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      Tobias

      Duskwood Winery is one of my favorite spots to shoot weddings at. Not only is the setting stunning, but the witches who run the place are hysterical. Powerful and terrifying, but also hysterical.

      The winery staff leads Jed, my assistant, and me into a small room to organize our equipment. It looks out onto the back garden area. We could not have asked for better weather today.

      We find the bride in her green room looking glum amongst the excited bridesmaids. Her face perks up when I suggest taking her individual photos, but it appears forced. It’s been a while since I’ve photographed a wedding where obviously one participant is having doubts.

      However, this is none of my business, and these folks hired me to do a job. So I do my best to find her inner light in my photos. Unfortunately, the groom’s sour mother’s arrival extinguishes the brief glow I had helped create inside of her.

      “My son Knox, the groom, won’t be ready for his solo shots until after the ceremony. You will have to fit those in then.” She says to me in an authoritative tone before turning her judgmental eyes upon the bride. “Erin, dear, for goodness' sake, this is your wedding day. Don’t slouch.”

      After that exchange, I find the bride is done with the whole smile-for-the-camera bit, so I send her back to the bridal suite. Jed takes a camera to shoot some external shots while I head back to our set up room.

      Thirty minutes later, he rushes back into the room, acting out of sorts.

      “What’s up?”

      “Well, um, I am pretty sure I just saw the groom making out with some woman who is definitely not the bride.”

      “What? Are you sure?” I ask, unable to hide my disgust.

      I hold no room for cheaters.

      “Yeah, I think so. His name is Knox, right?”

      I laugh and nod my head.

      “Well, shit.”

      Right then, a commotion in the back interrupts the conversation. I look out the window, just in time to see a streak of white tulle fly out of sight and a bumbling man in a tux tripping over his pants while yelling to her.

      The winery becomes a madhouse with family and wedding party members searching everywhere for the bride. Jed and I lie low until we hear the groom cursing loudly outside our door. Opening it, we see one bridesmaid angrily speaking to him.

      “Well, Knox, she isn’t coming back. And I don’t blame her. The wedding is off.”

      The bridesmaid turns on her heel and walks out of the hallway. The groom spins around to us, his clenched hand in the air, ready to punch anything by him.

      “Whoa!” Jed and I say in unison.

      Knox stops his fist midair and stares dumbly at us.

      “Who are you?”

      “You wedding photographers. And we will be out of your hair as soon as you settle up the bill.” I say, flatly.

      “What?” the groom responds.

      “Knox, dear, go to your room. I’ll deal with this.”

      At the door stands his mother, a sour expression painted on her face. Her fool of a son nods his head and shuffles out of sight.

      Jed cleans up our equipment while I settle the bill with the groom’s mother. She doesn’t argue with me when I insist on full payment. But she has an air of irritation the entire time we interact.

      On the way home, my phone rings and my Bluetooth speaker tells me it’s Darlene, my sister.

      “Hey, Dar,” I answer.

      “Hello my darling brother, who loves me ever so much.”

      I can’t help but smirk.

      “What do you need, sis?”

      “How do you know I need something?” I can sense her fake pouting on the other end.

      “Spill it.”

      “Fine, fine. I have a sizable group coming for a class tonight, who booked a couple of months ago, and my model just came down with the stomach flu. I can’t cancel this group. It’s bad for business, but honestly, I need this money. Cyn and I had some surprise bills this month.”

      “I can lend you money, Dar. No problem.”

      “No, I am not calling for that. I was hoping you’d step in as the model tonight?”

      Darlene doesn’t bother hiding the desperate tone in her voice.

      “This isn't one of your nude sketching classes, is it?”

      “It sure is, my wonderful brother who adores his sister!”

      I groan. This would not be my first time stepping in to model for my sister’s figure drawing classes, but it’s been several years.

      “Dar, I doubt anyone wants to sketch a 45-year-old man’s body.”

      “Oh, zip it. Last week’s model was a 75-year-old grandmother. You’re a hunk and you know it.”

