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      Thank you so much for picking up my book! 

      Would you like to receive a free story from me as well? Join the Angel Legion and sign up for my newsletter!
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      At exactly 11:01 pm, Maria made her escape. The engagement party had started at 8 pm, which meant she’d suffered through three hours of ecstatic young ladies squealing, men making ball and chain jokes, and the inevitable flood of well-intentioned but ultimately insufferable remarks directed at her from friends and family members alike. Three hours was enough, even if the party was for her sister.

      Making her way past the bright green lettered banner reading Congratulations Lara and Victor, Maria fervently sent up a prayer of thanks that it was summer instead of winter, so she didn’t have a coat to give her away. Even with the AC running full blast, the restaurant’s private dining room was stifling due to the large crowd of people who were all drinking, eating, and expelling excessive amounts of hot air. 

      That’s if anyone even noticed she was leaving. Pretty much all of the attention was on Lara and Victor, which was as it should be, and Maria wasn’t jealous. Envious yes... 

      Lucky Lara. The youngest of the Arias sisters and the third one to get engaged. Maria didn’t begrudge her sisters any happiness, but as the oldest sister and the only one with no husband and no husband in her near future, the situation wasn’t exactly comfortable. With all of her sisters doing the whole marriage thing while Maria wasn’t even in a relationship, there were too many people at the party who thought she needed comforting or encouragement, or—worst of all—advice on how to get a man. Most of them were related to her and had the best of intentions, so she couldn’t even be rude to get them to leave her alone.

      Maria made a face. She didn’t need advice on how to get a man, she just needed to find the right man for her. And if she was single at her youngest sister’s engagement party, well that didn’t mean anything except she hadn’t found the right man yet. Anyone who thought differently could suck it. 

      The hot night air hit her like a blast, the humidity making it feel even worse than it was. Gotta love Maryland weather. At least July usually wasn’t quite as bad as August, but it made her curly hair even more unruly than ever. Which was why she had it pulled up in a pretty bun, but she knew the little bits of fluff and frizz would already be lifting. Hairspray? Ha, her hair laughed at hairspray.

      “Running away so soon?”

      Ugh, great. Just what she needed, another run in with Victor’s best friend Jeremy. Pasting a smile on her face, she ignored the cloud of smoke around him and gave him a little wave, hoping she could flee. Victor was a doll, but his best friend was a complete scrub. She didn’t care that the slang term was over a decade old, it was the best way to describe him. 

      And she didn’t want no scrub.

      “Hi Jeremy, bye Jeremy.”

      “Hey, come on Maria, I feel like we got off on the wrong foot...” Jeremy jogged after her, giving her what he obviously thought was a charming smile. He was a decently attractive guy, although not nearly as attractive as he thought he was. “If I’d known you were Lara’s sister, I would have never said what I did.”

      Maria walked faster, although in her heels it wasn’t like she could truly outrun him. “So you don’t mind telling complete strangers that you’d totally hit on them if they weighed less, but since I’m Lara’s sister it’s not okay? That’s just charming.”

      “I think you’re hot, just bigger than I like ‘em. Doesn’t mean we can’t get along. Let me make it up to you, I’ll take you out to dinner tomorrow.”

      Oh hell no. The stupid overconfident smile on his face hadn’t even budged. Like he actually thought she would let him take her to dinner. 

      “Go away, Jeremy. I have no interest in you and I don’t know why I bothered to try and be friendly and introduce myself in the first place. Oh wait... yes I do. Because I was trying to give you the benefit of the doubt after Lara told me what a dog you were. Then it turned out she was right.”

      Since she had reached her car, she had the satisfaction of seeing Jeremy wince and look surprisingly sheepish. “I know... I know... but, you didn’t tell her, right? And you won’t? I know she doesn’t like me... but Victor and I have been best friends since we were five. I’m trying to do better around her.”

      “You know what might help? If you didn’t completely suck as a person,” Maria snapped, fed up with his selfishness and shallowness. “Don’t try to do better ‘around her,’ try to do better period. If you’re having problems with your friendship with Victor, maybe it’s because he’s finally seeing you for the self-involved jerk you actually are. Change that and maybe both he and Lara will think better of you.”

