “So your sister has taken ill, has she?” Phillip asked, looking down at her. She felt herself being analyzed and wondered what he thought of her.

      “Yes, she has a migraine.”

      “Oh, that’s very unfortunate then. My good wishes go to her.”

      She smiled, scanning his face the way he was with her.

      “I have not danced with you, have I?” Phillip asked.

      She tilted her head slightly to the side and responded, “Only last Season, sir. Not this one.”

      “Please dispense of the ‘sir.' I would ask that you call me Phillip.”

      She blushed. “Thank you, Phillip.”

      “And I’ll call you Marie.”

      “Yes, si..Yes, Phillip.”

      He chuckled. “You are always behind the piano, aren’t you?”

      “Yes, that’s me.”

      “You play well. The music is lovely every time.”

      “Thank you so much.” Her cheeks were on fire, and she had to hide her smile behind her hands for fear it might look silly for her to be smiling so big.

      Phillip was secretly glad that Jenny had not been able to come on the carriage ride. As soon as he had left the Downing mansion, he’d known he’d made a mistake. There was no reason to choose so soon and so abruptly, especially when he didn’t know the young woman, Jenny, very well. She was pretty, delicate and young. He knew that she was not abrasive or the kind of woman who would shame him in public. Even if they never found love, at least, he would retain his dignity, and her beauty was outstanding.

      But the longer he looked at Marie, the more he realized that she held a special kind of beauty he hadn’t seen before. At the balls and dances, she always seemed like a part of the furniture…or the musical instruments anyway. She blended in with her piano. He didn’t know any of the other key players in the orchestra either. But this one…his interest was growing by the moment. When she looked at him, it wasn’t with hard eyes, curious eyes that always landed on his scar or a look of mindless obedience. Her eyes screamed that she cared about him, even though she barely knew him.

      Marie wasn’t used to be scrutinized in such a manner. She was aching to know what he was thinking about her. She didn’t have to wait very long.

      “Did you send Cornelius over to talk to me at the ball, Marie?” he asked. She blushed furiously, and he knew what the answer was.

      “I did. I hope that wasn’t too forward of me.”

      “Not at all, Marie, not at all. Have you been thinking about doing that for a while?”

      Marie hesitated. “All…all season.”

      “Well.” He didn’t continue, and she was forced to look up and see how his face looked. She didn’t see his scar anymore. She saw a pair of soft brown eyes, wavy brown hair and a trim beard and mustache. She saw a handsome, kind-looking man and hoped he was seeing what he desired in her.

      He held out his hand, and she rested hers in it. He lifted it and gave her hand a soft kiss. “You are a very sweet young lady.”

      “I admire you, too, my lord.”

      He shook his head. “Phillip, my dear. If we are to court, you will need to call me Phillip. I cannot have a future wife calling me “my lord.”

      His words sent a shockwave of excitement and warm pleasure through her whole body. Her smile beamed out at him. He couldn’t help smiling back.

      “You are lovely, Marie.”

      “Oh, Phillip.” She giggled.

      “Were you hoping I would feel this way?”

      “I was, yes.”

      He nodded. “Good. I see you are an honest woman, unafraid to speak the truth. I like that. I think we will get along well.”

      He took her hand and kissed it again, sending chills up Marie’s arm. She felt weak in the knees and was glad they were taking a ride instead of going for a walk.

      “I believe we will, Phillip,” Marie sighed. “I believe we will.”

      *****

      THE END

      

      CLEAN REGENCY Romance - A Deal with A Duke

      

      Chapter One

      Cynthia Vogel was stretched out on her sun deck; her light robe parted slightly so the sun would get to her bare legs underneath. She had a pair of shades covering her eyes so that she could lay back and enjoy the warm rays on her skin. It was rare she was able to sit outside without all of the layers required of a woman in her position. But Cynthia was beginning not to care what they all thought of her.

      Cynthia’s nearest neighbor was miles away, and her land was vast, stretching out around her on all sides. Her late husband had amassed quite a lot of land, and the house behind her was enormous. Unfortunately, his untimely passing had left her with a great fortune but also with a huge debt that she was still trying to decide what to do about.

      Soon Alexander would be here and extinguish her candle of loneliness. He always made her feel so much better about life. It was unfortunate he was so young. She couldn’t imagine being with someone eight years her junior. Besides, she had been friends with him since he was ten years old, almost twelve years ago, when she was his governess. Their friendship was more like a brother-sister relationship and Alex never failed to lift her spirits whenever he was around. She didn’t have to pretend to be someone else. She didn’t have to watch what she said. She could be herself.

      Cynthia reached over and picked up her glass of sherry, taking a long drink from the glass before replacing it on the table next to her. She sighed. Life was so boring. Nothing to do but get ready for parties and talk to people all day long. She wanted to accomplish something. Something other than being a wife to some Duke, Earl or Lord. Whatever his station, she was unimpressed. The King himself could come for a visit and ask for her hand in marriage, and it wouldn’t happen.

      She giggled, her thoughts bringing her some amusement. She heard Alexander calling to her from the doorway of the house behind her and turned to look back at him.

      “Come along, darling. I’m here, and I have sherry!”

      She could see him smiling and was immediately relieved. He strolled across the green lawn to get to her, leaning over to give her phantom kisses on both cheeks, which she returned as he did.

      “Hello, gorgeous,” Alexander said. “How is my lovely lady today?” He took his usual place in the lounge chair on the opposite side of the table.

      “I’m doing well, Alex, thank you for asking. Waiting for you to come along and lift my spirits!” She turned and gestured to her servant, who had let Alexander in. The girl disappeared into the house and would reappear moments later with a glass for Alex. “How have you been today?”

      Alex shrugged, his eyes looking out over the beautiful landscape. “It’s been the same for me today as any day, dear. Just taking care of a bit of business for my father.”

      “Is his business still floundering?”

      Alex nodded, taking the glass from the servant and smiling up at her. “Thank you, Alice.”

      “You’re welcome, sir.” The girl curtsied slightly, turned and hurried back to the house, her face slightly flushed.

      “She likes you, Alex. Why do you tease her so?”

      Alex looked offended but had a sparkle of amusement in his green eyes. “I’m not teasing her!” he exclaimed and then smiled. “She deserves to feel appreciated. And she knows there would never be anything further to explore here.”

      “If you say so.”

      “Yes, father’s business is still in the red since he made those bad deals earlier this year. It is a shame that he was fooled in such a way, but there can be nothing done about it.”

      “I wish I could help you more but at this point…” She drifted off, not wanting to continue. Alexander knew of her predicament.

      “I understand, Cynthia. Believe me, I do understand. It is almost as if the men who betrayed my father of his money also betrayed your late husband of his.”

      “It would seem so.”

      “You are dealing well with his passing. You were back to your old self much faster than I would have predicted.”

      Cynthia took his words as a compliment. “Thank you, yes, I just couldn’t see staying in mourning for an entire year or longer. I loved James, don’t think I didn’t. But I have also enjoyed being alone. I like being able to do what I want to do when I want to do it.”

      “And you have me to bring you male companionship. Friendship.”

      She smiled at his clarification and glanced at him. He was such a handsome young man. It was too bad their relationship could never be more. “Have you found a bride yet, Alex?”

      Alex snorted and gave her a sarcastic look. “You mean since yesterday, which was the last time you asked me that? No, Cynthia, I haven’t found a bride.”

      “Don’t you think you are getting up there in age? You’re 21. You should be married by now. If it were me, they would be writing me off as a spinster!”

      “That’s the difference between men and women, Cynthia. We can go well into our years before marrying and never suffer a stigmatism. It’s called being a lifelong bachelor. That’s praised in many circles!”

      “I wouldn’t know why.” Cynthia huffed. “It certainly takes more effort to be a spinster than it does a bachelor.”

      Alex nodded. “I’ll give you that, dear. It is very much a man’s world. Would you like to attend the ball this Friday with me?”

      “That would be lovely, Alex. Tell me, though, how will you attract a lady if you always take me everywhere you go?”

      Alex laughed loudly. “I do not take you everywhere I go, my dear! You should know better than that.”

      Again when Cynthia looked at him, his eyes sparkled back at her, and she felt a warm affection for him.

      “I’m so glad you’re here, Alex.” She gushed. She raised her glass into the air. “Here’s to our friendship.”

      “To our friendship.” He picked up his glass and clinked it against hers.

      

      Duke Daniel Willingham looked out over the green field, scanning it closely for animals or any changes that may have been made since he last took a ride out this way, which was exactly a week ago. He sighed. There was no change. No one ever trespassed on his land poached or camped out there. No one threatened his family in any way. It was always boring and tedious, these ritualistic tasks his father made him do. Normal people aren’t still held under their parents’ thumbs when they reach the age of 21, much less 30. His thirtieth birthday was only a few months away, and his parents were itching for him to find a bride and create an heir.

      “They’re not even that old,” Daniel grumbled as he pressed his heels into the horse’s side to get it to move forward. He leaned forward and patted the horse on his neck. “We got this, Your Majesty,” he said to the horse. “You know nothing’s out here, don’t you, boy?”

      Over the years, Daniel’s father had built quite an empire from almost nothing and would defend it for his very life. He had fought a war to protect his land and lived to tell about it. Now, many years later, his father was still fighting that war, but he’d brought it to his own back yard. Grand Duke Isaac Willingham was a tyrant and a bully but only when it came to his suspicions. If he felt taken advantage of, he would light up like a fire in the night. He was loud and could be rude. Daniel couldn’t fathom what kept his mother from running for the hills at some point over the last 30 years. He had ruled his district with an iron fist since he inherited it from his father.

      Daniel supposed it was the other side of his father, the one that only a few people were privileged enough to see that kept his mother with him and his family loving him. The strength that his father exuded when angry was matched for his other emotions as well. He was a fierce defender of his wife and three children. He was loyal to the core and honest as the day is long. Daniel couldn’t remember a time when his father had lied to him. He may have been mistaken or confused, but Isaac never lied. Daniel had learned from that. He strived, to be honest in everything he did.

      Unfortunately, that meant he was open about his feelings for the women he courted. He had been through many in the last ten years. Many. They had been fun for a time. Each one of them had special qualities that he adored. But there was always some kind of problem. They were too clingy, too naggy, too homely, too tall, too short…there was always something wrong that made him turn away from them. After they had fun, though.

      That meant a lot of the ladies in town and that he had to dance with during the Season were already onto him. They already knew what he was about and would only deign to give him a quick Waltz or Polka because he bothered to come to the ball in the first place.

      He sighed, seeing the faces of his most recent encounters in his mind and reviewing each of them quickly to see if a second or third date would be possible. His father had given him an ultimatum. Find a bride or be disinherited.

      That was the last thing he needed. He had no money of his own and lived off of his father’s allowances. He had few duties when it came to taking care of their dukedom. Any that might have been his fell to his older brother, Mark, who had been successfully in charge since he was about 21. Now, fifteen years later, Mark was well-known and highly regarded all through the lands. He wasn’t going to be able to match up to his brother. He’d stopped trying long ago.

      But recently his mother and father had bestowed a new responsibility. He was now in charge of the Eastern portion of their lands and was expected to rule the district in a manner his father approved. That meant being a married man with at least one heir. He was getting older, and it was starting to annoy them.

      Always willing to listen to his father’s suggestions and obey when told something to do, Daniel had decided to press forward and really find a bride this time. The new Season started on Friday, and he would be at the ball.

      He sighed again, rocking back and forth in the saddle as his horse trotted back to the stable. If there weren’t any new ladies at the ball, he wasn’t going to find what he was looking for.

      Then again, if he looked at women he hadn’t considered before, that might help his cause. He shook his head instinctively as if to wipe away the thoughts. Who hadn’t he considered except the old hags and the wallflowers? He didn’t want a lady who would follow him around like a puppy dog or one who would behave like she was his mother. He didn’t want a lady who just sat there doing what she was told either. He had his own life to live and wanted to find a woman who had her own, as well. He had no idea if he would find her but it was going to be too late very soon.

      

      Chapter Two

      Cynthia needn’t have worried about her impact on Alexander’s social reputation. They were barely seated when he was surrounded by several women, flirting and hinting they would like to be seen with him during the Grand March. He gave her a smile and stood up to move off with the women following close behind him. He knew it didn’t bother Cynthia to have the women all around him as much as it made her feel crowded. He tried to show as much respect for his friend as he could.

      There were three other people at the table, chatting and drinking. One man and a woman were drinking white wine. The other gentleman’s glass looked to be filled with something clear, but Cynthia couldn’t pinpoint what it was.

      She scanned their faces while they were chatting with each other, trying to remember who they were. Slowly, she found their names in her memory banks. The couple that was obviously talking to each other were Lady Catherine MacGregor and Sir Anthony Duke. She remembered his name suddenly because she remembered thinking it was a good thing he was an Earl and in the military rather than being a Duke.

      She lowered her head and hid her grin behind a fabric hand fan, which she flipped open. She couldn’t help giggling behind it, thinking he would be called “Duke Duke.” She feared she was going to fall into a fit of giggling if she didn’t get her mind off of that phrase and quickly, so she lifted her eyes and looked directly into the gaze of the third person across from her, the hardy Duke Daniel Willingham. His direct gaze instantly halted her giggling, and she lost her smile. He had a strange look about his face, and she didn’t mind staring right back at him. He didn’t look away. Their attention was suddenly broken when the couple stood up, and Sir Anthony said to Duke Willingham, “I’m going to dance this one with Lady Catherine, old chap. You should find someone to take out on the dance floor.” He glanced over the table at Cynthia. “Perhaps Lady Vogel would care to dance?” Without waiting for a response from Cynthia, he put his hand on Lady Catherine’s waist and ushered her out onto the dance floor.

      She decided not to say anything in response. She reached out slowly, picked up a glass of wine that had been set in front of her and took a long drink from it. Her nerves were on edge, and she couldn’t pinpoint the reason. It could have been the way Duke Willingham was looking at her. Or it could be that she was staring back at him with just as much determination.

      What is he looking at? She thought, feeling a bit of anger at his audacity to just sit there and stare at her. His face did not register the feelings of a love-smitten suitor. He was looking at her as if to analyze her without asking questions. There’s certainly a lot more to me than just my outer appearance! She thought and was suddenly wondering if her dress was in style this Season or if she had accidentally worn an old one. She forced herself not to look down at her gown. Perhaps she had spilled something on it somehow?

      She was nervous all of a sudden, and that unnerved her even more.

      Daniel leaned forward abruptly. “Well?”

      She raised her eyebrows.

      “Well, what?” she replied.

      “Do you want to dance?”

      “If you wish it.”

      “If I wish it? Do you want to dance or not?”

      “I don’t want to step on your toes, sir, as I am not a very graceful dancer.” She found herself speaking more openly with him than she typically did with men. The whole situation made her feel strange and confused.

      “I don’t mind that.” Daniel stood up and held his hand out toward her. “I might be the one stepping on your delicate toes, and that would not be a good thing, would it? We’ll be clumsy together.”

      Cynthia smiled at that though she was still feeling awkward. She took his hand, and he led her out into the throng. He put his arm around her waist, pulled her close to him, and they began to spin along with the rest of the dancers.

      “This can’t be your first Season.” Daniel said, his warm breath whispering through her hair to her ear. It gave her chills. “Why have I not seen you before?”

      “I have been to two previous Seasons, my lord. Before that, I was betrothed and wedded to a fine young man who died suddenly.”

      “How tragic! You have my condolences. What happened, if I may be so bold?”

      Cynthia was able to speak of it casually now. It had been four long years. “He was thrown from his horse, struck his head on a rock and died instantly.”

      “Good Lord! I am sorry, my lady.”

      His voice sounded genuinely sorry when he said it. Though she had heard genuine sympathy before, she had previously thought that would not be possible for this brash Duke. She knew who he was, and she knew his reputation among the ladies of the town. He was known as a scoundrel by some, a rake by others and a charmer by still others. She was going to have to decide for herself who he really was. She looked up into his dark brown eyes. “Thank you, my lord.”

      “Do you have an opinion of the ladies and gentlemen of the Season?”

      “The pickings are light, my lord.”

      “What makes you say that?” He was curious.

      “I have been to two of these, as I said. The same young men and women are recycled through when they do not find a match. New arrivals are quickly absorbed. It can sometimes be a bit chaotic if you ask me.”

      He nodded. “I truly agree with you. This has been my thought for some time, as well.”

      She looked at him. “Forgive me for speaking honestly, my lord, but you have a reputation that precedes you. There are many women here that you have courted, even for a short period of time. In fact, would I dare say most of them?”

      He was a little taken aback by her frankness. He gazed into her blue eyes the way he had across the table. She interested him. She was quite a character, and he felt instinctively that he could trust her. So he decided to be perfectly honest with her, as well.

      “I have, in fact, courted most of these women, yes. I can probably mention on one hand those that I haven’t courted. At least those between the ages of 18 and 30. It was what made me curious that I do not remember seeing you here before.”

      “It is my instinct to stay on the sidelines, my lord,” she responded. Her head was becoming a bit dizzy, and the dance floor was hot. She longed for her fan. She wondered if he noticed how faint she was becoming.

      “But you are not a quiet woman.” As soon as he said it, Daniel wished he could take it back. His surprise had gotten the better of him, and he blurted the words out without thinking. She was not a wallflower. She was a bright and interesting woman. He supposed being a widow could have made the difference in her approach to the Season.

      She gave him an amused look. “I am not sure whether to thank you or to take offense, my lord,” she said with a small smile.

      “I just meant…I apologize, I usually do not pay attention to the ladies who do not come out to dance. I am surprised I did not notice you before.”

      “I know who you are.” She wanted to stick her tongue out at him playfully but did not dare push her luck.

      “So you mentioned,” he responded. The song was finally over, and he was leading her back to the table. She was slightly out of breath and gestured for a new drink as soon as she reached the table. When it was brought to her, she drank half of it at once.

      “All you all right, my lady?” Daniel asked, sitting in a chair that was closer to hers this time. He leaned in closely and looked at her face; concern openly displayed on his. She nodded and held open her fan, waving it so that a nice breeze blew over her.

      “My, I was just so out of breath. Dancing is fun, but sometimes it can wear a girl out.”

      “Would you like another drink?” He watched her down the second half of her wine and was on his feet to retrieve another.

      “Thank you, my lord.”

      Without a word, he disappeared.

      Cynthia’s head was spinning. It felt like she hadn’t left the dance floor. She couldn’t decide if she had had too much wine or if the motion of the dance was just lingering in her mind. She didn’t remember having this much trouble in the past. But then, it was quite a few years ago since she was looking for a man.

      And she wasn’t really looking for a man. She thought about Duke Willingham, who certainly didn’t seem like the bad boy all of her friends made him out to be. But then, how would he have gotten time with them all if he wasn’t a charmer?

      Her mind became even more confused. Was he using that charm on her now? Was she mistaking his behavior as genuine because he was so good at playing the role?

      She felt a bit angry now. She wasn’t one to be taken advantage of.

      When he came back with her drink, she had worked herself into believing he was not genuine with his actions. She looked at him through narrow eyes when he sat opposite her. He looked a little surprised at her odd behavior.

      “Here you go. Is everything all right?”

      “I’m not sure,” Cynthia said. “I…You…” She made herself angrier by not being able to express herself the way she wanted to. He surprised her by leaning close to her and placing one hand very close to hers on the table. She didn’t pull her hand back. When the tips of their fingers touched, she noticed. It made her heart pound.

      “Let me put your fears to rest as best as I can.” Duke Willingham’s voice was low and smooth. “You don’t know if you can trust me because of my reputation. You hope that I’m genuine, but you think I’m probably not because I’m used to charming all the ladies I can. Am I close?”

      She sniffed quietly and nodded.

      “I do have that reputation, Lady Cynthia. And the rumors that I am going to be disinherited soon are also true. This knowledge makes it even more difficult for women to trust me. But with you…I haven’t seen you before, my lady. I would like to ask you to take a ride with me tomorrow around the park, or go for a walk if the weather is nice. Please give me the opportunity to get to know you more and to show you that my behavior with you is genuine.”

      Cynthia lowered her head, thinking hard. It wasn’t just her doubt that Daniel could be trusted. It was also the fact that, deep in her heart, she knew she never wanted to marry another man. She was happy alone and functioned best that way. She had always known it. She would never marry again.

      

      Chapter Three

      The sun breaking through her windows and shining its bright rays directly in her eyes was what woke Cynthia up the next morning. She instantly recalled the night before, pulled one of the pillows out from under head and placed it directly over her face.

      “Lord, take me now!” she called out, half-jokingly. She smiled into the pillow and squeezed it against her face momentarily before throwing it off. She looked up at the wispy dark red drapes that hung over her canopy bed. “I don’t want to get married again,” She said out loud. “I don’t want to be dependent on a man or be responsible for a man. I don’t. But I don’t want to hurt the Duke’s feelings. He seems somewhat genuine. What do I do? Oh, what do I do?”

      Was she now trying to convince even herself of these facts? She thought of when she and the Duke had parted ways the night before. They had spoken briefly once more when she had told him that she would agree to go on a ride with him the next day. He said he would pick her up at noon or half after. She did her grooming and got dressed on her own. She had let most of the servants go years before, choosing to save the money to live off of while she paid off her late husband’s debt.

      As she went downstairs for some tea and biscuits, she thought about the Duke. He needed to marry within three months, or he would be disinherited. She needed to have the debts paid off so that she could keep her home and the money she had to live on. Perhaps they could come to some kind of arrangement.

      The thought made her feel a little nauseous. She was taking something as sacred as marriage and making it into a business proposition. What did that say about her character?

      She would find out more about him on the ride today. She would have to broach the subject at some point in time, but she wanted to make sure that his behavior the night before didn’t stem from having too much wine, brandy, scotch or whatever it was he had chosen to drink. Alcohol did seem to have an effect on how people behaved. She knew that with first-hand knowledge.

      She ate a nice breakfast of eggs and biscuits and delighted that the tea was brewing just right. It was a nice way to start her day. She decided to eat on the veranda to watch as the sun finished rising up behind the mountain in the distance. She had kept a hand maiden, Jenny and the cook, Betty, so Jenny doubled as a kitchen maid, too, cleaning and serving Cynthia her meals. She’d known both ladies for years, and they had no problem juggling their work around so that everything was done and no one was overworked. Alice was the only other servant, and she typically cleaned the parts of the house that were rarely used, answered the door and ran errands.

      There was no need for anyone else in the big mansion because now it was just her. Just the way she liked it. She had accepted her unique desire to be alone long ago and had gotten quite used to it. Loneliness only rarely came up in her mind and typically, she could ring Alexander, and he would be right there to keep her company.

      Sooner or later, that’s going to end, she thought. In fact, probably sooner. He’s got to be getting married soon; I’m sure of it.

      A trace of fear and hurt slid through her heart. She didn’t want to lose her friend though she knew that’s what happened in life. Changes were made whether they were wanted or not.

      She watched the sun rising in the distance, casting different colors across the early clouds. She breathed in the crisp air and thought how beautiful it was.

      It would be nice; I guess, she thought, to share this with someone.

      

      That afternoon she was ready to go, standing at the end of her circular driveway near the gate. The long garden in between the front of the drive and the back near the house held two benches, but she didn’t feel like sitting down. One of the things she never mentioned when invited on a carriage ride was that her legs sometimes went numb from sitting for so long. If the Duke wanted to get out and walk through the park, she would much prefer that and planned to bring it up.

      She saw the dust rising in the distance and knew he was on his way up the road to her house. She stepped through the door in the stone pillar next to the gate and stood on the other side, waiting for him to arrive.

      She was a little nervous about her proposal and wondered quietly if she would even be able to broach the subject with him. Surely he wouldn’t want to marry someone he didn’t know just to pay her debts off for her. Then again, he didn’t want to be disinherited either. He probably wouldn’t know what to do with himself if they stripped him of his title, took away his duties and removed the money from his accounts.

      He pulled up in front of her and stopped, smiling out at her. “Good afternoon, Lady Cynthia. How are you feeling today?”

      “I feel fine, my lord. How are you?”

      She stepped up into the carriage, taking his outstretched hand for assistance and settled into the seat next to him.

      “I’m doing well. It is a beautiful day for a ride.”

      “Yes, I agree.” She looked up at the clear blue sky, enjoying the breeze that moved past her face gracefully.

      “I was thinking on the way here that we can go to Wasena Park and take a walk, if you prefer.”

      She couldn’t help looking up at him in amusement. “I would like that. I sometimes get uncomfortable from taking carriage rides that last too long.”

      He chuckled. “I do, too. I prefer shorter rides and walking. I like to stretch my legs so if I have the time, I walk.”

      “It’s all a matter of leaving with enough time to get where you’re going. I know carriages and horses are so much faster, but I do prefer being out in the sun. Walking makes me feel good.”

      He smiled. He was beginning to think this might be an opportunity he wouldn’t be able to resist. He wondered if she would consider marrying him, even if only on paper, to help him keep his fortune and his title. He wouldn’t hold her back, she could do anything she wanted to, and he wouldn’t say a thing. But would a woman consider marriage for nothing? Perhaps she was in need of something, and they could strike a deal.

      “I suppose since you have been attending the Season dances, you are considering marrying again?”

      Her heart thumped hard. It seemed his mind was on the same track as hers. “In reality, I decided last Season before it was over that I did not want to marry again. I usually attend the dances with my young friend, Lord Alexander, as he attempts to find a bride. I sometimes like the action of a ball because I spend a lot of my time alone in my house.”

      “So…you aren’t looking to get married?”

      “I had thought not before. I am reconsidering. I must say, if the right man were to propose, I suppose I would. But I have not…”

      “No one good coming around?” He supplied.

      She didn’t want to answer. “There wasn’t, no. I…came to a point where I wasn’t interested in trying anymore. I don’t think I ever really wanted to in the first place.”

      “Are you still opposed to marriage?”

      She looked up at him without answering.

      “I informed you of my predicament. That’s why I ask.”

      “I am not as opposed as I was,” She responded.

      “That’s good to hear.” He looked out over the road and fell quiet.

      “To be honest with you, my lord, I have been thinking about your situation. I was thinking about it last evening and this morning.”

      “Were you?” He asked curiously.

      “Yes. I am also in somewhat of a predicament myself.”

      “Please inform me.”

      Cynthia took in a quiet breath in an attempt to calm her pounding heart. “I…When my late husband died, he left me a fortune. It is enough to live on for many more years, and the house, and lands belong to me. However, he was in debt to several businesses to an amount that would reduce my accounts to nothing and leave me with nothing to live on.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. How long ago did your husband die?”

      “It was over four years ago.”

      “The debt has continued to accumulate, or the collectors are waiting?”

      “They have been very kind.”

      “To say the least.” He sounded surprised.

      “You sound surprised,” She remarked.

      “I don’t know many businessmen who will put off the repayment of a large debt for so many years.”

      “You have no family to fall back on?”

      “No, unfortunately not.”

      “That is a bad situation.” Daniel admitted, nodding. “What will you do?”

      “I was wondering if…we might be able to…have an agreement between us? One that might be profitable for us both?”

