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      Playing it safe.

      
        
        “Safe” is Nora Sánchez’s friend. “Danger” is her enemy. Stick with those two words, and she’ll never hurt again.

      

      

      

      Opposites attract.

      
        
        Nora avoids physical contact. Galley Rutherford can’t get enough of the coeds touching him and him touching them. When a night of trouble brings Nora and Galley in proximity, they’re drawn to one another. Why doesn’t she like to be touched? Why can’t he keep his hands to himself?

      

      

      

      Hearts beating as one.

      
        
        The more they learn to use touch and words to understand one another, the harder they fall into a safe friend zone. Or is it dangerous when words and touching take them down a path toward heartbreak?

      

      

      

      She’s played it safe for as long as she could remember. He lives life on the wilder side. When soft and quiet collides with solid and loud, someone is bound to get hurt.

    

  


  
    
      Readers,

      Nora Ever After contains excerpts from my paranormal romance, Nightbound:  Seducing the Vampire Slayer. The excerpts start in Chapter Nine and are noted with the below image throughout the book. If you miss the image in any way and think you’ve been transported to a different book world, no worries, you’re still reading a contemporary college romance. Happy reading! ~ A.M.
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      Nora Ever After is for my love, M.A.H. A quarter century of my life spent with you and I’m still in awe of your patience, kindness, inner strength, perseverance, and of how I fall in love with you over and over again with just a kiss from you or the tender way you look at me.

      

      You make me laugh with your goofiness and set me afire with your sexiness.

      

      Six years ago, you didn’t save me with song. You saved me with your unconditional love. To many more years of our chance at happiness, my love.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “We are made of all those who have built and broken us.” ~Atticus
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      Don’t touch her. Nora doesn’t like to be touched.

      She’s different.

      Either way, she’s messed up. A girl with issues isn’t a distraction you can afford. We have to make the playoffs. It’s our last year playing.

      Her friend’s words. My words. My best friend’s warning from earlier tonight.

      I shoot the coed sitting next to me a sideways checking out. Nora is sitting tall with her hands folded on her lap. She has long, jet black hair, a small, pert nose, and a narrow face.

      Nora Sánchez isn’t the most stunning or sexiest girl on campus, but she draws me in with her no-touching rule.

      Why doesn’t she like to touch or be touched?

      Messed up?

      Is she?

      I am for sexing it up with two girls, sometimes three when I’m in the mood. In one sloppy, sweaty, randy encounter. I dig having sex multiple times in a day, too. And with different girls.

      Now that is fucked up.

      Different?

      I drum my fingers on the steering wheel. We’re almost to Nora’s place. I sneak another peek. Nora’s kind of different stokes my curiosity.

      Her quiet is regal-like while her profile is the embodiment of elegance with a hint of stubbornness in the jut of her delicate chin.

      Nora’s silence and inner strength remind me of Dad and what he went through with my mom. Mom was a silent storm that later raged into a cyclone of destruction.

      “Thanks for letting me crash at your place, Nora.” I have questionable sexual inclinations, but I’m not a douchebag.

      I park in front of her rental. Her place is a few houses down from mine. My very vandalized place. The reason I’m with a girl I normally wouldn’t look at twice.

      She shrugs. “Saves you the trouble of finding a hotel room or a different place to stay. It was nice of Asher to offer Zeke her couch. I’m sorry for what happened to your guys’ house.”

      I cut the engine and cram my fingers through my hair. My dad will have a shit fit. If he finds out. A big if. I’ll deal with the mess in the morning.

      The house is his. It’s great of him to fork over money for a place I can call my own. Nice of him to let my two best buddies, Zeke Harrington and Xander Brody, stay rent-free. Not that Zeke needs a free place. He’s as loaded as I am. Xander? He’s just an all-around good guy to have around.

      They are not only my best buddies but also my teammates. We play for Dumas University’s rugby team.

      “Yeah, it sucks to come back to shit like that after what happened at Jimmy’s with your friend.”

      The guys and I decided to stop at Jimmy’s Bar and Restaurant for drinks. By the end of the night, we had acquired three girls—not in a good way, either.

      Nora’s friend, Ryan, ran into an ex-friend from their high school days. The jerk gave her a hard time and said some shitty words to her.

      Xander, our team captain, took one for the team. He stepped up and owned up to being Ryan’s boyfriend, albeit a fake one. Fucking kissed her to prove they’re the real deal. Otherwise, we were in for an ass-whooping from shithead and his friends.

      Xander and Ryan’s kiss was convincing enough for us not to get our asses whooped. But their mouth-on-mouth action wasn’t enough to save my dad’s house from the shithead’s threat to send his cousins after us. I’m certain it was his cousins that trashed our place. He claims they go to DU. When I get a hold of these guys…

      “How bad is it?”

      Nora’s soft voice brings me back to the present and cools my temper.

      “Dog crap and paint thrown on the walls. Rotting meat shoved inside the heat vents. Not to mention the pipe that burst while the guys and I were out of town helping Xander move his grandparents into their new place.”

      She picks at the buttons of her shirt. “You’ve had a rough day.”

      Nice. She’s too damn nice. Too innocent for my taste. My curiosity heightens.

      “I’ll make you hot tea. Tea is safe and comforting after a difficult day.”

      Tea? Is this girl for real?

      I’m messed up, but what’s with this no-touching deal of Nora’s? I’ll drink tea. Give up hard liquor. Do whatever the fuck Nora wants me to do so long as she clues me in.

      “Sure. Tea sounds good. Wait here.”

      I scramble out of Xander’s truck and run around to the passenger-side door. I open the door and skitter back, giving Nora a wide berth. She slides out of the jacked-up truck and lands on her half-boots.

      She studies me with those keen brown eyes of hers. “Asher told you about my hang-up, didn’t she?”

      “Yeah. You were asleep.”

      On our two-hour drive back from Jimmy’s Bar in Ravenna to Dumas.

      “She’s a good friend. Has your back. Is that what you call this no-touching deal of yours? A hang-up?”

      “How would you label it? Weird? Strange? Screwy? Standoffish? Germophobe? I’m a freak? Not in my right mind? I’ve heard them all through the years, so if you want to add something new, I won’t be offended.”

      Her small shoulders rise and fall. She couldn’t care less, but I don’t miss the slight tip of her chin. Nora is challenging me to call her out. I don’t hold back.

      “Interesting. Unique. Sexy as fuck.”

      Her eyes widen. “You think so?”

      “I know so.”

      Her eyes light up as though she’s never been given a compliment in her life. I shove my hands in my pockets. Otherwise, I’ll go with this insane urge to cup her face in my palm and strum my thumb across the smooth arch of her cheek.

      But I don’t do shit like that. Tender shit. Romantic shit. Any kind of shit that could be misconstrued as caring. This is my last year at DU. Translation:  don’t start any kind of caring shit with a girl that’ll want more from me than what I’m ready for or am willing to give.

      Then why the hell am I saying romantic, tender words like, “I’ve never met anyone like you, Nora. The honest truth”?

      Her face softens, and that’s my reason. When Nora puts down her guard, the heavens open, and the angels sing.

      What the fuck? Romantic shit like that doesn’t cross my mind. I blink and reset my brain. This girl jumbles my brain with her hang-up.

      I hit the key fob and locked Xander’s truck. He’ll kill me if anything happens to his “baby.”

      I put distance between us and sweep out my arm. “Ladies first.”

      She smiles. “You’re a good guy, Galley Rutherford.”

      I’m not. Good isn’t me. Wild, uninhibited, loud, filthy mouth…that’s me.

      “I’m grateful you drove Asher and me home. Grateful your friend Xander is driving my friend, Ryan, home in her car. She was so shaken up after her run-in with that dangerous guy. But it’s best we walk side by side, okay?”

      The streetlights above us are bright. I see the knowing gleam in her eyes.

      “What, and not get the chance to check you out from behind?” Interesting, unique, and she is sexy as fuck for being onto me.

      She flips her hair and sets her hands on her hips. “I’ve seen the girls you’ve been with. After being with them and the stuff you do with them and to them, there couldn’t be anything more you haven’t seen or done.”

      She’s wrong. I’ve never been with a girl who doesn’t like to touch or be touched. “I take it that’s a no? You won’t change your mind?”

      “Side by side, Galley.”

      I nod. We walk alongside one another. I listen to what she is telling me—what her friend, Asher, had told me in a panicked voice—and give Nora space. She unlocks and opens the door, distracting me with her take-charge attitude when she tells me to go in first.

      It’s dark inside Nora’s place.

      She turns on the lights.

      My jaw slackens.

      I can’t speak.

      For the life of me, I’m speechless.

      Inside my head, though…inside my head, I’m thinking it’s a damn fucking jungle in here.
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          NORA

        

      

    

    
      I turn on the lights. Galley’s mouth drops open, and his eyes widen. I walk past him and move the cart of air plants in the middle of the room to a nook between my refrigerator and my stacked washer and dryer.

      I wouldn’t want him hurting himself.

      “Doing okay?” I rummage in the cupboards for my stash of tea. “I’m sorry for the mess. The girls and I were gone all weekend helping Ryan celebrate her mother’s birthday at Ravenna’s cemetery.”

      He’s so quiet.

      I peek around the cupboard door. Galley’s mouth is closed, and his dark eyes are back to normal size.

      “Sure, yeah.” He glances around and has the decency not to ask any prodding questions.

      Only Asher and Ryan ever come over, so I forget how overwhelming it can be with the sheer number of plants in my place.

      There are pots of plants spread out over the kitchen counter, on the shelves on the walls, on my coffee table, on the top of my refrigerator, in my bathroom, in my bedroom, along the upper kitchen cabinets, and hanging from the ceiling. The only place I don’t have plants is on my small desk in my bedroom, where my computer and notepads take up space.

      “Do you need help?” He’s shifting from one foot to the other in front of my door, taking up a lot of space with his size.

      “You’re my guest, Galley.” I grabbed two mugs from the dishwasher. “Make yourself comfortable. The remote’s on the coffee table.”

      I set the tea bags inside our mugs, put the tea kettle on the burner, and make my rounds watering the plants in my cozy place. As I water, I speak to my plants. I give the African violets sitting in my garden window an idea of what my guest looks like.

      “Tall. Sun-kissed skin. Hair the color of rich soil. Equally dark eyes. Backward baseball cap. Stubble framing his mouth and square jawline. Very sexy,” I say in a low voice.

      I can hear the purple, blue, and pink violets collectively sigh with longing. The money tree plant on my microwave is next.

      “Friendly smile,” I whisper next to the broad leaves. “Has already made me laugh.” When all of us were standing in front of Galley’s place, deciding where the guys would crash at for the night. I don’t disclose to my small money tree how rich Galley is. If I did, she would be jealous.

      I refill the watering can and finish in the kitchen before moving on to my bedroom. I smile when I hear the television. Galley is channel flipping.