      For a long moment Jeremy just stared at her and Maria pulled her car door open, figuring they were done. Unfortunately, it had just taken that long for his tiny brain to process what she’d said and come up with a response.

      “You know, you wouldn’t have such a stick up your ass if you could find someone to fuck you... and if you looked like your sisters, that wouldn’t be such a problem.”

      Gripping the steering wheel so tightly her knuckles turned white, Maria turned on the car and revved the engine. At least she had the satisfaction of watching Jeremy turn tail and run, realizing she was sitting in a vehicle that could definitely be used as a weapon. Unfortunately, such a drastic act would only have more negative consequences for her... She’d probably have to apologize to him later, her sister would be upset, and she might end up in jail. Plus, everyone probably would ascribe her single status as somehow being behind her motivation to run the scrawny bastard over. 

      The thing was, Maria did look like her three younger sisters. At least, their faces looked alike. Jeremy was referring to the fact that when it came to body type her sisters all took after their mother whereas Maria had the same body type as her dad’s sister. Aunt Rhonda was a beautiful, curvy, voluptuous woman who had also been the only one in the family not to hassle Maria tonight about her lack of romantic success. She adored Aunt Rhonda. 

      It’s not like she was out of shape. She loved her curves now. Although, when she was growing up she’d felt like a clumsy, overlarge duckling in a family of graceful, slim swans. Not that any of them made her feel like she was anything less because she was a bit bigger than them, no that was left to the douchebags of the world like Jeremy. If Maria was a meaner person, she would tell on him to Lara. 

      Her baby sister would have him sliced, diced, and served up with some cumin sprinkled on top. 

      Hell, if it wasn’t for him being Victor’s best friend and best man in the wedding, Maria might have done the same thing. But she wanted to escape more than she wanted a scene in the parking lot, and she didn’t want to cause any waves during Lara’s wedding and especially not within the wedding party. That was the last thing she needed. 

      Ugh. She needed some serious stress relief. Even with the AC going full blast the humidity of the air still making her dress stick to her skin, making her long for the cool embrace of water all around her, drowning out the noise of the world. 

      The pool was her little bit of escapism. A place to just be.
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      She was out there again.

      Rick did his best not to look. Even if he did have a perfect view of the pool from his window, that didn’t give him the right to stand there and watch the swimmers. Especially ones who turned him on, since it made him feel like a creeper. 

      This particular swimmer was out there often, during both the day and the night. People weren’t really supposed to be there at night when there wasn’t a lifeguard on duty, but it seemed like she was the exception to the rule somehow. That or she just didn’t care about the rules. He did check on her every so often, to make sure she was okay out there on her own, but just standing and watching somehow seemed an invasion of her privacy. 

      Even if she was in the apartment complex’s public pool.

      Besides, he should be sleeping instead of watching her. Rick tried to keep his schedule close to school hours even during the summer, so it wouldn’t be too much of a shock to his system when fall came. Normally, he would be teaching summer school, so it was easy to have a routine close to normal working hours. His recent move prevented him from teaching this summer, so he needed to find other ways to make money over the break before starting at the new school this fall. Other ways which translated into other schedules, which meant a bit more trouble sleeping, which meant he was watching her instead of getting some much-needed rest. 

      So far this summer he’d mostly been doing odd jobs for his friends at their companies, earning extra money from them. 

      Adam owned his own head hunters and temp agency, placing workers in full time or temporary positions at other companies, and that was where Rick was spending most of his time. After that he was helping out Patrick Murphy, the owner of the kink club where he and his friends usually spent their weekend evenings. Patrick owned Stronghold and he hated doing paperwork. Plus, there was always a need for someone behind the bar or working security. Rick had become the on-call man at Stronghold for the summer, which wasn’t a bad thing. It had given him an opportunity to meet more of the submissives than he had before, which was good.

      Now that he was living closer to Stronghold, he was hoping to meet a submissive he could have a real relationship outside the club with. Since last summer, four of his friends had found a special woman to be with—granted, two of them were in a relationship with one very special woman, but that counted—and he wanted a relationship too. 

