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      “What do you mean, they’re not coming?”

      Anna Goodwin switched her phone to speaker, set it on the nightstand, and pulled back the covers on the four-poster bed. “I think that’s pretty self-explanatory.”

      Her best friend’s response was a pithy, “Shit. Your mom bailed on you again.”

      “Are you really surprised?”

      “No.” Lola huffed out a curse. “What did she say when you talked to her?”

      Anna picked up one of the overstuffed pillows and plumped it with more vigor than required. “She said Brian had a client who owns a beach house in Miami and offered to let them use it. And since it’s November, she knew I’d understand they’d rather be in Florida where it’s sunny and warm than in some drafty old house in the Upper Peninsula of Michigan. Plus, the girls have friends there, and it would be sooo boring for them to spend their birthdays stuck in the middle of nowhere.”

      “Excuse me,” Lola interrupted, “but wasn’t the ‘middle of nowhere’ her idea?”

      “Of course, it was.” Anna gave the pillow a solid jab. “Ask me if she remembers that.”

      “She knows you’re already there, right?”

      “She knows.” Anna frowned at the pillow, which was now hopelessly misshapen. She tossed it aside and picked up the other one.

      “And I’m guessing she didn’t even suggest you join them in Miami.”

      “It’s like you were there,” Anna drawled, smiling when Lola cursed. “It’s fine, Lo. You know I hate Florida.”

      “It’s not fine,” Lola countered. “It’s so far from fine I can’t even see fine from here. What about the girls’ birthdays? I thought the whole point of this reunion was so the whole family could be together for their official entries into teen-land.”

      “Mom told me just to mail them their gifts.” Anna focused on the pillow in her hands, concentrating on squishing it into the shape she wanted before tossing it back on the bed. “So they’ll be waiting for them when they get back to New York, like a surprise.”

      “God, what a bitch.”

      “I didn’t call her that on the phone, but it was close.”

      “I’d like to believe you told her off, but I know you too well.”

      “What good would it do?” Anna rolled her shoulders, still tight from the conversation with her mother, and got into bed. “She doesn’t get it. Worse, she doesn’t want to get it. She’s got Brian, the twins, and the New York rich-lady life she wants. There’s no room for me in it.”

      “The twins are your little sisters,” Lola pointed out.

      “I know.” Anna thought of the girls, bright and happy and growing up so fast. “I’ll keep in touch with them. Maybe when they’re older, they’ll want a relationship with me. That would be nice.”

      “You’d feel better if you told Kimberly she’s a selfish cow.”

      “I really wouldn’t.” Anna shifted against the pillow, wiggling around to try to find the right spot. “I’m fine, Lo.”

      “You’re not fine. You’re sad and hurt, and it stinks.”

      Anna sighed. “I got my hopes up this time.”

      “I know, honey. So did I.”

      “On the bright side, I don’t have to listen to her bitch about my hair,” Anna said, looking in the mirror over the bureau and tossing the hair in question. Dyed in layers, it was a bold but still natural looking red at the scalp that grew brighter and bolder along the length. The stylist had added layers of orange, yellow, purple and blue, building an ombre effect so that from midway down, her hair looked as though it was literally on fire.

      “Why would she bitch about your hair?” Lola wanted to know. “It looks awesome.”

      “Don’t you know? A high value man will never marry me if I continue to dye it unnatural colors.”

      “High value man,” Lola muttered. “Like that’s a real thing.”

      “And I had a couple of lovely glasses of champagne with my dinner, thanks to the ridiculous pile of groceries Kimberly had delivered.”

      “Let me guess—scrambled eggs with cheese?”

      “The champagne really classed them up. I may have to have them that way all the time.”

      “I don’t think it’s wise to pair your signature ‘I’m sad’ meal with booze,” Lola said drily.

      “Spoilsport.”

      “Are you going to come home?”

      “I thought about it,” Anna admitted. “But the place is paid for, and Kimberly bought all those groceries. I might as well stay.”

      “Maybe your dad can come hang with you. It’s been, what, six months since you’ve seen him?”

      “I saw him in July. And he’s in Switzerland until January,” Anna reminded her.

      “Oh, right. Hey, you should go visit him,” Lola suggested. “Find some ski slut and have a good time.”

      “Yes, that’s what I want to do while visiting my father,” Anna said drily. “I’ll be fine here for two weeks, then I’ll have a week to chill at home before I have to go back to work.”

      “I still can’t believe your tight ass of a boss gave you three weeks off.”

      “I haven’t had a vacation since I started working there,” Anna reminded her. “Human resources told him I had to take it.”

      “Figures he wouldn’t be that generous on his own. What are your plans for week three?”

      “Well,” Anna hedged, unsure if she should tell Lola what was on her mind. Then thought, what the hell? “I was hoping to make an appointment with my lawyer to see what it would take to open my own accounting firm.”

      There was a moment of stunned silence, then Lola declared, “Well, it’s about fucking time.”

      “Don’t get your hopes up,” Anna warned. “I just want to see if I can maybe make it work. Emphasis on maybe.”