      Daniel looked down at her with his eyebrows raised. He was stunned that they had been thinking the same thing. “We might,” He responded. “I must inform you that it is not just the marriage that I must produce for my parents. They will also expect an heir. Are you…” he didn’t know how to finish the question, but she caught on to the implication. She and her husband had never conceived, but it had not been because she was incapable.

      “I can still have children, my lord. I just didn’t have any with my late husband. He was gone quite a lot. He was in the military.”

      “I understand. You are in need of the money to pay off the debts, and I am in need of a wife. Is this what you propose?”

      She pulled in another deep breath, nervous with a thumping heart. When he put it that way, it certainly sounded like an affront to the sanctity of marriage. Marriage was supposed to be about love and unity and togetherness. Not signing on the dotted line so that debts would be paid and inheritances wouldn’t be lost.

      “Yes, my lord.” She squeaked out.

      He was quiet. She wondered what he was thinking, daring to take a quick glance at his profile. His face did not look unpleasant. He didn’t look angry or judgmental. He looked handsome and thoughtful.

      “Here’s what I propose,” he said, and she steeled herself in case he came down on her for her apparent greed. “We will court for two months and a week. We must have time to get to know each other better and decide if this is truly something we want to do. At the end of that time, we will make a final decision on a marriage.”

      “But if it doesn’t work out, will you not be out of time? You will not be able to find someone in that amount of time.”

      “This is true,” He admitted. “But I believe that my parents will think differently if I have spent these last few months taking things seriously and truly courting a woman to marry.”

      “Will they approve of me as your prospective wife?”

      He grinned, giving her an amused look. “Lady Cynthia, you are a beautiful, intelligent woman. I don’t see why they would not approve. They don’t need to know about my dealings. They only need to know what they see, which is me with a woman on my arm, attending the balls and dances and social gatherings.”

      “Then I suppose we have a deal? When will you be able to pay the collectors?”

      “I will pay them right away.”

      “Are you sure? That would not give you much of an advantage over me.”

      “I don’t need an advantage over you, my lady. I don’t want you to go through the next nine weeks thinking that you have to spend time with me because I won’t follow through otherwise. I would like for us both to enjoy our time together without pressures of repercussions.”

      “That is very noble, my lord.”

      He just smiled.

      

      Chapter Four

      The first month of courting went by quickly. They attended two balls a week. Daniel visited her home, and she visited his. They went on numerous walks and short carriage rides together. They became the talk of the town almost immediately, as no one had expected the playboy to pluck the widow out of the shadows and start parading around town with her.

      “A mismatched couple, that’s what they’re saying.” Alexander settled himself into the chair he always occupied when Cynthia was sitting outside enjoying the sun. It was getting hotter as the summer moved in. She was dressed in a full body bathing suit with a robe and had shed the robe in the heat. There was little more she enjoyed than the feel of the sun on her bare skin. Daniel had assured her that he would not prevent her from laying out in the sun, going out to swim or doing any of the things she always enjoyed doing. He promised her that she would not be obligated to do anything that made her uncomfortable.

      “I know what they’re saying, Alex.” She murmured, not opening her eyes. She could hear so much more around her when she kept her eyes closed and concentrated on the sounds. The birds and frogs, even the trees with their leaves blowing softly in the breeze made unique and wonderful sounds.

      “He’s a rake, Cynthia. What do you see in him to love when you know what he is, what he’s done to so many other women in town? Are you sure you know what you’re doing?”

      She opened one eye and looked at him. His face showed genuine concern. The frown lines were deep in his young features.

      She pushed herself up into a sitting position and tilted her head when she spoke. “Alex, do you want to know why I’m going to marry Sir Daniel? The real reason?”

      Alexander frowned. “What do you mean ‘the real reason.’ Don’t you love the man?”

      Cynthia thought about the question for a moment. She was beginning to think that Daniel was indeed a man she could love. He was the charmer the women always thought he was. He didn’t have a brutal temper and did not drink heavily. She hadn’t even seen him lose his temper, as a matter of fact. He was always polite and kind to her and never made her feel less than her value.

      Still she had trouble separating the fact that he was doing a business deal with her, had never mentioned love and at times, she felt like he was just going through the motions so that his outward appearance would be validated and people would talk about him in a way that he wanted them to. He didn’t want to leave them guessing and making up stories, so he set the tone of any stories they told.

      “I may love him in time.” She finally replied. “But there is another reason, Alex. Daniel has a great deal of money. He is set to be disinherited on his 30th birthday if he is not wed and in a position to supply an heir.”

      “Yes, I heard about that.” Alexander nodded, a look of disapproval on his face. She didn’t know whether that frown was caused by the disinheritance or the fact that Daniel had not already taken care of the situation long ago. “I admit I wondered if he approached you because he’s…”

      He stopped abruptly before saying the word “desperate.” It was terribly impolite to put Cynthia in the category that a desperate man would choose from.

      Cynthia grinned. “You were wise to stop before saying that, my friend.”

      They both laughed.

      “He is in a desperate situation, but he and I came to an agreement at the outset of our courtship. As you know, John’s death left me with enormous debts to the creditors, and I would surely lose everything if I tried to pay them back what John owed them. I would be left destitute. They have been waiting these long years for their money. Now, they are no longer waiting for their money.”

      “The Duke paid the collectors for you?”

      “He did.”

      Alexander blinked in surprised silence. He felt at a loss for words. He knew the Duke had much more money than Cynthia but could not fathom the man handing out so much money just to win the hand of a woman…even his good friend.

      “I…I am surprised by this information.” Alexander scratched his head. “I have heard many negative things about the Duke. This does not seem in character for him.”

      “I have heard the stories. They all came from ladies he had rejected, though, have you ever noticed that?”

      “Have there been any ladies pursuing him?” Alexander asked and then went on without waiting for an answer. “No, there haven’t been, and that’s because he garnered such a bad reputation with them. Were you ever warned off?”

      Cynthia shook her head. “No. I have not participated very much in the social scene, even when I did attend the balls with you.”

      “So what do you think of him now that you’ve spent time with him? Should I be worried about you, my dear?”

      Cynthia turned her head to look out over the long green lawn, pulling her knees up to her chest and wrapping her arms around them. “You’ve no need to be worried about me, Alex. Daniel has been only a gentleman since we made our deal.”

      “But do you want to live in a business deal? Is that really what will make you happy, being married to someone you don’t truly care for? I suppose you could stay on here if he would allow it. Then you wouldn’t have to leave the familiar, and you will still be yourself.”

      “He has said that I will be able to retain my freedom to come and go as I please. I will continue to do that, but I will also act as Duchess when he requires it of me. I can’t imagine I would have any responsibilities, though. In the beginning, we will need to keep up the appearance of a happy couple. So I will not be able to stay here at the house. Perhaps I will come back and stay during holidays or when I want a vacation.”

      “Won’t you miss it?”

      “Of course, I will. But life goes on, doesn’t it? And we must ebb and flow with it.”

      He nodded. “This is true, my dear. This is true.”

      

      That weekend, Daniel picked her up for another dance, arriving early enough for them to leave the carriage away from the mansion in which the ball was being held and walk the remaining distance. There was no threat of rain. The weather was holding out to be a pleasant late spring, with sunshine and warmth late into the evening.

      That night, however, just as they arrived at the mansion and stepped up under the deck roof, it began to sprinkle. He gave her an apologetic look as they watched it come down. “I did not know it was supposed to rain this evening,” He said.

      “It’s quite all right. Do you think it will still be raining when we leave?”

      “If so, I will get a ride from someone else to take us to the carriage.”

      “That sounds wonderful.”

      Once inside, they mixed with the crowd, Daniel heading in one direction and her in another. She met with a few ladies she enjoyed talking to and watched him from across the room. The ladies always questioned her sanity, but it amused her. She and Alex had figured out why Daniel’s reputation had been exceptionally poor. He was an independent thinker who had been looking for a woman with a mind of her own, as well. When he rejected the ladies he courted for whatever reason, they had retaliated by spreading rumors and lies about his treatment of them while dating.

      Since he felt free to do what he wanted, he was never discourteous to Cynthia, showed her respect and was kind to her on a daily basis.

      She saw him from across the room, chatting with some friends. He threw his head back and laughed heartily. She liked the sound of it as it traveled across the room. He had laughed like that with her a few times. It made her want to make him laugh more.

      He glanced over in her direction and their eyes locked. He smiled at her, and she felt her heart skip a beat. She smiled back.

      Alexander had asked her if she thought she could marry without being in love. She had already decided she didn’t have to worry about that part. She was nervous still, and a bit worried that he might not really be who he said he was. But her doubts were decreasing steadily. She wondered if he could feel about her the way she was beginning to feel about him.

      It surprised her when she saw Daniel excuse himself from his friends and make his way through the crowd to where she was standing.

      “How is your evening going, my lady?” He asked, leaning close to her.

      “I’m having a good time, thank you, Daniel. How about you?”

      He stood up straight and looked around him. “It’s another dance.”

      He chuckled, and she smiled up at him.

      “Would you care to go for a walk on the grounds with me?” He asked, holding out his arm, crooked at the elbow, for her to take.

      “I would love to; my lord but is it not raining out there?”

      “Let’s go and see.”

      She slipped her hand through his arm and walked next to him as they went through the large double doors that were left open to allow extra ventilation in the crowded room.

      The night sky had cleared, and the two of them followed the stone pathway around the garden, avoiding the small puddles that had gathered.

      “Have you given any more thought to our arrangement?” Daniel asked. She noticed his voice was low and smooth. It was filled with emotion. She wondered why.

      “In what way?” She looked up at him, enjoying the way he looked in the moonlight and in the glow of the lamps burning around them.

      “You are not wanting to back out of the deal, are you?”

      “Not at all, my lord. Are…are you?”

      Daniel shook his head quickly. “No. I am…quite happy with things the way they are going.”

      “I feel the same way.”

      He stopped and turned to face her. She scanned his handsome features, resisting the urge to reach up and touch his face. When he looked at her, she saw something different in his eyes than she had seen before. She remembered the way he had stared at her over the table when they first met. His eyes had seemed so cold, so distant. Now they were warm and inviting. She found herself drawing closer to him instinctively so that there were only a few inches between them.

      “Lady Cynthia, I…my…my feelings for you have changed in the last month. I see the way you treat your servants as friends, how you talk to the children, how you manage your life so well. I am impressed with you. I only wish you had not held yourself back in the shadows for so long.”

      “I was not expecting to…” She hesitated. “To find love again, my lord.”

      “Have you?” His voice dropped even lower, and he breathed the question out. “Have you found love again?”

      Her breath became rapid as she sensed how close he was to her. He lowered his head so that they were nose to nose and asked the question again.

      “Have you found love again, Lady Cynthia?”

      She felt his breath on her lips, and it sent shivers down her spine.

      “I have, my lord. I love you.”

      She saw him smile just before he moved close enough to touch his lips to hers. He pulled back after only a moment and whispered, “I have fallen in love with you, too, Cynthia.”

      When he kissed her again, she knew she had made the best deal of her life and would finally be truly happy again.

      *****

      THE END

      

      CLEAN REGENCY Romance - A Time for Love

      

      Eve Downing looked up at the portrait with loving eyes. She took a step back and sat on the red velvet cushioned bench, crossing her ankles and gazing. It was her favorite of all the paintings. It was titled “A Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La Grande Jatte”. It was painted by Georges-Pierre Seurat in 1886. She wished she could go back to those days. The hustle and bustle of modern day life was annoying. She was in a loveless relationship, hated her job and had only a handful of friends she felt she could trust.

      She told herself she wasn’t feeling this way because she’d just finished reading Pride and Prejudice and every time she read Jane Austin, she knew she was living in the wrong time. She was so unhappy with her life. She would give anything to go to the late 1800’s and live like they did.

      Her phone buzzing brought her out of her thoughts. She was holding it between her hands which were resting in her lap. She turned the phone to face her and read the message on the front.

      “Call me.” From her boyfriend. She felt a rush of annoyance. He probably didn’t have anything good to say. He was such a negative person, always bringing people down and seeing the bad side to everything. He never saw the bright side, never opened his eyes to the beauty around him.

      She hesitated for a moment, looking up at the painting again. Her favorite. She sighed.

      She dialed the number and slowly put the phone to her ear, sighing again.

      “Hey,” he said when he answered.

      “Hey. What’s up?”

      “Did you pay extra for those carpet cleaners the other day?”

      “Did I what?” She was immediately confused.

      “There’s more money out of the account than what was supposed to be used.”

      Eve remembered the carpet cleaners. Two guys that came in, cleaned the carpets, gave her papers to sign and left. She wasn’t impressed with either one of them while they had been there but the carpets looked really clean afterward.

      “I don’t know. I didn’t spend anything extra. Haven’t been anywhere or done anything.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” She felt the hairs on the back of her neck bristling. She could hear the contempt in his voice through the phone.

      “I just said uh huh. We need to make sure we’re telling each other when we spend extra money somewhere.”

      “If I had, then I would have told you. But I didn’t so I had nothing to tell.”

      “Okay.”

      She could hear it so plainly. He didn’t believe her. He never believed anything she said. Why was she still going through this? They hadn’t been in love for months, long, miserable months. No physical intimacy at all. She could barely get a hug and a kiss from him.

      “Look, I’ll be home later, and we can talk about this okay?” She whispered hastily in the phone, not wanting anyone else in the museum to hear how upset she was. She was going to break up with him. She couldn’t take it anymore. Without another word, she hung up on him.

      She knew that would make him mad and expected it when her phone buzzed with a text message. She didn’t check it until she got outside in the sunlight. She regretted when she did check it. His text was profanity laced. It made her heart hurt to read it. They had been happy for several years. It had all changed in the last six months. They had grown apart.

      Eve slid into the driver’s seat of her car and adjusted herself so that she could sit comfortably. She hadn’t bought this car. It was her boyfriend’s choice, and he had surprised her with it. Unfortunately, it wasn’t a good fit, and there were several things wrong with it. If he regretted the choice, he didn’t seem like it to her. But for now, she had no choice but to drive it.

      She sat in the seat for a moment, feeling depressed. Why couldn’t she be with a man who really loved her? Someone who had class and dignity and cared about her, like the men in the novels she loved so much. She needed to live in a time over a hundred years ago.

      Her familiar deep sigh escaped from her lips. She started the car and pulled out, deciding she needed to see her grandmother. Her grandmother had been telling her stories of her ancestors since Eve had discovered her interest in their family tree. She had been tracing it back generation by generation for months. She was related to some of the most powerful players back in the Victorian days. There was a story Grandmother Anne had told her several times about her aunt, Helen. Helen was a major member of society, well liked until a love affair that ended tragically. Helen had never been the same afterward, living as a spinster for the rest of her life, unhappy and alone, by her own choice.

      She didn’t want to end up like her aunt Helen. Grandmother Anne had made sure to relate Helen’s existence to Eve’s. She knew Eve wasn’t happy and Eve hadn’t even told her about it.

      She pulled into the long driveway to the enormous house and immediately felt better. There were huge trees lining both sides, and they made a canopy over the car. She breathed a sigh of relief this time. The house had been passed down for generations, and she had found so much history in the attic, it was unreal. Items and documents from the very time she longed to be in.

      She pulled around the circular drive and parked in front of the great pillars that led up to the house. It was such a beautiful house. She was delighted that her family had kept such good care of it. Someday, she felt it would be hers. She only had one older brother, and he was married with his own house and a small family.

      She went in the front door without knocking.

      “Grandma? Grandma?”

      There was no answer. She regretted calling out, in case her grandmother was taking an afternoon nap. But then, the house was large, and her bedroom was not nearby. It was upstairs and down the hallway. There was too much room for one elderly lady, but Grandma Anne was active and had many friends and family over. Eve’s grandfather had passed away two years previous, and Anne had not shown any interest in another man since then.

      She didn’t rule it out, though, and the thought made Eve smile. Grandma Anne wouldn’t have any trouble if she put herself back on the market. She was still slender and energetic, though she took the time she needed to do some tasks that would not take younger people long to do. She even had a long mane of strawberry blond hair that she kept back in a braid ninety percent of the time.

      Instead of calling out to her grandmother again, she turned and locked the door before taking the circular stairs to the second floor. She continued up to the third floor and walked with quiet steps to the door that would lead to the attic. It was small. A fat person would not fit through the door or the narrow stairwell leading up to the attic. She could barely make it in herself, now that she wasn’t a child. She had no idea how they had originally gotten all the furniture and other things up there until her grandmother told her the reduction in size was necessary for the renovations.

      She took the narrow stairs, running the tips of her fingers along the wall as she went up. She took the steps slowly. This was her personal museum. She had spent the last month going through the items and still had a lot more to look at. It excited her, one of the only things that she cared about anymore and made her smile.

      The door creaked a little when she opened it, and she thought she would have to get some WD-40 for that. She poked her head in first and flipped on the light switch. It flooded the room with a soft white, and she looked around at the odds and ends. Half of the room was organized from where she had begun going through it. The other half was still chaos, old toys, games, furniture and trunks of all shapes and sizes taking up the space in a haphazard fashion.

      She couldn’t wait to go through it and see what she would find. She stepped into the room and closed the door behind her, placing one hand on her chin and the other on her hip. She looked around. Where would she start today?

      Near the window to her left, the sunlight was spotlighting a brown trunk with an arched lid. That looked like a good place to begin. She hurried to it, kneeling in front of it when she got there. It had a flat metal latch on the front, and it locked with a key. She had encountered trunks like this before. Her grandmother had, at some point, taped every matching key she could find to the side of the trunk it belonged to. Eve hoped this one had a key. She moved her fingers gently along the metal framework around the trunk, peering at the front and sides closely. She reached over the trunk and felt the back side. Relief flooded her when her fingers made contact with the taped key. She dug at the tape with her fingers until it was released.

      Eve put the key into the lock and turned it, enjoying the small click she heard. She lifted the latch and then the lid, using her strength against the heavy wood.

      “Good grief, you’d think people wouldn’t have made these so heavy.” She murmured. Finally, the lid came up and slammed back when she lost her grip on it. It made a loud clunk but stayed open. She held out her hands as if to block it from falling again, though if it had, it probably would have broken her bones. When she was sure it wasn’t going to come slamming down on her, she looked down at the contents.

      She gasped. The trunk held several neatly folded dresses. The one on the very top was familiar to her. She stood up, pulling the top dress out with her. She held it up in the sunlight, blinking in quiet amazement. Turning, she moved to another area of the attic where she had placed several of the portraits and paintings she had found. Laying the dress gently to the side, she pulled a few forward, looking for one in particular. When she found it, she pulled it out from between two others and held it up in front of her.

      It was a portrait of her ancestor Helen. She had always borne a striking resemblance to Helen. Her grandmother had told her that when she was young but it was confirmed by this very painting. Helen was almost her twin.

      Chills ran up her arms. She would have bet that if she put the dress on that she had found, which was the very same one her ancestor was wearing in the painting, she would look just like her. Except for the hairstyle, of course. And the shoes.

      Eve shook her head. It couldn’t be an exact match. She didn’t have the shoes or the hairstyle that Helen had worn. But she could still put on the dress.

      She looked at the gown, setting the painting down next to her, leaning it up against the ones it had been boxed in with. She wondered if she should put it on. Was it appropriate? Was it ethical?

      “You’re a silly girl, Eve,” she said out loud to herself. “Who is going to mind if you just try it on?”

      It looked like it would be a perfect fit.

      Giving in to herself, she slipped off the shirt and jeans she was wearing and pulled the dress over her head. She wasn’t able to fasten it in the back but even without that; she could tell it was a perfect fit.

      She looked down at it, breathing in quietly. It was a beautiful green dress with gold lacing through it, making an elegant design down each side. She ran her hands down the lacing.

      As she did, the gold lacing changed. She narrowed her eyes. She brushed her hands down the front of the dress. The green fabric brightened and the clean color spread slowly down the dress like water.

      Eve’s eyes opened wide, and she looked up at the room around her.

      

      Chapter Two

      It was nearly empty. The walls and floor looked almost new. The cobwebs and dust were gone. So was most of the furniture. Eve heard the sound of music playing below her.

      She began to breathe rapidly. Her heart was pounding in her chest as she fearfully moved across the room to the door that would lead to the lower floors. The dress was somehow fastened behind her, and she didn’t notice it until she opened the door and saw what was below her.

      The stairs leading to the second floor were wide and looked new. She took one step down and saw that she was now wearing the shoes that Helen was wearing in the painting. She made a small squeaking sound and covered her mouth with one hand. This wasn’t possible. It wasn’t possible!

      She took another step down and then glanced back up to see that the door she had first gone through had been replaced by one that was much taller and wider.

      “I can’t believe this!” She felt anxious and excited at the same time. Could her dream possibly have come true? She moved carefully down the stairs, completely unused to the layers she was now wearing and the high-heeled lace-up shoes she had never worn before. She giggled, thinking she would look like a clumsy fool. She straightened her back and when she stepped out of the stairwell, she tried her best not to look shocked by what was around her.

      It was beautiful, grand and elegant. The furniture, the draperies, the walls, it was all so new and different from what she was used to. She tried not to stare around her at the taller ceilings, the bigger rooms. The renovations that her family had made over the years had completely transformed the home from what it had looked like.

      She wondered what year it was. There were a few people wandering in the huge hallways and she glanced up at them as they passed, catching fleeting glimpses of them as they went by. They smiled at her but there was something in their smiles that made her pause. Their smiles weren’t in their eyes. They were like masks. She smiled back, noticing that hers was also not in her eyes. She didn’t know them. But they knew her. So why weren’t they genuinely smiling?

      She went toward the music. It was a waltz. She didn’t recognize it.

      One of the large double doors opened, and the music became louder. The gentleman who came through the door looked up at her and stopped, holding it open.

      “Good evening, Miss Helen,” he said. “How are you feeling tonight?”

      It was the first friendly face she had seen. She smiled at him. “I’m feeling good. How are you?”

      “I’m doing well, also.” He bowed slightly, but she saw the changed look on his face. He was surprised. She wondered why. She lowered her head and passed him, entering a room that was filled with laughing, dancing, talking people. There were ladies in fine gowns all around her and men dressed to the nines. She looked down again to make sure she was dressed correctly and watched closely how the ladies around her were behaving. She saw a lot of flirting, but she saw a lot of haughtiness, as well. When the men looked at her, they had mixed reactions. She could see mostly negative looks. It unnerved her.

      She pulled in a deep breath and swept into the crowd, picking up a fresh glass of wine as she moved. She wondered who she should approach and searched the faces for one that looked friendly like the man at the door. Most of the people were already involved in conversations and averted their gazes whenever she caught their eye. Finally, she spotted a young man and woman by a nearby table. They were waving frantically at her. She avoided bumping into a couple that swirled right next to her and hurried to join the waving couple.

      “Helen! Helen, dear, where have you been?” The woman stood up and grabbed her shoulders, air kissing her left cheek and then her right. “We’ve been waiting ages for you to return! What were you doing?”

      “Maybe she found a nice suitor in the hallway and decided to stop and have a chat!” The young man nodded at her. “How are you feeling now, Helen?”

      “Oh, Richard!” the woman said. “You can be such a tease! Our Helen isn’t going to simply stop and chat with a strange man. Are you, Helen.”

      “I’m sure I wouldn’t do that.” Eve tried to sound like the people around her. How would she ever fit in, knowing what she knew about the future? It was a good thing she had read so much about this time but even with her love for it, she was noticing a few negative things as well. The ballroom was extremely hot. She wondered how she would go to the bathroom with no running toilets anywhere. The large window doors that surrounded the ballroom were open, letting in a night breeze that was extremely refreshing.

      “Have you lost your fan, Helen?” Richard asked. “You look a bit peaked.”

      Eve nodded. “I have. I feel like I should go home. But…” She stopped. This was her home. She felt like an idiot and couldn’t escape the looks of confusion on her friend’s faces. She wished desperately that she knew the woman’s name and the names of all the people in the room. “I was wondering…” She lowered her voice and leaned toward the two of them. “Would you two like to play a little game?”

      The confusion was taken over by surprise. Richard’s eyes widened, and he sat back. “A game? You want to play a game, Helen?”

      Eve was beginning to think her ancestor had not had many friends and was not an outgoing person in the least. Perhaps that was why she never found love again after only one failed attempt.

      “Yes.”

      Richard looked at his companion with wide eyes. “Virginia, would you like to play a game?”

      Virginia’s eyes sparkled with enthusiasm. Eve could tell her smile was real. “I would!”

      “Wonderful!” Eve smiled at them both and sat back. “Let’s go around the room and you two tell me who you think I should dance with. I am having trouble with my own opinion. I would like to hear yours.”

      “Who you want to dance with?”

      “Oh Richard, you keep repeating what she’s saying! I think it sounds like a fun game! We should play!”

      “But…” Richard shook his head. “I didn’t think you were interested in any of these men, Helen. You’ve talked to and danced with a number of them and had nothing but negative things to say of the experience.”

      “Perhaps not,” Eve responded. “But that’s why I said I don’t trust my opinion and would like yours. Do you not have my best interests at heart?”

      “Of course I do, cousin!” He responded, jolting her memory. One of the branches on her tree of the family held the name, Richard Webb. She assumed this was that cousin and smiled at him.

      “Well, then, give me your opinion of these fine gentlemen we are surrounded by.”

      Richard laughed. “Fine gentlemen! You are a laugh, dear cousin. All right, let’s play this game.”

      He and Virginia sat forward, putting their elbows on the table and smiling wide. “Okay,” Eve turned and looked behind her. She pointed to a group of three men standing nearby. “Let’s start with them.”

      Richard shook his finger in their direction, pointing each one out as he spoke. “You have no affection for Lord Sadler there, I know. What with his big bulging eyes and his groping hands.” She could tell which one he was talking about when one of the men turned to pick up a glass from the tray as the server passed him. His eyes were big, brown and bulging. She could tell why Helen had not been attracted. “Our fine gentleman,” He said the word sarcastically. “Lord Wentworth there, well, we all remember what happened when you danced with him.”

      Eve couldn’t think of a good way to ask what had happened with Lord Wentworth, but she didn’t pursue it. If he said it like that, it couldn’t have been anything good.

      “That’s for certain.” Virginia nodded, a disapproving look on her face. Eve was surprised but stayed quiet. Virginia looked at her, glancing at the three men. “And you can’t forget Lord Barnaby, either. He’s not the one for you. You nearly sank into the floor when he began to do that spinning dance for everyone, you know, the one he learned when he visiting Peru?”

      Richard and Virginia burst out laughing, so Eve followed along. She was curious to see what this dance looked like. It had made quite an impression on her friends. She listened as her companions went around the room, pointing out various other gentlemen she had danced with.

      “And here we have Lord Halley, look out, Helen, he’s right behind you, you might need to…”

      Richard said the sentence very quickly but interrupted himself when Lord Halley was close enough hear them. “Hello, Lord Halley! How are you?”

      The young man nodded at them and bowed to Helen. “Are you free to dance, Lady Helen?”