      Glancing out the window, he looked down at the woman in the pool, floating on her back. She was all curves, tucked into a barely-there bikini. He liked curvy women who were confident. Which was probably why he had such trouble keeping his eyes off of her whenever she was down there. 

      It was definitely time to go to bed, despite his urge to stay up and watch over the pool woman. Not his responsibility. But moving away from the window was almost physically painful, and as soon as he’d brushed his teeth and gotten ready for bed, he found himself right back in the same spot watching his midnight mystery woman.
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        * * *

      

      Plowing through the water was almost like meditating for Rick. One of his favorite things about his early morning swims was the fact that there was no one at the pool. Although today he was a little bit more tired than usual, having stayed up long past the time he should have been in bed. When the woman in the pool had finally gotten out, wrapped her luscious curves in a towel, and headed back to the building—his building, he knew she lived one floor down although he didn’t know which apartment—he’d finally managed to get his ass into bed.

      Which was why he deserved the extra burn and strain this morning. He shouldn’t have stayed up to watch over someone who didn’t want or need it, or even know he was doing it. 

      Creeper.

      Spraying water as he exhaled and dunked his head back in, Rick had to remind himself to kick his legs. It was too easy to just pull himself through the water with his arms, but he needed the leg work out, too. Anything to drain himself of the excess energy he seemed to be carrying around.

      Maybe he should reconsider Patrick’s offer to put him into the Introduction Scene rotation. Although he went to the club every weekend now that he’d moved to the area, he still hadn’t found a submissive he really clicked with. He played of course, and had even had some mutually satisfying scenes, but either the woman wasn’t interested in extending their interactions beyond the club or something just didn’t gel completely. Doing Intro Scenes would mean interacting with more subs. After all, it had been a month of going to the club on a regular basis and he was just as likely to sit at the bar chatting with his friends as he was to scene. So maybe he just needed to find a way to put himself out there more. 

      Heck, half the reason he’d moved up here was so he could be closer to Stronghold. The other half of the reason had been that he hadn’t been thrilled with the way things had been going at the school he’d been teaching at. The principal had had the tendency to play favorites, with both the teachers and the students, and unfortunately seemed particularly favorable to those who cause drama. It was not a situation Rick was willing to put up with. He’d already been somewhat dissatisfied with the school, even though he loved his students, and he’d become so frustrated with his love life that moving away from it all just made sense.

      Here, he was closer to his friends, he was starting at a new school, and hopefully he’d be able to find a relationship which actually could go somewhere. When he’d been living almost two hours away from Stronghold, most of the submissives he was meeting also lived two hours away from him–or more. Which was a hard sell for when it came to dating. Of course, now that he was living here, somehow it hadn’t been any easier to find a woman he actually wanted to have a relationship with.

      Reaching the end of the lane, Rick grabbed onto the wall and pulled himself against it with his arms, spreading them along the upper edge which was starting to heat up in the sun. The pool was starting to get a little busier now; he wasn’t the only one here anymore although he was the only one swimming laps.

      As he glanced over towards the entrance, his muscles tightened, and he recognized the dark-haired woman he often watched from his window. They actually hadn’t been at the pool at the same time before. She tended to go in the evening—or late at night—and Rick usually swam in the morning. She was wearing a bright purple bikini with pink polka dots and a matching dark purple sarong tied at her curvy hips, which peeked open to show a generous amount of leg when she walked. This was closest he’d ever been to her and at this range he could see how very nicely she filled out her bikini top, the large globes of her breasts jiggling as she walked. 

      Most women her size wouldn’t have the confidence to carry off a bikini, but she looked completely comfortable in her own skin. Deservedly so–she was fucking gorgeous. Her dark hair was piled up on top of her head, a mass of curls precariously perched and appearing far too heavy for her long neck. The college guys near the entrance were checking her out, also uncaring that she was more voluptuous than current beauty standards. She was hot, confident, and luscious. 