      “Oh, we’ll make it work,” Lola vowed. “I’m putting you on my schedule now. Monday, eight-o’clock.”

      Anna winced. “Does it have to be that early? It’s still my vacation.”

      “Yes,” Lola said firmly. “How’s the house?”

      Deciding to fight that battle another day, Anna switched gears. “Beautiful. Built-in bookshelves, a big old stone fireplace, and a kitchen I want to live in. Not to mention a big jetted tub in the main bedroom—which I have moved myself into now that Kimberly and Brian are a no-show—which I plan to defile at the first available opportunity.”

      “If I wasn’t in the middle of this merger, I’d come up and join you.”

      “I’m sorry, but I just don’t have those feelings for you,” Anna said soberly and grinned when Lola snickered. “How’s that going, anyway?”

      “The merger? We’ll be wrapped up by next week as long as I don’t have to go to New York to spank these fuckers in person.”

      “I’d pay money to see that.”

      “Perv.”

      Anna snorted. “Like that’s not the pot calling the kettle black.”

      “Hey, verbally spanking unprepared, overconfident opposing counsel is the only action I’m getting these days,” Lola protested. “Let me have it.”

      “At least you’re getting something,” Anna muttered.

      “You could be getting plenty if you wanted,” Lola pointed out with the stark honesty that only a best friend could pull off.

      “Once again, pot meet kettle.”

      “All right, all right. I won’t mention your non-existent love life if you don’t mention mine.”

      “Deal.”

      “And all kidding aside, I can come up for a few days, keep you company.”

      “You’re sweet to offer, but I’m fine on my own. I’ve got plenty of groceries and a library full of books to keep me company. If I get desperate, there are cross-country skis in the basement I was told I could borrow.”

      “Jesus. If you get that desperate, just come home,” Lola said, appalled, and Anna laughed. “Listen, I have to get some sleep. I’ve got an early call in the morning. Call me if you need to talk, or change your mind about wanting company.”

      “I will. Love you, Lo.”

      “Love you, too.”

      Anna reached out to disconnect the call, then settled back against the pillow with a sigh.

      She hadn’t lied to Lola, not really. She didn’t want to come back to Chicago and spend her vacation at home, and she did love the house. After her tiny apartment, the two-story Victorian felt like a cozy Versailles, and she intended to enjoy every bit of it. Kimberly and Brian could go fuck themselves.

      She  wiggled her toes under the sheet, enjoying the way the soft cotton moved across her bare skin. She thought briefly about getting up to get the oversized t-shirt she’d packed to wear as a nightgown—there was approximately two feet of snow on the ground outside, and the house wasn’t exactly toasty warm. But she liked sleeping naked, and now that relatives with boundary issues—the kind that might lead them to burst into her room without knocking—were no longer a factor, she was loathe to put something on.

      Although another blanket might not be a bad idea.

      She slipped out of bed, shivering in the cool air, and walked quickly across the room to the large closet, where she’d spotted a thick quilt on one of the shelves when she’d stowed her suitcase. She was making her way back to the bed with the quilt when the framed photograph on the wall caught her eye.

      A middle-aged woman sat on what Anna recognized as the steps on the house’s wide front porch, a grin on her cheerful face. On one side of her sat a young woman with the same giddy smile, the same heart-shaped face. The family resemblance was unmistakable, and by the age difference she assumed they were mother and daughter. Their arms were wrapped around each other, joy lighting their faces.

      Anna lifted a hand to rub at the familiar ache under her heart, and in self-preservation focused her attention on the photograph’s other occupant. And felt her heart hitch for an entirely different reason.

      “Well, hello, hottie,” she drawled.

      The man sat on the other side of the older woman, his arm wrapped around her shoulders as he, too, leaned into her just a little bit. The same gorgeous chestnut hair covered his head, curling at the longer-than-respectable ends, and he sported a thick beard a shade or two darker. His face was turned toward his companions, robbing her of a full view, but what she could see was impressive.

      He was dressed in a flannel shirt and jeans, the shirt stretched across a broad chest and shoulders, and the sleeves, rolled to the elbows, showed thick forearms dusted with dark hair. There was something vaguely familiar in the angle of his head, the set of his shoulders, and she narrowed her eyes, trying to discern what it was that was tickling her memory. But she couldn’t see his face, and after a moment she gave up.

      She tapped a fingernail on the glass, amused at the little curl of heat that bloomed in her belly. “What does it say about me,” she asked his image, “that just looking at you turns me on more than all the men I’ve dated in the last year?”

      She shook her head and tapped the glass again. “Nothing good, that’s what,” she decided and turned away.

      She laid the quilt over the bed then crawled under it. She bunched and punched and squished the pillow until she was satisfied, then opened her book. After the conversation with her mother, she’d wanted a comfort read, and the romance novel she’d found on the shelf in the living room fit the bill perfectly.

      Warm and cozy, she settled down to read.

      She woke up hours later, the book open on her chest, with an urgent need for the bathroom. Groggy, she shoved her way clear of the covers and stumbled to the bath. It wasn’t until she was washing her hands that she realized she was horribly thirsty, and nearly ducked her head in the wide vessel of the sink to drink right from the faucet. But there was a case of her mother’s favorite French bottled water in the fridge—ordered at Kimberly’s request—and it would be a shame to waste it.

