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      Christina

      It’s always been my policy not to shit where I eat. But the alcohol and the anniversary of my divorce have me reckless and ready to take the edge off the self-imposed celibacy. I don’t regret uncoupling from Mark.

      It’s the wasted time I can’t reconcile in my mind. I glance down at the screen of my slim black phone and scowl at the message my sister was too happy to send my way.

      Did you know Mark married Rachel Coller today? It’s a middle finger to me. He chose this day of all others to get hitched for a second time, rubbing my single status in my face.

      You’ll never find a man willing to put up with you. The hurtful statement echoes in my head like sound bouncing off the thick walls of caverns deep beneath the earth.

      He’d already healed, moved on, and convinced another woman he was marriage material. While I remained here, alone, and struggling to get my business off the ground. It feels amazing to be co-owner of J&C Investigation Agency.

      Most days I can’t wipe the grin off my face. Leaving the force and branching out to take cases on my own terms away from the city that felt more and more like a noose tightening around my neck was the right decision.

      But there were still times like this I doubted. I stare down at the screen. If I don’t answer, she’ll think I still miss him, but if I say the things marinating in my mind, I’ll start World War III.

      Naïve, and ten years my junior, Chelsea didn’t understand why my marriage had imploded. To her and everyone else, Mark was the doting husband who supported me while I chased my dreams.

      They forget all the years I put in supporting him. We were meant to take turns, ensuring that each of us got what we wanted in life.

      All that went out the door when my star shone a little too bright for him. He picked a hell of a day to do it. I backspace deleting the bitter sentence.

      I wish them well. Pressing send scratches a raw nerve inside my brain that makes my right eye tick.

      I throw back the champagne and scan the crowded store. I’m excited for Honora. This store opening has been a long time coming.

      My eyes linger on a tall, light-haired stranger with a body I want to climb. His head turns, and he meets my gaze with a lazy smile that makes my belly flip.

      The pale blonde Viking stands heads above the crowd. His icy blue eyes are piercing and full of a promise of a good time.

      I’d teased the girls about earlier, but observing the large man move gracefully has me intrigued. Garrett. I turn the name over in my mind.

      He’d be the perfect distraction to get my mind off my ex, and the loneliness creeping up on me daily. Circling back to my circles of besties, I catch Honora in a down moment.

      “What do you know about Mr. Garrett?” I whisper to Honora.

      She chuckles. “He comes highly recommended for knowing his way around herbs and healing. He’s always been pleasant to chat with and very confident in his craft.”

      I hum. “Why?” she asks as her brown eyes light up. “Do you have something you need to have healed?”

      “I believe I do.” Winking, I weave my way through the crowd, and explore a shelf nearby the mystery man. With his broad forehead and a prominent chin, his Nordic heritage is obvious.

      “I couldn’t help but notice you across the room.” His voice is pure seduction, deep, soft, and full of mystery I want to unravel.

      I turn my head to him and smile. “Really?”

      “With that beautiful hair, you’re impossible to miss.” He nods his head toward my platinum blonde locks.

      “I could say the same thing, especially with your height.” Eyeing his frame, I catalogue the way his t-shirt hugs his chest, and the jeans mold to his tree trunk thick thighs. I could get off on those firm limbs alone. “And other things.”

      Fire licks in my belly and my breasts grow heavy with anticipation and excitement. It’s been a long time since I dipped my toe or any other body part back into the dating pool.

      Cases and clients had me running myself ragged as I tried to build a name and an excellent reputation.

      He chuckles. “I like a woman who gives it to me straight.”

      “It helps do away with misunderstandings.”

      “I agree. Christina.”

      “Garrett.”

      “Nice to meet you.”

      “Likewise. I hear a welcome to Aurora Springs is in order.” I turn away from the shelves full of crystals to face him.

      “This is my first foray out in town, but I can see good news travels swiftly.”

      I laugh. “It does, but I have the inside scoop. Honora is my best friend.”

      “Aaah, you’ve got in an in with the boss. I’ll keep that in mind. Any advice for me before I start work next week?”

      “As long as you do your job with a positive attitude, and keep to the schedule, you’ll be just fine.”

      “That I can do. I think she’ll be happy with my skills.”

      “What exactly do you do?” I arch a brow.

      “Healing, both internal and external.” Had he meant to be an emphasis on an internal? “I focus on clearing out energetic blocks with Reiki and some sound healing, as well as addressing illnesses of the body with herbal remedies.”