      Eve was glad she had taken dancing lessons. There was no way she would know how to waltz otherwise. She stood up, and Richard stood up when she did. “You aren’t a little tired, are you, dear cousin?” Richard lowered his head and Eve could tell he was unhappy that she was considering the dance. She felt like he was telling her with his eyes that she shouldn’t go.

      But she was curious. She had to know what it was like. It was amazing and incredible that she was even given the opportunity to live during a time outside of her own.

      “I’ll be all right, Richard,” she said, nodding.

      “But-“

      “She said she’s all right, Lord Webb. Don’t worry, I will take good care of her.” The tone of Lord Halley’s voice made Eve hesitate. She wished a different gentleman had approached her, but she took the lord’s hand and moved onto the dance floor with him anyway.

      “How are you tonight, Lady Helen?” He asked.

      “I am well, Lord Halley,” she responded, instantly disliking how close he was to her and the fact that she was pressed up against him, spinning around the room in a dizzying fashion.

      “Now, Helen, you know you may call me Thomas. We settled this before, didn’t we?” He smiled at her, and she noticed he was wavering a little, as though he’d had too much to drink.

      “Oh, yes, I remember.”

      Thomas laughed, throwing his head back and guffawing as if she had said something hilarious. She thought it was awkward and forced. “You are quite a handsome woman, Helen. We really should take a ride sometime. I have a fine carriage, you know. You would fit very comfortably in it. With me.” He gave her a sly smile. She felt a little sick to her stomach. Suddenly, she felt anxious and a little scared. This was not modern day. What would it be appropriate for her to do to get out of this situation? Surely the women didn’t have to put up with obnoxious men they didn’t want to be around. Did they?

      

      Chapter Three

      Eve suffered through the dance. It made her dizzy, and she felt slimy after Lord Halley’s hands had pawed all over her. She wanted to throw the dress away and never see it again, but she didn’t even know where her room was in this huge house to change and was worried if she did anything to the dress, she might not be able to return home. She wanted to return home.

      She nodded to her cousin and Virginia upon returning to the table. “I…I am feeling out of sorts.”

      “I am not surprised by that after having to dance with that man. I told you to say you were tired, Helen. You should have listened.”

      Eve nodded at Richard. “I agree. I should have listened to you. What an obnoxious man!”

      “You knew that already, my dear,” Virginia said, standing up. “You do look a bit off color. Shall I walk you to your room?”

      “Oh, that would be lovely, Virginia, thank you.”

      Virginia nodded and turned to Richard. “All right, I will be back in a few minutes, Richard. You behave yourself.”

      “Yes, dear.”

      The three laughed, and Virginia took her arm. “Your father is a dear for throwing this ball for you tonight, Helen,” she said as she led Eve away from the table and toward the doors. “He’s so generous to you and your sisters and your brother. You are truly lucky.”

      “Oh? I’m glad to hear that.”

      Virginia giggled. “What does that mean? You are acting so strange tonight, Helen. You don’t seem to be yourself.”

      “And how exactly am I acting differently?” She asked.

      “You are normally so quiet and not outgoing at all. What on earth made you think to play that game, naming off all your previous suitors and what you thought of them, looking for newcomers. Who are you, my dear?” Again Virginia laughed and Eve knew she wasn’t being serious.

      “Perhaps I am tired of being quiet and spending time all by myself.”

      “Oh? You have decided to join the rest of us in this world and really create a family for yourself? Leave your heartache behind?”

      “I’m not sure. So far, I am not impressed with my life.”

      “Well, I must say you haven’t made much of it so far.”

      I just want to see Helen’s room, Eve thought to herself. Then I will go home. She can have this life. It’s not for me.

      She’d come to the conclusion that reality was not quite like the books she had read. She was actually quite disappointed by it. She had hoped for chivalry, respect and all the delightful things she read about in her Jane Austin books. Right now, she just wanted to go back home and break up with her boyfriend and find someone new.

      But first, she wanted to see more of the home she remembered so differently. She wanted to see her ancestor’s room, see her brushes, her hair barrettes, her pens and inks and writing papers. She let Virginia lead her, feigning exhaustion and a headache. Virginia stopped in front of the door to the room that was across from what Eve remembered as her grandmother’s room. She couldn’t help glancing back at the door and wondering what it was like on the other side. Virginia mistook her glance and said, “Do you want me to go find your father or mother? They aren’t in their room right now, you know. They are down there with the guests.”

      Eve looked down at the shorter woman. She hadn’t looked directly at Virginia before and noticed that her face was long and narrow, and she had a thin straight nose that pointed like an arrow on the end. It actually fit her other features quite nicely. She smiled.

      “I know. Yes, if you want to get my father for me, I would love to talk to him for a moment.”

      “I will do that, Helen! Now you get some rest. I’ll send him right down.”

      “Thank you, Virginia, you are really sweet.”

      Virginia laughed, giving her a peculiar look. “You are so strange tonight, Helen! When did you start calling me Virginia? Even your dear cousin calls me Ginny. Why did you stop?”

      Eve giggled. “I am not myself when I am this tired, Ginny. There. Is that better?”

      Virginia laughed again. “Yes, quite! All right, honey, I’ll go fetch your father.”

      Eve nodded and turned the knob on the door as her friend hurried back down the hallway in the direction they had just come from. She bit her lips together as the door swung open, moving her eyes slowly over the contents of the room.

      As soon as she stepped across the threshold, she felt better. She recognized the dressing table where Helen put her makeup on and brushed her hair. In her time, it was in the attic with a thick blanket over it to protect it. She walked around the room very slowly, touching the items she saw around her. They were so new. Dust free. She ran her fingers over a soft sweater laying over the back of a chair.

      She stopped at the double doors to the closet. She bit her bottom lip and opened them. She pulled in a deep breath, her eyes opening wide. The closet was filled with beautiful gowns. She fingered through them, feeling the fabric, lace and silk. They were so pretty.

      “Someone has good taste,” she whispered.

      A few minutes later, she sat on the bed and waited for her father. Helen’s father. She smiled. She was comfortable. The bed was soft. The pillows were fluffy. She laid back on it and spread her arms out wide.

      A knock on the door drew her attention away, and she sat up abruptly.

      “Come in.”

      The door opened, and an older man stuck his head in. “Helen?”

      “Hello…father.” She said hesitantly.

      He came in with a smile, and she immediately felt comfortable with him. His face was warm and welcoming, his love for his daughter apparent. He came directly to her and sat next to her on the bed.

      “Are you all right, dear? Ginny said you were acting strange, and I must say, it’s been some time since you’ve called me ‘father’.”

      He put one arm around her shoulders and squeezed, giving her a kiss on the side of her head. She giggled. “I’m sorry, papa,” she said, hoping that was the right thing to say.

      “There you go. Now what’s wrong, dear? What are you worried about?”

      “I’m not worried, papa. Just a little tired.”

      “Well, you need to get some rest then.” She loved the deep resonance of his voice. “Ginny is right, you look different.”

      “I do?” She felt a bit of fear run through her chest.

      “Yes. You look…happier. Your voice has a lift to it that wasn’t there before.”

      “I’ve only said a few words to you, papa.” She enjoyed calling him her father. Back home, she had only her grandmother and siblings. Her parents had already passed. She missed them every day. It was nice to have a father again.

      When he didn’t respond, she looked up at him. The look on his face was so kind, she wanted to cry. “It’s more than you’ve said to me for a long time, honey.”

      “Why?” The question slipped out before she could stop it.

      He smiled softly, but the look of confusion on his face was obvious. “That would be something I would have to ask you, dear. Are you done being mad at me?”

      “I don’t remember being mad at you, papa,” she replied, honestly.

      He stared at her. “You don’t remember why?”

      She bowed her head and lowered her eyes. He touched her chin to lift her face back up so he could look at her. “Helen, you know I would never want to hurt you.”

      “I know, papa.”

      “You must learn to trust me when I say that someone is not good enough to be with you.”

      It was about a man. She thought, forcing herself not to roll her eyes. Probably the one her grandmother had told her about. “I’m over it.” She wondered if they said things like that in the time she was in and quickly went on as if she didn’t say it in the first place. “I am happy with your decision, papa. I am not thinking about that anymore.”

      She could see why Helen was miserable. From what she’d seen of the men at the ball, she wasn’t highly impressed. Their behavior had not been chivalrous and kind. It had been wild and unruly. The only man she’d truly been impressed with was her cousin.

      “I’m so glad to hear that, Helen. I am glad you want to talk to me again. I am glad you are happier now.”

      “Thank you, papa.”

      He grabbed her and pulled her into another hug. “I want you to be happy, my girl. I really do. But you must find a man who is worthy of your love. You know I will not force you to marry an Earl or a Duke. We don’t need the money. You aren’t desperate for love. You will find the right man.”

      “Yes, papa.”

      “Now you get some rest, and we’ll talk in the morning.” He stood up and moved toward the door.

      “Papa?” She stopped him.

      “Yes?” He looked back at her.

      “I…I love you.” She was actually speaking to her own father, whom she had loved dearly. She just wanted to say it again, knowing it was all right.

      He smiled a genuine smile that reached up and into his eyes. He sighed. She instantly knew that was where she had eventually gotten her own habit of sighing heavily. “I love you, too, Helen. I really do. Talk to you in the morning.”

      “Okay, papa.” She replied, thinking that she would not be seeing him again. It weighed heavily on her heart. She watched him walk out the door. He waved slightly before pulling the door closed behind him.

      She looked back at the bed and couldn’t resist crawling up onto the top quilt, laying her head down on the pillow and relaxing for a moment. Seconds later, she was fast asleep.

      

      When she woke up the house was quiet. She didn’t remember where she was at first and sat up abruptly, staring around her. When she remembered, she relaxed and tried to focus her eyes in the dim light. There must have been a gas lamp left on outside the house, because some kind of light was coming through her window. She slid out of the bed and opened the thin curtains to peer out over the lands surrounding the house. Back home, there were neighbors all around. Here, there was nothing but green grass and rolling hills as far as she could see.

      She could see well enough to pick up a candleholder and matches on her bedside table. She lit the candle, picked the holder up by its handle and moved to the door. She wanted to go back to the attic and take off the dress, hoping that would send her back home. As long as she had the dress and the painting, she was sure it would work.

      She moved through the quiet house on silent stocking feet. She hadn’t come in the shoes, so she figured she didn’t need them to get back home.

      Back in the attic, she went directly to the spot where she had put on the dress, stood in front of the trunk where it had been stored and reached up behind her to unfasten the ties. Before she could pull one string, she stopped.

      There was no painting here.

      

      Chapter Four

      Eve’s heart sank. Maybe it was hanging in the house somewhere. Could she possibly find it in the dark? She thought about how big the house was. It would probably take longer than she had even if she ran all around the house.

      “What am I going to do?” She whispered in a panic. “Oh, what am I going to do?”

      She picked up the candle and went back to the stairwell in a hurry. She was going to go through as many rooms as she could tonight. But what if it was hanging in her parents’ room? How would she even know?

      She hurried through the hallways, stopping at each portrait long enough to lift the candle and take a good look. After an hour, she had still not seen the painting, and there were many other rooms left to go through. She tried not to cry. She wanted to go home. She missed her grandmother.

      She had no choice. She went back to her room, collapsed on the big bed and cried herself back to sleep.

      

      She had a lot of trouble getting dressed the next morning. She had no idea what type of dress was meant for a ball and what was meant for casual day to day. She finally chose a small gown that she thought had to be for every day. She dressed and hoped she had chosen correctly. The dress that had gotten her into all the trouble lay safe over the back of the chair that still held the sweater. She used Helen’s brush for her hair, pulling it back and away from her face with barrettes. She only blotted her face with a bit of powder and put a small amount of color on her lips. She’d never worn much makeup in the first place, happy with the way she looked naturally.

      She could smell coffee floating through the air, which surprised her, considering how big the place was. She went through the hallway, following her nose to find the kitchen. When she went in, the cook stared at her as if she was completely out of her mind. She smiled weakly.

      “H…Hello.”

      “Can I help you, lady Helen? Did you not receive the breakfast you wanted this morning?” The older woman looked at her sympathetically.

      “Um… no… I just… wanted to see how you were doing. How have you been?”

      The cook blinked at her, her face revealing her confusion. “I’m well, madam. I hope that you were able to sleep.”

      “Yes, I…I certainly did. I… am famished so I will just… get going now.” She grinned and backed out the way she’d come in.

      She berated herself for going into the kitchen without thinking that it would not be where this family would eat. There was a great dining hall across from the vast living room. She pulled open the double doors and slipped through, pulling them closed behind her. Her father was seated at the head of a long table, holding a newspaper in front of him while he ate from a plate of eggs, biscuits and bacon strips.

      She eyed the bacon hungrily. It had been a very long time since she’d eaten. She felt like it had been days. She hurried to the seat on his right and sat down. He gazed at her.

      “You are still feeling happier?” He asked.

      “I am, papa.”

      “That’s wonderful. Have you chosen to change your seat then? You will sit next to me now?”

      She moved her eyes down the table and saw that a plate had been set in front of a seat further down the table. She looked back at him. “I don’t want to sit far away from you, papa.”

      He gestured to one of the girls standing on the other side of the room. She came over to him, holding her hands clasped in front of her.

      “Yes, sir?”

      “Bring Helen’s plate and utensils down here, Anna. She will sit here from now on.”

      Anna grinned wide at Eve. “I’m so glad. Would you like me to take your plate and get your breakfast for you, madam?”

      “Yes, please.” Eve nodded. “And may I please have a few extra pieces of bacon?”

      Anna’s eyes widened. “More than usual, madam?”

      Eve hesitated. It sounded like that might be quite a lot of bacon from the tone of Anna’s voice. She nodded. No matter how much bacon came on her plate, she felt strongly she would eat it.

      When Anna left, she turned back to her father. “Papa, do you have a painting of me with the dress that I was wearing last night to the ball?”

      Mr. Downing put the paper down and looked at her, lifting a large glass of water and taking a sip. “I don’t believe so, Helen.”

      “Will you commission one to be painted for me? I love that dress, and I never ever want to forget it.”

      “I would be happy to do that.” He smiled with that warm smile again, and she loved him for it. She could see some resemblance to her own father, though the hundred plus years between them had made many changes to the family appearance. She was amazed she looked so much like her ancestor that it fooled them all into thinking she was her.

      But it was time to return home. And she couldn’t do that without the painting.

      “How long do you think it will take for the painting to be complete?”

      “That depends on the artist, dear. And are you in a hurry? Is this going to be…some kind of gift?” He was teasing her.

      She grinned. “Yes, it’s for your birthday. It’s going to be a surprise!”

      He laughed. “Not now, it isn’t.”

      “That’s okay. It was a surprise when I just told you!”

      They laughed together.

      

      The first time she saw the painter her father had chosen, whose name was Eric Anthony, she was enthralled with him. He was not like the men at the ball or even the men in her Jane Austin novels. He seemed so down to earth, almost as though he had come from a more relaxed period in time, like she did. He shied away from pomp and circumstance.

      She admired his looks, as well as his calm and relaxed demeanor. He was tall, with short brown hair and a trim beard and mustache. When he saw her in her green dress, his face lit up.

      “Good morning, Lady Helen,” he said when he entered the room, his hands full with an easel, a bag filled with paints and brushes, a paint palate and an untouched canvas. She rushed to him, holding out her hands.

      “May I carry something for you, Sir Anthony?” She offered.

      He took a step back at first, gazing at her in wonder. Then he held out the hand holding the canvas. “You could take this canvas before it falls from my fingers, if you’d like.”

      “Certainly.” She took the canvas and followed him to the area he was using to paint. He took it from her without a word after he set up the easel. He was still giving her a strange look. She just smiled at him.

      “You may go over there and stand while I paint. Do you have a tall stool to sit on or will you be standing for this portrait?”

      “I will stand.”

      “This could take some time. Several weeks, in fact.”

      Her heart thumped, and she held in a gasp. “Several weeks?”

      “Yes, my lady. I hope that is not going to inconvenience you.”

      “Can we put a rush on it?”

      “Put a rush on it?” He repeated. It was a strange phrase he hadn’t heard before.

      “Can we hurry with it?” She regretted her use of modern terms. She wasn’t talking like Helen did, that much was for sure. She was glad they were both from Virginia so that her accent would be much the same.

      “Yes, madam, if you would like to. I can try to hurry. Put a rush on it.” He grinned slightly, enjoying the new phrase. “However, if you want quality work, it will take at least five sessions.”

      She sighed. “All right. You may do whatever suits you, Sir Anthony.”

      “Please call me Eric.”

      “All right, Eric.”

      “Stand here.” He came over to her and adjusted her as if she was a mannequin, being careful not to touch her too frequently and cautious about where he put his hands.

      For the next few hours, she stood listening to him. Whenever she wanted to speak, he would shush her abruptly. “You must not move!” He would say in a firm voice. She resisted grinning whenever he said it, mostly because he had usually just asked a question and she was trying to answer.

      “How am I supposed to answer your question if you keep yelling at me not to move?” She asked at one point.

      “I guess you will not be able to answer my questions then.” He looked around the canvas at her to see if she could tell he was joking with her. She could see it and it warmed her heart. He talked to her about his family, how they had immigrated from France originally but that he had no ties to the country and couldn’t speak the language. She found out he was born and raised here in Virginia, he had two sisters and a brother, whom he adored and that his favorite animal was the horse.

      “Such majestic creatures they are, you know,” he said. “They have minds of their own. They will do what they want to do whenever they want to do it. They are free spirits, roaming the mountains around us.”

      “I agree.”

      “Do you?”

      She nodded. “Yes, I do.”

      “You mustn’t move.” This time, he said it very gently.

      

      Five days later, after hours of standing for the portrait, Eve was relieved to hear he was finished.

      “Come and take a look,” he said, standing back. “I hope for your approval.”

      When she moved around to see the front of the painting, she felt a wave of emotion. It was exactly as she remembered. She would surely be able to get back now.

      The problem was that she had come to think of this as her home, this time as her own. There had been no more dances or balls, only standing for the portrait being created with strong hands by a handsome man she had come to adore. His voice was deep and gentle. His words were always encouraging and positive. He held an outlook on life that matched hers, in a way, at least, how she felt when she wasn’t constantly being questioned by a negative, angry man.

      “Do you approve?” He asked in a gentle voice.

      She looked at him and then back at the painting. “I do.” She breathed.

      “I am happy to hear that. Will you be giving it to your father for his birthday?”

      She wondered how he knew about that little joke she had shared with her father earlier that week. She laughed softly. “It was never really intended for that but…I might.”

      She had been waiting so long for the portrait. But in the meantime, she had fallen in love. The look in Eric’s eyes when she looked at him made her feel as if perhaps the feeling was mutual. She wasn’t sure she could leave now.

      “How…did you know I was thinking of giving it to him?” She asked.

      He lifted one hand and brushed a lock of her hair back from her cheek. The slight touch sent chills over Eve’s body.

      “I talked with him this morning before coming in to finish the portrait.”

      “Oh?” She gazed at him, biting her lower lip.

      “Yes. I…I also asked him a very important question.”

      She felt her heart thumping when she gazed up at him. She wanted to grab him and plant a huge kiss on his soft-looking lips. But she couldn’t do that. How inappropriate would that be!

      “I asked him for your hand in marriage, Helen.”

      She almost fainted but held her own. “Oh?” The question came out shaky. She cleared her throat.

      “Would you like to go for a walk with me sometime? Perhaps we could get to know each other better before taking a step that large?”

      “What did my father say?”

      Eric smiled. “He gave his approval.”

      She chewed on her bottom lip. She was supposed to go home. She thought about her grandmother.

      When she looked back up at Eric, she knew what her decision would be.

      “Will I be able to talk on this walk?” She asked.

      He laughed. “You will be able to talk all you like, my lady.”

      “Then yes. I will stay with you.”

      “Stay?” He tilted his head.

      “Yes. A walk would be lovely. So very lovely.”

      He took her hand and brought it to his lips, kissing it softly. “That makes me very happy.”

      She could only smile at him. She was about to change her family’s history books.

      *****

      THE END
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      Chapter 1

      

      After a painful, long, and frustrating day, my waitressing shift ended. I stumbled home, relishing the sweet release of untying my apron and kicking off my scuffed and soup-stained no-slip shoes. My apartment was dark and lonesome when I arrived, but I knew better than to think it was empty.

      “Hey, Bill!” I called as I walked in.

      There was no answer, only the turning up of the volume on the television. I assumed that, as per usual, he did not want my voice to intrude on his video games. Sighing and wincing, I collapsed into a chair by the kitchen table, pulled out my phone, and began browsing. It was then that I noticed the heap of dishes piled in the sink.

      “Bill!” I called to him. “I thought I asked you to do the dishes.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” he hollered back and then spiked the volume again. I took a deep breath, rose from my seat, and washed them anyway. The soap was harsh on my blistered, tired hands, but I pushed through.

      That was what I did, and I did it for my family.

      Once I was done and finally able to rest, I joined my brother, Bill, in the living room and plopped down in the armchair beside him. He had his feet up, and his gaze hyper-focused on the TV screen as the controller in his hands dictated whom to decapitate next. Surrounding him like the court around a king’s throne, were the detritus of a long day spent on the couch. I ignored the candy wrappers and empty soda cans and reached for one of the many open bags of chips.

      “How was your day?” I asked him, sneaking a small handful of goods into my mouth.

      “Lousy,” he grumbled back, without taking his eyes off the TV screen. “Some jerk in freaking China or something is dominating the game, making it impossible for anyone else to win. Dang it!” He slammed the controller against his knee. Then, remembering to be polite, he asked, “How about yours?”

      “Oh, it was all right,” I said, pulling out my phone and losing myself in its glowing addiction. “I made decent tips, though of course, Mr. Davis continues to hit on me.”

      Mr. Davis was a lecherous—though harmless—old man, who owned the restaurant where I worked.

      “You want me to beat him up for you?” Bill offered and, as per usual, I sighed. He had made that offer plenty of times before, and the answer was always the same.

      “No, Bill. We need this job. Rent is due in a week, and my student loans are coming up. How about you? Any luck with the janitorial position?”

      Bill reached down, seized a paper cup of soda, sucked its straw for a moment, and then released it with the same “pop” he used to say his words: “Nope! I’m sure the bloody idiot took one look at my record and turned me right down. You know how it is. No one wants to give me a chance.”

      I exhaled and shook my head without even bothering to ask Bill if he had called to check the status of his application, or if his resume was free of cheese puff stains. I already knew the answers to both of those questions.

      Feeling glum, I returned my attention to my cell phone and flipped through friends’ statuses and news of the day. I was not actually paying attention, I just enjoyed watching the zoom of colors and words flow past, filling up the empty, exhausted chamber of my mind. Just as I was about to click off my phone and pull out some of my homework, an article caught my eye.

      Local Celebrity Returning Home!

      Come to the Westcross train station tonight if you want to see THE Jesse Valen, star of the New York Jets, returning to our little town to visit family and friends!

      Further down the article was a list of his prestigious awards and accomplishments, from his glory-filled college days at Notre Dame to his drafting by the Jets and his impressive stats in the professional league. A highlighted picture across from the words depicted his grinning, cocky face, confident brows, and shoulders so broad they looked like baby dolphins on either side of his V-shaped chest.

      I breathed in and out, remembering the scent of him. He always smelled of football leather and freshly cut grass—the smells of sport and training.

      Beneath that cheerful article, was a second and much less positive article linked. It read:

      Unnamed New York Jets Team Member Face Accusations of Sexual Assault.

      Who was involved? Why is it being covered up? Read on to find out more!

      I read the headline and scowled. It couldn’t be Jesse, I was sure of it. He had been the most trustworthy guy I knew back in high school.

      Except, of course, for what happened to my brother.

      “Hey, Bill,” I said, interrupting his game. “Guess who’s going to be back in town? Your old friend, Jesse Valen.”

      Bill paused his game and slowly turned his gaze to me. As far as I knew, there was very little that would break his concentration while playing, and I was surprised to see that Jesse’s name did the trick.

      “Jesse Valen,” he said, “is no friend of mine.”

      For some reason, his words stung me. “But in high school you guys used to—”

      “I don’t care what we used to do. You know how I feel about that prick. Why would you bring him up?”

      His voice grew louder, more menacing and he put his controller aside. A bad sign.

      “I just thought that—”

      “You thought wrong,” he growled. “Who do you think you are, coming in here and bothering me all the time? You know what happened. You know what I’ve been through, how hard…”

      My brother’s outburst lit a match in my heart and, like gunpowder, I exploded.

      “You have it hard?” I demanded, leaping to my feet. “I work twelve-hour freaking shifts to put food on the table, pay the rent and my tuition, while all you do is laze around doing nothing!”

      My verbal assault was useless. It broke upon him like a stiff breeze on a stone wall. Bill bent, picked up his video game controller, and resumed playing his game.

      “Then leave,” he grunted, simply and irrevocably.

      It was this, of all things, that made me break into tears. I tried to hold them back so he wouldn’t see me cry, but I couldn’t do it. Eventually, he paused his game again and turned toward me.

      “Look,” Bill said, his voice as hard and cold as stone, “no one’s keeping you here. You can go around feeling sorry for yourself, like I’m making you work so hard, but I’m not. You don’t like it? Then get the heck out of here.”

      He didn’t yell. He intoned as if each word were a hammer blow upon nails that sank into my heart. Unable to contain myself, I fled to my room and dissolved into tears on my bed. My day had been so long—a twelve-hour shift long—and then I had to come home to this.

      As I cried, I remembered my brother how he used to be. Smart. Confident. Strong. Unstoppable. With his whole future lined up ahead of him. Then, that fateful night happened.

      For a moment, I wondered if we would have been better off had the cops shot him that night instead of just arresting him. My parents would have been devastated, of course, but considering that they died in a car crash two years later, they wouldn’t have suffered long anyways. As for me, I would be crying my eyes out right now, that was for sure.

      However, things were as they were and, for the past five years, I had kept the promise I made to my mother’s grave and looked after Bill.

      But now, it was killing me.

      Half-ashamed and half-defiant, I pulled out my phone from my pocket and gazed at the little picture of Jesse Valen on the screen until I fell asleep. He was a man central to the whole mess my life had become and still, even though that tiny picture, his smile made me feel warm inside.

      He was also a man who, for a little while anyway, just might come back into our lives.

      

      Chapter 2

      

      The next morning, thank goodness, was my one day off. I needed to use it to clean the house and go shopping. So, at eight in the morning, I threw my hair into a messy bun and began to scrub.

      By eleven, I had done everything except vacuum, but that, unfortunately, would have to wait. Bill was still sleeping, and I knew very well how angry he would be if I woke him up—especially considering all the beer bottles I threw into the recycling bin. I left Bill a note requesting him to do it, but I knew better than to expect anything of it. For the sake of my parents and my promise, I’d just have to do it when I returned.