      She padded out of the bathroom and over to the bureau where she’d stored her clothes to dig out her makeshift nightgown, and dropped it over her head as she headed out and down the stairs.

      She didn’t bother with the lights, letting the moonlight streaming in through the windows guide her through the living room to the kitchen. Of all the rooms in this house to love—and she loved all of them—the kitchen was by far her favorite. It had been renovated and modernized with gleaming appliances and bright white tile, but it still fit the house.

      Built at a time when open concept living spaces weren’t yet the standard, the kitchen sat at the back of the house, accessible only through the wide hallway that connected it to the dining room at the front. Anna imagined it had originally been closed off completely, but the doorway had been widened, the ceilings raised, and the result was an open and airy space that nonetheless retained its boundaries. The floors were the same random width oak that graced the rest of the first floor, warming a room that otherwise might have appeared sterile and cold. The only other color came from the bright accessories peppered throughout—a cobalt bowl on the marble counter filled with glossy green apples, colorful dishes on the open shelves. The massive window over the farmhouse sink did double duty, not only letting in vast amounts of natural light but also bringing the outdoors into the room.

      The landscape was white now, but during spring and summer, Anna imagined a riot of color would fill the view.

      With the moonlight streaming in the room it practically glowed, and once again she didn’t bother with the light. She pulled a bottle of water from the fridge and drank half of it in one go, then grabbed a second to take back upstairs with her. She finished her water, then padded over to toss the empty bottle in the recycling bin under the sink. Then she simply stood, staring at the view outside. The snow sparkled under the moon, making it look somehow magical. She forgot, living in the city, how gorgeous snow could be, and she stood staring at it, so enthralled she didn’t hear the front door open.

      

      Outside on the wide front porch, Grant Snow dragged the knit cap off his head and carefully toed off his boots. After a full day of travel, all he wanted was a shower and the king-sized bed waiting for him inside.

      But he knew if he left puddles on his mother’s precious wood floor, she’d shove a mop in his hands and blister his ears.

      He was a grown man, but to Grace Snow, he was never too old to take to the woodshed—figuratively speaking.

      He didn’t want the mop or the lecture, so he shifted his boots to the left of the door and with the cold seeping through his stocking feet, glanced at his companion. “You know the rules, pal. Shake it off.”

      He got a silly grin in response, then had to turn his face away as his friend gave a mighty shake, sending snow flying. He waited until he could no longer hear the rattle of metal, then risked opening one eye. “Hey, you look like a dog again. Good job, buddy.”

      Henry, the mostly mastiff mix Grant had adopted from the Cook County Humane Society three years before, responded by lifting one massive paw to scratch at the front door.

      “Yeah, let’s go to bed.” Grant hefted his duffle bag in one hand and with his keys in the other, let himself into the house.

      He stepped inside, waited for Henry to follow him in, then closed and secured the door. Moving quietly out of habit, he started to head upstairs, then changed his mind.

      He looked down at the patiently waiting dog. “You hungry, buddy?” he murmured and Henry’s ears perked in interest. “Yeah, let’s get a snack before bed.”

      He set the duffle down and strode down the hall, silent in his stocking feet. Henry trailed along behind, pausing to sniff at the legs of the dining room chairs as they passed while Grant continued to the kitchen. Moonlight from the big window over the sink filled the room, bouncing off the white tiles and gleaming appliances, so he didn’t bother to turn on the light.

      He crossed the threshold, his focus on the large refrigerator and the sandwich he was already building in his mind. Then he saw the woman standing at the sink.

      His tired brain kicked in half a heartbeat after his feet stuttered to a stop, trying to absorb the details. Taller than average, five foot eight or nine, she wore an oversized white t-shirt and not much else. Hair hung halfway down her back, a dark, thick curtain against that background of white. It was hard to tell color in the moonlight, but he thought she might be a redhead.

      He had a weakness for redheads.

      The t-shirt was long enough to cover her butt, but it was thin and clingy, molding to the generous hips and lush ass underneath, and her long legs were bare.

      He had a weakness for those, too.

      Welcome home to me, he thought somewhat giddily, then shook his head.

      Nobody knew he was coming, so it was a sure bet she wasn’t here for him. Maybe she was a friend of Corrie’s? He tried to remember his sister’s school schedule. She had a break coming up at Thanksgiving, but as it was only the first week of November, she should be in her apartment in East Lansing.

      His eyes narrowed when Red leaned over the sink to peer out the window. The shirt rode up just enough to give him a hint of—yes, that was indeed a world-class ass. Bare, no less, and despite his fatigue, interest stirred.

      He ignored it. If she wasn’t a friend of Corrie’s, then she was his mother’s guest. Mom hadn’t mentioned anyone coming to stay with her the last time they’d talked, but that had been six weeks ago. He’d been out of the country on a job, only getting back into Chicago early that morning. He’d picked up Henry from the kennel, and with the okay from his boss to take a much-needed break, had decided to head north for a visit. He hadn’t bothered to call ahead. His mother wasn’t expecting him until Thanksgiving, and he’d wanted to surprise her.