      I can think of a few places I’d like him to get energy flowing through again.

      “That’s a unique line of work.”

      “To steal a line from Wolverine, I’m the best at what I do.” The nerdy sensitive stich is right up my alley.

      “Sounds like you’d be good with your hands.”

      “Oh, I am. Would you like a demonstration?”

      “I thought you’d never ask.”

      His eyes darken. “Your place or mine?”

      “Yours, as long as you understand, I’ll need your address in advance to give to my friends who’ll expect to hear from me.”

      “I have no issues with that. In fact, I insist. Safety should always come first.” There’s no condescension or annoyance in his tone. I think he actually means it.

      “If you’ll give me your number, I’ll call you now.” I bite the inside of my lip. He’s the type a woman would be tempted to keep.

      I rattle of my number and feel myself wondering if a date would be so bad. No. Right now, there’s no room for romance in my life.

      We’re two consenting adults chasing away loneliness for a night, nothing more.

      “Excellent. A few more laps around the room schmoozing, and we’ll disappear?”

      He nods “Thirty-minute tops.” We go our separate ways and I think about all the things I plan to do to him.

      “Did our huntress land her prey?” Shelby teases.

      “I did. I’m forwarding his address now.”

      “And when should we expect the okay?” Honora asks.

      “If I’m lucky, not for at least the next two hours.”

      Victoria laughs. “Shameless.”

      “In need of a little relief.” And human contact, not that I’d tell them that. They’ve all found their Mr. Rights, and I’m left feeling like the odd woman out.

      We still have girl’s nights, but with Victoria being a mom to a six-month-old, and stepping into a new role as a step-mom, her availability has drastically altered.

      Shelby is always busier during the school year when she teaches art class, and this year she’s branched out to teach independently, giving art tutorials on the weekends.

      Reuniting with her childhood crush and current fiancée has also filled up her docket. The opening of her shop consumed Honora’s life, but somewhere along the ride she’d met her soulmate, future husband, and carpenter and architect, Mikkeal

      Honora looks at me with a glazed over expression that makes my stomach clench. The second-generation witch is prone to drop bombs that eventually detonate.

      “Don’t do it.” I point my index finger at her.

      “Sometimes the one thing we don’t know we need is right under our nose.”

      “Damnit, Honora.”

      “Things are going to be shifting for you. Embrace the change and accept the blessing coming into your life.” She grabs my hand and squeezes gently. “You are ready for them.” Her brown eyes appear to be all-seeing as they bore into my own.

      I see myself reflected in their dark depths. The slender oval-shaped face, thin pale brows, and almond-shaped blue eyes are the same, but there’s an expression of hope that scares me. I look away, unable to face the truth she’s highlighted.

      Regardless of the heartache I’ve endured, there’s a sliver left of the hopeless romantic who used to gorge herself on romantic comedies and romanticize her days wasn’t completely crushed under the rubble of her old life.

      She’s a dangerous part of me. I want to keep bricked up and separate from the persona I’ve grown into. Chris has boss babe vibes, guards her heart with the fierceness of a lioness, and would never be taken for a ride by a man who never intended to keep his end of the bargain.

      I can’t afford to lose her when she’s kept me sane over the past two years.

      Honora blinks. “What did I say?”

      “Nothing worth mentioning.”

      Victoria opens her mouth and I narrow my gaze. Pressing her lips together, she wisely keeps quiet.

      “I’m going to mingle.” I disappear before Shelby can spill the beans and pull me into a conversation I don’t want to have. Their recently coupled status doesn’t have to impact my own.

      “Hey.” A large warm hand wraps around my wrist. I peer up into Garrett’s gaze and warmth spreads through my body. “Ready?”

      “Yes.” I allow him to lead me out of the crowded space and into the night. The moonlight shines down through the clouds, turning him into a renaissance painting as it highlights his glossy hair and striking features.

      “Where are you parked?” He has to be a gentleman too.

      “Just up from the street light.”

      “Allow me to escort you.” He gives a mock bow, and I can’t stifle the laughter that bubbles up from my throat. It feels good to laugh.

      I fall a little under his spell when we reach my car, and he helps me inside. Closing the door, he raps on the roof before he walks back toward his own vehicle. Inhaling, I follow him toward his place, reminding myself this is only for one night.

      Having fun is expected, getting attached is unacceptable. Parking outside of the cozy ranch with beige brick and white shutters, the cheery garden beds are bursting with life. Purple flowers stand out in a sea of yellow and white with bursts of pink.