      Rick didn’t usually describe women as luscious, but that was the best word for her. In his head, it was always the description that came to mind whenever he saw her. As always, seeing her stirred a physical reaction, despite the cold water of the pool. He liked women of all shapes and sizes, but he did have a particular soft spot for ladies with more curves. Maybe because he’d always been a bit of a cuddler. Mostly, though, he was drawn to confidence. He liked sassy women and always had. Something about the way she moved hinted she was just his type.

      Maybe he should just go over and introduce himself. Flirt. Ask for her number. 

      Yeah, and then when she turned out to be completely vanilla and possibly freaked out by his needs, then living here wouldn’t be awkward at all. Rick liked his new apartment. His motto had always been don’t piss where you eat—in other words, don’t get involved with your neighbors. It just never ended well, and the only solution was to move away. 

      Not an option.

      Time to go. He could go visit Liam at his dojo and join into one of the classes or help with paperwork or something. Or hit up Adam’s office and visit with him and Justin. Or any other million things that didn’t involve sitting here and checking out his hot neighbor who was now flirting with the college guys. 
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        * * *

      

      “Haven’t seen you here before,” the dark-haired college hottie said to Maria, grinning at her as she laid out her towel.

      After Asshole’s remarks last night, it was nice to have some male attention that was unequivocally positive, even if the two guys were definitely too young for her. 

      “I’m usually not here this early in the morning,” she said with a smile, not an overly friendly one but not entirely dismissive either. Still, she didn’t really want to get wrapped up in a conversation with them, she just wanted to lie down and bake in the sun for a little bit. Terrible for her skin, but she’d put sunscreen on and she wanted the warmth.

      Swimming in the pool last night when it was empty had been calming, soothing. Today she needed warmth and background noise and guys checking her out. Validation at its finest.

      Getting out her sunscreen, she slathered it over her arms and then her chest and stomach while the two guys watched. Hiding a smile, Maria pretended she didn’t notice them practically salivating while she smoothed the white cream over her breasts. The bathing suit she’d worn today was meant to draw attention. Her sisters liked to call her a tease. Maria preferred to think of it as appreciation awareness. Guys needed to know that plus size girls were hotties too. 

      These two definitely seemed to appreciate her efforts. Too young for her, but maybe they’d take the lesson back to school with them. 

      “Would you mind helping me with my back?” she asked, just a little bit coquettishly. Guys putting on sunscreen tended to turn the process into almost a massage—and she could definitely use one.

      Okay, maybe she was a bit of a tease, but she wasn’t harming anyone. 

      The two hotties jumped up, the one with reddish hair grabbing the bottle of sunscreen before his friend could. “No problem, just turn around,” he said, grinning eagerly.

      Maria smiled sweetly before turning, pretending she hadn’t noticed the male posturing. The best way to get continued male attention was to ignore it. Made them think their competitiveness had gone unnoticed and work harder to get the attention they wanted. 

      Dios mio!

      There was a Greek god getting out of the pool.

      She barely noticed the strong hand rubbing sunscreen into her shoulders as she stared across the blue expanse at the man getting out on the other side of the pool. Tall, blond hair darkened by the water, and the kind of body women drooled over in front of their own boyfriends and husbands. Hell, just looking at him Maria had the urge to fan herself. 

      When he turned to walk over to the chair his towel was draped over, red bathing suit clinging to the long, lean muscles of his legs, she could see his profile was just as attractive as his back. How had she not seen him before?

      Then again, this really was way earlier than she was normally at the pool. Her dreams had been rather troubled, which was what had gotten her up this morning. Although if he was here in the mornings, even if it was only a couple of times a week, she might have to change that.

      Not that a guy like him would ever talk to her. Maria might love her curves, but she was very aware that most guys who were into lots of exercise and having hard bodies liked skinny, muscular little girls who matched their physical perfection. She had the muscles, but it was under soft flesh and even if she starved herself, her bone structure was too big to ever be truly skinny. So why bother trying to force herself into a mold she’d never fit? 

      But she could certainly appreciate the eye candy, even knowing the appreciation would likely not be mutual.

      She watched, fascinated, as he dried himself off, running the towel over his short hair and then down his body. Squeezing her thighs together, she grinned. Hello new fantasy fodder! Sure, she got tired of using her vibrator to get the big O sometimes, but having new imagery always helped to spice that up a bit. 