      Inside my bedroom, I head straight for the windowsill and water the row of philodendrons. They like the natural light that filters in through the large windows, and their leaves trail down the wall.

      “But Galley’s dangerous,” I tell my hardy friends. “Sex with multiple partners. Plays rugby.” I shake my head. “Rough sport. Too much physical contact. Drives a motorcycle. Has too many parties. Dangerous things could happen at parties. Rape. Hazing. Alcohol poisoning. Fights. Cheating.”

      The philodendrons agree. It’s safest to avoid parties.

      I hear the kettle’s piercing whistle and rush back to the kitchen. I pour water into our mugs and steep the tea. While the tea cools, I grab a kitchen chair and reach for the spider plant hanging from a hook in the ceiling. There are so many babies. These spider plants are naughty, propagating like crazy.

      “Um, Nora, that chair doesn’t look very steady, babe.”

      “I…just a little more.” I reach higher. Galley’s stare burns through my clothes and heats my skin from the inside out.

      Babe. I smile. No guy has ever called me babe before. Then again, I’ve never let a guy get this close. I climb off the chair, put away the watering can, and grab our mugs.

      I walk over and set the mugs on coasters on the coffee table. It’s not safe to set liquids straight on the table, as the sweat could water-stain the wood surface.

      Galley removes his baseball cap and puts it near his coaster. “Thanks, Nora.”

      “Sure. Do you mind if I get into something more comfortable? Wait a minute. You don’t have extra clothes. You’ll probably want to shower later.”

      “With you? Yeah.”

      “Without me, sure.”

      “Darn. Great comeback. You are on top of it. That’s nice. I like that.”

      He smiles. I smile back. This guy is adorable but dangerous with his natural charm. No wonder the girls are wild for him.

      “Should we head back to your place for your clothes?”

      “No worries. I sleep in the buff. And you go on right ahead and get comfy. I don’t mind at all.”

      He sleeps in the nude?

      A mental image of Galley with nothing on crosses my mind and lingers. Massive shoulders. Cords of muscles lining his arms, dancing to his every whim. Rock-hard abs a girl can bounce a penny off. Thick thighs made for straddling. Long legs a girl can get tangled up in. Dark hair everywhere.

      Is it hot in here?

      I swallow. “Okay, TMI. I’ll be right back.”

      I walk-sprint to my bedroom. Deep, masculine laughter follows me. I rummage through my dresser and find a pair of long PJ pants and a long-sleeved shirt; I change.

      I walk out of my bedroom and do something rude. For a moment, I block the television as I make my way to the other side of the couch, avoiding navigating the space between the coffee table and Galley’s legs. It’s too dangerous, and I’m clumsy. Knowing me, I’ll trip over my feet and fall onto his lap, on top of his crotch, sitting atop his, um, his package.

      He sees where I’m looking. The television shuts off. Sly grin on his face. He has the nerve to waggle his brows. This guy. Smiling, I sit on the opposite end of the couch.

      It’s dangerous having Galley here. Why did I invite him over to crash at my place? I’ve avoided the opposite sex my entire life, and I am tired of it, that’s why. I’m also curious.

      Why can’t Galley keep his hands off the girls? Why can’t they keep their hands off his body? What is it about multiple sex partners that turn him on?

      What is it about touching and being touched that drives a woman to cheat on her husband and leave her family? Or for a girl to run off with a guy she barely knows but who promised her the world?

      I have these questions, and I believe Galley can answer them. He’s a dichotomy of safe and dangerous. Dangerous for the reasons I’ve told my philodendrons. Safe because there’s no chance I’ll fall for him in that way. In this all-encompassing way my dad had fallen for my mom.

      Galley likes to touch and be touched. I’m the opposite.

      Sure, opposites are known to attract, but Galley and I are like oil and water. We don’t mix well. I’m water. Boring and safe so long as you follow the rules when around me. He’s oil and can easily catch fire, getting hot and dangerous in seconds flat.

      I’ve trolled Galley on social media and have never seen him with one girl on a consistent basis. And that adds to his appeal. What kind of girl could capture Galley Rutherford’s heart and capture it so completely that he would give up his unconventional—by my standards—preference for multiple partners?

      Unless he is seeing someone, and she doesn’t go to DU.

      “Galley, are you seeing anyone?” I blurt out.

      I groan under my breath and resist the impulse to cover my face.

      “Why? Are you asking me out?”

      A slow perusal from his dark eyes. Hot. Interested. Intense. No guy has ever looked at me the way Galley did. I clear my throat.

      “My answer depends on your answer,” I volley back.

      “I’m not a one-girl kind of guy, Nora. So, no, I’m not seeing anyone. Full disclosure: if you plan on asking me out, I have a handful of friends with benefits, if it matters.”

      It does. I sigh, and it’s deep. A handful of friends with benefits? I can’t compete with his side girls or want to.

      “Never mind. I won’t be asking you out.”

      “You won’t?”

      “No.” I face him and sit cross-legged with my back against the arm.

      My couch is big enough for three people to sit comfortably without worrying they would touch one another. That’s why I bought such a big couch and why Asher and Ryan come over to my place when we binge-watch movies. They don’t touch me, and I don’t touch them.

      It's how I like my life.

      Then Dad had a stroke, forcing me to think over how I’ve lived my life and how he has lived his, too. We haven’t lived enough. But how can I convince him to live life to the fullest when the words safe and dangerous define our lives?

      “I’m a one-guy kind of girl, Galley.” I answer his question. “Multiple sex partners don’t do it for me. Neither do friend-with-benefits arrangements.”

      I fluff my shirt over my knees. Galley stares.

      “You’re swimming in that shirt. It looks like a man’s shirt. Do you have a boyfriend? A beefcake I don’t know about?”

      “Seriously?” I can’t help but laugh.

      “Beefcake is funny?”

      “From you? Yes. But really, though, you think I have a boyfriend? I don’t like touching of any kind. Doesn’t that clue you in that I’m not in a relationship?”

      “A guy and a girl can be in a relationship and not touch.”

      “You believe that?”

      “I do.”

      Said with conviction. My heart pitter-patters. Galley’s words are dangerous and challenge me to challenge him to test this conviction of his.

      We’re safe from one another. Complete opposites. Oil and water. Lots of touching for him. Little to no touching for me.

      “Huh.”

      “That’s all you have to say? This conversation is interesting as fuck. Shit.” He shakes his head. “I’m sorry for the bad language, Nora. From now forward, I’ll keep a tight lid on the f-bombs.”

      “I don’t mind, Galley. Bad language is you. I’m not out to change you, so please don’t hold back for me, okay?”

      “No way.” He stares at me. His eyes are wide.

      “What?” My fingers go to my cheeks. “Do I have something on my face?”

      “Your face is flawless. Perfect.”

      Wow, he is working that charm of his. I bite down on my smile. “Thank you.”

      He smiles back. “For real? You don’t want to change me?”

      “Why would I? If you changed for me, for any girl, you wouldn’t be you. Interesting. Unique. Sexy AF.”

      “AF? Do you swear in acronyms? Fucking adorable.”

      He scoots back and tucks his large body into the corner of the couch with his muscular arm resting along the top of the cushion.

      “Earlier, you said you don’t have a boyfriend. Am a one-guy kind of girl. Not interested in multiple sex partners or a friend-with-benefits deal. How will you know what you like or don’t like if you don’t give something a try?”

      “I don’t have to try something to know I’m not interested. I’m for being with one guy on an exclusive basis.”

      “Your parents were high school sweethearts, weren’t they? They’re still happily married, too, I’m betting. Your parents are your role models.”

      I give him the hard truth. “My mom was a serial cheater. She left my dad when I was ten.”

      “Aw, shit. I’m sorry, Nora.”

      I shrug. “It’s no big deal.” It is and continues to be. “My dad is better off without her.”

      “Did he remarry? Do you have a stepmom? Stepsiblings? Half-siblings?”

      “I’d rather not talk about it.”

      “Oh, okay, yeah, sure.” He drums his fingers on the cushion and shifts in his seat, avoiding my eyes.

      I’ve made him uncomfortable. I tip my head at his mug. “Drink your tea before it gets cold.”

      Tea is safe. Something warm is comforting and cuts through the awkwardness.

      I reach for my mug and cradle its warmth in my hands. I sip my tea, close my eyes as the liquid slides down my throat, and hum low in my throat.

      “Mmm, so good.”

      The lavender scent reminds me of the day Dad and I visited a lavender farm on our trip to Dumas the summer before the start of my freshman year. He bought me a basketful of lavender soaps and lotions. Tea, too. I’ve been buying lavender tea from Bliss Lavender Farm ever since.

      I open my eyes. Galley isn’t in his spot.

      “Galley?”

      “In here,” I hear from behind the bathroom door, followed by the toilet flushing and then the water running.

      He walks back to the couch and sits. His knee bounces up and down. Pink splotches on his cheeks and he’s breathing fast. I lean forward.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I overexerted myself.”

      “Using the bathroom? Should I be worried? Are you passing a kidney stone? You’re sweating.”

      “Just jerked off, that’s all.”

      What the⁠—?

      My eyes must be saucers. This guy is something. Now I understand how he earned his nickname. Galley “filthy mouthed” Rutherford.

      He clears his throat. His right knee bounces nonstop. I’m dizzy watching him.

      “I’m sorry, Nora. That was crass. But when you closed your eyes and sipped that tea, I thought of you with something in your mouth. And that sexy humming noise coming from your throat…”

      He bolts off the couch and beelines for the sink. Galley splashes water on his face and rummages through my kitchen drawers until he finds a dish rag.

      Galley touched himself in my bathroom. I should be creeped out or grossed out. I’m not either. I expect him to do something crass.

      “If you need a late-night booty call with one of your FWBs, I won’t think less of you,” I tease. “She might let you crash at her place afterward.”

      He faces me and scowls. “Are you implying I have no self-restraint?”

      “Am I wrong?”

      “Dead wrong.”

      “Wrong enough to test this self-restraint of yours and give up sex?”

      “For how long?”

      “How long was your longest relationship?”

      “Three weeks.”

      “How long was your longest dry spell?”

      “I don’t kiss and tell, Nora.”

      “Humor me.”

      “Two weeks.”

      “Okay, two plus three equals five.”

      “Five weeks without fucking? I mean sex. Coitus. Making love.”

      I roll my eyes and smile, having this urge to pinch myself. Galley Rutherford is in my place, and he is adorable with that mortified expression on his ruggedly handsome face.

      I shrug. “Well?”

      “I can go five weeks without sex if you tell me why you don’t like to touch or be touched.”

      “If that’s the end goal, we should up the stakes.”

      He narrows his eyes. “What are you proposing?”

      My proposition is dangerous, but it’s all or nothing. I pat the couch. “Come sit before you fall over. You look exhausted.”

      “Nora.” Another scowl.

      “Please, Galley.”

      His chest rises and falls. What a deep sigh. He saunters over and sits. Silence. Seconds pass. My courage slowly slips.