      I laugh and shake my head.

      “Fine, fine. I’ll help. What time do you need me?”
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      Janie

      “Aha, there’s Ms. Behrend,” my friend Hadley announces as I walk up to the table.

      “Sorry I’m late. I had to finish quarterly progress reports.” I say, sitting down and opening the menu at my seat.

      Clementine grabs the empty glass in front of me and pours sangria from the table’s pitcher into it.

      “Well, now that you’re here, we need to toast the birthday girl!” she states as she tops off everyone else.

      The three of us turn to Esme, who is wearing a pink birthday tiara, and give an elaborate cheer. The server walks up right then to take our order.

      “Sorry, sorry, I just got here. I need more time.” I say as Clem groans at me.

      “We will start off with the appetizer combo to share with the table,” she says before the waiter wanders off.

      I look down at my menu when my eyes bounce back up to Clem’s hands.

      “Why are you wearing fingerless gloves? It’s spring.”

      My friend’s cheeks redden, and she looks over at Esme.

      “Oh, that can wait. Let’s focus on the birthday girl right now.”

      Esme furrows her brow and says, “Uh, no. I was wondering the same thing. I noticed you dyed your hair, which looks super cute, by the way. Did you stain your hands?”

      Clementine shakes her head, looking between the three of us. Hadley takes a sip of her drink and her eyes go wide. She points fervently at Clem while she swallows.

      “Why are you hiding your hands, young lady?” she blurts out.

      “Fine,” our friend says with a resigning laugh and slowly takes off the gloves.

      “Holy shit!” Esme exclaims as a diamond sparkles on Clem’s left ring finger.

      Our entire table bursts into a cacophony of excitement.

      “When did this happen?” I ask as the din dies down.

      “A couple of weeks ago. I was dying to tell you all, but really wanted to do it when we were all together.”

      Our server returns and takes our order.

      Clem lifts a large gift bag from under the table.

      “Okay, tonight is Esme’s night.”

      Our massive appetizer platter arrives while the birthday girl opens her gifts from us. We chow down, order another carafe of sangria, and convince Esme we need tequila birthday shots as well. By the time my sizzling fajitas arrive, I am drunk off my ass.

      “So, when is the wedding?” I ask through a mouthful of veggies.

      “It’s Esme’s night,” Clem insists.

      “I don’t care if it’s my birthday. I want to know, too!”

      “Fine, if you say so. But I have a boring answer. We haven’t chosen a date yet.”

      “Lame!” Hadley declares.

      “Hush, we are doing that this weekend. I want to make sure my besties are available whatever weekend we choose.”

      I smile at my friend through my alcohol haze.

      “I’m happy for you, Clem. You deserve this. Love. A true partner. All that shit.” I say, followed by a belch.

      She laughs at me and pours herself another glass.

      “You do as well, Janie, you know.”

      I loudly guffaw, causing the table next to us to side-eye me. I give them a small wave.

      “I am entering my mid-40s. I think that ship has sailed for me, sweets.”

      Clementine snorts.

      “Woman, so am I. Never say never.”
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        * * *

      

      After we pay, the four of us stumble to the restaurant’s bathroom. While Hadley loudly pees in the one stall, she yells out to us.

      “The art studio is within walking distance from here. None of us can drive. Walky walky time, bitches!”

      The evening May air is warm with the scent of honeysuckle floating on the air. The four of us walk toward Main Street, arm in arm, singing random lines from 90s songs. I belt out the chorus from Ironic when a display in the window of downtown’s hardware store catches my eye.

      “Hey, guys, I need a toolkit. Let’s go inside.”

      “What? God no. You don’t want to lug around a toolkit right now. And I think there’s a naked man waiting for us at the art studio,” Hadley slurs into my ear.

      “Wait, seriously?”

      “Let’s go, woman! It’s a nude model for this class.”

      She grabs my hand and drags me over to our other two friends.

      “Wait, so it could be like an 88-year-old man, then?” I whine, craning my neck to look at the hardware store’s window.