      Still dressed in an old gray T-shirt and a pair of runner’s shorts, I clambered into our old 1999 Tercel and made my way to the shop. Since I generally ate at the restaurant, the food in the house was almost exclusively for Bill to eat or ignore. Despite my knowledge of my brother’s eating habits, I did my best to buy healthy snacks, rather than the garbage he brought home on his rare ventures out of the house. I filled my cart with apples, grapes, celery sticks, and hoped they wouldn’t go bad and uneaten. I knew that the health-loving, muscle-flexing athlete that had once been my brother was still in there somewhere.

      Please, please let him be in there somewhere.

      After carefully choosing and paying for my groceries, I hauled the shopping cart out to my car and got busy unloading its contents into the trunk. After the first several bags, the heat and exhaustion started getting to me. I pressed my forehead against the hatch of my trunk and took several deep, steadying breaths. Finally calm and a little steadier, I groped behind me for my cart to continue unloading it, but my hand only met air.

      “Oh, shoot!” I cried and leaped back to see the darn thing trundling away from me, back down toward the parking lot. In horror, I watched as it careened not toward the bushes or some beat-up, piece-of-junk car, but toward a brand new, sapphire-blue Mustang convertible.

      That’s when the injustice of life suddenly struck me.

      Not caring that I was dressed like a hobo, I sprinted to catch up. My breasts bounced. My lungs heaved. But still, I could not catch it in time.

      Smash! I winced as its heavy metal grate collided with the stunning new car. Glistening with sweat and embarrassment, I rushed to retrieve it and spurted apologies to the owner, who was sitting inside.

      As the man got out, I was nervous and expecting that he’d yell, holler, call the cops, or even be super nice and condescending about it which would only make me feel worse. Instead, something even more terrible happened.

      “Uh … hello, Jesse,” I stuttered. “Sorry about your car.

      Jesse Valen, star quarterback of the Jets, long-time friend and then enemy of my brother, and eternal crush of my childhood rose out of that snazzy new convertible like the six-and-a-half-foot giant he was. He blinked at me for a moment, as if confused.

      “I’m so, so sorry,” I stammered again. “I can pay… actually, I can’t. I can apologize for any damage. I didn’t realize my cart was getting away from me and…” I petered out beneath his unchanging, gable-browed gaze.

      After at least thirty seconds, he exclaimed, “Mary? Mary Taft, is that you?”

      Painfully conscious of my messy, lopsided bun and the film of sweat on my forehead, I mumbled an embarrassed, “Yes.”

      “Holy cow!” he cried, scooping me up in a powerful embrace and twirling me around. “It’s great to see you. You look…wow, you look amazing.”

      I sensed his eyes resting momentarily on my large bust, which was clearly outlined underneath my clingy gray T-shirt. This made part of me feel amazing while the other part felt tremendously ashamed.

      “How’s your brother? I haven’t seen him in ages,” he continued, still gazing openly at me.

      I winced at the mention of my brother.

      “He’s well,” I lied. “You know how it is. He has a lot to be getting along with.”

      “I bet, I bet,” he agreed.

      As he leaned close to me, I detected the tiniest hint of alcohol coming off his breath. I looked past him and saw the O’Reilly’s Pub sign glowing next to the grocery store. Through the large window, I saw that the bartender was, at that very moment, cleaning several glasses of beer off his bar.

      Suddenly, I felt a little less pathetic.

      “I’m sorry about your car,” I said, glancing at where my cart had struck it. I grimaced as I saw two tiny scratches—really, they were no bigger than fingernail marks—marring its perfect paint.

      “Aw, don’t worry about it,” he replied, shrugging. “It’s a rental, and trust me, I can afford it.”

      I bit my lip and wondered what he meant by that. Was he trying to make me feel bad about my and Bill’s abysmal financial state?

      But then, I saw his smile and stopped worrying.

      “So,” I started, “I saw the article in the newspaper. Congrats on making the whole town lose their marbles over your arrival. Did everybody show up to greet you when you got off the train?”

      He chuckled. “Not everybody, but it was close. Mrs. Azelia was there, with a bunch of flowers and about five different cameras. Do you remember her? She used to come to all of my games with her face painted and that stupid cowbell?”

      I laughed. “Yes,” I said. “Then she’d sing, ‘home, home on the range,’ whenever we won.”

      “Yes, yes! Like: hoooome, home on the raaaannnnnnge!” he sang, doing an impressive—if slightly cruel—impression of the drunken, besotted woman.

      I could not help but giggle. Soon, I found myself leaning against his car beside him until our shoulders nearly touched.

      We stood there for quite a while, reminiscing about past games and exploits, my groceries totally forgotten for the moment. As we chatted, I found myself remembering the old days, before Bill’s arrest and when my parents were still alive.

      We had a huge, amazing house with a yard, a hot tub, and everything. Jesse used to come over at least once a week, sometimes to play catch or video games with my brother, other times to bask in the hot tub, moaning about his sore, over-worked muscles. Once, after a particularly grueling practice, he had asked me to climb into the hot tub with him and give him a massage.

      I had been chunky and weird in high school and naturally jumped at the opportunity when the hottest and most confident guy in school asked me to touch him. Wearing an ugly one-piece swimsuit, I climbed into the hot tub, and Jesse settled between my legs. I rubbed his shoulders, biceps, and back for at least an hour until my brother came over requesting a massage as well—obviously, I shot him down with a single look.

      That had been my moment. My body had filled with pent-up, teenage desire, and when I finished the job and left the hot tub, I realized that the area between my legs was wet from more than just the chlorinated water.

      Seized by a sudden daring, I brought that moment up in my conversation with Jesse. “Do you remember all the time you spent in our hot tub?” I asked. “My parents should have charged you rent.”

      “Hell yeah, I do,” he commented. “That hot tub saved my muscles. As did your expert hands, of course. Do you remember all the great massages you gave me?”

      Of course, I did. I remembered every dip and curve my hands had made against his skin. I remembered the way he would moan softly and lean back against me so that the tips of my breasts grazed his shoulders. But I wasn’t about to tell him that.

      “Yeah, a bit,” I said, hoping my cheeks wouldn’t blush.

      Jesse seemed to sense my lie and inched a little bit closer to me. He must have known how much those moments meant to me. I had wanted to date him all through high school, but of course, he wouldn’t have anything to do with a drama-club dweeb like me. No, he was always too busy gallivanting with the cheerleaders and the dancers to care.

      I was about to open my mouth and comment on how great it was that the old high-school prejudices had fallen away and we could now talk freely to each other when I remembered the fate of his cheerleading ex-girlfriend. She had been there the night Bill was arrested, alongside Jesse and few other friends. While Jesse and the others had come off clean, she and my brother had both been taken in.

      That could have been me, I realized. If I had been dating Jesse at the time, I could have been the one sharing a police car with my brother. As I stood beside him now, I looked up and down that amazing body and thought, would it have been worth it?

      Jesse’s next question shook me straight out of my reverie.

      “You said your brother is doing well, but I was wondering…do you think he might be willing to see me? We didn’t exactly part on good terms, and I was hoping…I don’t know…that we could make things right somehow.”

      Their parting was something I remembered as clearly as I remembered giving him those massages. It had been after the police station, the reporters and the trial. Bill had isolated himself from everyone, including us, but Jesse had begged my parents to let him enter the house and see my brother. With reluctance, they allowed and a screaming match, such as I had never witnessed before, ensued.

      I was not in the room when it happened. I was upstairs with my face buried in my pillow, spilling silent tears, so their exact words were, to this day, murky to me. All I knew was that Bill’s voice had thundered with anger and hurt as he accused Jesse of terrible, terrible things. Jesse’s was filled with grief and regret as he begged for forgiveness.

      As my eyes continued to assess Jesse in the parking lot, I wondered. Was he responsible for what had happened? Was my brother’s demolished future brought about by this man standing before me?

      I looked for clues in his eyes.

      Beneath the cocky grin and the rippling muscles, I saw sadness. I saw a pain almost as profound as my brother’s. Pain, perhaps, as deep as my own.

      “So, Mary, what do you think?” Jesse interrupted my painful moment of reverie. “Could I come over and see your brother?”

      I blinked and thought of the dark dinginess of our home, the gray floors, and my brother’s grayer socks I fought so hard to clean. I imagined my brother’s face, contorted with rage and humiliation, as Jesse Valen, glowing with success, walked into our sad and lonely apartment.

      “No, Jesse,” I said. “I don’t think that would be wise. My brother is still pretty angry with you.”

      Jesse sighed, sagging as if the thunderous might in his shoulders had suddenly vanished.

      “Yeah, I would be, too,” he murmured.

      My heart constricted at his tone, and I ached to open my mouth and ask him what had happened. Bill only spoke of it to lament the effect it had had on his scholarship and team. He refused, obstinately, even to mention Jesse and acted as if they had not known each other at all—had not gotten drunk off my father’s liquor, won and lost football games together, had their hearts broken, plotted silly vendettas that were never carried out. That whole past had been scoured away.

      All of Bill’s past.

      All of Bill’s future.

      Sometimes I understood his wallowing despair, his inability to rise up from the sunken cushions of the couch.

      Other times it just made me mad.

      A reckless daring seized me. I am a woman now, I thought, not just some scared teenager. I pay rent. I support a household. I work two jobs, go to school, and contend with jerks all the time. I can handle talking to Jesse Valen.

      Gulp.

      “Let me make it up to you,” I said and looked at the pub beside the grocery store. “Why don’t we go to O’Reilly’s and I buy you a drink? For old time’s sake? It’s not too early, right?”

      Jesse smiled sheepishly. We both knew he had already had a few, and his apparent need to lean his bodyweight on his beautiful blue convertible was further proof of the fact.

      “Sure,” he said at last. “But what about your groceries?”

      I shrugged. “I didn’t buy anything frozen, and it’s not a hot day. I think it’ll be okay for a half hour.”

      “Hey, that’s all the time I need,” he exclaimed suggestively, making me blush and giggle. It was surprising, but also kind of nice that such an obviously manly man could make self-deprecating jokes like that.

      Both scolding and commending myself for my bravery, I waited as Jesse Valen placed my stray groceries into my trunk and then followed him into the pub.

      * * *

      O’Reilly’s Pub was a lonely and sad place at noon. In the corner, a heavyset man with sad eyes and a newspaper picked at a bowl of soggy French fries, while a woman smoked a cigarette at the other corner of the room. Her frowned upon habit told me this was not the sort of place to be judgmental over ordering a drink this early in the day, and I felt myself relax a little.

      Jesse sat and ordered a scotch on the rocks and then turned a questioning look on me.

      “I’ll have same please,” I responded as I sat beside him.

      After working the late Friday and Saturday shifts at a restaurant for so long, I had learned to drink whatever the bartender snuck my way. Since men like Jesse usually assumed girls didn’t like scotch, or couldn’t drink hard liquor on the rocks at all, I saw this as an opportunity to impress him with my skill.

      Sensing my confidence, Jesse held up his glass, took a large sip, and, with barely a grimace, placed it back down on the table. Then, he gave me a challenging look.

      Buddy, I thought, you try living with Bill for five years, and then we’ll talk drinking contests.

      Matching his look with a cocked brow, I jokingly kept my pinky out as I picked up the glass. I held his gaze, batted my eyelashes, and sipped. Though it burned on the way down, I did not wince or make a face. Instead, I took a little bow and set down the glass with grace.

      “Wow,” he said. “That’s impressive. You can drink like the best of ’em, can’t you?”

      I blushed and sort of shrugged. Was that something to be proud of, really? Congratulations, you’ve pummeled your liver enough times that it can now take a punch.

      Suddenly, Jesse’s demeanor changed. His impressed smile turned into a frown. “These five years have been hard on you, too, haven’t they?”

      The answer was obvious, but I thought it would be ungracious to say so. Instead, I settled on taking another drink.

      “Let’s talk about something else, okay?” I requested, glancing around for a new subject. I noticed a football game playing on the TV to my right. It was muted, but I could tell it was a Jets rerun. “Congratulations on making the team. That’s incredible. Everyone here was so proud of you.”

      “Except Bill, though,” he responded. “Right?”

      I felt myself shriveling up in embarrassment. Could anything not involve my brother?

      Not with his best friend, it can’t, a little voice said inside my head.

      “No,” I said and took another long sip. This time I did not bother concealing my grimace. “Not Bill.”

      Jesse sighed. “It seems strange that I haven’t seen you since I joined the team,” he said, playing with the ice in his glass. “Well, not counting the funeral…” He trailed off and looked at me with embarrassment.

      “My parents’ funeral?” I asked. “You were there?”

      “Yeah,” he said, exhaling. “I hid in the back. I knew Bill would not want to see me—our fight was still so fresh—but I always liked your parents, so I went.”

      “Wow.”

      I didn’t know what else to say. Not seeing Jesse there had stung and disappointed me more than I could say, but now that I knew, I felt weirdly comforted.

      Without thinking, I reached out and placed my hand on his. Warmth burgeoned within me, and I blushed. Yanking my hand away, I circled it around my glass and looked down.

      To my surprise, Jesse was not embarrassed or uncomfortable. He took his arm and wrapped it right around me. For a moment, my heart fluttered and my brain filled with silly questions. Was my hair okay? Was my T-shirt sweaty? Did I wear enough deodorant? However, when he didn’t wince or wrinkle his nose or laugh or tease, I relaxed and enjoyed the feel of his arm around me as he hugged me close.

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” he whispered, then added, “And for everything else.”

      He kissed the side of my head and then broke our embrace.

      It took several long seconds for me to form words again.

      “So…” I started, quite awkwardly, “you think the Jets are going to do well this year?”

      He laughed, sloshing the ice in his now empty drink.

      “I sure hope so,” he declared. “There’s a bit of an uproar with some of the teammates this year. You might have heard…”

      I blushed again. “Yeah, I saw something online. But I knew you couldn’t be involved.”

      The smile that blossomed across his face at my words made me grateful I was sitting. I’m sure my knees would have folded right under me had I not.

      “Thank you, Mary,” he said, and, at the sound of my name, my heart skipped a beat. “Some teammates got involved in something stupid. I was there and tried to stop them, but all anyone sees is that I’m in the pictures too. I hate it.”

      I didn’t know what to say. Instead, I bit my lip and thought about how Bill had said almost exactly the same thing nearly five years before. It was then that I noticed my drink was empty, and that I was feeling a little buzzed.

      “Dang,” I said. “I need to get home. I have a lot of work to do.”

      In reality, all I wanted to do was get out of there. Our time together was going so well, and I didn’t want to phoo up.

      “Oh, alright then,” Jesse replied, looking rather sad. Then, almost immediately, he cheered up again and pulled a pen from his pocket. “How about this?” he said while scribbling on a napkin. “Why don’t you meet me tonight? There’s this party I’m going on. Here’s the address and my phone number. Give me a call when you’re there.”

      Before I had a chance to say anything else, he pushed the napkin toward me, paid for our drinks, and stood up to leave. I stared at the scribbled words as if they were glowing with neon lights.

      “So, Mary,” he added after a moment, and my stomach did that little swoop thing again. “I’ll catch you later. Okay?”

      I raised my empty glass to him. “Yeah,” I managed to say.

      He winked, and I sat there watching his sheer athleticism as he made his way outside. Wanting to make sure he didn’t see me stumble or fix my shorts on my butt or something embarrassing like that, I waited a full minute before I finally stood, thanked the bartender, and slipped out of the bar. I felt as if I was walking on ice: half elated and half terrified that I would lose my footing. After all, I, Mary Taft, had just scored a date with Jesse freaking Valen.

      Ha ha, freakin’ ha!

      God help me.

      

      Chapter 3

      

      The party was not until nine o’clock that night which gave me about seven hours to finish my chores, change out of my ridiculous outfit, shower, and make myself look good enough to go out with a man such as Jesse. Although it sounds like a lot, it definitely wasn’t. In fact, a week wouldn’t have been enough time to get me ready, and for that reason, my anxiety grew with each passing second.

      Adding to that was also the problem of telling Bill. If I were just shuffling out of the house in my usual all-black waitressing outfit or the maxi dresses I wore to class, he would probably not even notice I was gone. However, in dating clothes, I would certainly raise all sorts of suspicions. Still, I pictured myself walking into that party, arm in arm, with Jesse and decide he was worth the hassle.

      Sighing deeply, I put away the groceries, dug up the vacuum, and noticed the floors were already clean.

      I popped my head into the living room where Bill was immersed in yet another video game. “Did you vacuum?” I asked, not daring to believe it.

      “Yeah. You asked me to, didn’t you?”

      “I did, yeah,” I responded. “Thank you, Bill!”

      But instead of looking happy at my gratitude, Bill seemed all the more annoyed. “You don’t need to act like it’s some big deal, Mary,” he said sourly.

      I was confused. “I don’t know what you’re—”

      “You’re just so surprised, so overcome with relief that I vacuumed as if it’s some amazing, astounding thing.”

      I scowled at him. What did he want from me? Suddenly, I felt even happier about my impending date with Jesse and discovered that lying to him was quite easy.

      “Well, since it’s no surprising thing,” I snapped, “you’ll find it no big deal to clean up after dinner, too. I’m going out with some friends, so I won’t be able to.”

      He paused his game and cocked a sardonic eyebrow at me. “You? Going out? Ha. Have fun with that. Ten bucks say you’ll be passed out at the bar by ten thirty.”

      Outrage welled up inside me. I was so sick of him, so sick of whom my brother had become. We used to be close. He taught me how to drive and showed me how to throw and catch a football, even though I was a girl. We used to stay up really late, watching movies and eating popcorn and ice cream in front of the TV. It was like when they cuffed him, all those years ago, they didn’t only bind his wrists, but his whole spirit, too.

      “You don’t want me acting like everything is a big deal, Bill?” I cried. “Fine! But why don’t you stop acting like a jerk?”

      And with that, I stormed up toward my room.

      I did not even bother to cook dinner for him that night. I made a simple plate of vodka penne with a side salad for myself, and openly glared at him while I carried it up the stairs to eat. Still, a small finger of remorse poked at my heart and forced me to leave out a warm portion of noodles and a jar of sauce, which he could quickly throw together.

      Did that make me a good person or a weak one? I wasn’t sure.

      Anyway, after I scrounged down my food, careful not to leave a single bite unaccounted for—we were too broke to throw anything away—I brushed my teeth and began my transformation into someone presentable.

      My first step was to find an outfit that accentuated all my good features.

      When I was in high school, I made the stupid mistake of thinking that dressing in skinny jeans and clingy, featureless Abercrombie and Fitch T-shirts like the stick thin, popular girls was the only way to dress. Since then, I’ve learned a few very valuable lessons.

      The first was that unlike those girls, my rounded hips, pinched waist, and large boobs gave me an hourglass figure that looked completely wrong in those trendy clothes. However, there was a broad range of clothes that flattered my curves to perfection, and therefore, lesson number two was dress to my body type, and no one else’s. The third and hardest to learn lesson, was that despite how difficult it was to convince myself of the fact, my body was incredibly sexy and desirable.

      Although they may seem simple, these are lessons every woman should learn but most don’t. I knew I was one of the lucky ones to have had that insight on my junior year in college.

      I kept those rules in mind as I pulled out a ruby-red, low-cut, high-bottomed little dress out of my closet. My mind told me I looked good in it, but my heart and soul dared not believe it. Ignoring the little voice in my head that called me ridiculous, I put the dress on and looked at myself in the mirror.

      I couldn’t help but smile at the way the deep V-neck made my bust bloom through while still displaying my delicate collarbones. The little frilled sleeves hid my shot-putter’s biceps, and a tight black band cinched my waist in a way that made my body look like two hearts, one facing up and one facing down. The skirt was loose and flowy in the hips and butt, showing all the goods I had to offer while leaving just enough up to the imagination.

      All of this, coupled with a pair of black heels, made me look like Carmen from the opera. It is important to remember, I think, that it was only recently that stick-thin, ruler-shaped women started to dominate the fashion world. In my opinion, the change was made because if more women like me—all belly and butt and hips—started grazing the cover of fashion mags and billboards, it would wreak havoc amongst the average male passerby.

      That was, at least, what I kept telling myself.

      And, it was what I reminded myself, again and again, as I finished getting ready for my date with Jesse. Although there would always be that little ghost of self-doubt that haunted women like me—the one conjured in high school, where there were about half ways to appear sexy—but I was getting better at ignoring it.

      “You look beautiful,” I told myself in the mirror. “You look freaking beautiful.”

      A dab of brandy-colored lipstick, a swish or two of mascara, and I was ready.

      At least I thought I was until I tripped on the top step and nearly tumbled all the way down the stairs.

      “Okay, Mary,” I told myself with a deep inhale, “you’re wearing heels, not your ultra-stick, no-slip waitressing shoes. Focus.”

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      Paying attention to my steps and hoping that Bill wouldn’t spot me, I slipped as quietly as I could toward the door. Considering I was a big, sure-footed woman, you can imagine how “quietly” I was able to go in freaking stilettos. Therefore, it should come as no surprise that just as I put my hand on the knob, Bill’s voice echoed from the living room.

      “Mary? Hey, can you grab me a beer before you leave, please?”

      For a moment, I thought about saying no, or even swearing at him, but he was asking politely, and this was behavior I wanted to encourage. With a sigh, and still mindful not to trip over the slightly uneven floor of our apartment, I fetched him a drink and brought it to him.

      I wondered if he’d make fun of my outfit; call me ridiculous or even fat. I wondered if perhaps he’d compliment me, tell me I looked nice or hot or something. But Bill never even looked up. Not once.

      “Thanks,” he muttered, cracking open the can. His eyes never left the TV screen, and in a way, I was relieved. Still, part of me was deeply saddened by the whole exchange.

      Or should I say lack of exchange?

      Anyway, I had looked up the party earlier and found it was only a couple of blocks away. So, in spite of my heels, I decided to walk. Thankfully, the night air was crisp and refreshing, so I did not even work up a sweat in the time it took me to find the location.

      At first, I was concerned that I might not be able to. My phone had GPS, of course, but I tried to be stingy about using it. We frequently ran out of our data allowance and our overage charges were murder. However, after several minutes of walking, I found I had absolutely no reason to worry. The three-story apartment building where the party was taking place was lit up like a beacon, with music pumping out so loudly I could make out the words nearly three hundred yards away. The street was lined with cars, many illegally parked, and party guests in various states of drunkenness teetered in and out of the main doorway, which was propped open with a box of cheap beer.

      “Incredible,” I whistled. “Some party.”

      I hiked down my dress, making sure my Spanx weren’t showing and entered.

      When Jesse had said “party,” I had initially expected what a small-town, too-busy-for-parties girl like me thought when they heard the word. Fifteen or fewer people crammed in someone’s basement, drinking sickly-sweet jungle juice and praying that whoever’s parents the house belonged to suddenly didn’t decide to turn around from their week-long vacation in Florida and show up just as someone was struggling to light a joint.

      But this…well, this was a party.

      There were at least a hundred very glamourous people. Most of the girls wore skin-tight sequined tube dresses that showed off their long, gazelle-like legs, while the men showed off their machoness—and egos—in leather sports jackets as they threw around footballs and flirted with the girls. The music was generic, electronic, and throbbed out of a speaker system so massive and expensive that I was horrified to see people putting their drinks on it as if it were a table. Still, if one was throwing this kind of party, I supposed that was to be expected.

      Feeling completely out of place, I gulped at the crazy grandeur. It took all my willpower not to turn right there and stride out the door, but I reminded myself that this was a date with Jesse Valen and stepped inside.

      In the kitchen, I spotted an array of half-empty liquor bottles and sticky soda cans surrounding a tower of cups. After watching several partiers’ approach, pick a bottle at random, and pour themselves a drink, I figured this was communal property and decided to help myself. Feeling slightly ashamed, I took out my five-dollar bottle of wine and added it to the ranks of party offerings before making myself a potent mix of Jim Beam and soda. I felt a little weird about drinking people’s pricey booze, but seeing as there was a least a 750-dollar bottle of liquor already spilled on the sodden floor, I figured they wouldn’t miss it.

      I sipped, relishing the bravery and warmth it afforded me, and then set off to look through the rest of the party. For a moment, I considered just calling Jesse’s phone, but I dreaded the idea of shouting hoarsely to each other, trying to make ourselves heard over the music and ruckus of excited party guests. I also didn’t want to seem…eager, I supposed. Or dependent on him. I wanted to appear as if I was entirely capable of having a good time on my own in such a situation.

      Therefore, I meandered and tried to not look too out of place by examining the pictures on the walls and noting how well the décor—or, in this case, the lack of décor—was perfect for partying.

      Then, at last, I saw him.

      Three seconds later, I realized that the reason it had taken me so long to spot Jesse was that he was sucking face with some dumb blonde bimbo. For a moment, I wished I hadn’t seen him at all. I also scolded myself for being so judgmental towards the girl’s appearance—she could certainly be an absolutely intelligent blonde bimbo—but I was so overcome with horror I just couldn’t help myself. I thought we had formed a connection at the bar, that maybe, finally, after all these years, he was genuinely interested in me.

      Apparently not, I thought as I turned to walk away. However, at that very moment, Jesse freed himself from the girl’s French assault—with the sound of a plunger being yanked from a toilet—and drunkenly weaved his way toward me.

      “Mary!” he cried, as if we were the best of friends—or worse, siblings—and clapped me into a rather sweaty, one-armed hug. “Mary! How are you? This is…this is…”

      He looked around for the blonde, but she had already disappeared—either to get herself another drink or to examine somebody else’s tonsils, I assumed. Giving up, Jesse shrugged. “Oh, whatever. I don’t remember her name anyway. So, how are you?”

      “Quite well,” I snapped, my tone indicating, with stark obviousness, that I was not.

      I supposed he must have been too drunk to pick up on it, because he answered, “That’s great. Greeaat! Here, I want you to meet the host of the party. Jason? JASON!”

      Another young man, who was decently handsome but not nearly as good looking as Jesse, ambled over. At his approach, Jesse hollered the man’s name once more and curled his arm around his friend’s shoulders.

      “This is my friend, Mary,” he slurred. “She’s Bill’s sister, remember? Kinda dorky in high school, but now—”

      Outrage at his stupid behavior filled my veins, and I shoved my drink into his hand. “Good night, Jesse.”

      My words still hung in the air as I charged away from the room.

      “Hey, wait!” he called, but I ignored him. I was doing my best to hide my utter humiliation behind a shield of anger and outrage, and it was working.

      I think.

      “Wait! Mary, wait!” Jesse cried as be burst out of the house after me. If I had a car, I could have easily gotten in and driven away while offering a select finger his way, but I didn’t have one. I had walked, in high heels, which made it incredibly easy for a blasted professional athlete to catch up.

      Why, why, whyyyyy did I wear heels?

      “Mary!” he panted, at my side now. Somehow, he seemed a little less wasted. “Look, I’m really, really sorry. That was a horrible thing to say—”

      I whirled on him. “And what about Ms. I-forgot-her-name? Was she horrible?”

      He recoiled as if struck, opened his mouth, but did not respond.

      “Here I was thinking we were out on a date—that you had asked me on a date—and when I show up, I find you making out with her? What the heck?”