      “Nora, the suspense is killing me. Give it up already.”

      “Okay, well…” I run my fingers over the couch. “There’s someone I need to learn to touch, and I would like your help. Help me get to the point I can touch him without thinking he’ll hurt me.”

      “The fuck?”

      Deep grooves between his eyes. Brown eyes darkening to a pitch black. Fierce scowl.

      “Tell me who this bastard is?”

      “Promise you won’t hurt him.”

      “I refuse.”

      Stubborn. Galley and my dad would get along well.

      “Then I refuse to tell.” I sip more tea, not liking that I’ve let it cool down.

      “I have resources and can find out who he is in a heartbeat.”

      “I’m sure you can, but it’ll be game over whether it’s a week or four weeks and six days.”

      “You are brutal.”

      He brings the mug to his mouth and tips his head back. Galley guzzles the tea, shows me the empty mug, and sets it on the coaster. “What I’m wondering is are you worth five weeks of blue balls?”

      His question doesn’t surprise me. The stakes are high for someone with his stamina. And I’ve heard his stamina is off the charts high when rugby season peaks in three weeks.

      “This isn’t just about the guy that hurt me. We graduate in seven months. The jobs I want, they don’t have in Dumas. And my perfect job involves traveling. That means stepping out of the bubble I’ve put around myself. With all the touching that you do and getting touched, too, you’re the perfect person to ease me into this touchy-feely thing called living.”

      “Can your friends help?”

      “My friends are girls. For this experiment, I need a guy.” I need to understand why my sister and mother did the things they did to my father.

      “Gotcha. You’re twisting my arm, Nora, but okay, I’ll sacrifice myself for the betterment of mankind. I’m all in for us touching.”

      A gleam in his eyes. Big, cheesy grin. Too bad I have to be the bearer of bad news.

      “Um, Galley, I’d like to touch you, but you can’t touch me unless I say so.”

      He’ll have to work for my truth. He’s had it easy for too long, the coeds readily accessible to him.

      “Wha-at?”

      “I have to know I can touch you, and you won’t hurt me. I have to be confident I can touch you, and you won’t go out and heavy pet some other girl after I’m done with you. It’ll be me and you for five weeks. Exclusive. Then we go our separate ways.”

      “You think it’ll be that easy to walk away from me?” Said with no arrogance whatsoever. Just his unwavering belief in his natural charm. I bet no girl’s ever walked away from him before.

      I can’t resist teasing him. “You’re not modest, are you?”

      He glowers. “You didn’t answer my question.”

      “I’m certain I can leave and never look back.”

      “Not even twice?”

      “Not even twice.” My mom didn’t.

      Neither did my sister. They walked out of my life and Dad’s. All in the name of touching and being touched. Galley’s cut from the same cloth. It’s best to walk away from him first.

      “Exclusiveness and I’m not allowed to touch you. That’s a lot to ask of a guy you barely know, Nora Sánchez.”

      “You know my last name?”

      “I noticed you at one of our matches and asked around.”

      “I only went to one game, and that was a year ago.”

      “If this works out, will you make me wait a year to touch you? Taste you? Make love to you?”

      He has no filter, and I can’t decide whether I find that dangerous or safe. “Who says I want you to be my first? I have high standards.”

      “And I intend on meeting every one of your expectations.”

      Ha! “Are you accepting my proposal?”

      “With the shit night we’ve had? Nah. I’m going to sleep on it and give you the chance to make certain it’s what you want, too.”

      He’s not a bad guy. He doesn’t automatically jump at the offer. Galley is playing it safe, and safe is my favorite word.

      “So, who’s the guy you want to touch? The one that hurt you?”

      “Sorry, but I won’t be telling. You didn’t give me your promise.”

      “Why should I? He hurt you, Nora.”

      “He’s fragile, okay? Just, please, don’t hurt him. Ever.”
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          GALLEY

        

      

    

    
      Five weeks with no sex and exclusiveness with a girl I barely know.

      “You’re doubting yourself. You don’t believe you can do it? Or it’s me, isn’t it?”

      I hear the challenge in her voice, and the uncertainty too. I drop the hot topic of needing to know who hurt Nora, or confess that I’m already not doing it, not having sex, that is. For the life of me, I haven’t been able to get my junk up until she sipped that damn tea with longing on her face.

      “How about I make this easy for you? You’re the wrong guy to ask. My apologies, Galley Rutherford. I’m strange. Standoffish. And you’re out of my league.”

      She gets off the couch and walks the fuck around the table, tipping her chin as she walks by. She returns a few minutes later with a stack of blankets in her arms and a pillow.

      “Please be considerate and put a blanket down on the couch before you sleep on it naked.”

      She sets the bundle on the opposite end of the couch and walks by again. I glance after her. She is wearing baggy pants and a shirt three times her size. There isn’t anything to see, but I surmise there is plenty to see under Nora’s clothes.

      “Good night, Galley.”

      As soon as Nora’s bedroom door shuts, I do as she asks. I put a blanket over her couch and strip to my birthday suit. I stare at the ceiling with my hands clasped behind my head.

      Is there a plant hanging above me in a tiny glass thing-a-ma-bob? I narrow my eyes. Shit’s sakes. What is it with Nora and her plants?

      I roll onto my side and stare at more plants, highlighted by the moonlight shining in through the cracks in the blinds.

      She dotes on them. Talks to them. Strokes the leaves. Leans in close. Smiles. Whispers sweet nothings to her plants.

      I close my eyes. A grin spreads across my face. She’s different. Unique. Sexy as fuck the way she takes care of her plants. Plants that would die without the attention she gives them.

      So, who hurt her?

      I’m willing to be exclusive to dig deeper into Nora’s life. And when I find the bastard responsible for her hang-up, I’ll pound his face to the back of his skull.

      No one hurts a sweet girl like Nora Sánchez.

      No one.
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        * * *

      

      I can’t sleep. For the life of me, all I see is the panic on Nora’s face when she asked me never to hurt the guy who hurt her.

      I roll off the couch and stretch. The screen of my cell lights up. I grab my cell and bring it to my face. My cell’s blown up with texts from my dad. Damn it, those morons had the nerve to send my dad images of what the fuck they did. He’ll be in Dumas bright and early in the morning to survey the WTF damages.

      I blow out a breath and cram my fingers in my hair. I feel for my dad. He received the shit end of the stick with the troubles my mom and I put him through. I’ll do right by him, though, and help as much as I can between classes and practice.

      Yeah, that’s what I’ll do. I’ll help relieve the stress for my old man. I set my cell down, being mindful of not knocking over this damn fine flower in the middle of the table. My dad taught me some manners. Yeah, my dad, and not my mom. My mom is a beautiful disaster.

      I bend at the waist and check out the flower. Deep purple. Wide petals. I squint my eyes and look closer. Holy fuck. This flower looks like a woman’s hoochie.

      My face heats. So does my crotch. I glance down. My beast is upright. Goddamn, my beast is upright! I’ve got a boner. I’ve got a damn fucking boner! Just to be sure I have a boner, I look down again. The one-eyed beast looks back up at me.

      No way. I do laps around the table and jump up and down. Yeah, it’s uncomfortable as fuck with my staff at full attention, but… I pump my fist in the air and give my beast a pep talk.

      “You got this, big guy.” I shake my head. “You had me worrying, one-eye. I was fucking worried I would never slip you in a tight place again.”

      Grinning wide, I do jumping jacks and eye my junk. I am coordinated. Yeah, I have coordination. I have a boner. Life is A-fucking great and… I need to take a piss.

      Shit.

      I drank way too much damn tea.

      I hurry for the bathroom and run smack dab into the wall. Except this wall is moving and falling backward.

      Holy fuck, Nora is going to hit the floor.

      I sling my arm across her lower back and bring her flush against my body. Round, full, large breasts brushing against my chest. Hardened nipples burying themselves in my chest hair. Smooth thighs caressing mine. The sexy dip of the small of her back beneath my palm. I’ve died and gone to heaven.

      “OMG, Galley, you’re touching me!” She twists out of my hold and stands in front of the bathroom door with her hands clenched. “How could you after our talk?”

      I put my hands in the air. “I accidentally ran into you. I’m sorry, Nora. It won’t happen again.”

      “Of course, it won’t. After tonight, you’re not welcomed back, Galley Rutherford.”

      She tips her chin. I’m seeing more than Nora’s cute chin.

      I cross my arms. “You’re naked.”

      “So are you.” Her attention stays on my face.

      “I gave full disclosure. Revealed to you I sleep in the buff. This…you?” I shake my head. “Full frontal.”

      Her chin tips higher. I’m not interested in high. My gaze drops low. Her breasts look exactly how they had felt pressed against my skin. Large, full, round. Dark areolas. Puckered nipples. I groan under my breath and drop my gaze more.

      A smooth stomach with a small pooch. I’d kiss down her stomach, then suck and nibble on her adorable pooch. Narrow waist perfect for my large paws. Curvy hips equally perfect for my hands. Ample thighs I can squeeze and cup all day long. Dark hair covering her sex. I’ve never been with a girl with hair down there.

      The girls I get with are shaved or waxed. I’m digging the hair. She would be soft against my beard. Hair on hair. Her flavor would stick to her hair. Her wetness would slick my beard. Her flavor, her scent… Groaning, I close my eyes and reach for my erection.

      “Should I leave you two alone?”

      I open my eyes. Her gaze touches on my randy beast before settling on my face.

      “Would you like me to get you a towel?” I ask. “Or should I get you off? I can do so without using my hands.”

      Her eyes widen. There’s enough light coming in through the slits in the blinds, but I need more light. I need to confirm what I’m seeing. Avoiding touching her, I reach over and flip on the bathroom light.

      Flushed cheeks, red splotches on her chest and neck—she’s a Latina, naturally tan, but not so tan that I would miss the telltale signs that she is turned on.

      “I don’t need your services.” She flips her hair and doesn’t cover herself. Nora stands there in all her naked glory for me to ogle and admire. “And it wasn’t seeing your body that turned me on. I sometimes get myself hot and need a cold shower afterward.”

      “Are you saying you were getting yourself off?” Holy fuck, that’s sexy. I don’t wait for her response. I already know the answer. “Do you want to shower together?”

      “You wouldn’t last. The kind of cold I like is body-numbing.”

      “My kind of cold, too, after a brutal match. How about it? I swear I won’t look any lower than your mouth so long as you give me the same courtesy.”

      I cover my pecs with one hand and my raging boner with the other.

      “Settle down, one-eye,” I say under my breath, my eyes dead set on Nora’s.

      “Did you just call your penis ‘one-eye’?”

      “You have ultrasonic hearing.”

      Eye roll. “You said it loud enough for me to hear. Admit it.”

      “Sexy as fuck being onto me, Nora. I totally dig that. Nothing gets by you.”

      “I’d like to get by you. Move, please.”

      I open my mouth.