      “Crap, we are way too hammered.” Esme says, but keeps walking toward the studio.

      “Yes, yes, we are. We’ll sober up as we sketch.” Clem replies, leading the way.

      Corvid Valley Art Studio is a couple of blocks from the hardware store. We took a paint and sip class there once, but this time we booked the entire studio just for Esme’s birthday. As a budding artist, we knew she would love the chance to sketch the human body.

      The owner, Darlene, welcomes us as we walk in. She thankfully has iced tea and snacks for us to nibble on. Darlene gives us a rundown of the tools we will use and explains how she will guide us.

      We all take another bathroom break and settle down at our easels. All four of us manage to sober up enough to act seriously while the owner goes over the instructions. The mind-shift change is smart, because otherwise I probably would have catcalled the gorgeous, very naked man who then steps out into the room. The only item of clothing he is wearing is a loincloth.

      Mr. Yummypants sits up on a chair and positions his muscular body the way Darlene instructs him. His graying dreads slightly cover his dark brown face, but I still have a decent view of his warm eyes and salt and pepper beard. He shoots us all a smile and my entire body turns into a puddle of melted ice cream.
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      Tobias

      I sit in front of the art class, buck naked minus a leather loincloth that Darlene allowed me to wear, and mull over what a fantastic younger brother I am.

      And the way this group of tipsy ladies reacts to my bare chest. I will admit, their appreciative murmurs and giggles give my ego a nice rubdown.

      Darlene walks them through the sketch of my form while I sit as still as possible. I allow my eyes to wander the room and take in each of the participants. All four women are easy on the eyes and at least one of them is engaged based on the rock that gleams from her finger. But one woman stands out to me and I have to work hard not to stare at her during the entire lesson.

      The curly-haired woman sits to my far left. I can see her freckles from where I’m perched. They cover her pale face, but I see they also decorate her ample chest. I have always loved freckles on women. And curves, which this ginger-haired beauty has in spades.

      After more than a couple of hours, the class finally finishes up and I immediately throw on my hoodie. The women are bubbling back and forth together, looking at each other’s sketches, and giggling nonstop. They seem to have sobered up since when they first entered the studio, but the energy is still there.

      “Excuse me, sir, do you mind if we take a group photo of us and our sketches? And you?” asks the raven-haired woman wearing a birthday tiara on her head.

      “Yeah, sure, of course.”

      Darlene, unable to help herself, directs us into formation before taking photos with various cell phones. Her students profusely thank the two of us before heading out to their next birthday activity.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Spring and summer are my busiest months for wedding photography. Weekends are jam-packed with wedding gigs, while the weekdays are busy with photo editing and meetings with future clients.

      The first Thursday in June brings rain and an appointment with an engaged couple interviewing wedding photographers. A familiar looking graying blonde woman walks in and introduces herself to me as Clementine Brooks. When she shakes my hand, another woman joins us.

      “This is my friend Janie. My fiance was called away on an emergency work job, so she joined me for this.”

      Realizing my mouth is slightly ajar from taking in the sight of Janie. I shut my goldfish-hole and give her a smile while I watch her freckled, pale cheeks turn a crimson shade of red.

      “Oh, uh, Clem, we know this guy.”

      The bride turns to me, and realization crosses her face.

      “You’re that model from last month!” she exclaims, amusement in her voice.

      I give a small, awkward laugh. I never expected to see one of Darlene’s nudie-sketchers to walk into my office.

      “Yeah, that was me. Darlene is my sister, the owner of that place. I was helping her out of a jam.”

      “Well, if you’re as good of a photographer as you are a brother, then you’re hired.” Clementine teases and I watch her friend blush even redder.

      The three of us sit down on my office couch to look over my portfolio. When she made the appointment on the phone, Clementine made sure I was free on her wedding date for the following June. And, once she eats up my portfolio, she hires me on the spot.

      “My fiance, Tyson, liked what he saw on your website, so he’s fine with me making this executive decision.” She says and turns to Janie, “I’m so excited! My first official vendor.”