      The man looked over, directly at her it seemed, and Maria froze. College hottie behind her was saying something as he moved on to covering her lower back with sunscreen, but she didn’t register a single word he said. How could she when there was a man who looked like that actually looking at her?

      And then he looked away, tossing his towel over his shoulder and heading toward the exit, and Maria remembered to breathe again. Talk about potent! 

      She turned away, reminding herself that it’s not like he would ever return her interest. In fact, he was going through the exit without a second glance back. There was no way he’d felt the same thing looking at her as she’d felt looking at him. Pasting a smile on her face, she turned back to thank the guy who had helped her with the sunscreen.

      Still, she couldn’t help but glance after the Greek god. After all, he had a very nice ass... and it was headed straight into her building. Holy crap! He must be the new guy upstairs. Mrs. Pierce next door had mentioned he was a “good looking young man”—Holy Understatement, Batman!

      He’d been living there for what, close to a month? Maybe she should do the neighborly thing and bring him some brownies later. Not that she thought he’d be interested in her, but if he wasn’t a total jerk then it might be fun to flirt... and if nothing else, she wouldn’t mind getting a closer look than the view afforded from across the pool.
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      Maria spent a frustrating morning at work dealing with suppliers and an irate Executive Chef at the restaurant she worked at. Murphy’s Meals was a wonderful, family owned restaurant that was considered a community staple, but since it wasn’t a chain, sometimes the suppliers could get a little sketchy about their shipments. One of the annoyances of being a small business. 

      She loved her job most days, not in the least because she loved the owners, James and Jeanne Murphy. She’d worked here as a hostess in high school, eventually becoming a server. Right after college she’d done some job hopping and she’d come in to have a comforting meal, a bit depressed and frustrated because she just couldn’t figure out what she wanted to do for her career, and Jeanne had sat with her and listened. And at the end of it, Jeanne had offered her a job as daytime manager until she could figure out what she wanted to do.

      That had been three years ago. She’d taken over the position with enthusiasm, and although she occasionally had to cover evenings it wasn’t common enough to be a nuisance, and she made enough money to cover her expenses. It turned out she loved her job and it had become her career rather than a placeholder position. Plus, she got to interact with people all day, and at a place like Murphy’s, she didn’t have to pander to asshole customers when they came in. They were more likely to be banned than catered to. 

      When she finally got off work around 8 pm—she’d stayed to help through the dinner rush—she checked her phone to find she had seven missed calls and four new voicemails. Groaning, she scrolled through the missed calls. All three of her sisters had called her, and her mother had called her four times. She wondered whether the voicemails were all from her mother or if everyone had left one. 

      Plugging in her hands-free device, she started her car while she listened to them. One from each of them. Well at least they weren’t all from her mom. Maria didn’t think she could take that much haranguing right now. All four messages said basically the same thing, just delivered in different words and different tones of voice: We missed you last night, looked around and you were gone... where did you go and are you okay?

      Ick. 

      Every single one of them, worrying over Maria’s single state and thinking she must be taking it hard that her youngest sister was getting married. It would be a hell of a lot easier to take if everyone would stop acting like she must be upset over it. There was nothing more guaranteed to make her upset.

      “Sorry, but I’m not calling any of you back,” she muttered under her breath.

      It was times like this that she cursed having three sisters. She’d never really had a best friend outside of them, she hadn’t needed one. Of course, she’d had female friends, but it was her sisters she’d always been closest to. After college she’d lost contact with the friends she’d made there, and she’d never really made any new close friends. It was her sisters whom she hung out the most with, whom she vented to, shared secrets with... 

      And she could really use someone to vent about her sisters to right now. They had good intentions, but her entire family was driving her up the wall. 

      “Screw it.”

      Sitting alone in her apartment with her phone turned off, eating Ben & Jerry’s, might not make her family feel any less troubled about her, but it sure as hell made her feel better. What was wrong with having a night like this anyway? Maria liked sitting and watching rom-coms by herself, eating whatever the fuck she wanted. Okay, it’d be more fun with her sisters here, but the point was she didn’t need a man.