      “And without you.” She gathers her long hair in her hands. “Can we put this weird moment behind us?”

      “I can’t unsee the beauty and fineness I saw, Nora. And you? Can you forget all this?” I run my hands up and down my sides. Collapse my hand and blow at my nails. I brush my nails over my shoulder. She smiles and bites down on her bottom lip.

      “By the end of the night, you’ll be a figment of my imagination.” She shoos me to the side. “A body is a body is a body. Get me to care about your mind and your heart, and I might just want your body, Galley. Remember that when I’m ready to learn this touchy-feely thing called living.”

      Wait a minute. “But you just said I’m not allowed back here.”

      “You heard right.”

      I don’t believe I did, but just to be clear… “So, which is it? Play our game or not come back?”

      “Give me a day to think it over, okay?”

      I hang my head and move aside. She walks past me with her arms firmly against her sides. No touching. A slight tip of her cute chin, again. The door closes, and I hear the shower running.

      Get me to care about your mind and your heart, and I might just want your body.

      I want her body and want Nora to want my body. How the fuck do I get her to give a shit about my mind and my heart?

      Damn, I’ll have to do something I never thought I would do. I’ll have to think past physical needs and go deep into a woman’s emotional needs.

      I strut to the flower on the coffee table, bending at the waist to take a closer look. I edge back, unsure of what I saw.

      Fuck’s sake, did the flower wink at me?
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          NORA

        

      

    

    
      I stare at the ceiling, having tossed and turned all night over what happened between me and Galley. Morning light shines in through the blinds, and I can’t gather the courage to face him. Not only am I ashamed that I let my research get me so hot and bothered that I forgot I had a guest in the house. But my body must be nothing special compared with the girls he has been with.

      Darn it, how could I have needed a release so badly that I walked from my room to the bathroom, naked? I completely forgot to get clothed. Clothing is safe. Being naked is dangerous.

      Running into Galley was mortifying, but it will be a long time before I forget the details of our sizzling-hot collision.

      Calloused palm on the small of my back. Warm and soft fingertips pressed into my skin. His chest hair teased my nipples until they were tight little balls of need. His leg hair brushed over my skin, sending tingles up and down my spine. His thickness pulsing against my belly.

      What I remembered most was how perfectly we fit, with me tucked beneath his chin, and how safe I had felt with my body anchored to his as he saved me from falling backward.

      That rock-hard body of his, his warm skin… I close my eyes. With his clothes on, Galley is sexy. Without his clothes… I smile. Without his clothes, he is beautiful, and the scars, too.

      I change my mind.

      I need to see him.

      I scramble out of bed, and with clothes on, I walk out of the bedroom with my head held high. Galley is in front of the door putting his shoes on. His hair is damp. He must have showered. I find cereal and milk and put both on the table. “This is the best I can do on short notice.”

      “No worries. Thanks for letting me stay here, Nora. I appreciate it.” He pulls up a seat, looking like a giant sitting at the kids’ table.

      Those muscular arms, the way his shirt stretches over his massive shoulders and broad chest, his dark-brown eyes, full beard…yes, he’s dangerously sexy.

      While he eats, I rush to the bathroom and wash up. The toilet seat is down—that was considerate of him. I return to the kitchen. Galley is washing his bowl and spoon. I tend to my plants and hold back my smile. Galley is a great guest—a dichotomy of safe and dangerous.

      “Did you decide, Nora? Yes, on exclusive? Or no, I’m not allowed back?”

      But after last night, after feeling what it’s like to be pressed up against a guy’s body, my proposition is too dangerous.

      “I’m sorry, Galley, but us together isn’t a good idea. You want more girls. More sex. More touching. I want something long term with one person.”

      “Right off the bat?”

      “Yes.”

      “Shouldn’t you date more guys first before you reach that point? Get a clue what you want and don’t want in a full-on commitment?”

      “Is that why you date so many girls? To get a better idea of your preferences?” I’ve overheard my dad having this type of conversation with my mom so many times that I've lost count.

      “I don’t date.”

      He is so certain.

      “I see. So, it’s all about the sex?”

      “Yeah, it is.”

      That was Mom’s answer, too. Her cheating was all about the sex. No emotions are involved whatsoever. She would always love my dad. Would always come back to him. Until she didn’t.

      “The reason it won’t work between us. For me, it won’t be just sex.” I walk to my front door and open it. “Goodbye, Galley.”
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        * * *

      

      After I catch up on sleep, I make the thirty-minute drive to the small town of McMillan, hoping my car doesn’t break down.

      The engine has been making a strange knocking noise, which is dangerous. But the car starts and the brakes work, so it's safe for now.

      I drive down a long road off the main road and continue for a few more miles before I’m at my destination. The two-story, buttercup-yellow house is set back from the road and is surrounded by a fruit orchard, tall rhododendron bushes, and Japanese maple trees.

      If I could buy a place, this would be my perfect house. Lots of greenery. Privacy. A slice of heaven on Earth. I park in front of the garage and walk up to the door.

      “My mom and your dad are in the backyard, having lunch.”

      I look around and see someone on his haunches near Helen’s rock garden. He stands and walks over to me. “Darn moles. Destroying my mom’s yard.” He rubs his hands together and brushes off the dirt. “You must be Nora.”

      I nod.

      My mom. This stranger is little Joshua from the family pictures on Helen’s mantle?

      “Gardeners swear by Juicy Fruit gum,” I offer. “But the poor moles. The gum will clog their digestive system, and they’ll die a slow and painful death. Gum is safe and easy for us humans but dangerous for the little critters.”

      He sticks his hands in his pants pockets and rocks on his heels. “Is that so?”

      “Yes.”

      His brows tug low. “Messed-up yard or little critters in agonizing pain?” He glances over his shoulder at the green grass. “I’ll stick with the electronic mole chaser for now.”

      “They’ll go elsewhere.”

      “Hopefully, my yard.”

      “You live close by?”

      I’ve stopped by many times to see Dad and have never run into Helen’s son. Josh is as tall as Galley, six foot one. Lanky, but not skin and bones lanky. His black long-sleeve shirt hugs his upper torso, outlining his muscular arms, broad chest, and flat abs. His jeans fit just as well.

      “Next door. I bought the house a while ago. My mom’s been taking care of the place while I was deployed.”

      “Deployed?”

      “Yeah, Army. Done with my years of service. Moved back to McMillan. Applied for a position with the police department.”

      I follow him to the gate on the opposite end of the garage. “That’s great. Welcome home, and thank you for your service to our country.”

      He looks over his shoulder and smiles.

      At the gate, Josh leaves a sizable distance between us and waves me through. Unlike with Galley, I don’t ask Josh if we can walk side-by-side. There’s no chance he’s letting me go first because he wants to check me out from behind. I don’t see any interest on his face. Josh is friendly. Safe.

      I walk to the back deck. Dad is in his wheelchair. Helen is sitting next to him, facing the gardens, crocheting. When she sees me, she rises.

      “Nora. What a surprise.”

      “I apologize, Helen. I should’ve called, but I have an appointment in McMillan, so I thought I’d kill two birds with one stone and stop by to see Dad, too.”

      Helen has short, dark chocolate-brown hair. The layers frame her face. She has cinnamon-brown eyes that never fail to crinkle at the corners when she sees me. She has a graceful nose and a beautiful smile. Dad’s been in her care for two months now. Helen is a retired emergency room and critical care nurse.

      “No worries. You’re welcome here any day, any time, sweetie. Have a seat.”

      I sit across from Dad. “Hmm, what’s for lunch today?” I put on a bright smile.

      Dad stays silent, stoic. I clasp my hands in my lap and stare at his bowl of untouched soup.

      “Eat something, Papá.”

      “Does it matter whether I eat or not? I’m a dead man walking.”

      Helen and Josh leave, giving us privacy.

      “A stroke isn’t a death sentence. How’s physical therapy?”

      “A waste of time.”

      “The walker?”

      “P.O.S.”

      “Try harder with the PT. Give the walker a chance.”

      “Just leave me alone, Nora.”

      “That’s it? You have one setback, and you’re calling in a ten-seven? If you’re a dead man walking, wouldn’t you want to go out with a bang?”

      Nothing. Not even a small upward twitch of his lips. Normally, he found my words to be funny. “Go out with a bang.” Dad was a bomb disposal technician in the Air Force. “Calling in a ten-seven.” Dad was a police officer with the Dallas Police Department and a part of their Bomb Squad.

      I grab his bowl of soup, put a spoonful in my mouth and sigh at how good Helen’s cooking is.

      “Mmm, minestrone soup.” I push the bowl to Dad. “Not as good as yours, but still good. Have some. For me. Please.”

      He stares ahead. Unwavering. Unflinching. Unmoving. I rise and grabbing the handles of his wheelchair, I wheel him down the ramp. We take our usual walk around the property.

      The pathway is paved, perfect for the wheelchair, but I would rather see Dad walking. I wheel him to his favorite part of the pathway: the koi pond.

      I put him as close to the pond as possible. Too close to the edge is dangerous. I sit on the stone bench and watch large and small Koi swim just beneath the surface. I close my eyes and listen. Birds chirping. Cool breeze on my face. Dad and I sit in silence until he asks to go back to the house. He’s cold sitting in the shade.

      I wheel him back to the house. He wants to be in front of the television, so I do as he asks. On my way out, I ask Helen if I can speak with her.

      “Any improvements?”

      “No, Nora. He barely eats. Refuses PT. His medications, too.”

      “How do I help him?”

      “Be here. Talk to him.”

      “He shuts me out.”

      “Easy to do. But talking takes being vulnerable.”

      “My dad doesn’t do vulnerable. Vulnerable could get him killed in his past jobs.”

      “Understandable. Unfortunately, his stroke changes things. He’ll have to change, too, and start asking for help. Maybe discuss how the change affects his life. He can’t do the things he used to do anymore. He can’t drive. Can’t walk without a walker. Could progress to using a cane if he would give PT a try.”

      I puff out a frustrated breath. “Will he get over his depression?”

      “Only he has the answer, Nora. He has to want to get better.”

      “Thank you.” I unlock my car. “Take good care of him.”

      “You say it as though you won’t be coming back.”

      “I need some time away from him. Call me for emergencies only, please.”

      I get in my car and drive to my next destination. In my rearview, I see Josh. He waves. I roll down the window, stick out my arm, and wave back.

      He doesn’t look at me like Galley does. Galley wants to peel back my layers and see what is at my very core. Galley is dangerous to my heart. Josh is safe.

      

      I take you to be my wife.

      For better or worse.

      In sickness and health.

      To love and cherish.

      Until we are parted by death.

      This is my promise to you.

      

      I take you as my husband.

      For better or worse.

      In sickness and health.

      To love and cherish.

      Until we are parted by death.

      This is my vow to you.

      

      My parents’ marriage vows. Broken promises. Why did my sister and my mom leave? Why didn’t my dad fight harder for their love? There are two sides to a story; I’ve only heard Dad’s.