      I help her fill out our contract while Janie walks around my office, studying my framed photos on the walls.

      “Do you only photograph weddings, Mr. Strauss?” she asks.

      “Pretty much. I sometimes sell my nature photography at art shows locally, but not very often.”

      The stunning woman gives me a small, shy smile and looks back at the framed brown bear photo by my window.

      “Look like anyone you know, Janie?” Clem quips, turning to me. “She’s a bear shifter, my badass friend, there.”

      Janie laughs and shakes her head.

      “No, this is an ordinary brown bear. Gorgeous photo, though.”

      I watch her turn around, realizing now that she’s the owner of those sexy curves probably because she’s a bear shifter, and turn to find Clementine giving me an eyeful. She throws me a wicked smile, stands up, and clears her throat.

      “Janie, I am going to run to my next appointment. Thank you for playing fiance for me today.”

      Janie turns to her, a brief look of horror skidding past her eyes, and she gives her friend a small wave as Clementine walks out of my office.

      “Uh, thank you for everything, Mr. Strauss.” she says as she grabs her purse.

      “Please call me Tobias,” I say, getting up to walk her out.

      We briefly stand close to each other and I feel an electric heat radiate between us. Can she feel it as well? Her voice catching when she says goodbye makes me wonder.

      A few minutes later, there is a knock at my office door. The curvy, sexy bear shifter stands in the door frame with a sheepish look across her face.

      “By any chance, do you have jumper cables? My car is dead.”

      “Of course!”

      I internally cringe, wondering if I just sounded way too happy that she’s still at my place of business.

      Janie profusely thanks me as we walk out to my building’s parking lot. The sun is finally peeking through the clouds. I pull my truck around and give her little compact car a jump.

      “Roadside service always takes forever out here. I seriously don’t know how to thank you.”

      “You can buy me a drink,” I joke.

      “Yes, I can. How’s Saturday?”

      I am taken aback by her invitation. Her cheeks are once again a bright shade of red, but she isn’t looking away from me. Her hazel eyes stare at me earnestly.

      “I would honestly love that.”

      We exchange numbers, have a brief but awkward goodbye, and I walk back into my office as high as a kite.
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      Janie

      “Girl! I’m so excited for you. He is hot!”

      I stand in front of my tablet on a video call with Clem and Esme, a ball of nerves before my drinks-date with Tobias.

      “He is, Es, but what if he sees this just as a friendly get together and not anything more? I don’t want to make a fool of myself.”

      My friends are trying to convince me to change the outfit I put on for tonight. Apparently, it’s too teacher-like and “frumpy.”

      “Janie, I swear I watched that man check you up and down when he heard you were a shifter. And with a hunger in his eyes.”

      I roll my eyes at Clementine.

      “Oh please.”

      “I am not joking here. At least change your top and show off that cleavage you’ve got going on. The dark jeans are fine. What shoes are you going to wear?”

      “Chop chop, woman. What about that black button up, but with a couple of buttons undone? That hugs your curves nicely.”

      I have such bossy friends, sheesh.

      Throwing on the shirt Esme suggests, I show my friends a pair of boots I planned to wear. They immediately reject them, and Clementine insists I wear my red "fuck me" shoes. By the time they finish dictating what I should put on, I have to admit to myself that I look pretty good.

      “OK, yah hussy, go turn some heads, but especially his!” Esme declares before we end our video call.
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        * * *

      

      Tobias and I agreed to meet up at Raven Brew, a casual hole-in-the-wall bar at the foot of Ravenhart Mountain. It was his suggestion, saying he didn’t need me to buy him a fancy drink. The ladies and I have been in the past. It is a fun little spot for something different.

      Tobias is waiting out front for me when I arrive.

      “I’m sorry, am I late?”

      “No, I’m early. I figured it would be nice to see you walk up to the place. You look nice, Janie.”

      My stomach flips as I thank him.