      It looked like his appearance was going to be a surprise to more than one person tonight.

      He hated to ruin the view, but he knew the gentlemanly thing to do would be to announce himself. And even if his gut hadn’t been nagging him to do so, he knew his mother didn’t consider him too old to have his ears boxed if she thought he’d behaved poorly towards a guest.

      He took one last look at long legs and barely covered bottom, then fixed his gaze firmly on the back of her head. “Hello.”

      

      Anna spun around, momentarily blinded when her hair flew in her eyes. Almost before her vision cleared, she was moving. The plastic water bottle winged out of her hand, instinct and her self-defense training kicking in. It hit the man standing in the kitchen doorway square in the forehead and exploded on contact.

      “Shit!”

      He staggered back but didn’t go down, flinging out his arms to catch himself on the doorway as water rained down from the broken bottle. She didn’t bother screaming, just grabbed apples out of the bowl on the counter and sent them flying. The first hit the doorway, spraying chunks into the air and wrenching a curse from the intruder. He ducked to avoid fruit shrapnel, and the second apple sailed through the doorway over his head. But she took a second to aim with the third, and it hit him exactly where she intended.

      Dead in the crotch.

      His eyes went wide, all the color drained out of his face, and he folded like a cheap suit.

      “Yes!” She thrust her arms into the air in victory as he curled into a fetal ball in the kitchen doorway, his hair dripping water into a puddle on the floor. Then she remembered all she wore was a t-shirt and hastily lowered them again.

      The intruder let out a low groan and propped himself up against the door jam. A string of impressive curses spilled out and he pinned her with a vicious glare, one hand cradling his crotch.

      “What the fuck, lady?” His voice was a ragged growl, full of pain and insult that absurdly had an apology leaping to her lips. Swallowing it down, she fixed her most ferocious scowl on her face and snatched up another apple.

      “Don’t move,” she warned.

      “I can’t move,” he retorted. He lifted one shaking hand to shove at the hair dripping in his face, his eyes narrowing when he saw the apple in her hand. “Don’t you throw that at me, dammit. I’m already on the damn floor.”

      “You make one move and I’ll put you in the ground,” she countered, a little unnerved by the outrage blazing from his pale blue eyes. They shone nearly silver in the dim light, and something niggled at her memory.

      She narrowed her gaze, searching his face as the niggle got stronger, then every single thought flew out of her head.

      She scrambled back, unable to hold back the shriek as the biggest dog she’d ever seen lumbered into the room. His feet looked to be the size of dinner plates, and she was sure her entire head would fit in his mouth. “Jesus Christ, what the hell is that?”

      The man rolled his eyes, exasperation replacing wounded outrage, and lifted the hand that had been cradling his crotch to scratch the beast behind the ears. “Now you come in,” he griped at the dog. “Where were you when she was pelting me with apples?”

      The dog snuffled at the man’s face, and he let out a huffing laugh. “Idiot,” he said with amused affection and gave the dog a last scrubbing pat before turning that blazing gaze on her again. “If I get up to get a towel, are you going to throw something at me again?”

      She cocked her arm back, apple at the ready. “Yes.”

      “Jesus Christ.” He dragged a hand through his hair, scattering water that the dog tried to lap up out of mid-air. “Get one for me, then. They’re in the drawer next to the stove.”

      Anna automatically took a step toward the drawer, the command in that whiskey voice impossible to ignore even with the exasperated disgust coloring it. Then she froze. How did he know where the towels are?

      “How do you know where the towels are?” she demanded.

      He lifted a hand to shove at the dog, who was trying to chew on his hair. “Because that’s where they go.”

      “How do you know where they go?” she asked, more bewildered now than suspicious.

      “Because I live here,” he retorted. “Dammit, Henry, get out of my hair.”

      The dog—Henry—gave an offended woof and slapped a giant paw on the man’s lap. He lurched forward, frantically shoving it away. “Fuck! Do I have a target painted on my balls or something?”

      “You do not live here.” She lifted the apple again. “I will throw this at your head this time.”

      “Jesus Christ. I’m Grant Snow, and if anybody should be throwing apples, it’s me,” he snapped, voice rising in irritation. “I come home in the middle of the night, find a half-naked woman in my mother’s kitchen, and get my balls busted. Literally.”

      “What did you say your name was?”

      “Grant Snow. This is my mother’s house.”

      Something akin to horror was beginning to seep through her outrage. “Grant?”

      “That’s what I said.  Henry, come on.” He shoved at the bulk of the dog until the beast plopped down next to him with a plaintive whine, and when he turned that burning blue gaze back on her, the pieces tumbled into place.

      Her hand fell limply to her side, the apple hitting the floor. “Oh, my God.”

      Ignoring her, he leaned over to pick up the rolling apple just as the dog made a grab. “No raw fruit,” he said firmly. “I’m not putting up with raw fruit farts all night.”