      Although it might be nice to get laid.

      Mmmm... she wondered what the Greek god from this morning was doing. Just knowing he was in the same building made her feel all tingly and hot. Unfortunately, the moment she started considering ditching the ice cream and grabbing her vibrator, someone knocked on her door. For just a quick second, a porno-esque fantasy ran through her head—maybe her thoughts had drawn him. Maybe he was at her door, hunkalicious and needing something from his eager neighbor.

      When she peeked through the keyhole, her fantasies took a swift retreat. Recognizing the gray curls of Mrs. Pierce, she shoved down her disappointment (which was silly anyway since obviously the Greek god wouldn’t be knocking) and opened the door. 

      “Good evening Maria, I’m sorry to bother you,” the older woman said, peering up at her with an apologetic smile. In her early eighties, Mrs. Pierce insisted on living in her own apartment with her own things. Although her granddaughter stopped by on a regular basis, she often relied on her neighbors for help with little things.

      “No problem, Mrs. Pierce, what can I do for you?” she asked.

      “I’m making cookies and I thought I had enough brown sugar, but I’m half a cup short. Do you think you might have some?”

      “Of course, I’ll be right over with it.”

      “Thank you dear.”

      Well so much for a night of dreaming about the Greek god. Maria knew from past experiences with Mrs. Pierce that she was now in for an evening of giving up detailed descriptions of everything going on in her and her sisters’ lives, hearing about every last detail of Mrs. Pierce’s granddaughter’s life, and eating some seriously delicious cookies. All in all, right now, it sounded kind of relaxing. Plus, she knew Mrs. Pierce would be delighted to hear all about Lara’s engagement party, and the older woman wouldn’t be one of the people clucking over Maria’s single status. Mrs. Pierce firmly believed in holding out until the right man, no matter how long it took. 

      It was an attitude Maria fully appreciated.
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      Leather, sweat, and sex. That’s what the Dungeon of Stronghold smelled like. The sounds were even more erotically disturbing. Screams. The crack of leather against flesh. Moans. Whimpers. Begging. 

      It wasn’t even making him a little bit hard. 

      Okay, that was a lie, he was a little hard, but being at half-mast wasn’t where he should be, not when he’d just finished a scene of his own. The blissed out little subbie he was unhooking from the spanking bench had been wonderful, but Rick just hadn’t felt anything with her. Feeling desire, even if he wasn’t interested in the woman in question beyond a scene, hadn’t been a problem before, but apparently it was now. 

      Fortunately, sex was one of Anna’s hard limits within the club. She was a newer sub and still getting used to public scening. She wasn’t comfortable with the idea of sex in public yet, although she’d consented to manual and oral stimulation, and the use of toys. 

      Rick loved watching a woman orgasm just as much as he loved watching a woman writhing with need when she was denied climax, but tonight neither had done much for him. He’d been into making sure Anna got what she needed—the lack of spark or real connection between them wasn’t her fault—but he was glad her own boundaries barred any real sexual contact between them. 

      “Thank you, Sir,” she said, glowing up at him as he wrapped her in a blanket. With her red cheeks, slightly reddened eyes, and happy smile, she was the very image of a well-satisfied submissive. It made him feel slightly better. 

      Twenty minutes later, Anna was well enough to return to the locker room on her own two feet, and Rick found himself back at the bar with his friends. For once Andrew wasn’t behind the bar, he was off scening with Ellie—a very sweet submissive and masochist who had absolutely no interest in a Dom beyond the scene, and therefore was a good match for him—but Adam, Angel, and Patrick were all sitting at one of the tables, chatting. Rick strode over to join them. 

      “I doubt she’ll be around again anytime soon,” Angel was saying to Patrick as Rick walked up. The pretty brunette was obviously emphasizing her Asian heritage this evening, the design on her corset had a mandarin neckline with a deep keyhole showing off her cleavage. She was wearing a collar made out of matching fabric, and her hair was up and held in place with chopsticks, keeping it off her neck. Adam’s fingers were running back and forth along the back of her collar, and Rick recognized the territorial look in his friend’s eye. 