      Parking behind him in the driveway, I turn off the engine and ignore the charm of the house. Holding out his hand, he twines our fingers as he leads me inside.

      I can’t help but note how well our hands fit together. Opening the front door, he guides me in. The door closes behind me and I take in the dark blue couch, glass cocktail table, and the smell of cinnamon and vanilla.

      “I’ve been waiting all night to do this.”

      Leaning down, he cups my chin and tilts my head up. He presses his lips to mine and I part my lips beneath his and clutch his soft t-shirt. His tongue slips into my mouth and I moan as the taste of whiskey and man dances along my tastebuds.

      Pressed against his firm chest, I feel like I’ve come home. I move my head to the side as I deepen our kiss and lose myself in the feel of our mouths moving together. The bulge in his pants presses into my belly and I shiver.

      Separating, we suck down air, like two divers surfacing in the ocean.

      “You taste even better than I imagined.” He runs his knuckles down the side of my face, and I lean into his gentle caress.

      This man awakens things inside of me I thought I wanted to forget. “I’m going to take my time with you, gorgeous.” Fisting a handful of my hair, he pulls my head back and nibbles his way down my neck, sucking and laving the bruises he leaves behind.

      I run my palms over his pecs, teasing his nipples with my thumbs. The buds harden and he groans. Gripping the edge of his shirt, I pull up.

      Releasing my hair, he steps back, lifts his arms, and bends down. I rip the shirt off him, fling it across the room, and run my nails down his body.

      Admiring the red streaks that appear on his tan skin, I trace the pattern with my tongue and sink my teeth into his chest to leave my mark behind.

      A growl rumbles in his chest. “Careful. You might unleash something you’re not ready to deal with.”

      “I want all of it, Garrett.”

      “Fuck, you are so perfect.” Gripping the backs of my legs, he lifts me and I wind around him like a snake. I spear my fingers through his thick locks and pull him down to me.

      Lips pressed to mine; we devour each other. He stumbles through the living room and down the hallway, shedding clothing.

      Bursting through the bedroom door, he tosses me onto the center of the bed. I bounce twice and shimmy out of my bra and underwear as he removes his boxers.

      I admire the six-pack that trails down to an Adonis bely that makes me want to weep. Mouthwatering, I admire his body. He’s sculpted like a Roman statue. Lean, his muscles flex with every step.

      Stopping in front of the bed, he’s like an avenging angel.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, please.”

      “Then open for me, gorgeous.” Eyes locked on each other, I moan as he slides inside and I savor his salty musk. He hooks a thumb inside my mouth as I suckle him.

      Gripping his thighs, I take him down as he fists my hair.

      “You take me down so good.”

      I hum and he groans. “Just like that, gorgeous. You’re so good.”

      I press my thighs together as the slickness coats my upper thighs. My nerves tingle as we find a steady rhythm. Twitching, he pulls out and I whimper, missing the feel of his weight on my tongue.

      “Later, gorgeous.” He kisses me lightly and kneels on the bed as I lean back onto the mattress, propping myself up by my arms.

      “Spread your legs and show me how much you want this.”

      Holding his gaze, I comply. He peers down and moans. “So wet.” He caresses two fingers up my cleft. “All this for me?”

      I nod, crying out when he eases a finger in and circles my walls. “I’m going to learn every inch of you.” Bending, he suckles my breast, and arch up, drowning in the onslaught of pleasure he’s giving me.

      He adds another finger and I shatter, my core pulsing, as I clamp down and quake. I’m still riding high when he nudges my entrance.

      “Are you ready for me?”

      “Please.” He drives home and I arc, crying out as my body adjusts to him.

      “Keep those eyes on me, gorgeous.” His voice is sandpaper rough and full of passion as I force my lids up and meet his intense gaze as we move together.

      Swept up in the maelstrom of emotion he invokes, I fall into his eyes as he takes me higher. His praise is nourishment for my parched soul as his words resonate so deeply, he slips by my barriers.

      I dig my nails into his shoulders. “Don’t stop.”

      “Never,” he promises.

      We race toward an explosion, coming together in a frenzy that steals my breath and common sense as I throw open the high gates I hide behind.

      Just this once, I want to feel everything. Cresting, I let go, screaming his name as fireworks explode inside me. Unable to resist his lure, I sink into the afterglow, feeling completely aligned with a man for the first time since my ex-husband.
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