      “Grant,” she said numbly. Grant, from the BDSM club she’d joined last summer. Grant, who’d charmed her with his slow, sexy smile and piercing blue eyes and calm, confident demeanor. Grant, who’d made a date with her for her first ever scene, then ghosted her.

      “That’s what I said.”

      “From Odyssey.” The numbness was wearing off, burned away by the beginnings of rage.

      “I know—what?” He shoved his dripping hair off his forehead, narrowed his eyes. He raked them down her half-naked form, then back up. Recognition and surprise flashed in his eyes. “Anna?”

      “In the flesh,” she replied and with a red haze coating her vision, grabbed another apple and let it fly.
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      The rage threw off her aim, and the apple hit him in the belly instead of the balls she’d been aiming for. He let out a grunt, shock and pain flooding his face for an instant. Then anger was blazing out of his eyes. “What the fuck was that for?”

      “You know exactly what it’s for,” she shouted, and would have thrown another apple if the bowl hadn’t been empty.

      “I really don’t—dammit, give me that.” He yanked the apple out of the dog’s mouth. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “You know exactly what the hell I’m talking about. You ghosted me, and it was a shitty thing to do.”

      A flicker of confusion joined the anger in his expression. “I didn’t ghost you.”

      Remembered embarrassment joined the rage, heating her cheeks. She’d been so excited for that play date, and so disappointed—so humiliated—when he’d stood her up. “Oh really? What do you call it when you make a date with someone and never show up?”

      He climbed to his feet, using the kitchen island for leverage, and she snatched the toaster off the counter. “Don’t you come another step closer or I’ll bean you.”

      “I believe you.” He eyed the toaster warily. “Were you always this hostile and I just didn’t notice, or is it a new thing?”

      “Pardon me,” she said, the words dripping with sarcasm. “But I tend to hold a grudge when someone treats me like shit.”

      His eyes flashed warningly. “I did not treat you like shit.”

      “The hell you didn’t. You made me think you liked me⁠—”

      “I did like you,” he tried to interrupt.

      “—showing me around the club, asking me questions like you were interested. What do you think of how he’s flogging her? Does bondage appeal to you?” She mimicked his voice with a sneering sarcasm that had his eyes flashing again. She didn’t care. “Making a date with me for a scene, you asshole.”

      He straightened, eyes narrowed. “Watch it.”

      “Is that how you get off?” she demanded, ignoring the danger signs. She wasn’t scared of him, the asshole. “Lead the newbies on, get their hopes up, then fuck them over?”

      “I’m trying to be patient here, Anna, because you’re clearly upset. But you’re starting to piss me off.”

      “You’re pissed off? Fuck you,” she snarled and heaved the toaster.

      It was still plugged in, so instead of sailing across the room to smash satisfyingly into that smug, sexy face it stopped two feet out and dropped to hang drunkenly from its cord over the counter. But she didn’t have time to worry about it, because the instant she threw it, he moved.

      She squeaked and threw up her hands, but it was too late. One moment he was standing on the other side of the room, the big kitchen island between them, and the next he had her hands in a steel grip. He dragged them behind her, pinning them at the small of her back, and growled, “I am this close to putting you over my knee."

      He was only a few inches taller than her five-nine, so even barefoot she could look him in the eye without much effort. He was so close she could see the darker blue ring around his pale irises, the flare of his nostrils as he fought for control. There was a small, quiet voice in the back of her mind that warned her it was a mistake to test that control, but she was past caring. “I’d like to see you try.”

      “Don’t tempt me.” He said it softly, almost carefully, and it was more effective than a thousand shouts.

      Uneasy, she flexed her hands. “Let me go.”

      “Not until I’m sure you’re not going to throw the knife block at me. Henry, sit.”

      She blinked, caught off guard, then realized he was talking to the dog, who had wandered over to sniff at her toes. She glanced down to see the big dog follow orders, then look up at his master as though waiting for further instructions.

      “Good boy. Now, Anna.”

      She whipped around to look up at him again, a spurt of renewed anger loosening her tongue. “If you think you can order me around like your dog⁠—”

      “Hardly,” he interrupted. “The dog obeys.”

      She was giving serious consideration to spitting in his face—damn the consequences—when he said, “I didn’t ghost you.”

      Outrage nearly rendered her speechless. “You damn well did.”

      “I was called out of town for work,” he went on as though she hadn’t spoken.

      She snorted. “Right.”

      “I left a message with the bartender, Kell.” He cocked an eyebrow, an unspoken question.

      “I got your message,” she told him with a defiant toss of her head. “Kell said you had a work emergency, and would get in touch. Spoiler alert—you did not, in fact, get in touch.”

      His eyes flickered. “Things got complicated.”

      “I’m sure.” She wanted to sneer, but she couldn’t quite manage it. His fingers were wrapped firmly around her wrists, holding her in place but not hurting her, and dammit, it was turning her on.

      Since that was the last thing she wanted she yanked against his grip, trying to pull free. His fingers tightened warningly. “Don’t move.”

      “Asshole. Let me go.”

      “If you don’t shut up I’m going to gag you.”

      That threat did not help her trying-not-to-be-turned-on situation. She hid her inconvenient arousal behind a sneer. “Don’t you dare.”