      He opens the front door for me and we go inside. The bar is pretty busy, which isn’t surprising since it’s a Saturday night. We grab a booth at the end of the room that turns out to be a good people-watching spot as well. There’s quite an eclectic group of people here tonight.

      Tobias and I both order beers. As we wait for our order, he peppers me with questions.

      “Sorry, I just feel like you know more about me already. I am starting at a disadvantage,” he says, with a laugh, after I answer the fifth get-to-know-you question from him.

      “Not anymore,” I joke, which he responds to with a sexy smile.

      I am trying to play it as cool as possible, but seeing Tobias here only confirms how attracted I am to him. The man is incredibly easy on the eyes. He is quick with a smile, which causes me to desire his full lips on my own even more so. His warm, brown eyes crinkle on the sides when he laughs. And his deep voice makes my pussy purr.

      We're lost in conversation when our beers arrive, and we don’t come up for air until an angry, loud voice jolts us back to reality. Looking up, I see a large man yelling at a woman sitting next to him at the bar. A man next to him tries to butt in, but the angry man pushes him away and attempts to grab the woman.

      In a heartbeat, Tobias jumps up to confront the jerk. As he distracts the guy, the woman disappears out the door. The man, realizing she left, begins screaming expletives at my date. Suddenly, he whips out something shiny and Tobias steps back.

      Seeing that the glint is from a knife's blade, I jump up and step toward the bar. The man slashes his weapon toward Tobias, nearly cutting his chest. Without thought, I shift into my bear-form as the man attempts to attack him again.

      Standing up on my back legs, I roar so loud that every head turns my way. One woman screams. Tobias looks up at me, then at our table, and then back at me with a knowing grin. The angry man sees Tobias’s expression and curses at him once more, swinging the blade toward his neck. In an instant, I lunge at the man, knocking the knife out of his hand and pinning him to the floor.

      The surrounding commotion is loud, but I focus on keeping this asshole down on the ground. Someone apparently called the cops, because they show up after several minutes. When they take over, I shift back into my human form. The bar breaks out into cheers, and Tobias pulls me into a hug.

      “That was incredible,” he says, whispering into my hair.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, thanks to you.”

      The bar owner comps our beers and gives us two more on the house. Our date turns into chatting with multiple people who want to thank us and talk about how crazy tonight’s events were. The cops also take our statements. I am a little worried they’ll give me crap for using my bear-form on a human, but they agree the situation required it.

      An hour later, Tobias walks me out to my car.

      “So, that was definitely a different first date,” he jokes.

      My entire body warms from his comment as he continues.

      “I’d like to take you out on a proper date, though, if you’d like. Hopefully without a drunk, violent dickwad, though.”

      “I would love that.”

      We look intensely at each other and I think he’s about to kiss me when a rowdy group barrels out of the bar, cheering at the sight of us.

      “We should probably get out of here,” Tobias says, bringing my hand to his lips and kissing it.

      I get in my car, start up the engine, and smile to myself. Weird first date, for sure. But I want more of that with Tobias.
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      Tobias

      “Holy crap, she sounds badass!”

      I hear my sister’s wife agreeing in the call’s background. They are currently in San Francisco for a conference.

      “It was pretty cool. She took charge as soon as she saw danger. The dude’s face when he saw her shift was priceless.”

      “You clearly like her, little brother.”

      Darlene knows me well. And I do. Janie comes across as a down-to-earth, solid person. Plus, the power and bravery she showed against that drunk asshole was also a turn on.

      OK, and her curves. And freckles. Damn, I have it bad.

      “Hello? Earth to Tobias.”

      “Sorry, I got lost in thought.”

      “Mmm hmmm, thinking about your cute bear shifter, weren’t you?”

      I ignore her, saying, “So the conference starts tomorrow?”

      “Yeah. We’re about to go out to drinks with Cynthia's college friends. But who cares about that? When is your next date with Janie?”

      “Tomorrow night.”

      I hear my sister’s impatience on the other end as she needles, “And? Where are you taking her?”