      I was angry—so freaking angry. I knew we weren’t dating, exclusive, or anything else that would make Jesse feel any loyalty to me. I also knew he had probably kissed a thousand girls, and would probably kiss a thousand more before his football career ended, but it still stung.

      “Mary.” He sighed, his voice so sad that it arrested me a moment. “I’m sorry. I do want to have a date with you. It’s just hard sometimes. You have no idea. All these girls chasing me, saying nice things…it’s hard to resist. Especially when everything else in my life is so nasty…”

      My restraint or whatever was left of it at that point, exploded. “Your life is nasty? Your life is nasty? You’re an NFL superstar. You make millions of dollars a year. Men and women worship you. It’s the life my brother always wanted!”

      “Yes,” he interrupted tragically. “It is the life your brother deserved too, but he did not get it. All my success—sometimes it is just as painful to me as his failures.”

      I wilted. My anger vanished, like a pot of boiling water once the flame had gone out. I blinked at his sadness, his grief, his despair.

      “You’re not happy with the way things turned out?” I asked astounded.

      “No, Mary,” he said. “I am not happy. Every moment, of every day, of every year of my life, I live in regret. All I can think about is what would have happened if that night had gone differently.”

      He stood there, his massive shoulders sagging, his great strength and athleticism bowed by the burden he carried.

      “I had no idea,” I said and meant it.

      “But,” he replied hesitantly, his hand creeping into my own, “When I’m with you, I feel better. Like maybe, one day, everything will be okay.”

      I didn’t know what to say, so I just gazed at him in awe that such a giant could be interested in someone as meek and unimportant as me. I smiled a shy smile at him and he smiled a glorious one back.

      “Mary Taft,” he said after a moment, “will you consent to be my date—my only date—tonight?”

      He looked at me with his big puppy dog eyes that were filled with equal parts of mirth and suffering, and I could not resist.

      “Curse you, Jesse Valen,” I cried, slapping him good-naturedly on the shoulder. “You know how charming you are, don’t you?”

      He chuckled. “That I do. And it’s gotten me out of stickier situations than this, let me tell you. Want to go back inside?”

      Nodding my head, I allowed him to take my arm and guide me back into the crowded apartment.

      

      Chapter 4

      

      The rest of the party passed in a whirlwind of smiles and clanking drinks. The first thing Jesse did upon reentering was replace my discarded drink. This time he fetched me an expensive but delicious favorite: a Washington Apple. Afterward, he kept his arm around me and started introducing me to his friends as “his dear friend Mary.” It was a title I liked, and for much of it, I felt like I was on display.

      In all honesty, I thoroughly enjoyed every moment of it. As Jesse’s companion, I caught a little bit of his glory and glow, and for a moment, it was like I was famous and universally loved as well.

      Soon we found ourselves outside. Many of Jesse’s friends were smoking, but he did not partake—he had the NFL to worry about, after all. Instead, he entertained the group with crazy football stories. Some were heroic and featured glorious touchdowns or great catches, while others were downright silly.

      One I particularly enjoyed—at least, from what I could piece together in my drunken state—was about the team’s bus breaking down in the middle of Arkansas. According to the story, they were forced to stay at a bed and breakfast that had an overload of flowery bits, uncomfortably soft mattresses that were shared between teammates, and the most delicious sausages and pancakes Jesse had ever had. I liked the story because it seemed sweet, less show-offy than the rest.

      Eager to prove that as least some of me could hold my own at a party like this, I stole a cigarette from some guy’s mouth, inhaled deeply, and released a series of beautifully formed, concentric smoke rings that flew through each other. It was yet another skill I’d earned working as a waitress—busboys were surprisingly crafty with their smokes during the long, boring shifts.

      The crowd oohed and aahed in appreciation, and Jesse turned to me with an impressed grin and said, “I wonder what else you can do with your mouth.”

      Feeling bold, I leaned so close to him that my lips grazed his cheek when I whispered, “Wouldn’t you like to find out?”

      My boldness made me wonder who this sexily clad girl whispering scandalous implications into a professional football player’s ear was. Whoever she was, I decided I really liked her.

      Jesse grabbed me, pulled me close, and kissed me hard. The feel of his lips on mine was everything I had ever imagined it would be. His mouth was warm, firm, demanding and perfect.

      The crowd catcalled and giggled, then eventually dispersed, leaving us alone to our privacy under the eaves of the house. Once we parted, we sat close enough that our shoulders touched, and looked up at the sky.

      “This is really nice,” I said, pretty drunk and proud of myself.

      “Yes, it is,” he replied. “I wish it could be this way all the time. It’s great playing and all, but I feel like I don’t really have a home base, you know? Like I don’t belong anywhere.”

      I giggled. “Home base. Don’t you mean end zone?”

      “Ah, whatever, Taft,” he murmured and rested his head on my shoulder. Overhead, the stars twinkled over the lights of the town.

      “You know what would make this moment perfect?” he asked after several moments of sweet silence. “If your brother were here.”

      I scowled. In my mind, that was precisely the thing that would ruin this moment.

      “I don’t mean here, specifically,” he said, seeing the look on my face. “I mean, wouldn’t it be nice if he were okay with us being together, and like…having a relationship?”

      Earlier that night, I would have protested vehemently. I would have claimed that my brother would never be okay with the two of us being together, that he would never enjoy Jesse’s presence. But now, after several strong drinks, I was feeling optimistic.

      “You know what, Jesse?” I bubbled drunkenly. “Maybe, if we just go talk to him, he’ll get over it and be okay.”

      Jesse gazed at me in happiness. It was a look that made me feel both drunker and sober at the same time.

      “You think so?” he asked hopeful. “Oh, that would be amazing. Do you think he’s still awake?”

      I glanced at my watch and saw it was three in the morning. “Most definitely,” I deadpanned.

      “Great!” Jesse exclaimed and leaped from the curb on which we sat. I followed suit, though a bit more unsteadily. As much as I had started to enjoy looking fabulous, I continued to regret my shoes.

      “Where do you live?” he asked, like a dog excited to go to a park.

      I shrugged and pointed vaguely down the street.

      “Awesome!” he cried and bolted toward my place.

      Jesse was about half a block away when he realized how far behind I was. He stopped, turned, and galloped back to me.

      “This will be a lot quicker,” he declared as he seized me around the waist and tossed me upon his back. I winced as I felt my dress ride up, but at this point in the night, I was almost too drunk to care.

      “Giddy up!” I cried and poked the ends of my stilettos into his thighs as if they were spurs. He laughed, whinnying and snorting as if he were a real horse before taking off into the night.

      I giggled the entire way. Part of me decided I was way too drunk for this sort of movement, while the rest of me relished in his strength and manliness. As previously mentioned, I was generally regarded as a big girl. In all the sports I had played in high school, I always was the strong, sturdy type. The center. The goalie. The shot putter. And yet Jesse threw me around as if I weighed no more than the skimpy little dress I was wearing. For me, it was a rare and exquisite feeling.

      At last, we made it to my apartment.

      For a moment, I was ashamed of its dingy appearance. The clusters of weeds growing around the mailbox, the overflowing recycle bin, the cracked paint were all very embarrassing, but Jesse’s face showed no disgust. Instead, he gazed at it with supreme contentment, as if there was nowhere else in the world he would rather be.

      Jostled not only by my drinking but by my recent horse-riding activities as well, it took me about three tries to fish the keys out of my clutch and stick them in the door. A giggle and a kiss later, I was inside the apartment. However, just as I was about to hustle Jesse inside, it occurred to me that Bill might not want to be surprised. Just as I had not liked being startled in my T-shirt and messy bun at the grocery store, I was sure Bill would like an opportunity to put on something more decent than his boxers before his old frienemy ventured inside.

      I asked Jesse to wait outside and stumbled into the kitchen. “Biillllllll? Helllooooo?”

      In retrospect, I realized that this sort of greeting wasn’t the best way to ingratiate myself with my brother. However, it did get him to his feet, which was a good thing.

      He shuffled out from the living room, holding an open box of cereal in his hands. “Hey, Mary,” he said and sniffed the air. “Whoa. What the heck have you been drinking?”

      I tittered, leaning far too much on the kitchen table. “Oh, I don’t know…whiskey, gin, rum…some Washington Apples. You know, the usual.”

      I laughed at my own joke. It was, in fact, quite unusual for me to come home in this state.

      An awkward smile found its way across Bill’s face. “Oh, yeah? I’m glad you’ve enjoyed yourself. You don’t get nearly as much fun as you deserve.”

      His reaction caught me by surprise, and I blinked at him a few times. Once the shock wore off, my optimism grew, continuing to buoy me. Remembering our previous fight, when he had been upset that I made “too big a deal” of things, I used a neutral tone when I thanked him for the comment and received a smile in return.

      For a moment, he looked like the brother I used to know. Then, without quite meeting my eye, he said, “You’re welcome. Actually, I’ve been thinking. I wanted to apologize for our fight earlier. I know that sometimes I can be mean. I just wanted to say that I’ll…I’ll try to be better.”

      “Hey, Mary!” Jesse’s voice interrupted our little moment. “Is that jerk dressed yet?”

      The smile on my brother’s face froze. Suddenly, it became stiff and strained, like glass bent nearly to the breaking point.

      “Who…” he started. “Who is out there?”

      “Come on, Mary!” Jesse called. “Let me in.”

      Bill’s eyes widened, first in recognition, then in horror, and finally in rage.

      “Is that…” he rumbled like a lidded pot about to burst. “Is that Jesse Valen?”

      “I…I…met him at the party,” I stammered, struggling to lie in my drunken state.

      “Party?” he smoldered. “I thought you said you were going out with some friends?”

      “I…” I started, but there was nothing I could say. I had no defense. My guilt was evident in the euphoric happiness that had, only moments before, been blooming across my face.

      “Dang door,” Jesse swore as he burst inside. He had the decency to look sheepish as he stumbled into our house, but then he ruined everything by grinning at my brother. “Hi, Bill.”

      “Get out!” My brother’s face contorted with rage.

      This was no look of annoyance or even embarrassment. It was a look of pure hatred, and it scared me.

      “C’mon, Bill—” Jesse tried.

      “No!” he thundered. “I do not want you here. You are not welcome. Now get out!”

      Jesse’s cocky, charismatic grin faltered, like a beautiful flower taken out of the sun.

      “Come on, buddy,” he said. “I just wanna talk to you. Look, I know what you’ve been through. I know what it’s like to have your whole life turned upside down by a single night—”

      Before I could realize what was happening, Bill strode forward and struck Jesse right in the face. He stumbled backward with a look of pained horror on his face. I knew he was a man who could take a hit. I had seen him play in every one of his games, so I knew the small impact of my brother’s fist was not what was hurting him.

      It was the rejection of a once beloved friend.

      The strike not only bruised Jesse but it also instantly sobered me. “No, Bill,” I cried, rushing between the two of them. “It’s my fault. I brought him here. It was my idea.”

      This time it was Bill’s turn to wince as if he had been struck.

      “But I told you I didn’t want to see him,” he said.

      Although he didn’t yell, I think it would’ve been better if he had. The slow, steady hiss of his voice, made me feel like I was a gas leak and he was about to light a match.

      “I know,” I implored, gripping the collar of his shirt. “But…after talking to him, after realizing that he feels just as bad about the whole thing, I thought that maybe we could find a way for us to all be friends.”

      Back when my family was whole, we used to go on camping trips. I remembered one time when I was wondering through the woods and saw a rattlesnake coiled in the shadow of a rock. Its head rose as if ready to strike, while its tail quivered. That was the impression I had now, as I looked at my brother. There was no question that if Bill had a tail, it would have been rattling. If he had fangs, he would have been preparing to strike.

      Then, an evil smile I had never seen before spread across his face. I imagined a forked tongue poking its way from between his lips and got ready for the poison.

      “It’s because you want to mess him, isn’t it?” he sneered. “The big, strong Jesse Valen comes into town, and you immediately want to bang him because you know you’ll never have a chance like this again.”

      Unbidden, a blush crept up my face.

      “No!” I exclaimed. “It’s not like that at all. You guys used to be the best of friends—”

      “Ho, ho, ho, not as good of friends as you two are now,” he mocked.

      “Hey, buddy,” Jesse interrupted, “your sister has been perfectly respectable. I don’t think you should be saying things like—”

      “Shut up, you traitor,” he barked. “Backstabbers don’t get to tell me about my sister’s respectability. Now get out.”

      “Bill,” I murmured, “please…”

      “Out!” Bill yelled.

      There was no arguing with him. He was as hard and cold and scaly as a reptile, glaring at us, waiting for us to leave.

      “Come on, Mary,” Jesse muttered after a long sigh. “I’ll take you somewhere safe.”

      With that, he took my hand and led me out the door.

      

      Chapter 5

      

      I did not cry when we left the apartment. Nor did I cry when Jesse huddled us into the back of a cab. The elevator door dinged open on his hotel room floor, and still, my eyes were dry. However, once we were hidden inside his room, Jesse took me into his arms and held me tight.

      “I’m so, so sorry,” he whispered into my hair. My forehead was pressed against his shoulder, my arms around his waist. Only then, enveloped by his warmth and his manly scent, I began to cry.

      “It’s not fair,” I mumbled, hiding my tears into his shirt. “I do everything I can for him, but it seems like the harder I try, the more I piss him off.”

      Jesse rubbed my shoulders and held me against him. “Why do you try, then?”

      “Because we’re family,” I replied with a shrug. “I know it’s what my mother and father would want of me.”

      “Maybe,” he said, “but I don’t think they’d want you to be this unhappy.” Ever so gently, he pushed me away from him and took my chin beneath his fingers. He guided my face up so that our lips were nearly touching, and whispered, “I know I don’t.”

      Then he kissed me.

      His lips pressed gently against mine. They felt familiar now, comforting, and somehow, with that one kiss, Jesse managed to peel off a layer of sadness from my heart and warm it just enough to make me want to stop crying.

      Come on, Mary! I urged myself. Stop crying. No one wants to kiss a crying girl.

      To my surprise, Jesse seemed like he did—or at least like he did not mind the salt, running nose and all else that my outburst entitled.  It warmed my heart even more.

      “Come with me,” he said after a moment.

      Confused, I took his hand and allowed him to lead me to the bathroom. There, he brushed the hair off my forehead, kissed it, and then undid the belt around my waist. I stared at him with a hurricane of emotions in my eyes. I was a little nervous, still pretty hammered, and really upset about my brother’s reaction to the two of us. As much as I wanted to get naked with Jesse Valen, now was probably not the best time.

      “I don’t know, Jesse,” I stammered. “I’m not sure if now is the best—”

      “It’s okay,” he interrupted me as he shimmied out of his clothes. “Trust me?”

      The question lingered in the air as he removed each item of clothing and tossed it to the floor. It had been a long time since I had trusted anybody, but as he stood naked and magnificent in front of me, I decided I wanted to trust him.

      He stood still and stared at me for just long enough for my eyes to drift down his body. My body grew warm and wet at the sight of his sculpted, rippling muscles. Unable to help myself, I bit my lip and allowed my eyes to drift down, right between his legs. He was not yet hard, but I could tell by what was there already that he would be massive.

      Before I was completely done looking at him, Jesse turned the water of the shower. Once it was hot and steaming, he stepped inside. Seconds later, a warm, sopping hand emerged from behind the curtain, beckoning me in. Feeling—sort of—brave, I shrugged off the rest of my clothing and stepped, almost warily, into the steaming shower.

      I was not sure what to expect. A part of me thought he might slam me against the wall, turn me around, and idiot me from behind, while another imagined him burying both hands in my hair, driving me to my knees, and offering himself to me. Don’t get me wrong, on most days, I would have enjoyed that, but tonight, after seeing my brother’s face I did not feel riled, confident, or empowered.

      I felt sad and lonely and small.

      However, Jesse did not do any of those things. Instead, he gently took my hand and guided me against his chest. It was warm and firm, with lovely dark hair adding texture to his smooth, slick skin. He reached up and unwound my hair from the updo in which I had it. Then, he let it cascade around my shoulders and caressed it to make sure it was entirely sodden with warm water. This being a fancy hotel, he reached to the side, selected one of the many options of expensive shampoos and squirted a dollop onto his hand. Then, ever so tenderly, he began to massage it into my scalp.

      As a professional football player, one might have expected his hands to be overly rough and calloused, but they weren’t. Although definitely strong and manly, there was a gentleness in the way he rubbed my head that comforted me to my very soul. I relaxed and felt my weight settling against him.

      Usually, I did not like for a guy to know, or to sense, how much I weighed, but Jesse was strong enough. He was strong enough to make me feel light and fragile. He was strong enough to bear the burden that I was now crying out upon his shoulder. He was strong enough to make me feel peace even though I was in the eye of a hurricane.

      When he was finished soaking my hair, he turned me around so that my face was in the stream of the water and my back was against his body. I could feel the full length of him, from the shoulders that enveloped mine to his manhood pressed against my butt. I could tell he was hard, but it wasn’t in a pushy or imperative way. He was enjoying my body, yes, but right now he sensed that what I needed was comfort, not climax, and he was, once again, strong enough to give it to me.

      “Thank you,” I murmured.

      Jesse did not respond but kissed the side of my neck, where the soft rivulets of water traced the outline of his lips upon my skin. With my hair rinsed, it was his time to find comfort. I melted into him as he reached around my body and cupped both of my breasts. Again, he did not do it demandingly or aggressively, but I allowed him to play and explore me in a way that brought him comfort.

      It had been so long since I had found comfort anywhere, that I was surprised at how much his touch soothed not only him but me as well.

      When we finished, we floated our way out of the shower, toweled dry, and tumbled into bed. Within minutes, we were fast asleep, curled up like two kittens.

      * * *

      The next morning we awoke bright and early. I blinked at the sunlight that assaulted my eyes but overall felt utterly content. I smiled and then rolled over to see Jesse beside me, leaning on his elbow, and clearly already awake.

      “You feeling better?” he asked, a mysterious smile on his face.

      I yawned deeply, stretched, and murmured, “Yes, I do. Much better than I have felt in a long time.”

      “Good,” he replied, gentle as rain.

      And then he sprang.

      His lips pressed against mine. Eagerly. Desperately. I felt his hands move from squeezing my waist to taking both my breasts in them. I giggled and shoved him away.

      “Don’t you want this?” he asked, obviously concerned.

      In response, I reached down to the very awake erection between his legs and gave him a squeeze. “It is exactly what I want, but first, I need to pee.”

      He laughed and kicked the blankets off him to expose the full length of his body. My goodness, with the early morning sun glowing in his salient muscles, he looked amazing. A wide grin spread across my face as I dashed to the bathroom. I did what I needed to do in record speed, swashed some Listerine around my mouth, and made sure everything was presentable before I returned to the room, eager to enjoy every inch of Jesse Valen I could get my hands, mouth, and pussy on.

      “Now are you ready?” he teased as I stood on the threshold.

      His hand grasped manhood, stroking it slowly to keep it nice and firm for me. Holding his gaze, I made my way to the bed and bent down between his legs. I knocked his hand away and replaced it with mine. He was massive, hard and pink as I stroked him. His eyes fluttered in the same pace as my stomach as I brought my lips to kiss the tip of his cock.

      Jesse shivered and gasped, but I was not through yet. In fact, I was far from it.

      I kissed a ring around his tip, then opened my mouth and took him inside me. His taste was delicious, clean and slightly salty. I worked up and down a few times, making him groan and stiffen, and then I pulled back and looked at him with a smile.

      “What do you think?” I teased before going down on him again.

      He moaned and bucked against me as one of my hands encircled the base of his shaft, making sure to squeeze all the way down to the base every time I dipped my mouth, while my other hand cupped and massaged his balls. His whole body flexed and trembled. His toes curled with each of my movements as pleasure raced down his entire body. I felt proud and pleased to see just how much I could turn him on.

      Eager to see how far I could take him, I amped every movement I made until he was panting. Once it became too much for him, Jesse seized me by the hair, yanked me back, and threw me beneath him.

      “Your turn, baby,” he grunted, and then jumped on top of me.

      Unlike the night before, he was impatient, insistent, and dominating—my absolute favorite combination. I opened my legs automatically and wrapped them around his narrow, muscular waist.

      His cock was rock hard and hot, like iron left in sunlight. It lay across me, from the fork of my legs all the way up to my bellybutton. He thrust, not yet inside me, but against me. It was a pure display of his power and the strength of his dominance, and it made me wetter than anything or anyone had ever had.

      Our kisses were intense as his hands scooped my breasts together, bouncing them, squeezing them. His fingertips flicked my nipples, and I moaned as pleasure lanced between them and arched my chest to press them into his grip. Then, he pinched them and I screamed aloud and drove my thighs up and over his back, rocking my hips, urging him inside me.

      “Do you want it?” he asked.

      “Yes. Yes,” I begged, but still, Jesse didn’t take me. All he did was move his lips from my neck down to my nipples where his tongue danced upon their pebble-hard forms. It was torture.

      “Are you sure?”

      Before I had a chance to reply, he grabbed both my wrists and pinned them down against the bed. Using his hips, he slid his cock down the length of my body, from between my breasts all the way down to my pussy, where he dipped, ever so tantalizingly, the tip of his manhood inside my opening.

      “Jesse Valen, put it in me now,” I commanded.

      My words made him pause his wicked teasing and bring his mouth to mine. He kissed my lips tenderly, and said, “I’ll put it in you when I wanna put it in you. Understand?”

      I nodded.

      He kissed me again and waited, with the tip of his cock almost inside me, until I whimpered. Once I did, he drove his cock into me with one swift push.

      I was so wet he did not have to force it or work me open. He just rammed it right in and kept going. My eyes rolled back in pleasure as he messed me all the way through, as deeply as I could take it. He was rock-hard, massive and plowed into me so deeply that his balls slapped against the bottom of my pussy. I moaned, straining against him, but he kept me pinned down.

      The night before had proved that he was a gentleman, but this morning showed that he was also a beast. An excellent, powerful sex animal.

      Jesse’s pounding was relentless. He made sure each concussive impact slid his entire length into me before he pulled back until he was nearly out just to drive all the way back in again. His hands worked my breasts, alternatively squeezing their molded flesh, flicking my nipples, and pinching them hard.

      I could feel myself building. His cock was so big and turgid in its erection that I could feel the exact, precise shape of him as he drove in and out of my body. His rounded tip pummeled my G-spot in a way that sent tingles down my limbs and spine.

      “I’m close,” I cried. “I’m so close.”

      Bearing his teeth in the effort of pounding mercilessly into me, Jesse pulled my legs from around his waist and brought them up over his shoulders. My ankles framed his gorgeous face, and I felt him deeper and harder than ever before.

      “Yes!” I screamed. “Yes! I’m coming!”

      And with that, my whole body rocked with the strength of my orgasm. It started in my pussy, erupted to my clit, and, as Jesse pinched my breasts in tandem with my climax, the pleasure traveled across my entire body. I moaned and gasped as my internal muscles flexed around the length of his shaft and he continued to pump into me.

      “You good?” he grunted, continuing his assault. I blinked my eyes back into focus and met his intense gaze.

      “Yes,” I mumbled as my weak fingers grasped at the sheets.

      “Good,” he said. “Now it’s my turn.”

      He thrust himself back until he was all the way out. I felt a sudden rush of cold emptiness, but then, he seized me around my hips with an iron grip and flung me over onto my stomach. Although it didn’t hurt, I gasped in surprise. His obvious strength and dominance made my already soaked pussy gush with wetness.

      The pillow muffled my screams of pleasure as Jesse continued to mess me as hard as he could. His balls slapped at my pussy adding a new wave of pleasure to the whole sensation. He grabbed my rear and spread my cheeks so his thrusts would go deeper, making my pleasure and sense of utter powerlessness grow. Once all the way inside, he reached one hand around me and squeezed my clit.

      I screamed and orgasmed again. Wetness gushed out of me, drenching his shaft, trickling down his balls, and lubricating my entire pussy so that every thrust was frictionless, swooping as deep as he could go.

      “I’m almost there,” he said panting. “I am going to pump you full.”

      His breaths came out with grunts of pleasure as his hands left my clit and my nipples to squeeze my body almost at random. His hands covered my rear, my back, my thighs as he clawed at every inch of me.

      “Here it goes, baby,” he cried, and I felt my insides explode.

      Hot cum doused me, pumping right into my G-spot, making me come alongside him. The onslaught was massive, and the rippling muscles of my pussy flexed everywhere, pulling it in, pushing it out, so that not only my insides but also my clit, my labia, his shaft, his balls—everything—was flooded with cum.

      Jesse slowed his pumping as his manhood slowly softened. Every once in a while he would spasm inside of me and fill me with another spurt of cum. Once he was completely done, he moaned with pleasure and slipped out, rolling onto his back beside me.

      For a moment, I felt an indescribable emptiness at becoming one single being again. I turned over, finding comfort in how wet and hot my insides were, and kissed his lips before resting my head against his collarbone.

      It was only then that I realized how dangerous the position I had put myself in actually was. Jesse would only be in town for a couple of weeks, maximum, which posed the question: Did I really want to fall for a guy who would be off gallivanting with celebrities and supermodels as soon as the season started?

      I wasn’t sure of it.

      “Jesse,” I said, and lifted myself off him to gaze into his eyes. “I probably should have brought this up earlier, but I am not a ‘one-night’ sort of girl. I mean, what were you looking to get from all of this? From the two of us?”

      To my surprise, Jesse chuckled and kissed me. Then, without wasting a single heartbeat, he replied, “Trust me, I know Mary Taft is not a one-hit wonder. As for what I am looking for, I guess I'm not sure yet, but I want to find out with you.”

      He smiled and coaxed me back into his arms. It was hard to feel upset or worried with a man like Jesse Valen naked beside you.

      I took a deep breath, and together we fell back asleep.

      

      Chapter 6

      

      As much as I would’ve loved to stay in bed all day with Jesse, I, unfortunately, had a shift that afternoon. With a lot of reluctance, I wriggled my way back into my outfit, slipped on my stupid heels, and went outside. As I walked into the lobby, I found myself wishing I had brought a different outfit. My sexy getup combined with my bed hair and clean washed face made me stick out from the crowd like a sore thumb doing the walk of shame.

      My embarrassment was lessened when I stepped outside the hotel and found the cabbie Jesse had hired to drive me home waiting for me. I don’t know why, but the idea of not having to wait for a ride made me feel a little less weird about the whole thing. Once the car came to a stop at my apartment, I went to pay but discovered that Jesse had already paid. My heart warmed at his care toward me, and I practically floated toward my apartment.

      That fuzzy feeling, however, vanished as soon as I arrived at my front door. Remembering our fight and the awful things Bill said and did the previous night, I closed my eyes and murmured, “Let him be asleep or so engaged in his video games he doesn’t even notice me come in.”

      With that prayer on repeat, I found my keys, inserted them into the door, and turned the lock with a small click. After removing my shoes, I tiptoed inside trying to be as quiet as a mouse. When I saw no sign of Bill, I breathed a sigh of relief and grabbed a can of soda from the fridge before sinking down into one of the kitchen table chairs.

      “So, you’ve officially joined the Jesse Valen fan club then?” a harsh, cutting voice sneered from across the hall.