      “I didn’t ghost you,” he repeated, scowling. “Dammit, stop wiggling.”

      She ignored the order and kept writhing, trying to twist out of his grip. “Fuck you.”

      “You brought this on yourself,” he warned and leaned his full weight against her, pinning her between the sink and his big body, and too late she saw her mistake.

      She had been doing a pretty good job ignoring his hands on her wrists, but there was no way she could ignore this. He was pressed against her from breast to thigh, not a whisper between them, and the hard, heavy weight of him went to her head like a shot of whiskey on an empty stomach.

      “I can’t breathe,” she accused. The words came out breathless, lending credence to the claim. He didn’t have to know it was because she was horny.

      “You’re breathing just fine,” he countered. “Are you going to listen or not?”

      She bucked, trying to shove him back. He shifted, and sensing victory, she struggled harder. Then he leaned back into her, his thick thighs wedged between hers, and she found herself dangling off the floor, his hips pinning her to the sink. Shocked, she froze.

      He was hard, and oh God, she could feel…everything.

      He didn’t seem to notice—or if he did, he was much better at ignoring it than she was. He was still scowling, disapproval and exasperation in his expression with no hint of lust, and for a brief, wild moment she wondered if she was imagining the erection jammed between her thighs.

      “Well?” he demanded.

      “Well, what?” she managed, trying not to wiggle on his dick. It was difficult, because it was right there, thick and hard and covered in rough denim that was like delightful, delicious sandpaper through the thin barrier of her t-shirt, so not wiggling was taking all of her concentration.

      “Are you going to listen?”

      Oh, right—he was still trying to plead his case. “It doesn’t look like I’m going anywhere,” she said, attempting another sneer. It didn’t have much on it—she was having a hard time remembering why she was pissed at him.

      He clenched his jaw, pleasing her. Why should she be the only one annoyed? “I did have a work emergency. I was stuck in Istanbul for three weeks.”

      That got her attention. “Istanbul?”

      “Turkey,” he explained.

      “I know where Istanbul is,” she snapped, forgetting about his dick for a moment. “What the hell were you doing there?”

      “It’s complicated,” he hedged.

      “Oh, complicated,” she drawled, dripping sarcasm. “Well, that explains everything!”

      “I work for a security company,” he ground out through clenched teeth.

      “Uh-huh.”

      He ignored that. “We provide, among other things, personal security.”

      “So you’re what, a bodyguard?”

      “When necessary, yes.”

      “And are bodyguards not allowed to have phones?” she demanded.

      “I should have called,” he admitted, and to her surprise there was true regret in his crystal blue eyes. “I didn’t have your number, and I thought I’d be back sooner.”

      “You could’ve called the club, left another message.” She was starting to get mad again. “I hung around that place for weeks hoping you’d show back up, and⁠—”

      “Three weeks,” he interrupted.

      “Yeah, that’s weeks,” she snapped, then blinked. “Wait, how did you know that?”

      “Because when I got back three and a half weeks later, I found out I’d missed you by three days.” The moonlight streaming in through the window at her back lit up his face, making his eyes glitter like icy diamonds. “Three fucking days.”

      “Three fucking weeks,” she shot back, pissed all over again, and forgetting herself, started to struggle.

      “Goddammit, Anna, quit rubbing your cunt on my dick,” he ground out.

      “Get your dick away from my cunt,” she countered, wiggling harder.

      “I can still turn you over my knee,” he warned.

      “You just fucking try it,” she snarled and fought all the harder, so incensed she could barely think. She knew she was overreacting. They’d met once, and technically he hadn’t made any promises. But she’d been so excited about having a scene with him, and it had made her feel so small and unwanted when he hadn’t shown up. And now he was here, hard and hot between her thighs and pinning her down the way she’d always fantasized about, and it felt so good and it was so unfair she just couldn’t stand it.

      “Anna, stop,” he ordered.

      She ignored him, struggling in earnest now, yanking her hands and kicking her legs trying to get loose. He leaned into her even harder, trying to keep her still, but it just made her madder and hornier.

      So much hornier.

      “If you don’t stop, I’m going to stop you,” he warned.

      “Jerk,” she spat and tried to head butt him in the chin. He jerked back and she missed, and that pissed her off even more. “Swine. Asshole. No good, rat-dicked bastard, let me go!”

      “No,” he said and, shifting to hold her twisting wrists in one hand, tangled the other in her hair, yanked her head back, and kissed her.

      Incensed, furious, she tried to bite him. He jerked back with a curse, twisting his hand in her hair so tight her scalp sang. “Do that again and I’ll blister your butt.”

      Her pulse pounding in her ears, scalp screaming, she opened her mouth to blast him. But he was kissing her again before she could get the words out, his tongue delving deep in carnal possession, and just like that all her rage turned to lust.

      The heat was enormous, overwhelming. It felt like she’d been dipped in hot wax, leaving everything pulsing and throbbing and yearning. She stopped trying to kick him, instead lifting her legs to wrap around his hips, and his groan nearly smothered hers.