      It’s time for me to get my sister’s and my mom’s perspectives on why they abandoned Dad and me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

          GALLEY

        

      

    

    
      The day was a bust as soon as the guys and I walked inside Xander’s fake girlfriend’s rental and found cat piss and cat litter on the floor and bloody writing on the wall.

      First my place, and now Xander’s girl’s?

      What kind of revenge movie did the guys, and I get ourselves hired into without our knowing? Not to mention, we are crammed into a booth at Gigi’s Diner with Xander, his fake girlfriend, and her ex-cop stepbrother.

      He is giving Xander the stink eye. “I’m glad you’re stepping up to the plate,” the stepbrother says. “Ford gave Allie too much space. Almost like they weren’t the real deal, you know?”

      Zeke smirks. Ryan’s stepbrother might be onto Ryan and Xander’s fake relationship and prefers to call his stepsister Allie, but no way in hell will we rat our boy out. And since Ryan Allie is with our bro, we’ll protect her, too. That’s how me and my boys roll. We protect what’s ours, including a fake girlfriend.

      Xander takes a large gulp of his water, wipes the back of his hand over his mouth, and belches. I chuckle. This guy and his fucking attitude.

      “How’d you two meet?” the persistent SOB asks.

      “And we’re outta here.” Zeke dips his head at our plates and tips his big noggin to the side.

      I get his message. We pick up our plates and make ourselves comfortable with a bunch of coeds. Xander is a big boy and can hold his own. He might earn brownie points from the fake girlfriend, too, for standing up to her ripped and tatted brother.

      Halfway through our meal, I hear laughter from the front of Gigi’s. Our back is to the door. Two girls walk by. I don’t miss the intense way Zeke is checking out one girl in particular.

      My, my, my. He has a hankering for Asher Tran.

      Five-five, slender, black hair down to her mid-back, throaty laughter, dark-as-fuck brown eyes, full red lips, and tatted on the underside of her right arm.

      She looks mighty fine in short white shorts and a blue sleeveless flowy-type shirt. Asher finds her friend Ryan and hugs her. They have words. Ryan and Xander leave. Asher and her twin take their seats.

      Xander returns and has words with the girls and the stepbrother. He leaves and returns a second time, setting his truck keys in front of me. “One scratch on her and you’re dead meat, you hear?”

      “Yeah, sure,” I tell him. “I’ll text you later.”

      “Later.”

      Zeke scarfs down his food not minding the girl squished between us, rubbing her big tit all over him as she loops her arm around his and leans in close.

      “Zeke, is it true you sleep with a girl only once?”

      “True that, sweetheart,” I speak up on Zeke’s behalf.

      I see who he’s looking at. He hasn’t been able to take his eyes off Asher since she walked in.

      He’s eyeing her face and zoning in on her tattoo when she brings up her arm and tucks her hair behind her ear. Zeke and girls with tats. He digs them, but I know for a fact he is only after one girl, though he’s known for being the manwhore on campus.

      “He’s a one-and-done kind of guy,” I continue. “Won’t give any girl he’s banged the time of day. If you want to stay in his good graces, it’s best you never let him fuck you.”

      “Shut it, bro.” Zeke looks at his plate. He cleaned it. I chuckle. This guy and his appetite. No wonder he is built like a tank.

      “We should go. See if Xander needs our help at the rental.”

      “Yeah, sure, man.” I wave the waitress over and ask for the check.

      Winnie—the name on her nametag—tips her head at Ryan’s stepbrother. “Ryan said her brother is paying.”

      “Sticking it to her brother, eh?” I smile wide. “Nice. I knew I liked her for a reason. Remind me not to get on her bad side. Okay, girls, we guys gotta go. We’ll catch you later.”

      I slide out of my seat. Curvy brunette follows my lead and runs her fingers down Zeke’s arm as he scoots out of the booth. On a different day, her forwardness would give me a stiffy and I would ask for her number. But my one-eye isn’t feeling it. Only one girl stokes my curiosity and my interest.

      Ryan’s stepbrother waves us over.

      “You two headed to Allie’s rental?”

      “Yeah, man,” I answer.

      In my peripheral vision, I see a hint of annoyance on Zeke’s face. He is obviously not thinking what I’m thinking. Allie. Ryan. Ryan Allie. How did Xander luck out with a girl with a guy’s name? With a girl that goes by two fucking names? A fake relationship or not, it’s cool as fuck.

      Ryan Allie. Her name would roll off my tongue like licking chocolate off a girl’s skin as she sunbathes. Sweet. Hot. Melt in my mouth fucking hot. Mmm, would Nora let me lick chocolate off her smoking-hot body? What’s Nora’s middle name?

      “Good, I’ll follow.”

      Ryan’s stepbrother’s commanding voice chips through my fantasy of licking Nora’s body every which way to heaven.

      “She said something happened. Does she need help? We can go with,” Asher offers.

      I have to know, “Where’s Nora?”

      “I texted her earlier. She’s still in bed.”

      “Why don’t I text her and make sure she’s breathing?”

      “Slick move, Galley Rutherford.” Asher slides out of the booth and pokes her finger into my chest. “I am not giving you Nora’s number.”

      This girl isn’t just smart, she’s protective, too. I follow Zeke and the girls outside, and we wait for Ryan’s stepbrother, who is paying the tab.

      “How do you know she didn’t give it to me already?”

      “Nora’s private. She doesn’t give out her number to anyone.”

      “That so?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then how do I get a hold of her?”

      “Stop by her place? You did stay the night there.”

      “Not my style.”

      “Not your style, or you’ll want to touch her? She’s your proverbial forbidden fruit. Way safer to stick with texting.”

      “You’re onto me, sweetheart.” I waggle my brows. Wink. Asher rolls her eyes.

      “No, really, how do I get a hold of her? We had a misunderstanding last night. I don’t want to freak her out showing up at her door.”

      “If you hurt her⁠—”

      “None of that, Asher, okay? Fuck. It was just a small misunderstanding.”

      “Then you should be good. When Nora wants you, she’ll come find you.”

      I laugh. “Holy fuck, that’s like the punchline of a gloriously awesome fun-dickity, kick-ass spy movie like Mission:  Impossible.”

      “Or a stalker horror film,” Zeke says out the side of his mouth.

      Talk of a stalker should shut me the fuck up, but that shit happened in my past. Nora is my present concern.

      “Hey, what’s up with the damn plants in Nora’s place? It’s like a jungle in there.”

      “She’s majoring in horticulture.”

      “Horti fucking what?”

      Zeke cracks up.

      “Horticulture. Something to do with plants, beauty, and comfort. Plants are safe. Nora can point out the dangerous ones, too. She is all about safe and dangerous. Those are her two favorite words.”

      Safe and dangerous. Touch. No touch. Holy fuck, those words are the clues to why Nora has her hang-up.

      “Tell me more. Gimme, gimme, gimme.” I wiggle my fingers.

      Asher laughs and smacks at my hand. “Adorable, Rutherford, but no. Nora will contact you on her terms, okay?”

      “You—”

      “I like you a lot, but I love my friend more. If she wants to see you again, she’ll find a way.”

      “You sure?”

      “Positive.”

      “Promise?”

      “I promise, Galley.”

      “Whew.” I rock on my heels. “I’m glad you have my back with this promise of yours.”

      Asher’s eyes get squinty. “Wait, what exactly did I agree to?”

      “You’ll help Nora find her way back to me if she can’t do it on her own.”

      Her eyes widen. Her jaw drops. Then she smiles big. Covers her mouth. Waves her hand. Uncovers her mouth.

      “Oh, my gosh, Galley, you are a romantic.”

      “Am not.”

      “Are, too.”

      I cross my arms. “Not.”

      “Fuck’s sake. Just agree to disagree already. You two are driving me insane.” Zeke pulls at his hair and crosses his eyes.

      I stick out my arm, ready to give Zeke a good shove. He moves out of my way. This boy is quick for his size. Zeke eyes Xander’s truck. I get where his mind is. We should move our asses.

      “Okay, who’s riding shotgun?” I hold up the key fob to Xander’s truck.

      Peyton shoots Zeke the stink eye.

      “Nice to see you, too, Peyton,” Zeke says to her.

      No love lost between those two. Zeke doesn’t speak much about his family’s history with Asher’s, but something is brewing between Asher and Zeke, from the way they’re looking at one another. Openly. Discreetly. It doesn’t matter. There’s heat in their gazes.

      “I’ll go with you.”

      I’ve snagged a twin.

      “Nice.” I take Peyton’s hand and shoot a sly grin over my shoulder. I stare at her twin. “You’re as sexy fine as your sis, Peyton.”

      I test Zeke’s feelings for Asher, using the age-old tactic of jealousy to get him to act on his feelings for her. I also use the age-old tactic of flattery. I let go of Peyton’s small hand, slide my arm across her tiny shoulders, and anchor her body to mine.

      “Sexy fine. We’re going to get along really well.” I want Nora’s number. I need to get back in her good graces.

      Peyton shakes off my arm. “I am not, I repeat, I am not giving you Nora’s number. Not that I’ve met her, but don’t ask me to get it for you from Asher, either.”

      Shot down. No-go on fooling this girl. Back to the other tactic. I look over my shoulder and show Asher my rows of straight, white teeth.

      “Fucking-A, sweetheart, you’re as sharp as your baby sis.” I wink at Asher and blow her a kiss.

      She catches my kiss and brings her hand to her mouth. Asher releases my kiss with a sigh that does nothing to my junk, but our flirting is doing something to Zeke.

      “Hey, Asher, do you mind if I ride with you?”

      Bingo.

      I help Peyton in Xander’s truck and glance after Zeke and Asher, wishing them much luck. They’ll need it. I hear Zeke’s dad and uncles are a bunch of racist SOBs.
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      It’s my second trip to Ryan’s rental. The drive is short. I get right to the point. “We don’t know one another, but can I ask you a personal question?”

      Asher’s twin looks nothing like her. Peyton’s hair is dyed white-blond, and she has in bright, unnatural blue contacts.

      “Does this have to do with tatting private places like your penis?”

      Huh?

      “No.” I cringe. “That would be equivalent to getting kicked in the balls on a loop, straight out of a movie like Groundhog Day, and this scene would be deleted for a reason. So fucking wrong.”

      “Are you for real?” She stares a hole in my face.

      Yeah, my face is tingling from how hard Peyton is staring. This girl is intense.

      “Seriously, you look like what Asher would call an MC biker from one of her romance novels, but what comes out of your mouth is straight from those romantic comedies she and her friends binge-watch.”

      “You two are definitely twins. She said the same last night, that I’m more MC biker and Zeke is Spartan hotness.” I scratch my head.

      What is it with women and romance novels?

      “Was Asher drunk?”

      “A little?”

      Peyton laughs. “Maybe more than a little. She wouldn’t say something like that in front of Zeke. Okay, go ahead and ask your personal question.”