      It was Bill, obviously, and he strode into the kitchen, reeking of cheap booze, and sat down at the table across from me. It was not a companionable gesture, but one of dominance.

      Decided to stand my ground, I crossed my arms and looked right into his eyes. “I have never had a problem with Jesse. That was only you.”

      “Yes, well,” he growled, “I have every reason to be angry with him.”

      With surprising viciousness, I crumpled the can of soda in my hand. “Look, Bill,” I hissed, “I don’t know what happened that night between the two of you, but I do know that your life was not the only one affected by the consequences of that mess up. Got it?”

      He chuckled a menacing, condescending, snide chuckle of mockery. “If you only knew what he did to me you’d never have banged him.”

      I sighed and threw my head into my hands. I was so tired of this. Tired of this animosity, this condescension, this constant feeling like no matter what I did I was an idiot, a screw-up, and a jerk.

      “Jesse Valen is kind to me!” I yelled. “That’s more than you have done for at least five years. So just stop.”

      “Mary—”

      “Mary nothing,” I barked. “Look, I know you’ve had it hard, but I am beyond caring for this little pity party of yours. You know what? Other people experience things just as bad as you did, and they get over it. The way you’re acting is pathetic. You wallow around here all day, feeling sorry for yourself, while other people get up and move on with their lives. Man up, Bill, and move on!”

      I expected him to be angry. I expected him to leap out of this seat and shout at me or throw things, or at least curse, but he did none of those things. Instead, he smiled. It was a mean, cruel smile like you’d see on a street punk about to kick a dog, and it made me wonder who this person in front of me was. He sure wasn’t the brother my parents raised.

      “You say those things now,” he said, “but give it a few weeks. We’ll see how fond you are of Mr. Jesse Valen then.”

      He rose, gave me a sneering, condescending wink, and ambled from the room. As a door slammed behind him, I felt winded and upset but realized I was not as hurt as I thought I’d be. Jesse’s comfort still warmed me from within, like a jacket on a cold night, or body armor in battle.

      “Please, Goodness,” I whispered. “Please don’t let Bill be right.”

      I plodded up the stairs, changed for my shift, and stumbled off to work.

      * * *

      It was the kind of shift a waitress loved for the tips but hated for the exertion. What made it even crazier was that Jesse and a bunch of his football-playing friends marched in, sat at a table for twelve, and basically took over the place. Lucky me, I was assigned his table.

      Sigh.

      It wasn’t that I didn’t want to see Jesse, of course, I did. I wanted to see him all the time; I just didn’t want him to see me here while I was covered in cooking grease and smelling like fried rice. To my surprise, as I approached the table with my pad and pencil at the ready, Jesse didn’t seem to mind.

      “Hey, Mary!” He greeted and rose to kiss me on the lips. “You look lovely today.”

      My cheeks blushed a deep scarlet color. Usually, men like him didn’t want to display a girl like me to their friends. But I guess Jesse Valen was different. Thank goodness, he was different.

      We talked a little while I took their orders, but unfortunately, I was not able to spend too much time with him. It was a busy shift, and though I fetched him drinks and squeezed his hand once again, I spent most of my time tending to others. The story of my life, I guess. Still, when he and his friends were finished, Jesse came up to me and asked when I’d be able to see him again.

      “I’m sorry, Jesse,” I said, genuinely meaning it. “I work every single night this week and have classes during the day.”

      “What about in the morning?” he asked tentatively touching my hip.

      “Well, my classes start at nine, but I have to be on the road by eight to arrive on time. So unless you want to meet me for breakfast at like … seven, we’ll have to count it—”

      “Seven is perfect,” he exclaimed. I must’ve looked surprised, for he quickly explained. “That’s how early practices start during the season. It is no problem for me.”

      “Wow,” I said. “Okay, then. How’s Wednesday?”

      “Perfect,” he declared and kissed me on the cheek. “I’ll see you later then, all right?”

      “All right,” I murmured and watched as he and his friends bounded out the door.

      As you can imagine, I spent the rest of my shift feeling like I was floating on air.

      Several weeks passed in this manner. I worked hard, and Jesse partied hard, but we still found time to hang out together. Usually, it was in the morning before my classes, which gave us little time to have sex. However, on those occasions when we simply could not take it anymore, Jesse would burst in after work, literally sweep me off my feet, and carry me right to his hotel room.

      It was wonderful, but also very strange. For most of the time, it was like I was back in high school, laughing and talking with him about stupid, silly things and just generally having fun. The rest of time, of course, was a whirlwind of touches and sex and mind-blowing pleasure. I liked that we could chat with each other like the old days and be friends as well as lovers. It was the easiest thing in the world to be with him.

      During our time together, neither of us mentioned Bill. There was no point, and we both knew it.

      Bill, of course, knew what was going on. I might have been able to hide my sneaking in and out of the house, but I couldn’t hide my happiness. Often, I found myself smiling, humming, or singing around the house. Predictably, Bill took my new behavior as an opportunity to taunt and tease me. He kept dropping insidious hints about Jesse’s past and implying that he would betray me in the end, but I was determined not to listen. Jesse’s growing affection for me was like a suit of armor that protected me against my brother’s meanness, and though I knew our relationship had an expiration date—namely, the start of Jesse’s professional season—I was determined to enjoy it for as long as I could.

      Then, in a single moment, everything changed.

      On a Friday morning, about two months into our relationship, I woke up feeling rather ill. Slightly dizzy, I waddled into the bathroom and promptly threw up.

      “Oh, man,” I groaned, not only out of sickness but also out of frustration.

      Friday’s were the busiest day of the week at the restaurant, and I literally could not afford to be sick tonight. Determined to get myself in good enough shape to work, I opened up the medicine cabinet and shuffled things around in search for some stomach medicine. It was then that I noticed the box of tampons, untouched and collecting dust.

      That’s weird, I thought. I bought those weeks ago. Four weeks ago, to be exact.

      My legs grew weak as panic settled into my heart, but I forced them to move towards my bedroom. I rushed over to my purse, seized my wallet, and pulled out my little packet of birth control. I examined the package carefully counting backward to double check that I’d taken the pill every single day, as I thought I had.

      I pulled in a long, calming breath as I saw that the packet checked out. I had taken every single one. My heart returned to its normal pace as I stuffed it back into my wallet and threw it into my purse. On impact, it hit the junk collected at the bottom, and that’s when I saw a faint glimmer of foil.

      With a trembling hand, I retrieved it and saw it was last month’s packet. My heart sank to my feet at the sight of a single white pill, still waiting there for me.

      “Goodness, no!” I cried, frantically swallowing the pill as if that would do any good. What were the chances? What would missing that one, little, lonesome pill actually do?

      I didn’t know, but I had to.

      Knowing that I would be late for my shift anyways, I made a detour to the local pharmacy. Completely paranoid, I kept glancing over my shoulder, watching to see if anyone saw me purchasing the dreaded pregnancy test, but luckily, no one seemed to care. Since there was no bathroom at the pharmacy, I had to take it to work.

      My boss was not mad at my tardiness. I was a good employee and was almost never late. Ha. Ha. Never late. Not until freaking today.

      He also didn’t mind when, after clocking in, I rushed immediately to the bathroom. I completed the test and then sat there, waiting, waiting, watching the timer on my cell phone clicking down. And while I waited, I prayed.

      Please no… I thought. Please no.

      The timer on my phone binged. I closed my eyes and held the pregnancy test up at eye level.

      Open your eyes, Mary, I ordered myself, but my lids did not obey.

      Open them. Open them NOW!

      I opened them. It took several long seconds for my eyes to focus on that fateful, single word: “Pregnant.”

      I felt as if the floor had opened up beneath me, and everything, my whole world, fell into a terrible whirlpool that sucked me down, down, down into the darkness below.

      “It can’t be!” I cried and took another test.

      After waiting the assigned number of minutes, this one also read positive.

      “No, no, no, nonono,” I murmured again and again. The sound was a desperate, inhuman cry that reflected exactly how terrified I was. How could I have let myself be so stupid? How could that one little mess up have backfired so terribly?

      In the middle of my indignation, anger blossomed within me. Why me? I thought. I knew so many girls who were careless with their birth control. They forgot to take their pills, gave up on condoms halfway through, or even relied on the simple “pulling out” method to prevent pregnancy, and they didn’t get pregnant. Then, there was me, good-girl Mary Taft, always so diligent, always so dutiful, who missed one freaking pill and ended up knocked up.

      The injustice of it all boiled inside and threatened to burst out in threats or tears, I didn’t know which.

      “Mary?” My boss’s voice mixed with the sound of a simple knock on the door. “Mary? Are you okay in there?”

      I opened my mouth, not knowing if I would cry or scream. What I managed was a hollow, damp sort of whisper, “Yes, yes, I’m fine.”

      After fixing my clothes and burying the pregnancy tests deep in the feminine hygiene box, I staggered out of the stall, washed my hands, and greeted my boss outside the door.

       “Goodness, Mary, you look terrible.” He gasped at my pale, red-eyed form. “Were you sick in there?”

      “No, I…” I faltered. “I just…needed a few minutes, you know?”

      He was not convinced. With eyes brimming with concern, he touched my shoulder and said, “Look, why don’t you go home? I don’t think it’ll be too busy tonight, and the other girls would surely appreciate your share in the tips.”

      “No, thank you, Dave,” I murmured back, not quite meeting his eyes. “I really would rather work…you know, stay busy and all.”

      He gazed at me, with the steady, penetrating look of someone who definitely sensed that something was up. However, he also seemed to realize that distracting myself and focusing on the banality of work, might help with my grievances.

      “Okay,” he relented at last. “But if you feel ill, need a break or anything like that, you let me know. Got it?”

      I nodded and thanked him for his understanding. Then, I tied my apron around my waist and threw myself into my work. I concentrated on the orders as I had never concentrated before, and somehow, everything else was blotted from my mind.

      

      Chapter 7

      

      As soon as I had a minute to spare between customers, I texted Jesse. The message was simple: we need to talk. I knew such aggressiveness and acuity only days before he was bound to leave would probably make him nervous, but that was okay. Nervousness was exactly what the two of us should be feeling.

      The rest of my shift passed in a blur. I made great tips, which sort of made up for the rocky start of my day. Once my shift ended, I called Jesse, and he picked me up and drove me to the hotel. Although this had become a standard custom between us over the past couple of months, tonight the atmosphere between us was completely different.

      Instead of being just two people who wanted to have sex, we were two people bound to have a serious discussion and, as such, we were quiet and stiff around each other. Every once in a while, I made sure to smile at Jesse or touch his knee. I wanted to show him that I wasn’t mad at him, but at the same time, I couldn’t bring myself to have a normal conversation when the weight of the news I had to give him was hanging over my head.

      “All right, Mary, what’s up?” he asked as soon as the door of his hotel room closed behind him.

      Until that point, I had been stoic, brave. However, at the sight of him standing there, looking adorable in his white T and faded jeans, all my strength left me. Tears sprang unbidden from my eyes, and my knees fell out from under me. I would’ve hit the floor if Jesse had not rushed forward and caught me just in time.

      “What is it, Mary?” he implored, stroking the back of my head. “What’s wrong?”

      “I…” I stammered, too overcome to speak. “I’m…”

      “Yes? What is it? You can tell me, baby.”

      I don’t know where the strength to finally tell him came from. Perhaps he was lending it to me, transferring it through his embrace, or maybe it was from the tender way he had said the word baby. Either way, I found the courage to push him away and hold his gaze with mine.

      “Jesse,” I started in a shaky voice and sighed. “I’m pregnant.”

      At first, he smiled as if I were joking. His eyes widened expectantly as if waiting for me to shout, “Gotcha!” but I just continued to gaze at him. My eyes brimmed with sadness, fear, and perhaps, just a little bit of hope.

      “Goodness,” he exhaled after a couple of minutes and sagged onto the bed—the same bed that was the culprit of our current predicament.

      For a moment, I wondered why I had to pay such a high price for the fun and pleasure we found with each other. However, before I could arrive at a solution, Jesse spoke again.

      “Are you sure?”

      I sighed and sat down beside him. “I’ve taken two tests. I have a doctor’s appointment set up for next week, but I’m pretty sure. It’s hard to explain, but my body feels different.”

      He nodded a few times. Then, in a voice that sounded almost afraid, he asked, “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m not sure,” I admitted. “I guess that’s why I’m talking to you.”

      Jesse put his arm around me and, for several minutes, we just sat in silence. As I waited for his response, a million different thoughts and fears crowded my mind. Would he ask me to get rid of it? Would he stay with me, or would he abandon me to my own devices? How much did an abortion cost? Could I afford it? Could I afford not to afford it?

      As the questions kept twirling inside my head, I realized that everything depended on Jesse’s next move. With anticipation pulsing off me in waves, I watched as he opened his mouth, but he did not say anything. Instead, he laughed.

      It was just the slightest chuckle at first, small enough almost to be mistaken for a clearing of the throat or a cough. However, in a matter of seconds it grew to a giggle, and then to a full-out laugh.

      I was disturbed. It was not the laughter of someone who sensed something funny. It was the laughter of someone who’d gone insane.

      “Do you know why…” he said as he wiped tears from his eyes and struggled to catch his breath. “Do you know why your brother hates me so much?”

      My eyes narrowed. “I assumed it was because you’re successful and he’s not.”

      The laughter diminished. Now it sounded almost like a sob.

      “That’s part of it, yes,” he murmured. “But it’s not the worst of it. The night he was arrested, I was there too. We had both been drinking, we were both high, and I was the one who wanted to get fast food. Chili cheese fries. A whole life ruined for chili cheese fries.”

      Jesse huffed as he continued, “I made him drive. He was always a better driver—he was always better at everything. School. Football. Life in general. He thrived, and I sucked.” He shook his head and took a deep breath. “Anyways, I asked him to drive and didn’t think anything of it. I didn’t realize that, by making him drive, I was shunting the responsibility on his shoulders and taking it off mine.”

      “I know all this,” I interrupted. “I know you were out with Bill that night. Everyone does. What does this have to do with anything?”

      He closed his eyes in a grimace. There was no laughter in him now. No sobbing either. Now, his voice was as tender and naked as exposed flesh on a winter’s night.

      “It has to do with me being in the car when Bill crashed it,” he murmured, his voice barely above a whisper.

      “What do you mean?” I demanded. “It was just him and your ex-girlfriend in the car. They were the ones who got arrested.”

      “Yes, they were,” Jesse said in a sad tone. “But I was with them. No one ever wondered why Elizabeth was sitting in the backseat, but I was the reason. I was seated in the passenger seat, and somehow during the investigation, no one thought to ask why the passenger seat was empty.”

      The truth was beginning to dawn on me, but I did not want to face it. “What are you talking about?”

      “I was riding with them when he crashed the car,” he explained the obvious, and my heart ached at the pain in his voice. “At first we were just three happy, innocent, stupid trash kids, driving along at ninety miles per hour. And then…boom!

      “None of us saw the car abandoned on the side of the road until Bill hit it. Then, the airbags deployed and we were all knocked out. I was the first to come to, and I checked both Bill and Liz to see if they were breathing. They were, but they were also reeking of alcohol. As drunk as I was, I knew he was messed. Liz was the second to come around, but she was really groggy. I tried to reach back and help her, but then I heard the sirens.”

      His head fell to his hands. It was as if every word he spoke was drawn out of him like vials of blood.

      “I didn’t know what to do,” he said with embarrassment laced with his words. “I tried to free Liz and wake your brother up, but I couldn’t. The police were getting closer, and I panicked. So, just before the cops arrived, I left the two of them there and ran.”

      A single tear fell from my eyes. I waited in silence for Jesse to continue and when he finally did, his voice faltered.

      “I ran,” he cried. “I opened the door and ran. I hid in the woods and watched as the cops and an ambulance arrived. They took Elizabeth out and then arrested your brother. I thought about jumping out, telling them I was there too, but I couldn’t see what good it would have done so I didn’t. I just waited there, like a coward, as your brother’s life was ruined because of my stupid fries.” He looked away from me and curled his shoulders as if trying to make himself look as small as he felt. “Now, have the career, the money, the success… Everything he deserved, I got as a reward for my cowardice. And let me tell you, there’s not a day that goes by that I don’t regret that moment.”

      His speech was finished, but still, I did not reply or tried to comfort him. I did not know what to think, and at that moment, I saw my brother, sitting alone at the house, drowning himself in liquor and video games because Jesse left him in his time of need.

      Like a ghost, my brother’s voice warning me that Jesse couldn’t be trusted returned to haunt me. My stomach knotted with fear that he would do that to our child and me. As much as I tried not to, in my mind’s eye, I saw him leaving me alone and pregnant, and I have to admit it was one of the lowest points of my life.

      I closed my eyes to escape that cruel reality as a tear fell from my face. Just as I was about to give into despair, Jesse took my hand in his and brought it to his lips. His usually strong and sturdy hands trembled in a way that made me open my eyes and look at him.

      He smiled at me, and when he finally spoke, I did not hear weakness in his voice, only determination. “I ran away once,” he said, squeezing my hand hard. “I’m not going to do it again. I’m going to own up to my responsibilities and take care of you—of both of you. I’ll do whatever it takes to keep you safe. I…I love you.”

      With happy and relieved tears in my eyes, I wrapped my arms around Jesse and held him close. I could tell how much it pained him to admit all this to me. He was a man who had created an image of someone powerful, unstoppable, unafraid, and I felt honored that he was sharing his shame and torment with me.

      My whole life had been spent forgiving people. I forgave my brother for his tantrums and his helplessness. I forgave my parents for being so careless and leaving Bill and me alone in the world. And now I found myself in a position to forgive Jesse, the man I loved, and though it was hard, I decided I could do it.

      Does that make me a good person or a weak one? I thought, and this time, I decided it made me a good one.

      I curled my arms around him in a tight embrace, and together we sank down onto the bed. Lying side by side, we held each other close, comforting the other’s fears—of the future, of the past—deep into the night.

      

      Chapter 8

      

      For several glorious seconds, after I woke up the next morning, I didn’t remember the problems of the night before. All I knew was that I was in bed with Jesse, naked and curled up beside him, feeling physically and emotionally content.

      Then, reality crashed down upon me, and for the first time in about five years, I called my boss and asked for the day off—which I was promptly given. I knew there was no ignoring the problems my pregnancy presented. I couldn’t will them away by throwing myself into my work, and therefore, Jesse and I had to figure out what to do.

      Eager to keep moving and give myself the impression of progress, I woke Jesse up and told him I wanted to go out to a diner for breakfast. Hey, if there’s ever a time a girl can eat a giant platter of bacon and eggs without feeling guilty, I figured it was while pregnant.

      Neither of us talked much as we went about our morning rituals. We showered, kissed, and got dressed, but we were both too absorbed in our own thoughts for much discourse. It wasn’t until the waitress had served us coffee that Jesse finally opened the conversation.

      “There’s something really bothering me in all this,” he said.

      “You mean other than the obvious things?” I commented sarcastically.

      He rolled his eyes and gave me a dry chuckle. “I’ve been thinking about Bill. He was so angry when he found out we were dating. Imagine how upset he’ll be when he finds out about the baby.”

      “I’m trying not to.” I sighed and dumped about eight packets of sugar into my coffee. “Who knows what he’ll do?”

      “We have to find some way to make it better,” Jesse said as his hand fell to the table. “I’ve ruined his life enough. I’ve given him a hundred reasons already to resent me—the crash, the fact that I got to play in college while he was doing time and the NFL. I don’t want to give him another one. I already miss my best friend enough as it is.”

      “Ditto,” I murmured, completely understanding him. Since childhood, Bill and I had been attached at the hip, so that crash didn’t rob only Jesse of his best friend. It took mine as well.

      The waitress returned with our meals and the aroma of bacon and scrambled eggs made my mouth water. However, I found that with the weight of the conversation upon us, it did not bring me much joy. Still, I ate heartily, hoping to keep up my strength.

      “You know,” Jesse continued, “I’ve never stopped thinking about him. All my games, all my successes, I’ve always wished he was there with me.” He took a deep breath as he nibbled on a strip of bacon. “This whole thing that’s been going on in the media about my teammates and me made me understand Bill a little better. Having people think the worst of you when the whole truth isn’t out sucks sweaty rear.”

      “But you weren’t involved, were you?” I asked, suddenly suspicious.

      He glared at me, and for the first time since I told him the news about the baby, he seemed angry.

      “Of course not!” he declared. “I’ve told you. My teammates were, but I wasn’t doing anything.”

      “Are you going to tell the cops?” I asked, knowing they were waiting on testimonies from different teammates.

      “Yes,” he said sadly. “I know they’re my team, but people got hurt. As I’ve said, I’m tired of running away and only dealing with the easy things. It’s time I man up.”

      I gazed at him fondly and realized I was proud. Not many athletes would deal with the consequences of going against their team, even if what they were doing was right. Warmth spread across my body as I realized how much of a good guy Jesse really was. I took a big bite of scrambled eggs and hash browns and felt better.

      “I tried to confess, you know?” Jesse said, still only poking at his pancakes. “After the crash, when Bill was in prison, I went to his lawyer and asked how confessing might help your brother. He said there was no point in confessing since it wouldn’t lessen Bill’s sentence in any way. Still, I wanted to do it, but when Bill heard of it, he told me to stop being stupid and not waste my future, so I listened to him.” Jesse huffed and looked out the window. “Even with everything going on, he was braver and more selfless than I was.”

      I took his hand from across the table and squeezed it. I was not angry at him for any of these revelations. Obviously, with all the self-punishment he’d been administering himself, he had paid for what he’d done twice over. Besides, I wanted the happy, cocky, joyful Jesse I fell in love with as the father of my child and not a man riddled with guilt.

      “Jesse,” I said, “If you stand by me, if you do what’s right and don’t be afraid now, I think Bill will forgive you. Maybe, he’ll see it as a sort of atonement.”

      “You really think so?” Jesse asked, his eyes wide and hopeful.

      I swallowed. The truth was, I didn’t think so. But I hoped so, and that was good enough.

      “Yes,” I lied. “I’m sure, once Bill sees how much you care about the baby and me, he’ll forgive you.”

      He leaned across the table and kissed me deeply on the lips.

      “I believe that as long as I’m with you, everything will be all right,” I whispered.

      That, at least, was the truth.

      Suddenly, Jesse looked at his watch. “I need to get going,” he said. “I don’t have that much time before I’m supposed to leave, and there are some things I need to take care of. I’ll see you later, Mary. All right?”

      With that, he threw some money on the table, gave me a swift kiss on the cheek, and hustled out of the door. I gazed at him as he left, confused and, to be honest, slightly hurt. Where could he be going that was more important than this conversation?

      Trust him, I told myself. If you love him, that means you can trust him.

      I took a deep breath, gathered up the change he had tossed on the table, and rose to pay at the till. Having been released from work, I had the whole day ahead of me and no Jesse to spend it with. It was a disappointing reality, but I figured it was also a good thing. To prepare my brother to hear my good news, I had to get him in a good—or at least decent—mood. The first step for that, of course, was making sure that his tummy was happy.

      On the way home, I picked up a large bacon pizza and a twelve pack of beer. Without thinking, I walked over to the hard liquor section and browsed the scotch and the rum selection only to remember that I can’t drink. It was a sacrifice that, before I was pregnant, I had thought would be a big deal. Now it seemed silly that I’d ever worried about something as trivial as whether or not I could have a drink. Maybe what they said was true, being a mother—or a future mother anyway—did mature you.

      Usually, spending this sort of pointless money and taking off work would put me on edge, but today it was what I needed. Feeling both anxious and hopeful, I made my way home.

      “Hey, Bill!” I called as I entered, careful to waft the smell of the pizza ahead of me. “Fancy something to eat and drink?”

      “What are you doing here?” he asked, poking his head out from the living room.

      The fact that he’d gotten off the couch was a good sign. It could’ve been the pizza, but I preferred to be a little more optimistic.

      “Oh, Dave gave me the day off. Apparently, it’s supposed to be super slow Saturday. So, I thought I’d spend the day with you.” I deliberately made my voice peaceable and warm, but perhaps, I overdid it a little. He narrowed his eyes at my bubbly tone and looked at me suspiciously.

      “Can we afford that?” he asked, his eyebrow raised.

      Part of me boiled with sudden anger. You mean if I can afford it, I shouted internally, seeing as I was the only one making any money in this house. However, I did not let my anger show. My mission today was to make Bill happy, to put him in a good enough mood to accept the news about Jesse’s and my baby. So instead of shouting, I offered him a beer.

      “Thank you,” he said, shifting over and patting the seat beside him in an apparent invitation to sit down.

      I smiled at him and took the seat. I thought about everything Jesse had told me about the accident and of how my brother had taken one for the team, and it made me realize that maybe Bill wasn’t that bad after all. Maybe, underneath his greasy hair, beer-belly, and unshaven face he was actually brave. I thought about what it must’ve been like for him to lose his freedom, his best friend, and his entire future in one swoop.

      That thought made me realize why Bill hated the idea of Jesse and me together so much. Jesse had taken everything from him, and now, was taking me as well. More than ever, I needed to show my brother we were still a family. I had to find a way to make him know that the baby would need him just as much as I did—just as much as Jesse did.

      Decided to ditch the plates, I fetched some napkins and opened the pizza box on the couch beside us. Bill smiled at the sight of his favorite flavor and reached for a slice. I followed suit, and for a moment, we ate in silence.

      Then, realizing we hadn’t had a real conversation in weeks, I asked, “How is everything?”

      “Okay,” he said with a shrug. “I got that position down at the gym. It’s just cleaning after the place closes, but I’m hoping, once they see how good I am, they might let me assist in some of the weightlifting classes or something.”

      I nodded and smiled to show I was impressed. I was careful, however, not to say anything as he seemed to get offended when I made it look like any accomplishment of his was out of the ordinary.

      “How about with you?” he queried, surprising me with his interest in my life. Maybe it was all about opportunity and giving him a chance.

      That was, after all, what he claimed he was always lacking. A chance.

      “Oh, it’s okay.” I sighed and took a big bite of the pizza. “My classes are getting pretty hard. I’ve always known nursing school would be tough, but I hadn’t realized it would be this complicated. I imagined it would be more about client interaction than knowing facts, you know?”

      Bill nodded. “Well, you definitely have the client interaction down. With all that practice taking care of me, I’d say you’re an expert.”

      I looked over, suddenly nervous that his words were an attack or an insinuation of something nasty. However, when I met his gaze, I saw that he was smiling.

      He was joking!

      It was hard to remember the last time he had made a joke, and I was amazed. I wondered what could have possibly had put him in this surprisingly cheerful mood. Perhaps it was this new job or the fact that Jesse was supposed to leave in a matter of days. The thought of it being because of Jesse saddened me, but I guess that’s life, right? Nothing is ever simple.

      “Want to watch a movie?” I asked after a minute. I was hesitant to keep talking since that rarely ever ended well.

      “Sure,” he replied. “An old favorite?”

      “You bet,” I murmured back.