      “You are so interested in me dating this woman. I don't remember the last time you were like this when I started dating someone new. Corvid Valley Steakhouse, Ms. Nosey.”

      “Noice! And I’m interested because there’s something obviously different about her. Don’t screw it up, little bro.”

      I laugh, shaking my head.

      “Got to run. Cynthia doesn’t want to be late. Let me know how your date goes!”
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      The following morning begins with my truck refusing to start. A visit to the mechanic an hour later ends up with me being carless and forking over a few thousand dollars for the fix. I take a rideshare home while I mull over what to do about tonight’s date. Renting a car is probably my best bet, so I text Janie with the update.

      
        
          
            
              
        Do you need to rent a car for other things? Because, if not, then I’ll just pick you up.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        My mechanic says he’ll have the truck for me by Friday, so I don’t need it for wedding gigs. But I also don’t want to put you out.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        No worries. See you at 6:00. Text me your address.

      

      

      

      

      

      At 6, Janie pulls up to my place in her white compact car. She hops out and makes a big show of opening the passenger side door for me.

      “Here you go, sir. You look lovely today,” she says with a twinkle in her eye.

      I laugh and give her an appreciative once over.

      “You look gorgeous.”

      I can see her blushing even through the windshield while she walks back to the driver’s side.

      Our drive goes by quickly as we easily get into a relaxed conversational rhythm with each other. As stunning as I find her, Janie also makes me feel comfortable just being myself. Usually I am a fool around women I find attractive. But not with her.

      Dinner continues in the same vein. Our getting-to-know-each-other topics veer off more than at the bar and we soon are bonding over our opinion that Empire is the best Star Wars movie.

      As the waitstaff clears away our dinner plates, my phone rings and I see it’s Darlene. I look up at Janie apologetically.

      “I’m sorry. It’s my sister, and it’s not like her to call when she knows I’m busy. Do you mind?”

      “Go for it.”

      I excuse myself from the dining room and head out to the coat check area to answer the call.

      “Darlene? Are you OK?”

      “It’s Cyn. I am in an ambulance with Darlene, she collapsed at the conference’s cocktail party. I don’t know what happened.”

      The fear in Cynthia’s voice is palpable.

      “What hospital are you going to? I’ll figure out how to get up there tonight.”

      Jotting down the hospital name in my notes app, I tell her I will text her my arrival details. Walking back into the dining room, I watch Janie’s face light up when she sees me, but then her brow furrows.

      “Is everything okay?” she asks when I sit down.

      “My sister is headed to a hospital up in San Francisco. She’s there with her wife and she apparently collapsed at an event. Her wife knew nothing else. I’m sorry, I am super freaked out and really need to get up to her. She’s all I have for family.”

      “Of course. Let me help you. Were you thinking of flying?”

      “Yeah, I guess so. I haven’t even wrapped my head around it yet. I can’t drive, unless I rent something, of course. But nothing is open at this time in sleepy Corvid Valley.”

      Janie asks for the check when the waiter comes to see if we want dessert. We both look at flights on our phones and groan at the same time.

      “I don’t see anything tonight that's not flying out of LA.” she says.

      “Same. Shit. Maybe there’s a bus.”

      “Yeah, maybe, but that may take forever with stops.” Janie chews her lip before continuing, “San Francisco, you said? I mean, I can drive you. I can probably get you there before midnight if we leave right now?”

      I look at her in shock.

      “I can’t ask you to do that. It’s so far.”

      “You didn’t ask. And it’s not like I have work tomorrow. I’m on summer vacation. I’m honestly happy to do this for you.”

      I look at Janie and feel a warm tightening in my chest. I barely know this woman, but I feel like she is meant to be in my life.

      “OK, but only if you’re sure?”

      “I’m sure.”

      I wave down the waiter to take my card and we rush out the door to start our nighttime road trip.
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      Janie

      Our drive to San Francisco is pretty quiet, since Tobias is obviously worried about his sister. At the halfway point, he gets a text from his sister-in-law that the doctors said Darlene had a heart attack and is going to be prepped for surgery soon. When he relays this information to me, I reach across and squeeze his hand in support. He takes mine, squeezes it back, and we continue to drive like that, hand in hand.