      “You’re a girl. What’s your take on a girl who doesn’t like to touch or be touched?”

      “Abuse. Sexual. Mental. Physical. Whatever form abuse comes in, it’s never right.”

      “Are you a psychologist or something?”

      What Peyton says worries me. The guy that Nora wants to learn to touch, did he abuse her? Abuse would explain her hang-up.

      Should I let sleeping dogs lie and find a different girl that can waken my slumbering one-eye as Nora had done just from sipping her damn tea?

      “Another question and I swear I won’t ask any more dumb questions. And don’t be relaying what we talked about to Asher, okay? I’ll never hear the last of it, of how romantic I am when I’m not.”

      I grip the steering wheel and fan my fingers over the leather. This isn’t me, nervous as all get out and putting my heart on the line for a girl I barely know. That I shouldn’t know. Abuse is deep shit I’m not ready for. I blow out a breath and sputter out, “How do I get a girl to fall for my mind and my heart?”

      I expect Peyton to laugh, scoff, and look at me like I’m off my rocker. She doesn’t do jack shit. Ryan’s rental is ahead of us. I park. Asher and Zeke come up from the rear in Asher’s sporty FR-S.

      Peyton shifts in her seat. There is softness in her eyes and on her face. “If you’re speaking of Nora, Asher told me about her no-touching rule in case I ran into them off campus. Don’t mind my abuse talk, Galley. It’s an assumption, and I could be dead wrong. Asher and her friends are into movies. They also love their romance books.”

      She digs in her bag.

      “Asher said Nora’s favorites are the second-chance love stories.”

      She hands me her cell. “You mind putting in your number?”

      Curious, I put my number in her contacts and returned her phone. She moves her fingers on the screen, and my phone in the cupholder pings.

      “I sent you the title of a book you and she will like. The story deals with friendship, forgiveness, and trust in a love that’s kind, patient, and true.”

      “Aw, Peyton, my girl, you are a romantic after my heart.” I squeeze her shoulder. She pushes away my hand.

      “I am not getting Nora’s number for you.” She points at my cell. “Download a reading app, buy the book, and read it to Nora.”

      “Read a book to her?”

      My eyes must be wide. Peyton laughs.

      “When was the last time you read a book?”

      “Last semester.”

      “The title?”

      “Something along the lines of business, people, and ethics.”

      “A textbook? Your last read was a freaking college textbook? Sheesh.”

      “Hey, I don’t have the time, okay?”

      “Or you can’t read.”

      “Believe me, I can read. How else was I accepted into one of the best private colleges on this side of the coast?”

      “Your dad’s money? Rutherford Construction.” She shrugs. “It’s no secret Zeke Harrington’s dad buys up blocks of businesses in Montgomery and Alexandria, then hires your dad’s company to do the redesigns and rebuilds.”

      She reaches out and taps my knee. A quick tap. No lingering whatsoever.

      “Look, I’m sorry for saying something to the effect that you’re illiterate. What I meant to say is if you want to make an impression on a girl like Nora, you’ll need to touch her in a different way other than physical. Stories help us feel and connect us as human beings.”

      She opens the door.

      “Give it a try. The worst thing that can happen is she asks you to stop reading. And the best thing that could happen…” She gets out. “You and Nora will write your own cool story.”

      She closes the door and runs over to Asher’s car.

      Huh. Our own cool story, eh? I smile. I can see the title now: Nora Ever After.
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      By the time I get back to Dumas, it’s after five. I park in front of my house. The knocking noise is worse.

      A red FR-S drives by. It’s Asher, and she’s not alone. A guy is in the passenger seat. I rush onto the sidewalk to see where they’re headed.

      Asher’s car comes to a sudden stop in front of Zeke’s Jeep. The passenger-side door opens, and he stumbles out. Or was he shoved? Are they okay? Asher makes a U-turn and speeds past. She didn’t acknowledge me when I waved.

      Something is wrong. The situation is unsafe. I lock my car and hurry over to Galley’s place. Galley is standing on the lawn and glaring at the house next door. That’s where the football guys live. Zeke is nowhere to be seen. I’m assuming he went inside their vandalized place.

      “Hi, Galley.”

      “Nora?”

      He turns and doesn’t drop his gaze lower than my bottom eyelash. I bite down on my smile.

      “Is Zeke okay? I saw Asher drive by. It looked like she kicked him out of her car. If he hurts her⁠—”

      “They had a misunderstanding. Give them time. They’ll work through what’s happening between them.”

      “Thanks, Galley.”

      “What for?”

      “For being a nice guy. A good friend. I was worried.”

      Zeke barges out of the house with a duffel bag and his backpack.

      “Hey, Zeke, take Xander’s truck, man. It’s your turn to babysit his baby.” Galley fishes in his pocket and pulls out the key fob. He throws it in Zeke’s direction.

      Zeke catches the key fob and walks over to Xander’s truck. He stops. “Are you planning on taking up your dad’s offer? If you do, shoot me where you’re staying. I might need to get me a hotel room, too.”

      “He won’t need one,” I tell Zeke. I change my mind. I need Galley’s help. “He’ll be staying at my place.”

      “Asher’s lucky to have a friend like you, Nora. Bye, you two.”

      He walks away as though he has lost a tough match.

      “Are you sure he’ll be okay?”

      “Once he gets laid? True that he’ll be A-Okay.”

      Galley is a nice guy and will make a good friend, but he’s dangerous when his mind goes inside his pants.

      “Is sex your answer for everything?”

      “Yeah, unless you have a better idea?”

      “No sex for five weeks. I touch you. You don’t touch me. Exclusive, you and me.”

      He shrugs. “Why not?” He leans in close. “I also want to keep you near until they find who killed Ryan’s neighbor.”

      “What?!”

      Galley fills me in on what I had missed when I was in McMillan. Ryan offered Xander, Zeke, and Galley her rental until the guys’ place was cleaned up and the soaked floor fixed. The guys went there this morning after class and found the place vandalized.

      “We thought it was the same guys that trashed my place, but trashed is nothing compared to murder. Someone beat Ryan’s neighbor to death and left his body rotting in the backyard in full sun. A murder four blocks from campus is dangerous, Nora.”

      “Poor guy. Poor Ryan.” I send her a text. She’s in my thoughts. Ryan sends back hearts.

      “Nora, I don’t want you to peg me as a jerk for saying this or that I think Ryan’s neighbor’s death isn’t sad and horrible, but I would like to discuss your proposition if you’re up for it.”

      Again, he is playing it safe, feeling the temperature of our conversation.

      “You’re not a jerk, and yes, we can go over the experiment.”

      “I like that word. It has me thinking of theories and samples and lots of touching”

      I duck my head and laugh under my breath. He is so adorable. I start walking back to my place. Galley gets the hint and follows me. We walk side by side with plenty of room between us. There is no chance of any “accidental” touching. A smile blossoms across my face. Galley is respecting my boundaries.

      “Are you sure it’s me you want to touch?” He shoves his hands in his pockets and peeks at me beneath his long lashes. “There are safer guys out there. Guys that are for commitment and shit. Guys that don’t have randy habits like mine.”

      Guys that won’t break my heart like he’ll do.

      The words hang in the air between us.

      “What you do in bed with other girls is your business. What you do with me will be different. You might like it. You might not. What I’m certain of is I’ll be safe with you.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Your friends. Zeke and Xander are great guys. If you weren’t a nice guy, I doubt they’d have you as their friend. How you act on the field. In my first and last rugby match, I watched you get hit over and over by the same guy. And when this guy was hurt later, you helped him off the field.”

      “For a reason. I was glad to get him off my ass.”

      “So, you’re saying I’m wrong? You weren’t concerned?”

      “Okay, yes, you’re right. I was worried. One injury and the season is done for us jocks.”

      “I’m sure.” We’re close to my place. “You’re a good guy, Galley Rutherford. A safe guy for me to test this touchy-feely thing with.”

      “I’ll never hurt you, Nora. Never.”

      Said with conviction.

      Dad had said the same thing, and he did hurt me. Not sexually. Never laid a hand on me, either. But there are other ways to hurt the one you love without leaving physical marks.

      “Are you good with fixing cars, Galley?”

      “I tinkered with motors. One of my dad’s favorite hobbies. Is there something wrong with your car?”

      “A knocking noise from the engine.”

      “Sounds dangerous. It’s safest to have an expert look at it rather than an amateur like me.”

      “Dangerous. Safe. My two favorite words.” I unlock my door and walk inside. “You spoke with Asher, didn’t you?”

      “I saw her at Gigi’s. She was with her twin.” He closes the door and stares at the space between the refrigerator and the stacked washer and dryer. The cart is there, but the air plants are gone.

      “I’ve never met Peyton. What is she like? Is she tatted everywhere? Asher said she owns a tattoo shop on the edge of town.”

      “No clue if she’s inked on other parts of her body, but yeah, she has colorful sleeves. You’ve never met Asher’s twin? As one of her best friends, shouldn’t you have met her other half?”

      “Asher, Ryan, and I don’t involve our family life in our college life.” I rummage in the freezer.

      “Why not?”

      “We’re private people.” I offer him microwavable spaghetti or the old standby, chicken nuggets. “Sorry, it’s what I have until I can get to the store.”

      He pulls out his cell. “What kinds of food do you like?”

      “My favorite is Thai.”

      “Thai it is. Spring rolls, pad thai, and lettuce wrap, okay?”

      “All my favorites, thanks Galley.” This guy is something.

      “Are you tired of Mexican food? Is that why Thai is your go-to food?”

      I find a scrunchie in one of my kitchen drawers and pull my hair back. I’ll have to get ready for work after we eat.

      “Believe it or not, I stuck with plain old foods like hamburgers, mac and cheese, steak and potatoes. My dad wasn’t around much, and when he was, he wasn’t up for cooking. Dad and I don’t even speak Spanish, and that surprises people.”

      He raises his hand. “Me included.”

      He looks downright adorable with his lopsided grin. And is even more adorable when he sees me checking out his rock-hard abs and decides to reach for the sky, giving me a view of his bare abs.

      I laugh. “Nice, Galley Rutherford.”

      “Back to this no español thing of yours and your dad’s. How come? I figured Latinos speak fluent Spanish.”

      “A stereotype. My dad was born in the U.S. and spoke un poco de español with his parents. They didn’t force him to learn their language, so he didn’t. He wished he did when he was stationed in Texas.”

      “Your dad’s in the military?”

      “Was. Air Force. Trained as an EOD.”

      “EOD?”

      “Explosive Ordnance Disposal Specialist.”

      “Holy shit. Your dad worked with explosives? No wonder you’re all for safe and dangerous.”

      “After he retired from the Air Force he worked for Dallas PD as an officer and a part of their Bomb Squad,” I brag.

      His eyes get big. “Your father is the BAMF.”

      “BAMF?”

      I smile. He does, too. We’re rocking these acronyms.