      Bill went to the cabinet underneath the television and shuffled around until he found our battered copy of John Carpenter’s The Thing. It was the first R-rated movies we had ever seen together and one of our favorites from when we were kids. This was “R” in the eighties, mind you, when PG movies could get away with anything, and it had scared the living daylights out of us when we were young. It had also given us a sense of camaraderie for adventuring together, and that was something both of us desperately needed right now.

      With the TV set up, Bill sat beside me, and it was nice. Strange as this may sound, this horrific movie actually had a calming effect on me. I suppose that after watching such indescribable grotesqueries bursting from the creatures on screen, my fears of having a normal old baby seemed silly. Perhaps we should watch Alien next. That little monster bursting from the guy’s chest would probably make giving birth seem like a walk in the park.

      We laughed. We screamed. We ate. We drank—or at least, Bill did, and somehow, even if only for a moment, we found ourselves again. Before I knew it, it was midnight, and I was able to teeter up to bed.

      As I gave myself to sleep, I prayed that sense of solidarity we had found today would persist through the news of my pregnancy.

      

      Chapter 9

      

      I woke up the next morning, only feeling slightly ill, and was perturbed to find a voice mail waiting on my phone. I assumed it was from Jesse and immediately set it to play.

      To my surprise, it was from Mr. Davis, my boss at the restaurant. He was informing me that I did not need to come in today either. His tone was strange, secretive yet somehow excited, and it worried me somehow. I hoped he wasn’t going to fire me because of my behavior over the past few days.

      Confused but not necessarily upset, I tiptoed down the stairs and was glad to see that Bill was still fast asleep in the living room. Quietly as I could, I went about making myself breakfast while my mind raced with thoughts about the conundrum in front of me. There were so many questions in my mind, not only about my brother’s reaction but also about every other aspect of being pregnant. It was all too much and too overwhelming.

      Minutes later, I found myself seated at the table, ready to enjoy a delicious meal. As a companion, I pulled out my phone and began to browse articles on pregnancy and motherhood. I felt slightly ridiculous reading those, but to feel ridiculous was better than to feel ashamed—which was how I felt when I started reading the articles on abortion.

      In all honesty, I did not want to give up the baby. I’d always wanted to be a mother. I loved taking care of people, which was why I chose nursing as my profession. It was also, what made me a good waitress and what enabled me to put up with my brother for so long. Though I was far from perfect, I at least thought I was sensible and patient enough to deal with a baby. I thought I could add something beautiful to this broken world.

      The biggest issue, however, was the money. It was always the money in this household. Bill and I could barely afford ourselves, let alone another mouth to feed. His new job would help, but he had lost so many in the past five years that I couldn’t rely on him for stability. I realized with a pang that I would also have to give up my classes. There was no way I could study to be a nurse, work and raise a baby.

      It all, I realized, depended on Jesse. He had said he would man up and do what was right, but I wasn’t entirely sure what that meant. It could mean any number of things: splitting the abortion with me, sending checks once a month, staying with me as a couple. It could even mean…

      No. I stopped myself. The possibility was too good to even to think about, and I knew that if I allowed myself to dream that way and it didn’t happen, my heart would break. And my heart needed to stay strong.

      For the baby.

      Just then, as I was forcing myself to push that beautiful, scary thought out of my mind, there was a knock on the door.

      “Shhhh!” I hissed irately, annoyed at whoever was showing up at this ungodly hour, and looked at the microwave clock. It read eleven in the morning.

      Oops. Good thing Mr. Davis had called and freed me from work today.

      Hustling to the door while also being careful not to wake my brother, I peered through the peephole. Outside, with a bundle flowers and looking extremely nervous, was Jesse.

      In an instant, my heart seemed to turn into a bird and flutter up through my chest.

      “Hi,” I whispered as I opened the door to let him in.

      My lips pulled up into a smile at the sight of him, and, as quietly as I could, I threw myself into a long, comforting embrace. Jesse kissed me and then shuffled inside practically carrying me.

      “Good morning, Mary,” he said. “You look beautiful today.”

      I was pretty sure I still had pizza grease on my face, and my hair was not even brushed, but I could still tell he was honest. It made me chuckle as he geared up to continue.

      “I’m sorry for running off—”

      “Shhh,” I interrupted. “Bill is still asleep.”

      “Okay,” he said, whispering this time. “I’m sorry for running off like that yesterday. I needed to think, and there were a couple of really important things I wanted to do.”

      “It’s okay,” I said, completely meaning it. “It’s a lot to take in, and I ended up having a great day with Bill.”

      He fumbled for something in his pocket. “I’m glad, and yes, it was a lot to take in. However, we’re not done yet. I have one more thing for you to take in.”

      With that, he placed the flowers on the table and sank to his knees.

      “What do you—oh my goodness, Jesse!”

      He smiled at the surprise on my face and opened a small jewelry box containing an incredible diamond ring. He paused a moment, as if gathering up his courage, then, at last, he asked, “Mary Taft, will you marry me?”

      I felt the ground wobble beneath me as if God had taken the fabric of the Earth and given it a shake just for fun. Tears brimmed in my eyes as overwhelming happiness filled me. My heart got lodged in my throat. It felt so big I had trouble responding, which caused great fear to be born in Jesse’s eyes.

      “I-I’m sorry,” he stammered. “I thought this is what you wanted—”

      In his fear, I found a laugh. And my voice.

      “I do. I do!” I cried. “Oh my goodness, Jesse. I would love to marry you.”

      With that, he slipped the ring upon my finger and leaped to his feet. He scooped me up in a tremendous embrace and twirled me around the room.

      Tears leaked from my eyes, and my smile was so broad it almost hurt. Unable to help myself, I squealed with joy, and that was, I assumed, what finally woke Bill up.

      “What’s going on here?” he asked, stumbling from the living room couch and blinking blearily at us. As soon as his eyes cleared, I saw them focus on the flowers on the table, the ring on my finger, and the smiles on both my and Jesse’s face.

      “He…he proposed?” he growled, glowering at me.

      “C’mon, Bill,” interjected Jesse, jumping between us. “I love your sister, and—”

      “What is the matter with you?” he hissed and shoved right past Jesse as if he were not even there as he continued to fix his petrifying gaze only on me.

      “Well…” I said, far too timidly, “as Jesse said, we love each other, and…” I took a steadying breath, and said, “Bill, I’m pregnant.”

      “What?” he erupted, outraged. His voice lost its menacing growl and became a full-out bellow of anger. “Are you out of your mind? You’re going to have his baby? That’s it then, Mary, your life is over. You’re selling your soul to the likes of him—”

      “No, Bill!” I cried, finding my courage. “I am getting a life. A new one, because since the day you got arrested my life has been over, too. You’re not the only one who’s suffered.”

      “Do you know what he did to me?” my brother raged. His face was crimson, the veins in his forehead throbbing. “That good-for-nothing coward ran away and left me in the dust.”

      “She knows, Bill,” said Jesse quietly. “I told her everything.”

      He seemed to swell up like a frog, panting with rage and anger. “That just makes you even more of a stupid groin,” he thundered. “He’ll leave you, too, Mary! He’ll use you, then toss you aside like the sucking whore you are.”

      “Don’t you talk to her that way,” Jesse growled, his voice low and menacing.

      “But that’s what she is. Didn’t want to use the condom, huh, sweetie? What, you like the feel of him too much? You hussy! You bimbo! You skank! You sucker—”

      Boom!

      Jesse’s fist connected with Bill’s jaw sending him a good three feet through the air before collapsing into a heap on the floor. I gaped at Jesse in horror and then leaped in front of him before he could attack my brother again. All of a sudden those massive, NFL muscles didn’t seem sexy. They seemed menacing and powerful.

      Bill blinked at us, clutching a bleeding lip. He was no longer shouting, but when he spoke, his voice was venomous and worse than ever before. “If you marry him, Mary,” he snarled, his mouth dripping with blood and tears of range, “then I swear to heaven we’re not brother and sister anymore. I swear to heaven.”

      As he staggered to his feet, I made to help him, but he swiped his hand at me like a snake, knocking mine away. Still seething, he staggered up the stairs and into his room. The door, like a guillotine striking wood, slammed down behind him.

      The silence that followed echoed inside the newly formed cavity of my heart. I turned to Jesse, who was breathing heavily as if he had just run a marathon.

      “I’m sorry, Jesse,” I murmured as I approached him. My hand cupped his cheek, and I gave him a kiss. Then, after I’d pulled away, I took his hand in mine and placed the engagement ring in his palm.

      He gazed at me in horror.

      “Does…does that mean you’re saying no?”

      “No,” I said, closing his fingers around the ring. “It just means not yet. This will only work if Bill is okay with it. It’ll only work if we’re in it together, as a family.”

      He seemed hurt and confused as he asked, “So what are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to talk to him.”

      I turned to go up the stairs, but Jesse grabbed my hand.

      “Wait,” he said. “He was pretty upset. Shouldn’t you let him calm down or something?”

      He had a point. I closed my eyes and thought for a moment. My heart gave an impatient throb letting me know I was dawdling when I shouldn’t be.

      “No,” I said. “Something tells me the best time to talk to him is now.”

      Taking a deep breath, Jesse released me and watched as I made my way up the stairs.

      Bill’s door was closed. Insistently, I knocked and awaited his reply.

      Nothing.

      I knocked louder and faster, but still, nothing happened.

      “Bill?” I called, but there was no response. “Bill!” I yelled it this time. For some reason, my heart began to race. I continued to call his name and hammer on the door, but when still nothing happened, I disregarded his need for privacy and seized the knob to wrench the door open.

      Due to my weekly cleaning schedule, I knew Bill’s room by heart. To the left of the door was a small bookshelf, filled with mostly comics, knickknacks, and several football trophies. To the right of the door was the crumpled heap of wrinkled sheets he called a bed. The bulk of the room, however, was dedicated to exercise equipment, most of which he never used. There was a treadmill, a bench press, a mat surrounded by dumbbell weights, and attached to the far wall, hanging from a metal band installed by my father years ago, he had a long, thick exercise rope.

      Hanging from this rope—legs twitching, eyes bulging—was my brother.

      “Jesse!” I screamed. “Jesse! Oh goodness, come here! Now!”

      “What is it? What is it?” he cried from the stairs, but I was too horrified to respond. Moments later, Jesse burst into Bill’s room and saw my brother’s dangling body. “Goodness,” he whispered as he dashed right to him.

      Seizing him about the waist, Jesse lifted Bill up so that the rope was no longer putting pressure on his arteries. “Find something to cut the rope!” he roared, as my brother’s skin grew blue. “Hurry!”

      I looked around the room, but my brain refused to work. It felt like an oiled ball, left to spin round and round in tumultuous water.

      “Mary! Hurry up!” cried Jesse, finally sobering me up.

      “Right! Right!” I stammered and dashed down the stairs. I flung open the second drawer on our kitchen counter and retrieved a pair of scissors. Holding them tightly in my trembling hands, I bolted back to Bill’s room. “Here!” I cried, brandishing the scissors in the air.

      “Cut! Cut!” Jesse ordered, swinging my brother’s body so that the back of the rope was to me.

      Blinking tears from my eyes, I rushed to him and began hacking away at the rope with the scissors. It was a dastardly, devilish thing meant for taking weight and strain, and it took me about thirty seconds to cut the thing through.

      Then, at last, my brother was free.

      Bill sagged to the floor, clutching at his neck, ripping away at the ropes that were still there like one would claw away a snake. His eyes watered as the skin beneath the rope grew purple and bruised. He toppled onto his side, gasping and retching. I flew to him, placing my hands on him, holding him, comforting him.

      “What were you thinking?” I sobbed, and squeezed his hands, his arms, as if checking to see that he was real. “What the heck were you thinking?”

      But he did not answer. Instead, he pressed himself against me and wept.

      

      Chapter 10

      

      Six hours later, I found myself sitting on a hard, plastic chair outside a curtained room in the emergency ward. My brother’s neck was bruised, but luckily, there was no permanent damage. The doctors weren’t holding him here because of his physical injuries, but because of his mental ones.

      My brother, Bill Taft, local football legend, prom king, and possibly the most popular man of his graduating class, was on Suicide Watch.

      How on Earth did it come to this?

      Guilt overtook me, and for the umpteenth time, tears streamed from my eyes. I held my hands to my face, and then, in a fit of impotence and frustration, I slammed them against the plastic seat.

      “What is it, Mary?” Jesse asked, taking my hands in his before I could slam them against the chair again. “What’s wrong?”

      What’s wrong? I wanted to scream. What’s wrong? Everything, you idiot!

      But instead, my voice came out as barely a whisper: “It’s all my fault.”

      “No,” he murmured. “Don’t say that. It’s not your fault.”

      “Yes, it is!” I snapped. “All of it. If we hadn’t gotten together, if I hadn’t gotten pregnant, none of this would’ve happened. Everything would’ve stayed normal.”

      “Was it normal, though?” he asked quietly. “Think of it, you and your brother, before I arrived. Was any of that normal? Was any of it good?”

      I inhaled deeply, trying to fight back my tears. “Some of it, maybe…there were moments…” Frustrated, I groaned and added, “It might not have been good, but it was never so bad he had a rope around his neck.”

      Jesse exhaled and looked deep into my eyes. When he spoke, his tone was firm, but kind. “Your brother has been walking closer and closer to the edge of a cliff for years. Just because you were standing beside him when he fell does not make it your fault. In fact, I bet he only made it this far because of you. This is not your fault. You hear me?”

      Swallowing a sob, I nodded and threw myself into his arms. He held me while I cried until I could cry no more. Sometime during my wallowing, I felt his hand worm its way gently under my arm to cup my tummy.

      “If it’s the last thing I do,” he said, “I will find a way to make this baby’s life amazing.”

      “Thank you,” I whispered.

      Resting my head on his shoulder, I drifted off into a weary, troubled sleep. When I awoke, I found myself in Jesse’s hotel room. He had removed my shoes, but I was otherwise clothed, lying in his bed.

      “Jesse?” I asked, blinking and looking around.

      “Right here,” he replied from the little kitchen in the hotel room. He approached with two steaming mugs in his hands. “Would you like some tea?” he asked, gently holding one of the mugs in my direction. “I double checked. This one is okay for pregnant women.”

      I nodded and gratefully took the cup from him. Careful not to spill any, I wriggled my way into a sitting position on the bed and took my first scalding sip. Though it was hot, it was sweet and soothing—his gesture just as much as the tea.

      He sat down beside me and said, “I am so sorry to have put you through all of this.”

      “Jesse,” I started, “you have been nothing but a comfort since you entered—or, reentered—my life. There’s absolutely nothing to apologize.”

      We kissed and sipped our tea in silence. After several moments, he placed his mug down and turned to face me.

      “You, my dear, look like someone who could use a massage,” he said.

      “Oh,” I murmured, embarrassed. “You don’t need too. I wouldn’t want a trouble you—”

      He silenced me with a kiss.

      “No trouble,” he said. “None at all. Now roll on your back.”

      After carefully placing my mug down on the end table, I obeyed. Gently, Jesse mounted me, placing his knees on either side of my butt. Mindful of the fabric on my shirt, he lifted it up and over my shoulders so that my back was exposed to him and, in a single motion, he unhooked my bra. The sense of relief and relaxation this brought was immediate.

      Then his warm hands began massaging my back.

      “Where did you learn to do this?” I whispered, overcome with soft, luxurious pleasure.

      He chuckled. “When you train as much as I do, you learn how to treat tired muscles. Now, let’s find out where you carry your stress.”

      His fingertips traced the outline of my muscles. They caressed my shoulder blades, flowed down the valley of my spine, and pressed on either side of my love handles. At last, his thumb pressed down, right over the spot at the middle of my back where my bra strap sits.

      “Ahhh,” I gasped, without even realizing it. I sensed Jesse smiling as he kissed the back of my neck.

      “Right there,” Jesse said as he massaged beneath my shoulder blades. “Right there is where your stress is. It’s because of your belly, you know. Those nice, big, lovely belly.”

      I smiled into the pillow and wiggled a bit so he could sense my breasts moving beneath me. Typically, I felt uncomfortable when guys talked about belly and pussies, but with Jesse, it was all okay. When he said those things, I could tell it was because he loved not just my body but me as well.

      My stress, terrible as it was, began to slowly melt beneath Jesse’s expert touch. Soon I was entirely sprawled across the bed, my arms and legs out, my back naked before him. He did not neglect any of me. When he was finished with my back, he moved on to my arms, rubbing my shoulders and biceps, even down to my hands. Then, he went to my neck. I felt both his hands wrap around the back of my neck, just under my hairline. His power was evident, and his hands huge. If he’d wanted to, he could have strangled me in an instant, but I was not afraid. I was comfortable. So, so comfortable.

      My neck. My hair. The delicate skin behind my ears. Jesse brought pleasure to everything. Then he moved down below my waist. Quickly, he removed my pants and underwear, and then cupped my butt cheeks. He rubbed and massaged my skin, before spreading my cheeks so that his fingertips could reach every part of me. Though he had not yet touched my core, I felt myself growing wet. He seemed to sense this, for he worked his way closer and closer, running his fingertips along the bottom of my butt and pressing just inches away from my opening, but he did not touch where I wanted him most.

      Instead, as if saving the best for last, he moved to massage my thighs.

      I was soaking wet and every sweeping motion of Jesse’s hands, down from my knees up to my core, brought with it a little ripple of pleasure. The closer he got, the wetter I became and suddenly, I found myself moaning with pleasure.

      At last, Jesse took a single finger, reached between my legs. He ran it down the length of my pussy, from my clit all the way to the bottom of my opening.

      I gasped.

      His voice was husky when he asked, “Do you want it?”

      “Yes,” I panted.

      “Then roll over,” he said, and I did in an instant.

      At first, he didn’t penetrate me. It wasn’t for lack of arousal. Though his boxers were still on, I could see his erection pressing to the very limit of the fabric. Instead, he bent between my legs and kissed me on my core.

      “Ah, no,” I protested meekly. “I haven’t showered…need to shave…”

      Jesse paused and smiled at me, the warmest, most accepting smile I had ever seen in my life. “You look beautiful,” he said, kissing my labia, “And you taste delicious.”

      His lips moved to my opening, and his tongue dipped inside making me gasp. Although the pleasure was not as acute as when we messed, it was still all encompassing as it rippled through me. His fingers caressed me, opening me up wider so he could get deeper with his tongue. His forefinger found my clit and stroked.

      I moaned with pleasure, slowly rocking my hips as he brought me closer and closer to climax. My hands gripped the sheets. My breasts bounced with each deep, panting breath I inhaled. And then, his tongue moved to my clit.

      “Yes, Jesse. Yes,” I cried, seizing him by the hair and pressing his head between my legs. His skill and talent were incredible. He licked me from every angle, pushed and squeezed and stroked, never too roughly, never too gently.

      Moments later, I felt myself come. My whole body shook with it. Jesse paused and ran his wet lips against the inside of my thigh.

      “You feel better?” he asked, a cocky grin on his face.

      I manage to nod.

      “Good,” he said.

      Seizing me around the waist, Jesse flipped me over.

      He grabbed the tops of my thighs and pulled me to the edge of the bed, where he rammed his cock into me doggy style. It was electric, it was unbelievable and it was deep.

      Jesse’s cock felt so huge it seemed to be delving into the full length of me, from my pussy all the way up to my chin. He grabbed me by the hair and yanked my head back, demonstrating his power and mastery over me. I screamed with pleasure as my insides molded to take him all the way in.

      Using the grip on my scalp, Jesse pulled me back and pressed my body against his. He jerked my head around and kissed me violently while his free hand grappled with my breasts. I felt utterly consumed. My mouth, my belly, my pussy, all were heightened to their peak with sexual explosions. I came again, so hard that my whole body flexed breaking his hold and slamming my torso back onto the bed.

      And then he did something I had never experienced before.

      Instead of rolling me back onto my stomach, he positioned me on my side, so my right hip pressed into the bed. He stretched my right leg out between his knees so that the whole length of me from shoulder to heel was splayed out beneath him. He lifted my left leg and hooked it around his waist so that my knee cinched around his hip bone, leaving me stretched, spread, and ready for him to drive inside me.

      He chuckled, gave my left nipple a pinch, and plunged into my pussy.

      The orgasm was almost instantaneous. I buried my scream in a pillow as I clawed and tore at the sheets. Jesse continued to pound at me, working the tip, working the shaft, slapping his balls against my inner thighs. His hand found my breast and jiggled it, now for his pleasure, with every endless penetration.

      Once more, I felt myself getting close, but this time he was coming along with me—pun intended. After a few more pumps of his hips, Jesse exploded inside me, filling me with wave after wave of cum. I had never been pumped full this way. Its depth was incredible. Its strength made my whole body shake and scream as I orgasmed as well.

      At last, his pounding slowed. He released his vice-like grip upon my breasts and slid his hand down the length of me, relishing in the dips and turns of my body. He slipped out of me, gave my butt a grateful pat, and collapsed onto the bed beside me.

      I chuckled, nuzzling against his shoulder. “It’s good to know me being pregnant doesn’t turn you off,” I teased, breathing in the sweet smell of him.

      “It definitely doesn’t. Just wait until you’re out to here,” Jesse replied, holding his hands in front of his tummy as if cupping a volleyball. “We’re going to be doing it all the time, but you’re going to be the one on top. Riding, riding, riding, every single time.”

      “Hey!” I protested, outraged. “I’m perfectly happy to play cowgirl even when I’m not huge, it’s just that you always seem so insistent.”

      “That I am,” he said, walking his fingers up the bridge of my nose. “That I am.”

      His other hand dipped between my legs to explore my throbbing flesh. I think, if we hadn’t been so worn out by our crazy day, we would’ve gone again.

      But now there were more serious things to think about.

      “We have to find a way to solve this,” I said in a stern tone.

      “What?” he said. “How to have sex when you’re baby huge? You stay on top, it’s easy.”

      “No,” I said and rolled my eyes. “What to do about my brother.”

      Jesse groaned as I expected he would. My words were certainly a mood killer.

      For several minutes we lay in silent thought. Then, ever so slowly, as if I dared even think it, something occurred to me. There was no question in my mind that my idea would be dangerous for Jesse, but the way I saw it, there was only one way.

      I turned toward him and kissed his lips lovingly. Then, I said in a solemn and sincere voice, “Jesse, I have a crazy idea.”

      

      Chapter 11

      

      All the time I spent only lounging and hanging out with Jesse made it easy to forget that he really was a celebrity. That reality came crashing down on me when he offered to give an interview at the town’s radio station and the execs accepted him on the spot. They scheduled a time within the next day, and I felt slightly guilty at their enthusiasm. I wondered how they would react to the contents of Jesse’s interview.

      We spent the night before the broadcast naked in Jesse’s hotel room. Though we clung to each other, we were too nervous to have sex. Our minds were too focused on the interview awaiting us the next day. We scripted what he was going to say and then rehearsed his lines until Jesse knew them by heart. Although I would not be saying anything, I would be with him at the station. His story, after all, was irrevocably tied to my own and to my brother’s. Still, when we woke up the morning off, I was incredibly tense.

      In a thoughtful gesture, Jesse requested a scrumptious breakfast through room service, but we only ate a few bites. I blamed morning sickness. Jesse didn’t have such a convenient excuse. He was nervous, plain and simple.

      After our little meal, we began getting dressed. It was funny. We would be talking over the radio, and therefore, no one would see us. Still, for some reason, I felt the need to put on my most carefully-adorned makeup and my loveliest dress. Jesse had chosen to abandon his usually colored tee and blue jeans getup for a full-fledged suit, with a tie that matched my dress. I realized we were borrowing confidence from our appearance. If we looked respectable, maybe, somehow, we could feel respectable.

      We left the hotel an hour too early and stopped at the hospital to check on Bill. He refused to see me, but the doctors assured me he was fine—or as fine as one could be in his situation. Just to be safe, Jesse tipped the nurse a fifty-dollar bill to make sure the radio was on the right station and within Bill’s hearing when our broadcast started.

      I really, really hoped he would listen. Being in peace with him would undoubtedly relief some of the stress I was feeling, which was a good thing since I was a bit nervous about the effects it would have on the baby. I prayed that, once the broadcast was over, we would finally find some peace in our lives so I could focus on what I knew I was meant to do: have Jesse’s child.

      As the car parked in front of the radio station, I gulped and reapplied my lipstick for what was probably the eightieth time. I licked my lips when I was nervous, so after only a few minutes, it was like I had not been wearing any at all.

      Jesse sensed my growing frenzy and soothed me with a kiss on the cheek. “It’ll be okay,” he promised, his forehead touching mine. “It’ll all be okay.”

      My goodness, I love him, I thought. Here he was, giving me strength when his head was the one going up to the chopping block.

      Strangely enough, I found great comfort in that thought.

      “It’s time,” he announced at last. “You ready?”

      “Yes,” I whispered. “And Jess? Thank you. Thank you so much.”

      He gave me a quick peck on the lips and got out of the car. The radio station was crowded when we arrived. Apparently, everyone who worked there, and their families, wanted an opportunity to meet Jesse Valen. I was glad we had taken the time to dress well since before we were ten feet through the front door and into the atrium, at least three little kids rushed up to us with their cell phones and began taking pictures.

      Crazy as it may sound, I, at the moment, felt like a movie star.

      After a couple minutes of pure madness, the broadcaster appeared. He was a big, genial guy who looked like John Goodman in blue jeans and a football jersey—a Jets jersey, of course. He parted the crowd, hollering good-naturedly at everyone, and then ushered us into a smaller, more private room.

      “Hello, hello! I’m Tom Liyfest, your interviewer for today.” He shook our hands vigorously. “And you’re Jesse Valen, of course. Everyone knows who you are.” The man beamed at Jesse and then turned, slightly confused, toward me. “And you…?”

      “My moral support,” Jesse interjected. “Please, Mr. Liyfest—”

      “Oh, Jesse. Call me, Tom.”

      “Okay, Tom. This is Mary, my girlfriend. I would prefer that she be in there with me when I give the interview. Is that okay?”

      The broadcaster laughed and clapped Jesse on the back. “Of course. Of course! Anything you say, my boy. Should I hook her up, too? Is she speaking?”

      Jesse looked at me, and I shook my head in a vigorous “no.” Now that the moment was finally upon us, my nervousness consumed me. It threatened to claw its way up through my stomach and into my throat, choking me like a solid mass.

      On the other hand, Jesse seemed entirely at ease—much more so than he had been in the hotel room. I wondered if this was what he was like during football games: nervous up until the whistle blew, and then flawless.

      Tom led us inside his sound studio. There were microphones everywhere, surrounded by several long, comfortable couches so that whoever was being interviewed could sit comfortably. My heart lightened at the knowledge that I would be able to sit with Jesse and hold his hand.

      Again, even in this terrifying moment for him, he still had strength enough to spare for me.

      When Tom wasn’t looking, I snuck him the quickest of kisses. Jesse squeezed my hand, and we sat. Some technician adjusted the microphone so that it was positioned directly in front of his lips. Every word of his, every breath, would be heard.