      The hospital is bright, but quiet, when we arrive. We find Cynthia, Darlene’s wife, in the waiting room. When she sees Tobias, she rushes to hug him with tears in her eyes. I hang back, letting them have their family time. They speak in low voices, and after a couple of minutes, she looks over at me.

      “You are my hero,” she says, walking up and pulling me into a hug. “But I guess that’s your thing. Dar was going off about you, as a bear, stopping that drunk dude the other night.”

      “I am happy to help. I’m sorry I am meeting you under these circumstances.”

      I look over at Tobias, who gives me a weak, but kind, smile.

      “I am going to find us a hotel and book us both rooms,” he says, sitting down with his cellphone.

      “I can get my own room, Tobias, it’s OK.”

      “No way. You dropped everything and drove me up here,” he says as he frowns at his phone. “Looks like everyone and their mom is in town right now. Oh, but here’s something. Gets decent ratings. I’m going to grab it.”

      Tobias books the rooms and forwards me the information.

      “There’s nothing for you to do here. Go and rest. I’ll let you know when I head to my room, but I want to stay here until she’s out of surgery. And to support Cyn.”

      “Are you sure? I want to be helpful.”

      “I promise you, you have been more than helpful. I am truly grateful our paths met before this. Go for it. Get some rest.”

      I nod and say goodbye. The hotel isn’t too far away and, since it’s the middle of the night, there isn’t any traffic. The hotel’s parking lot is packed, but I find a spot at the far end. I shuffle into the lobby, exhaustion finally taking over my body, and am grateful to see they have a small shop of necessities next to the hotel check-in desk.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am, there was a computer glitch and you only have one room booked. And it was our last room,” the hotel worker says when I check in.

      “What?” I say, intelligently.

      “I am not sure what happened, but we only have the one room left.”

      I call Tobias to update him.

      “That’s your room, take it. I’ll see what else I can find nearby,” he insists.

      I finish checking in, buying some toiletries as well, and head to my room. It’s not large, with a single bed and television, but it’s clean. I flip on the TV to kill the quiet and set up in the bathroom. As exhausted as I feel, I am dying to wash away the unexpected road trip. Plus, any germs I picked up at the hospital.

      Drying off in front of the TV, my phone’s beep distracts me from the Lifetime movie playing on the screen.

      
        
          
            
              
        There’s nothing close by, I think, because there’s a few conventions in town. I may have to stay on the city outskirts. I’ll keep you updated.

      

      

      

      

      

      I stare at his text and then at my single king-sized bed.

      
        
          
            
              
        I don’t think you should be far from the hospital. Come stay here. The bed is a king and I can ask for extra pillows to line up in the middle.

      

      

      

      

      

      I throw on my shirt to sleep in as I wait for his response.

      
        
          
            
              
        I feel bad, especially after how gracious and thoughtful you’ve been with all of this.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        There’s nothing to feel bad about. I’ll call the front clerk and let them know you’ll need a key. I am in room 303.

      

      

      

      

      

      In ten minutes, I am delivered several pillows which I line up in the middle of the bed. Finding an extra blanket in the closet, I place it on his side of the bed. I brush my teeth and crawl under the covers.

      I am woken up by the door opening. I squint and see Tobias tiptoeing into the room. He puts his stuff down on the side table and sneaks into the bathroom. I hear the shower turn on and, even through my sleepy haze, my body warms from the idea of his naked body being so near to me. The sound of the shower lulls me back into a light snooze, but once the door opens a crack, the light streaming through wakes me up.

      Tobias, standing in his towel in the doorway, flicks the light off quickly. But I still could see his ripped muscles before being covered in darkness once more. I hear him pull some clothing. The weight of his firm body joggles the bed as he climbs onto his side of the pillows. The feeling of his body’s muscular heaviness comforts me and I soon fall back to sleep.
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