      “Badass Motherfucker,” he says. “Should I be worried your dad will kick my ass when he finds out about us? With your looks and that gorgeous smile, he must’ve fought tooth and nail to keep the randy rookies away from you. Or was it the other way around? I hear girls dig guys in uniform.”

      “I’m in the minority.”

      What about him? Everyone on campus knows who he is. Alexandria might as well be called Rutherford. His dad’s company builds or reconstructs many of the commercial buildings in the city. Who are the Rutherfords? His parents are super private. Their only child? Not so much.

      What happened along the way? Why is Galley’s sex life, which should be private, so public? That video of him in bed with Bethany and June circulating on social media since spring break… Why wasn’t he turned on? Those girls are drop-dead gorgeous.

      Yet, last night, he was turned on. He touched himself in my bathroom. (Who does that?) And ran into me with his big one.

      Big.

      So big.

      Did I mention Galley has a big one?

      Round head.

      Thick shaft.

      Lots of dark hair.

      Would he be satiny and soft? And the veins along a man’s penis? What would they feel like? I’ve only imagined, but to touch a man’s erection… I exhale a quiet breath.

      “Are you okay, Nora?”

      I focus. He’s staring.

      “Why?” My fingers fan over my toasty cheeks.

      “You look turned on, babe.”

      Babe. His words heat me from the inside out.

      “Um, no, it’s just hot. I probably left the heat on high.”

      He has the decency to check the thermostat. Why does he have to be so decent at this very moment?

      “It’s at sixty. Want me to turn the temperature down?”

      “Thanks, but I should shower.”

      A warm one. There’s no remorse to wash away.

      No more doing “research” for a while other than… “Galley, about this touching deal of ours, can we start later tonight, after I get off work?”
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      I downloaded the app and started reading the book. I paced inside Nora’s room and waited for her to walk through the door.

      Why didn’t I ask for Nora’s number?

      Is she all right? I offered to drop her off and pick her up, but that stubborn girl decided she would rather drive her car the two miles to her meet-up point with her coworker than hitch a ride on my Ducati.

      “My car is safer than your dangerous motorcycle,” she had said, tipping her cute chin at me.

      The lock jiggles. I rush to the couch and nestle my large body into the corner. The door opens. I pretend to be fixated on my phone.

      Nora walks in dressed in her cleaning uniform: dark pants and a navy blue polo shirt. She shuffles in and covers her yawn.

      “Tired?” Geez, Rutherford, stating the fucking obvious.

      “It’s been a long day.” She plops her bag on the kitchen counter.

      I stand and keeping a sizable distance, I eye her dainty shoulders. It must be rough balancing life on such small shoulders. Mine are wide and massive. I can take on the weight for her. If she’ll let me. Big if.

      “I can give you a massage.” I shrug. “Just saying.”

      “Nice try, Galley.”

      She goes to the kitchen and pours herself a big glass of water.

      “If you’d rather go to sleep, I understand, Nora.” It’s after eleven.

      She runs her gaze up and down my body over the rim of her water glass. “I keep my word.”

      Nora might be a no-touch kind of girl, but she ain’t shy. Nope. Not this girl. And I’m digging her kind of forwardness. It’s sly and on the down low. What other surprises does she have up her sleeves?

      “Cool, okay, that’s splendid.” I shove my hands in my pants pockets, rock on my heels, and stick out my chest, hoping she’ll spare my pecs a gander.

      She ducks her head, but not before I glimpse her beautiful smile. She glances up, and her brown eyes sparkle.

      “You are something else.”

      “I am?”

      “Yes, and don’t you know it already. I’m sure the girls lather compliments on you all the time.”

      They don’t. There’s little talking and a shit ton of touching. The girls aren’t with me for conversation. They want my body and the experience of a three or a four-some. A wham-bam, thank you, sir, may I have another?

      Deep conversation? No way. This shy-sometimes, forward-other-times back-and-forth flirting of Nora’s? That doesn’t happen with the girls I’ve spent my time with.

      Key word. Girls. Five weeks, no sex, one girl. No touching, said the girl. I can give this tamer lifestyle a try, certain I can return to my old ways. What’s that saying? A leopard can’t change its spots?

      “Let me take a shower and get into something comfy. Then we can start.” She licks the leftover wetness from her water off her plush lips.

      I follow her movement. Pink tongue. Hint of pearly-white teeth. Her mouth would be wet. Warm. Small. Tight.

      “Yeah, sure.” I pull at my collar. “Is it hot in here? I should turn down the heat.”

      Nora beats me to the thermostat. “A comfortable sixty-nine.”

      Sixty-nine.

      6-9.

      Nora sitting on my face. Nora’s mouth wrapped around my one-eye. Holy mother… “Wha-at?”

      She looks over her shoulder and gives me a knowing grin. “Oh, did I say sixty-nine? I meant sixty-two. Is that cool enough for you?”

      “I’d rather have sixty-nine,” I mutter under my breath.

      “I heard that, Galley Rutherford.” She heads for her bedroom. “Five weeks will go by fast. Then you can sixty-nine any coed you want.”

      Some other coed isn’t taking up residence in my mind. The only girl I want to taste and have come on my face is Nora. When and if she wants me. Again, big if.

      “Nora?”

      “Hmm?” She turns.

      “Can I read you a story after you shower?”

      I’m expecting her to laugh. Scoff. Accuse me of using this reading deal to get inside her pants. Instead, she shoots me this tender look.

      “Of course. I’d love for you to read me a story. Have you read the book already?”

      “I started. Peyton recommended it. She said you and your friends are big into romance. Full disclosure. I haven’t read a book other than textbooks since what the fuck, so go easy on me, Nora, okay?”

      “Galley.” Her face softens more. “I would never think less of you.”

      There’s an ache in my chest. A good ache. Fuck’s sake, she should stop looking at me like I’m something special.

      “Even with my randy sex habits?”

      “Yes. To each their own. You’re for free love and I am for a one true love. We can like and want different things and still be friends.”

      “Friends, sure.”

      She walks by me, avoiding touching me, and rummages in her bag. She pulls out her cell and hands it to me. “Do you mind giving me your number?”

      Do I mind? Fuck, no. I put in my number and give her back her phone. She rapidly texts. My cell on the coffee table pings.

      “Send me the title. After I shower and get into something comfy, we’ll touch and read.”

      I stare after her with my mouth open and my one-eye pushing against the front of my jeans. What this girl says turns me on more than any sloppy, sweaty, randy encounter I have ever had.

      She walks out of the bedroom and into the bathroom. The shower runs. I pace. Nora is naked.

      Naked.

      Nora.

      What is her middle name?

      Naked?

      Pacing, I admit to myself what I have known since I saw her sitting regal-like inside Jimmy’s while Sam Hunt’s “Ex to See” played in the background.

      Nora turns me on.

      The thought of making love to only Nora gets me hot and bothered. Sexing it up with Nora all fucking day long… Her mouth on me. My mouth on her. Her scent. Her flavor. Her dark hair. Thick and luscious on her head. Soft and wild on her mound.

      I sit.

      I’m dizzy.

      Can’t catch my breath.

      A leopard can’t change its spots.

      A leopard can’t change its spots.

      The water shuts off. Silence. Hair dryer. Minutes pass, and then the door opens. Nora walks by. Gray yoga pants. I lift my eyes. The pants hang low on her curvy hips. I track higher. Body-hugging T-shirt. Higher.

      Don’t look at her full and perfect breasts.

      Keep going, Rutherford.

      Aim for the safe mark.

      I zone in on her eyelashes. Long. Dark. They are so fuck me dark, I groan in my mouth. Her hair is pulled off to the side and draped over her shoulder, held in place by a sexy white scrunchie.

      “Pink, white, and gray look good on you, Nora. Reminds me of Neapolitan ice cream. I could eat you up right now.”

      “Is it the colors or what’s written on my shirt?” A dark eyebrow inches upward. Her eyes sparkle.

      “Mmm, ‘Bite Me.’ Yeah, I’d like a taste of you.” I make googly eyes.

      Nora laughs. “Ryan and Asher bought it for me as a gag gift. I only wear it around the house.”

      She walks around the table and sits on the other end of the couch. She isn’t near enough for my taste, but I give her space and mind her no-touching rule. I will keep my hands to myself for as long as Nora wants me to.

      “Nice of them. I’m digging the gift. It showcases your assets and lets everyone know you don’t take crap from anyone. If they do, I’ll kick their asses.”

      “Really?” Her brown eyes gleam. “Assets? That’s what you’re calling my boobs?”

      “Yeah. What about the other part?”

      “The other part is nice. Thank you, Galley. But I hope you’ll never have to kick anyone’s butt for me.”

      Assets. Asses. Boobs. Butt.

      When will Nora touch me?

      Where will she touch me first?

      Will she start high with my head and then go low to my other head? Or does she want to touch my toes first and then get to my other two heads? I wipe my sweaty palms on my pants and gaze heaven-ward hoping for a sign from the damn air plant above us eavesdropping on me and Nora.

      Randy bastard. Pervy, all these plants watching us. I smile wide. So fucking pervy and a turn-on having these plants see Nora touching me.

      “Where should we start?”

      “Well, that’s the thing, Nora. Do you mind if I read first?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Whew, good.” My knee bounces up and down. “Can I run an idea by you?”

      “Sure.”

      “How about we take turns reading the parts that speak to us? Or is that a dumb idea?”

      “Not dumb at all. I’m in. Sharing is caring.”

      She stretches her arm across the back cushions and shifts to get comfortable. Her tits under her shirt jiggle, and my one-eye twitches in my pants.

      “Settle down, one-eye. Now is not the time to wake the eff up,” I say, my gaze firmly locked on Nora’s beautiful smile. “Nora and I are sharing. Sharing is caring. Lay low for a bit, won’t ya?”

      She laughs. “Nice, Galley. You are something else. That’s for certain.”

      “Is that a compliment?”

      “Yes.”

      “Aw, thanks, Nora. Remember to go easy on me, okay?”

      “I promise.”
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      My pits won’t stop sweating. My mouth is sandpaper dry. Nora rises and brings me a large glass of water. I thank her and take a large gulp. Here goes all or nothing. I find the highlighted section in the E-book and begin reading our story.

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      A high-pitched noise pierced the silence. A signal.

      Hunched over, Phoenix inhaled a quiet breath, afraid of giving away her location. Since setting foot in the O’Day’s territory, vampires tailed her.

      She surveyed the mouth of the alley for the telltale crimson uniform worn by her family’s enemies. Seeing nothing, she listened for the pounding of heavy footfalls on pavement. As the rumble of footsteps became as palpable as the rapid beats of her heart, Phoenix prepared herself.

      Time to lock and load. Or so her brothers were fond of saying right before they ran into battle. Spine straight? Check. Feet planted, stance wide, and shoulders squared? Check. Wrists flexed, ready to snatch her swords? Check.

      Never back down from a challenge. Fight to the last breath. The mantra of her family rang loud in her head. They were fierce words for one of two ruling families in the city of Williamsburg.