      He lifted his head, panting, and she tried to follow, wanting more. But he was too far away, and she couldn’t use her hands to drag him back down, so she leaned forward and sank her teeth into the thick muscle of his chest.

      He muttered a curse and dragged her head back by his grip on her hair. The sting nearly brought tears to her eyes, and her pussy pulsed in response.

      “Anna.” He growled it, gave her head a little shake, and she tried to pay attention.

      “What?”

      “I’m trying to be a gentleman, here.”

      She ground herself down on his dick, digging her heels into his ass for leverage. “You kissed me, dickhead.”

      “To shut you up.” His lips were peeled back in a grimace, eyes fierce. “I wasn’t going to fuck you.”

      “Right, because you like to get women all worked up then ghost them. Asshole.”

      His teeth peeled back in a snarl. “I’m getting sick of you calling me names.”

      “I’m getting sick of you being a no good, rat-dicked bastard,” she countered, and despite the fist tangled in her hair, leaned forward and bit him again.

      “That’s it,” he growled and spun her around.

      She shrieked, off balance, and tried to lift her hands. But he kept them pinned against her lower back, and with his other hand still tangled in her hair, dragged her to the kitchen island.

      It was a wide, long slab of granite, smooth and empty but for the bowl she’d grabbed the apples from. It went clattering to the floor when he hoisted her on top of it and climbed up after her.

      He’d had to let go of her hands to boost himself up, and she took immediate advantage, shoving them into his hair and giving it a solid yank. His wince made her heart sing, but it was short lived. He peeled her hands out of his hair and slammed them down on the counter over her head. “Don’t. Fucking. Move.”

      He was looming over her, his big body pinning her down. With her hands aching from contact with the granite and her body screaming with desperate need, she lifted her head until her nose was pressed to his. “Make me.”

      His eyes flared, and for a heartbeat she wondered if she’d gone too far. Then he moved, dragging her hands up until they hit the edge of the counter. “Keep them there, or I’ll tie you up and jerk off on your tits.”

      She curled her fingers over the cool granite like her life depended on it, and with satisfaction stamped on his face, he reared back on his knees to tear at his belt.

      “Just for the record,” she panted while he went to work on his button fly. “I’m still mad at you.”

      He shoved his jeans down and his dick bounced free, hard and thick, the tip gleaming wet in the moonlight. “Fine.”

      She stared at it, fascinated. She wanted to sit up and give it a lick, but was afraid he’d make good on his threat. “And I don’t forgive you.”

      “I didn’t ask you to,” he reminded her, tearing open a condom and rolling it on.

      She wondered briefly where he’d plucked that from, then decided it didn’t matter. “You should. You were a jerk.”

      He put his hands on her thighs and shoved them wide. “So you’ve said. Repeatedly.”

      Her t-shirt was rucked up around her waist, and the cool air tickling her wet pussy made her shiver. “An asshole.”

      He leaned forward, one hand on the counter by her head, the other wrapped around his dick. “Uh-huh.”

      Her breath caught as the blunt, broad head touched her pussy. He felt huge, and she had the panicked thought that she might not be wet enough for this. “A rat-dicked bastard.”

      “Rat-dicked, my ass,” he growled and shoved into her.

      Her breath left her lungs in a short scream. He got stuck halfway, her pussy clamping down in an effort to control his penetration. But he just drew back an inch, changed the angle, and thrust in again, and this time he slid all the way to the root.

      He gave her no time to adjust, to get used to the feeling of being penetrated by what to her scrambled brains felt like a telephone pole. He just fucked her.

      So she tightened her grip on the counter and fucked him back.

      Already her pussy felt battered, bruised by the force and size of him, the pain layering on top of desire until they were one, irrevocably intertwined. The heat and pressure in her belly coiled tighter, grew heavier with every stroke, and the part of her brain still capable of thought marveled at it. She hardly ever came without direct clitoral stimulation, and never this fast—but she was going to now, and it was going to be amazing.

      He must have sensed it because he reared back, going on his knees, and grabbed her thighs. “Nope.”

      “What?” she gasped, not understanding. He yanked, dragging her butt up onto his thighs, taking away her leverage, and resumed fucking her. But in this position the base of his dick wasn’t rubbing against her clit with every thrust. The back and forth of his dick inside her was no less fierce, no less delicious, but without that contact the orgasm that had been looming faded back.

      “Damn you,” she choked out, and let go of the counter to take matters in hand.

      Quick as lighting he delivered a stinging slap to the inside of her right thigh. “Put ‘em back,” he ordered.

      She blinked up at him, her fingers twitching. She wanted to rub her clit so badly. “Why?”

      “Because I fucking said so,” he said and slapped the other thigh.

      The heat and the burn had her gritting her teeth. God, she was so close. “I want to come.”

      “I don’t care.” He fucked her harder, yanking her in and shoving her back, her bare butt rubbing against his jeans covered thighs. “Put ‘em back or you don’t get to come at all.”

      “Who put you in charge?” she demanded, defiant.

      “I did.” He jerked to a stop mid-plunge, his dick penetrating her halfway. “Want me to stop?”

      “I hate you.”

      “I don’t care.” He cocked an arrogant eyebrow. “Last chance.”