      I inhaled and exhaled deeply. Here it goes…

      “You ready?” Tom whispered, giving us the thumbs up. “Three…two…one…and live!”

      A little red light flicked on just above the microphone as the rest of the lamps in the room dimmed. We were alone. Alone with our voices.

      “Good morning, good morning, good morning everyone! This is Tom Liyfest, bringing you the latest news and local gossip on Star 93.8, New York’s number one talk show station. Today we have a very special guest. He is not only a local legend but a celebrity of growing national fame, attracting both the coaches’ and the nation’s eyes in only his second year with the NFL. May I introduce, the one, the only, Jesse Valen!”

      Through the headphones, I could hear a fanfare playing as if Jesse was walking onto the soundstage and being greeted by an entire orchestra. In reality, it was just him and a small, sad smile on his face.

      “Good morning, everyone,” Jesse said, seeming entirely at home in this celebrity atmosphere. “This is Jesse Valen, folks, and I’m thrilled to be back in my hometown to celebrate with you before the preseason starts.”

      “And we are honored to have you, Jesse,” Tom exclaimed. “You certainly have a lot to celebrate. Twenty-five years old, and you are already being fought over by three different NFL coaches—”

      “Thank you very much, Tom,” Jesse interrupted, “Yeah, all of that is great, but I am actually not here to talk about football.”

      Tom blinked at us, opening and closing his mouth several times, looking like a goldfish, before he put his hand over the microphone, leaned toward us, and whispered, “Um…what?”

      “You heard me right, Tom,” Jesse said. “I’m actually here to talk about something much more important than football.” There was a baffled silence, after which Jesse laughed and said, “Yes, Tom, believe it or not, there are things more important to me than football.”

      His voice suddenly lost its playful tone. He became serious and, after a reassuring squeeze from my hand, Jesse leaned into the microphone as if confiding a great secret.

      “You see, folks,” he started, “I am here to talk about two people who are very near and dear to me. Everybody treats me like I’m some sort of hero. They think that because I’m pretty good at football, I’m better, or stronger, than everyone else. But I’m here to tell you that these two friends of mine are the strongest and bravest people I know.”

      He paused and looked at me. Unbidden, I felt my eyes start to water.

      Still holding my gaze, he continued, “The first one is Bill Taft. He was a local legend here as well, a star running back on my high school team and the only guy I know who could outrun me. Some of you may remember the scandal he was caught in about five years ago. He was arrested for a DUI after crashing his car. A girl was injured, but nobody was severely hurt—except for Bill.

      “Although he wasn’t physically hurt, the damage to his future seemed irreparable. He lost his scholarship, was booted off the team and waved goodbye to whatever chance he had of playing the NFL —and the trust me, his chances were greater than mine. His whole future was ruined by a single, stupid, young man’s mistake and everyone, everywhere, thought he was a loser. However, because I lacked Bill Taft’s bravery, there is one part of the story nobody else knows, no one except for me. It’s time that stops. It’s time people know the truth.”

      Jesse took a short pause and several deep breaths. His hand squeezed mine until it was cold and white, but I didn’t pull away. I decided to be brave as well and give him the comfort he always gave me.

      After a few seconds of dead silence, Jesse continued, “The truth is, ladies and gentlemen, that I was in the car, too. I was as drunk as Bill was and begged him to drive because I was not up to the responsibility of dealing with the consequences of doing so myself. I was in the car when he crashed it, and I saw…”

      For a moment, his voice wavered. I could see silent tears forming in his closed eyes, and they broke my heart.

      Jesse cleared his throat and continued, “I saw that Bill was trapped and that the girl was hurt—not terribly, but still … I also saw the police arriving and that out of the three of us, I had a way out. I could run. And so I did.

      “As a result of that night, Bill’s future was ruined, and mine skyrocketed to fame and fortune. Once the initial terror had passed, I returned to Bill and begged him to let me give myself up, but he wouldn’t let me. He was stronger, and more selfless, than I ever have been.

      “Though my career might suggest otherwise, that night, I felt as if my life ended just as thoroughly as Bill’s did.”

      He paused. My hand stayed in his because I knew he was not finished. Tom gazed at us, his mouth hanging slightly open, completely forgetting about the microphone in front of his face. After at least a full minute, so that the severity of the situation could sink in, Jesse resumed his public confession.

      “You may be wondering why I am sharing this with of all of you,” he said in a much steadier voice. “It is because I am tired of running. As you may remember, at the beginning of this speech I mentioned I would talk about two people I love. The first was Bill. The second is his sister, Mary Taft.”

      Jesse glanced at me, and I smiled at him. “The life of an NFL star is filled with parties and celebrities and beautiful women, but I felt incomplete and empty until Mary Taft came back into my life. She filled a void that I thought was unfillable and brought comfort to my soul, which I thought had been permanently damaged. She is sitting here beside me, and I just wanted to say, for all to hear, that I love her more than I’ve loved anyone in my entire life. I want her to be my wife so I can be with her every moment until the day I die.

      “But even this, ladies and gentlemen, is not the most fantastic news I have to share.” Finally, the tension in his face slipped away, and he smiled. “It is with great joy and utmost dedication that I tell you that Mary and I are having a baby. We’re bringing a new life into this world, and I want him or her to be born into a family of love and acceptance, not of guilt and secrets. So I’m setting the record straight. No more lies and no more cowardice. It is time for me to grow up and be the man my child needs me to be.”

      Across from us, Tom opened his mouth to say something, but Jesse wasn’t done. He raised a hand to stop the man and continued, “And Bill—I pray that you are listening—it’s time for you to become the man you were always meant to be. I’m so sorry for what happened, but it is not too late. That is what Mary has taught me. That is what this baby has taught me. That there is always hope for the future and, if you allow it, I would like to be part of your future.

      “Thank you, everybody. This is Jesse Valen, wishing you a great day.”

      With that, he reached up with perfect precision and switched off his microphone. He smiled, pushed it away from his face, and offered me his hand as he stood. I expected to be unsteady when I rose, perhaps even to fall over, but I was as sturdy and vigorous as he was. It was evident to me: together, we made each other stronger.

      Seeing that we were about to leave, Tom gestured wildly for us to return to our seats, but we only smiled, bowed in unison, and then left the room. Just as the door was closing behind us, I heard Tom say, almost shakily, “Well, folks, that was certainly exciting news, but we turn to our callers now. Let’s get some reactions to this fantastic bit of insight into the life of our local hero—”

      Then the door closed and everything, all of it, disappeared in an instant.

      Outside, the crowd of well-wishers was still waiting. When they saw us, they erupted into cheers.

      “What a man you’ve landed, huh? What a man!” some lady cried as she dashed up to me and shook my hand.

      Another person, this time an old man, marched straight up to Jesse and clapped him on the shoulder. “I think what you did was very brave, son,” he said. “I’m sure Bill will forgive you now.”

      “Thank you,” Jesse murmured, so humbled and quiet that one would never have guessed he was a national celebrity.

      Together, and after many congratulations and well-wishes—including some that featured strangers touching my stomach—we made our way out of the radio station and back to the car. It was only there, in the privacy of its hooded interior, that I gave Jesse a long, deep, and passionate kiss. I felt a warmth blooming in between my legs, and sensed his kissing growing urgent.

      “Back to the hotel?” he asked, coming up for air after a minute.

      “Back to the hotel,” I replied.

      In a Freaky Friday moment, he asked, “But what about Bill?”

      “I think, for now, we wait,” I said, a little amazed that he was bringing up my brother now. “You gave your apology. The ball is in his court now.”

      He nodded, kissed me again, and slid his hands between my legs as a promise of what was to come. “Okay, time to get my balls in your court, then.’

      “Agreed. Now drive, you mongrel! Drive!” I cried, throwing my hand into the air and laughing wildly.

      With a cocky grin and a chuckle, Jesse threw the car into drive and floored it. We burst from the driveway and careened as fast as that hundred-grant car would go back to the hotel.

      

      Chapter 12

      

      For a solid week, we were all anybody was talking about. People stopped us on the street to ask about our relationship, the baby, and how we planned to deal with Jesse’s crazy NFL schedule. All these queries, however, were nothing more than soothing raindrops on a warm summer’s day. We answered all of them with humor, earnestness, and without anything to hide.

      The only questions that made us feel perturbed at all were the questions about Bill. We still hadn’t heard from him. True to our agreement in the car, we had stayed away from the hospital knowing that if he wanted to see us, he would come find us.

      As nice as the attention was, we soon grew tired of it and decided to have a small, low-key wedding. To make up for all my missed days of work and the fact that I was quitting, we asked Mr. Davis if we could have it at the restaurant and he obviously said yes. It was a beautiful, comfortable and familiar place that would fit all our friends and loved ones—hopefully, as we were still waiting on Bill’s confirmation.

      I bought my dress at a local seamstress’s shop. Jesse gave me no price limit and told I could buy my dress anywhere, even at the most expensive boutiques, but I liked giving the old lady my business. She did an excellent job, and her little shop boomed when word got out that she had made the wedding dress of Mary Taft, soon-to-be wife of Jesse Valen. Knowing that I was sharing my newly found happiness with good people, made me feel splendid and put another layer of happiness into our wedding.

      Though I was super busy, I continued to go to my nursing classes. It was still my dream, and it was a heck of a lot easier to focus on my studies when I wasn’t consumed by working overtime. However, when it came time for my wedding, I made sure to take the week off to enjoy the festivities.

      The days leading up to the wedding were frenzied, but at the same time extremely enjoyable. My life before Jesse had been so stressful that even something as toilsome as planning a wedding was as easy as a walk in the park. Contrary to custom, Jesse and I spent most of the time together, laughing and joking as we usually did.

      When the day of the wedding finally arrived, I was calm and ready to start my new life with my husband. I stood in the kitchen, having the other waitresses fuss with my hair and makeup, and looked through the pass-through window.

      There weren’t too many people present, just my close friends from the restaurant and college, as well as some of Jesse’s teammates and family. The restaurant was almost unrecognizable with flowers and ribbons everywhere giving it a fairytale grotto feel to the usual plain honey-colored walls. However, as beautiful as the room was, nothing compared to the sight of Jesse waiting for me between two long rows of tables.

      My lips curled up into a smile as our wedding song blasted through the sound system of the restaurant announcing my arrival. As the girls wished me luck and disappeared through the kitchen doors, I took a deep breath, saddened only by the thought that there was no one to walk me down the aisle.

      Just then, however, I heard a scuffle outside. There were a few gasps, a man shouting curses, and then the sound of China being knocked aside. Fearfully, I poked my head out of the kitchen door only to nearly collide with—

      “Bill!” I cried, leaping to embrace him.

      He looked incredibly handsome in his suit and, for the first time in years, I felt so happy and proud to be his sister.

      “Did I miss it? Did I miss it?” he asked frantically, clearly out of breath.

      “No,” I said. “You’re just in time. Want to walk me down the aisle?”

      “It would be my pleasure,” he said with a proud smile as he took me by the arm. At the bar, someone reset the music announcing, once again, my arrival.

      Bill and I walked towards the makeshift altar where Jesse waited for me with our arms interlocked. We strutted in a slow and steady pace, both relishing the precious moment of joy. I finally had my beloved brother back and the man I had always loved. My heart swelled with a joy I never thought I could experience in my lifetime.

      My gaze focused on Jesse and I couldn’t help but return the silly grin on his face. Although my eyes were too watery and blurry to see anything properly, I could have sworn that actual tears were brimming in his eyes. Bill must have noticed how overcome with emotion the two of us were because I heard him chuckling quietly to himself.

      When we finally arrived in front of Jesse, Bill surprised everyone by folding his arms around his friend in a backbreaking embrace. “I’m sorry,” he whispered.

      “Me too,” Jesse replied, and now I was sure there were tears in his peepers.

      When their embrace reached an awkward length of time, someone in the audience cried, “Hey, buddy. Leave it to the bride, why don’t ya?”

      Everybody laughed. Bill, blushed slightly, pulled away and took a seat at the closest table.

      Now it was just Jesse standing at the altar along with me.

      The priest opened his arms to us and started to speak. I could tell his words were beautiful and moving, but I could not hear any of them. I was totally lost in Jesse’s eyes.

      Then, as if from a distance, I heard the priest say, “Do you, Jesse Terrence Valen, take Mary Elizabeth Taft to be your lawfully wedded wife, promising to love and cherish, through joy and sorrow, sickness and health, and whatever challenges you may face, for as long as you both shall live?”

      “I do,” said Jesse, and it was like a sweet rumble of thunder on a hot summer’s night.

      The priest then turned to me. “And do you, Mary Elizabeth Taft, take Jesse Terrence Valen to be your lawfully wedded husband, promising to love and cherish, through joy and sorrow, sickness and health, and whatever challenges you may face, for as long as you both shall live?”

      “I do,” I whispered. For some reason, even though we were in a closed room, I suddenly felt like I was standing under the sun with a gentle breeze blowing against my skin.

      Jesse and I smiled at each other as the priest said, “I now pronounce you man and wife. You may kiss the bride.”

      And, as if we had never kissed before and were enjoying each other’s touch for the first time, we kissed. It was incredible, like two beings being swept together, intertwined, woven in and out of each other’s souls until there was no difference between us.

      “I love you,” I murmured as we pulled apart.

      “I love you, too,” Jesse—my Jesse Valen—whispered back as our foreheads rested against each other’s.

      The audience erupted into cheers as we turned to face them for the first time as Mr. and Mrs. Jesse Valen.

      The rest of the wedding passed in a happy blur. Although my memory was somewhat splotchy, I remembered all my friends and loved ones kissing and congratulating us. I remembered members of the New York Jets lifting Jesse up on their shoulders and carrying him around as if he weighed nothing, and my new husband getting protective when they tried to do the same to me.

      My clearest memory of the ceremony, however, was a conversation we had with Bill near the end of the night. Jesse sat down beside him, sweaty, exhausted, but handsome as ever, and clapped Bill on the back.

      “I’m so glad you came, my friend,” he said, his sincerity as great as his grin.

      Bill smiled as well, but his was shy and almost embarrassed. “Me, too.”

      “Now that we’re speaking again, I wanted to talk to you about an opportunity you might be interested in.” Both Bill’s and my brows furrowed at Jesse’s words as he continued, “I’m good friends with a coach from the minor leagues. I told him your story and how good you were in high school, and he’s willing to give you a try for next season. Obviously, you’ll have to get back in shape and do some training, but the opportunity is there if you’re interested.”

      A smile spread across Bill’s face. It was the first unfettered, genuine smile I’d seen him give in a long time.

      “Hell yes!” he exclaimed and poured himself another drink. Just then, one of my good-looking waitressing friends walked over and asked him for a dance. I was thrilled to watch his smile grow even broader.

      Choking up with emotion, I made my way outside. Although mine were tears of happiness, of course, I knew they’d ruin my makeup just the same and therefore I didn’t want anyone to see them. As I breathed deeply, gaining control of my joy, I surveyed the outside of the restaurant where I’d spent so many nights smoking cigarettes with my friends and talking about impossible dreams. It made my heart flutter as I realized that mine had come true.

      I was going to be a mother. I was married to the most amazing man in the world. I was getting to be friends with my brother again, even after everything that had happened.

      Just as I relished on that wonderfulness, Jesse appeared and broke through my reverie. With his hands in his tuxedo pockets, he leaned on the wall beside me.

      “You needed a break too, huh?” he asked, wrapping his arm around my shoulder.

      I chuckled. “Not a break, exactly. More like…some time for reflection.”

      “I see…and what were you reflecting about?”

      “Just that there’s nothing in the world that could ever make me happier than I am at this moment. This is the best night of my life.”

      I expected him to be moved, or serious, or at least sincere. However, when I looked at him, I saw a teasing, humorous, cocky grin.

      “What?” I demanded, baffled.

      “I can think of something that would make this night even better,” he said.

      “What?” I asked, genuinely confused.

      He took my hand in his and, at first, brought it to his lips. He gave me a gentle kiss, like a proper gentleman. Then, with one quick swoop, he brought my appendage down between his legs and pressed it against his hardening cock.

      “That,” his murmured.

      I grinned as a devilish pleasure blossomed inside me, and asked, “To the hotel?”

      “To the hotel.”

      

      Chapter 13

      Approximately Eight Months Later

      

      “Come on, Jesse. Hurry up. We’re going to be late!” I called to my husband, squeezing my way out the front door. It was ironic that he should be the one holding us up, considering I was roughly the size and shape of a beluga whale.

      “You got everything?” he asked, heaving our cooler into his brand new family car.

      “Yes,” I groaned, feigning annoyance at his concern.

      “Your cell phone?”

      “Yes.”

      “The charger?”

      “Yes.”

      “The doctor’s emergency number?”

      “Yes! Jesse, it’ll be fine.”

      He inhaled and exhaled deeply. “I know,” he said shaking his head. “It’s funny. The biggest tackles in the NFL don’t scare me as much as your belly does right now.”

      I chuckled. My due date was three days ago, and since then, Jesse’s nervousness had only increased. Still, I felt fine, and neither of us wanted to miss the big night. Therefore, we piled into the car, buckled ourselves in—me with some difficulty considering the size of my stomach—and set off.

      The game was only twenty minutes away. I was excited, but not as much as Jesse, I thought. I don’t believe that even the actual players and fans were as excited as him.

      Once we finally arrived at the stadium, I was impressed with how many people there were. Obviously, the crowd wasn’t a massive as an NFL game, but it was still impressive. Jesse had gotten us awesome seats right up against the field, so we were able to see every player pour into the stadium.

      “Can you see him? Can you see him?” Jesse demanded, practically leaping out of his seat.

      “There he is.” I cried. “There he is! Bill! Hey, Bill!”

      The fanfare of the marching band and the height of the excitement was too great for Bill to hear me. But I continued to yell and wave my hands as he ran out with the rest of his team, his helmet on and his shoulder pads making him look enormous.

      “I’m so proud of him,” I exclaimed, grinning so hard it hurt.

      “Me too,” Jesse yelled and then kissed me. “Look, honey. Look! I think he’s starting!”

      Sure enough, Bill walked onto the field as part of the starting lineup, looking slightly nervous but still tall and athletic and wonderful.

      The whistle blew. The game was on!

      “Go, Bill! Go! Go!” Jesse screamed, practically hanging over the end of his seat as a play placed the ball in Bill’s hands. The crowd erupted in cheers, and I assumed he scored a touchdown.

      One I, unfortunately, did not see.

      “Mary, honey?” Jesse asked, noticing my pallor. “What’s wrong?”

      I looked down between my legs in horror and amazement. Then, in a surprisingly calm tone, I said, “I think my water broke.”

      Jesse blinked dumbly at me for a second. “Your water broke? Oh, shoot! Your water broke! We gotta get you to the hospital right now!”

      “That would be the plan,” I said mildly, smiling at him.

      Completely frantic, he scooped up all our things in a single sweep of his arms and asked, “Can you walk?”

      Carefully, I tested my legs and was glad when I realized they were working properly.

      “Yes, they’re fine. Wet, but fine,” I said thoroughly embarrassed about the big wet spot on my pants.

      Always considerate, Jesse quickly pulled his sweatshirt up over his head and handed it to me. I tied it around my waist to hide the mess, and together we made our way to the car.

      Giving birth was hard, though not as hard as some of the stories I had read online. Thank goodness! As for Jesse, he was a trooper. He stood beside me the whole time, holding my hand and cheering me on as if I were playing a football game and not pushing a human out of my vagina, but it was sweet, and I loved him for it. When the time came, he even waited between my legs to catch the baby.

      In a red blur of pain, I felt a sense of massive, slipping relief and heard the squeal of the baby. Jesse emerged a couple seconds later, holding the little, bloodstained thing in his arms.

      “What is it?” I asked. “A boy or girl?”

      “A boy,” he said, his voice trembling with awe.

      “A boy…is he healthy? Let me see.”

      “Looks like it,” the doctor replied, appearing behind Jesse. “Ten fingers and ten toes, just as it should be.”

      “Good,” I said as Jesse placed the little nugget into my arms.

      As I looked down at my son, tears filled my eyes. He was by far the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen in my entire life. My heart swelled with the intensity of the love I felt for him. It was different than any sort of love I’d felt before. I loved Jesse, of course, and Bill, but this…nothing, anywhere, could ever compare.

      “We have a son,” I said completely in awe.

      “Yep, we do,” Jesse replied with a trembling voice.

      I kissed my son’s deliciously yucky head before handing him to the waiting nurse. Then, I passed out from exertion.

      When I finally woke up, we were in a room, and Jesse was sitting on the edge of my bed with our baby in his arms. It was, undoubtedly, the sexiest sight in the world.

      “Two of my favorite boys,” I said.

      Jesse took his eyes from our baby to look at me. “One of them needs a name.”

      “That he does,” I agree as I took him from my husband’s arms. He looked so peaceful sleeping with his tiny hand pressed against the side of his bald head.

      A knock at the door interrupted our little family moment. Both of us turned to the door as a nurse poked her head in to tell us that there was a family member here to see us. Confused, we told the nurse to let them in.

      Seconds later, Bill entered the room. He was in a clean hospital uniform, but the dirt smudged on his cheek showed that he had in fact just been playing football.

      “Bill!” I exclaimed. “You’re supposed to be at your game.”

      “Please, little sis!” He laughed. “You’re the most important thing in the world to me.”

      “Actually,” Jesse said, “I’m really glad you’re here. We were just having a crucial conversation. We could use your input.”

      “Oh, yeah? What’s that?”

      “We were discussing what to name him,” Jesse explained.

      But I interrupted. “There’s no discussion, I know what to call him, already,” I said. “I want to name him after the two most important men in my life: Jesse William Valen.”

      “Jesse William Valen,” my husband echoed, the words sounding wonderful on his lips.

      “Jesse William Valen,” Bill said. “I love it. It’s perfect.”

      The two of them leaned in close and hugged me tight. The four of us—me, Jesse, Bill, and the baby—held each other close, relishing in the warmth and love of family.

      

      THE END
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      Chapter 1 - Jenna

      

      How did my life get so screwed up?

      I tapped a finger against the porch railing. It was in dire need of stain, and the picket fence surrounding the small front lawn needed some white paint. The flower beds were dry and dead. The grass was dead in the front and the backyard. The inside of the house fared no better either. The carpets needed to be ripped out, the hardwood floors restored, and every room needed to be swept and scrubbed down.

      This was what my life had become over the past few months— run-down and in desperate need of fixing. My heart ached just thinking of the past year. Gone. Wasted. It tasted bitter at the back of my throat.

      The small neighborhood was quiet against the backdrop of a buzzing Denver. I gazed along the shaded street while waiting for my mom’s esteemed realtor to arrive and hand over the keys. My dad’s small inheritance he had left behind for me in case of an emergency had paid for this house and a few small repairs that needed to be done. Everything else would somehow be up to me to figure out.

      A job would be the next thing to look for. The shelter back in California had given me a basic flip phone to contact my mom with. My books, computer, iPhone, and clothes were all locked up in Leon’s apartment still. I paid for it, so it’s mine, not yours. That had been his response when I’d asked him to send my things through the mail. I had even offered to wire over a small bit of money for him to do it, but he’d only take the money. If he couldn’t hold me hostage, he’d hold my possessions hostage.

      I sighed inwardly. How I ended up with someone like Leon was beyond me. A wolf dressed like a sheep was how I had described it to the shelter. Nothing about him screamed danger. He had charmed the heck out of me my freshman year of college. He had been the man on campus then. I had been the quiet book nerd looking to enjoy a few California sunrays. Colossal disaster. I still had the bruises on my arms and legs to prove it.

      Those dark and horrible memories tickled the back of my head. I swiped at them in annoyance, tugging the long curls of my hair out of my hair clip. Don’t think about it. Just ignore it. Keep going forward like they said.

      “Hello there!”

      I blinked to find a middle-aged woman in a knee-length floral dress standing on the other side of the fence. She smiled kindly at me with her dark hair pulled back in a bun. A little girl clung to her hand, impatiently tugging at her mother’s arm.

      “Hello,” I said, forcing a smile.

      The woman put a hand on the gate to open it. That was when I caught sight of the casserole dish in the palm of her hand. I stepped down from the porch to open the gate for her.

      “Very kind of you,” she said, beaming. “I’m Martha Smith. I live four doors down. This is my daughter, Julie.” She ran a hand down Julie’s dark locks fondly. “She’s one of the youngsters you’ll see running around here.”

      “Hi,” Julie said.

      “Hi,” I parroted back.

      “We wanted to bring you this,” Martha continued, holding out the casserole dish. “We heard from the realtor that you would be moving in today but had no working appliances just yet. I do hope you have something to sleep on besides that nasty carpet in there.”

      I took ahold of the casserole dish. The smell of chicken and rice filled my nose. My stomach gave an appreciative rumble.

      “Thank you,” I said, holding the fine ceramic carefully in my arms. “I have an air mattress in my car that I’ll sleep on tonight. The rest of my furniture will be here tomorrow hopefully.”

      “Oh, good. I’m so glad someone bought this house. The last occupants didn’t take care of it at all, as you probably know.” Martha’s eyes raked me up and down then. They settled on the bruises on my forearms, and I couldn’t tuck them away with the casserole dish in my arms. Thankfully, she looked away a second later. “You look so young to be buying a house. How old are you?”

      “I’m twenty-three,” I said, uncomfortable with that knowing look in her eyes. “Thank you again for the casserole, Ms. Smith. It smells good.”

      “Call me Martha,” she said airily. “It makes me feel old when you say my name that way.”

      “Right. Martha—”

      The roar of a diesel truck interrupted us. I glanced over my shoulder to see a tall and strong man hop out from the driver’s side. My heart gave a start when he swept an icy gaze across me and Martha. His blond hair was tousled back sexily. Muscles strained against the cuffs of his gray shirt. I glimpsed a cross tattoo on his right forearm before he turned on his heel to walk around the truck to the passenger side.

      “That’s Derek Summers,” Martha whispered to me, leaning over the fence slightly. The passenger door opened, and a little boy jumped out a second later. He pretended to crash roll on the driveway before scrambling to his feet. “That’s his boy, Owen. He goes to school with Julie.”

      Julie gave an impatient whine then. “Moommm. Can I ask Owen to play before dinner?”

      “Maybe, honey,” Martha said placidly. “That depends on Owen’s dad.”

      “Why are you whispering?” I asked.

      Martha blinked. “Am I?” She laughed lightly. “I supposed it’s habit, dear. Derek over there is a bit of a grump over noise, so I suggest you keep it down.”

      “I’m not loud.”

      “Mooomm!”

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake!” Martha took a step back from the gate to call out in exasperation. “Derek! Does Owen have time to play before dinner?”

      The little boy immediately stopped at the question. He turned to look up at Derek with a hopeful expression.

      Derek shook his head, placing a hand on Owen’s shoulder. His gaze skimmed over us indifferently.

      “Not tonight, Martha,” he said, his husky timbre filling the summer air. “Owen has homework he needs to finish. Have a good night.”

      The curtness threw me a little. I looked over at Martha, who didn’t seem too surprised or bothered by it. She caught si