      As a Lancaster, Phoenix would fight to the end. There’d be no returning to the safety of her family’s compound surrounded by electric fencing and monitored by security cameras and armed guards. And she couldn’t rely on her family’s name to get her out of trouble this time. Not after what she’d stolen from the wizards’ vault.

      “Phoenix, are you in the clear?” Josiah’s deep voice in the earpiece she’d swiped from her brothers without their knowing.

      “I’m fine, and the others?” Dimitri and Abbi, her friends and partners-in-crime.

      “Headed back to your father’s compound.”

      “You’re next.”

      “I stay, Slayer.”

      “Not in the plan.”

      “I safeguard your life for you saving mine.”

      She shook her head at the audacity of the werewolf’s claim. “Buying your freedom is not equal to saving your life. You weren’t in danger, and you weren’t dying.”

      “I don’t see it that way. When I take my rightful place as Alpha of my pack, I’ll swear allegiance to you.”

      “Josiah?”

      “Yes, beautiful one?”

      She smiled at his from-left-field flattery. Must be the adrenaline talking. Josiah hadn’t shown any interest in her before tonight.

      “How about we speak of the future when I make it out of the Forest of Sorrow?” A dangerous place where the answers to her question of life and death waited.

      “Gotcha. Good luck.”

      “And you,” she said. “I’ll pray my brother doesn’t kill you when he discovers our deception.”

      “I’ll pray, too. Not for my life but the safety of yours.”

      The line went dead. Phoenix pulled out the earpiece and smashed it with her boot. She loved her brothers but they could be overprotective. Yet she understood why they treated her as though she was a wisp of cotton, at risk of being carried off and lost to the big, bad world. But this wasn’t the moment to think of their mother’s murder.

      “There you are.” The masculine voice boomed in the emptiness.

      Had the situation not been serious, Phoenix would’ve smiled and said, “Yes, here I am.” However, Sam was the enemy, sent by the rival family to bring her in.

      With the moon as a backdrop, he stood alone, a vampire with the speed, strength and thirst to rip into her neck before she could scream.

      “I’m surprised they again sent a captain of the guards instead of an O’Day.” Beneath the sliver of moonlight, the navy blue of his uniform disclosed his rank.

      She baited him yet he didn’t bite. Interesting. During her prior encounters with Sam, she goaded him with better results.

      “How many months have we gone through this ritual of ours?” he asked. “Of me chasing you and you refusing to come willingly?”

      Not ready to speak to the vamp, Phoenix scrutinized him. How had she missed the determined set of Sam’s jaw and the sharpness of his stare? And he held his head high as if he were more than a captain.

      The clouds moved over the moon. Darkness engulfed them. Phoenix had every reason to run far and fast from the vampire with a sword in his hand and a wicked smile on his face.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      

      I stop reading and glance up. “Did I do all right?”

      “You were perfect.”

      I puff out my chest, sit tall, and tell her why I chose this part of the book.

      “First off, it’s the beginning. Beginnings are important. Shows where we come from and how our story came to be. Second, Phoenix is coming off as a great friend and protector. She wants to be certain her friends are safe. Third, and you’ll probably agree, Sam and Phoenix’s meeting isn’t a meet-cute but a dangerous one.” I’m hitting on her two favorite words. “I mean, he has a wicked smile on his face. The dude isn’t aiming for her jugular. He is hankering to rip off her clothes.”

      She laughs. “How do you know what a meet-cute is? And really, hankering? Why does that word sound so dirty but erotic, too?”

      I smile and stare at her eyes. “I like it when you laugh, Nora. I can sit here all day and night and listen to your laughter.”

      She chews on her bottom lip and spares me a crooked smile. “You are laying it on thick, Galley Rutherford. Now it’s my turn.”
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          NORA

        

      

    

    
      It took courage for Galley to do what he did. For someone who hasn’t read in a while, he did a great job.

      “Where do you want to touch me first? Should I strip?”

      Boundless enthusiasm, and if I wasn’t so darn tired, I would stay up, but all I’m good for is…

      “Why don’t you sit on the floor here, and I’ll sit across from you.” I move off the couch and tug the coffee table toward me, giving him room to sit.

      We occupy spots across from one another.

      “Close your eyes.”

      “I want to see.”

      “Galley Rutherford, are you pouting?”

      He sticks out his bottom lip farther. I hold back my smile. So adorable.

      “Poor baby. Sorry, you get what you get. Maybe next time.”

      “Not even a peek?”

      “Nope.”

      He stretches his arms across the table. “Don’t hurt me, Nora.”

      I smile. “I’ll be gentle.”

      He closes his eyes. It’s my chance to get a good look at him.

      Galley’s hair is so dark, it’s almost black. Thick eyebrows. Long lashes flushed against the smoothness of his tan skin. A strong nose. Equally solid mouth. A full beard I find very sexy.

      “Nora?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Whatcha doing?”

      “Eating you up with my eyes.”

      Wide grin. “Yum.”

      “Yum?”

      “Yeah. Yum. Delish.”

      I shake my head. This guy…

      “Put your palms up.”

      He does.

      I study his palms. Roughened skin. Lines etched from birth. I skim my fingers over his callouses and trace the lines. Galley doesn’t pull away. He just sits there and endures my touching.

      I turn his hands over and hold their weight in mine. Large. Capable. A light sprinkle of dark hair near his knuckles. I bring his hands closer to my face. His knuckles are scraped up.

      “Poor guy.” I collapse his hand and bring the healed-up scrapes to my lips. “Must’ve been some rough matches,” I murmur over his skin.

      “Nora.” His voice is low. Gravelly.

      “Remember to keep your eyes closed, Galley.”

      I stare at my small hands holding his big ones. What could we do with our hands? Our fingers? Caress. Stroke. Skim. Graze. Cup. Brush. Trail. What happens when touching isn’t enough?

      A dangerous thought crosses my mind. I war with myself. Stop now or go further?

      “Galley, how long before your place is cleaned up and move-in ready?”

      “Friday.”

      “Do you plan on crashing here for the remainder?”

      “If you’ll have me.”

      If you’ll have me. No one’s ever said those words to me before. I make up my mind and bring his fingertip flush against my lips. Soft flesh. I lick. Salty. I suck his finger into my mouth. Salty. Soft. Thick.

      I need more.

      I close my eyes.

      This is dangerous.

      So dangerous.

      I suck more of his thickness into my mouth and savor his salty skin. Unable to hold back, I nip at his softness and his thickness.

      “The fuck, Nora.”

      Raspy, like he’s turned on. Or I’ve hurt him. I might have bit his finger too hard.

      I open my eyes. He’s staring. I don’t blame him. I’m for safe and what I am doing is dangerous. My body agrees. My breasts are heavy. My panties are slick with need. His body betrays him, too. Galley’s eyes are glazed over. His nostrils flare. There is color high on his cheeks.

      “Are you planning on touching this guy that hurt you in the same way you’re touching me?” he says, breathless like. “‘Cause what you did goes beyond touching.”

      I wrap my finger around the base of his that’s still in my mouth and swipe my tongue over the thickness and saltiness. His eyes widen. A groan slips from him.

      My gaze locked on his, I give him back his finger and sit with my legs tucked under my butt and my hands clasped on top of the table.

      “Does the thought of me with another guy make you jealous?”

      “No.” Clenched jaw. Dark brows slanted.

      “Then you shouldn’t be too concerned with what I do with someone else.”

      I don’t give much thought to what Galley’s reaction could mean for us. I am for one true love. He is for free and frequent love. Like oil and water, the two beliefs won’t mix well. Similar to my parents’ marriage.

      I stand. He does, too.

      “I thought we’re exclusive. Five weeks.”

      “I’m talking about after.”

      “I don’t know, Nora.” He shrugs. “I’m not liking how I’m feeling with what you’re telling me.”

      “Would you rather join in on the action?”

      “Wha-at?”

      “You, me, and whatever guy I decide I’d like to touch next.”

      “Fuck, no. I don’t share.”

      He’s not making sense, and I should let what he said go. It’s late and we’ve both had a long day. But Galley’s dichotomy of “I don’t share” and his reputation for sharing too much has me asking a different question.

      A dangerous one.

      “If you’re unwilling to share me with another guy, would you expect to share me with your other girls? Negotiate some type of arrangement that meets both our needs? Girl-on-girl action while you watch? While I watch you with her, making love to her with your mouth and your hands, but not with your one-eye? Penetration with me only while the other girl gets herself off?”

      “Nora, your mouth⁠—”

      “Can give as good as yours?”

      His eyes drop to my lips. He’s breathing fast. I should go to my room. My room is safe. Galley is dangerous with the way he’s looking at me. Hot. Intense. I stay rooted to my spot and watch him watch me.

      He brings the finger I’d sucked to his mouth and licks the spot I had licked. He sucks on the same thickness I’d sucked on. He takes his finger out of his mouth and bites down on his knuckles, never taking his eyes off me. “I don’t share, Nora.” Soft. Agonizingly soft. Panty-melting soft.

      I tear my gaze away from his. “You won’t have to. We won’t work, Galley. You touch too much for my liking. Good night.”

      I pull back my shoulders, tip my chin, and walk away from the hurt in his eyes. I shut him out. Shoot him down. Do what my dad did to me after Mom and my sister, Emma, left us.

      “I’m not sleeping well, so don’t expect me to get up early with you.” I need all the sleep I can get. Tomorrow is a packed day. “Lock the door behind you when you leave, please.”

      “How can I help?”

      I blink and face Galley. “Help?”

      “With this not sleeping well deal of yours.”

      “Galley—”

      “Nothing sexual, Nora. Geez.”

      “I’ll be fine. The weather should cool down soon, and I’ll sleep better.”

      “I crack my window open at night. Dig the fresh air. Just saying.”

      “An open window is dangerous. Plus, there’s the unsolved murder.”

      “It’s not safe for you to suffer through heat stroke in your own bed, either.”

      “It’s not that stuffy.”

      “I can sleep under the window. There’s no chance anyone can get by me.”

      “Are you sure?” It would be nice to sleep through the night for a change.

      “Bashed face or sleeping beauty? The choice is easy.”

      I shake my head. This guy… “I’m sorry for what I said earlier.”

      He shrugs. “It’s no biggie, Nora. I get it. Get your hesitance. I’d have doubts, too, if I were in your shoes.”

      “Thank you for understanding, but what I did is a big deal. I touched you, then shut you out, believing you would hurt me with words, but you didn’t. What you said didn’t hurt me, Galley. Instead, your words gave me hope.”

      “Hope?”

      “Hope that you and I can continue to be friends. To understand one another’s perspective.”

      “Friends, yeah, that’s what I meant with the no-sharing deal, Nora. You’re becoming a special friend, and I don’t share my special friends with anyone, including getting with my special friends with this fine body of mine.”

      He runs his hands up and down his sides.
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