      With no choice—it felt like she’d die if he left her hanging—she slapped her hands back on the counter above her head and curled her fingers over the edge. “There,” she spat. “Happy?”

      “Not yet, but I will be,” he assured her and started fucking her again.

      Over and over he hammered into her, the thick, heavy length of him dragging against her sensitive, swollen pussy. She writhed on the counter like a bug on a board, pinned and helpless and kept that way by her own desperate need.

      She didn’t have to succumb to his ridiculous demands or lay there and let him bang her like a drum. She could push him off and get up, walk upstairs, lock the door and dig out the vibrator she’d brought with her for stress relief and make herself come. She knew he’d stop if she said ‘red’.

      The trouble was, she didn’t want to make herself come. She’d been making herself come for nearly two years now, and dammit, she wanted someone else to do it for a change. And right now, that someone else was him.

      So she clung to the counter like her life depended on it and worked herself on his dick as much as she could. When he said, “Pull your shirt up, I want to see your tits,” she didn’t hesitate, dragging the thin cotton up over her bouncing breasts.

      “Look at you,” he ground out, hammering, hammering, hammering. “Spread out like a fucking feast, ready to be devoured. You love this.”

      She shook her head before she could think better of it, an automatic denial born of pride.

      His answer was a harsh laugh, disbelieving and derisive. “Yeah, you do. What else do you like, huh?”

      She wanted to spit back at him, some pithy response that would erase the cocky look from the smug bastard’s face. But before she could come up with something, he slapped one bouncing breast.

      She jerked and gasped, shocked tears stinging her eyes. He’d caught her nipple with the edge of his hand, and for one brief, panicked moment she thought he might have actually slapped it off. But almost immediately the pain shifted from stinging burn to simmering heat, and her pussy gave a hard, clenching spasm.

      “That’s what I fucking thought.” With an arrogant smirk curling his lips, he switched hands and slapped the other one.

      She was expecting it this time, but it was no less impactful. Her pussy clenched again, and through the haze of her own lust she saw his eyes darken in response.

      Thrilled, emboldened, she deliberately tightened around him, determined to drive him as wild as he was driving her. Pleasure flashed over his face and he grunted, his hips losing their rhythm, but her triumph was short lived.

      Because he lifted his hand and slapped her clit.

      Pain and pleasure shot through her, an unholy mix that had her vision going white. Her shocked scream bounced around the room, the echoes mixing with his sadistic laugh.

      “Oh, more of that,” he decided and slapped her again.

      Her hips jerked and she would’ve screamed again if she’d had breath in her lungs. The best she could manage was a strangled whimper while her cunt pulsed and throbbed and ached. She was so close she could all but taste the orgasm, but still, it hovered just out of reach, and when she caught her breath she used it to curse him. “Asshole.”

      “Pain slut,” he fired back and slapped her clit a third time.

      And shot her right over the edge.

      Pleasure burst through her in a blinding surge, the tension that had gripped her for what seemed like forever releasing in an explosion of sensation. It went on and on, her body jerking, her pussy spasming so hard she imagined she could feel every vein, every ridge of his cock through the protective sheath of the condom. He kept fucking her, forcing himself through the clutching, grasping muscles, setting off a fresh round of pleasure every time he slammed into her.

      He shouted, the sound dim through the roaring in her ears, and incredibly he grew harder and bigger inside her. Then his hips were jerking and he was coming, setting her off again.

      When he finally slumped over her, sweaty and spent, she closed her eyes and wondered what the hell she was supposed to do now.

      

      She went to bed. When he rolled off her to deal with the condom, she slid off the counter and stepped over the sleeping dog to hurry out of the kitchen. Ignoring him when he called after her, she dashed up the stairs and into the bedroom to lock the door behind her. Then she dragged the dresser in front of the door, crawled into bed and stared at the ceiling to contemplate the situation.

      Her body was still humming from the orgasm so it was hard to feel regret, but she imagined that would come soon enough. She had no idea what he was doing here, though she believed his claim that it was his mother’s house. Now that she knew, the man in the photo on the dresser could be no one else. The chiseled jaw, the tousled hair and broad shoulders—she should have seen it. She would have seen it, if she’d been paying attention instead of moping about her mother.

      One more thing she could lay at Kimberly’s feet.

      She sighed. That was unfair. As many things as Kimberly had to answer for, this wasn’t one of them. Nope, she’d fucked Grant Snow all on her own, and the consequences were hers to face.

      But not until the morning—if he was even here in the morning. If the fates were smiling, she’d wake up and he’d be gone, saving her from the awkwardness of a morning after. But his footsteps on the stairs dashed those hopes before they could fully form.

      She listened intently, her stomach jittering when the footsteps paused, and she imagined him standing in the hallway outside her room, staring at the closed door. She held her breath until he started walking again, footsteps echoing past her door and down the hall, and the faint click of a door closing had her breath whooshing out in relief.

      And it was relief, she assured herself. It certainly wasn’t disappointment or anything as ridiculous as that.

      “Wouldn’t that be foolish?” she muttered and closed her eyes.
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