      The aggressive, blond haired, blue eyed Dom wasn’t used to waiting for what he wanted, but Angel was no pushover, and so she wouldn’t be wearing his collar anytime soon. Just recently she’d announced that she didn’t care how much of her stuff was in his house, she wasn’t officially moving in until they’d been together for a year.

      Suffice to say, Adam had been more possessive than ever after that. Of course, he didn’t think she was going to leave him just because she didn’t want to move in, it was just his natural reaction to her declaration of independence. 

      “Who are we talking about?” Rick asked as he sat down at the table, giving Adam and Patrick a nod and Angel a smile. Naturally tactile, she leaned over to give him a hug. Rick pulled her in tight, smirking at her Dom over her shoulder.

      “You’re supposed to ask permission before letting another Dom touch you,” Adam growled, tugging on Angel’s hips to pull her back. Rick let his hands linger down her arms as she pulled away. Adam glared at Rick through narrowed eyes. Superficially, the two of them looked rather alike, although Adam had facial hair and tended to be compared to a Viking. In both looks and demeanor. Whereas Rick was usually seen as more clean cut and easy-going. 

      Rick grinned and winked at Angel, eliciting another growl from Adam.

      “Oh stop it, it’s just Rick. Sir.”

      Ever since Adam had realized Angel didn’t exactly run on his leash, he’d been remarkably easy to tease. It wasn’t something any of their group of friends got to do very often, and for the single ones—like Rick and Andrew—it was fast becoming their favorite game. Patrick didn’t play, but then again Angel didn’t encourage him either. She definitely encouraged Rick and Andrew.

      Eventually Adam was going to stop putting up with it.

      “Do we need another lesson on manners, sub?” the blond Dom asked, biting her earlobe. Angel’s eyes half-lidded as she shivered. He had her pulled up against his body, nestled between his legs, rather than allowing her to sit on her own stool. Rick watched enviously. Not that he disliked being a voyeur, but his enjoyment of watching them was also tinged with his jealousy.

      “If it pleases you, Sir,” she replied, a sultriness to her voice.

      “If you’d behaved, it would have pleased me sooner. Now you’ll have to wait. Brat. Now answer Rick’s question.”

      Angel pouted as both Rick and Patrick laughed. Every so often she would try to top from the bottom and it was always amusing to watching Adam catch her at it. He always kept her guessing as to how she’d be punished for it. 

      “What was the question again?” she asked.

      “Who’s not coming back here anytime soon?” he repeated, waving at one of the subs serving drinks. He’d been here often enough for them to know he just wanted a glass of anything on tap. 

      Making a face, Angel sighed. “Leigh. Ever since she got back together with dickhead, she’s been doing whatever he wants to do. I don’t think she’s even told him about this place, there’s no way he’d be okay with her coming here.”

      “That’s too bad.” Their group had rather liked Angel’s best friend. She was sweet with a sunny disposition, despite the fact she’d met them all after a recent breakup with her long-term boyfriend—a.k.a. dickhead. Rick thought she might even be a bit submissive. She was definitely attractive enough to appeal to him. A little small on top, but he’d definitely appreciated her well-rounded hips and ass.

      The generously endowed tease he’d seen at the pool flashed through his head, cutting right across his mental image of Leigh. Yeah, those were some delightful proportions. Anna’s had been close to those... but there was just that little something missing. A spark he’d felt from just looking at pool-girl. That spark had definitely been absent when he’d met Leigh too.

      “Yeah, I really wish she’d just give up on him, but something always sends her back.”

      “We feel the same about Jared,” Patrick said, looking at her sympathetically. Well, as close to sympathy as his expression ever came. The scar running down the side of his face, leftover from a playful sword fight in high school with his best friend, tended to twist his expressions a bit. “Haven’t talked to him in days.”

      Angel made a face, wrinkling her nose in a manner that was as adorable as it was disdainful. “Yeah, I didn’t think there was anyone worse than Michael, but Marissa definitely takes the prize. I understand Leigh’s relationship better than I understand theirs.”

      “We’ve been wondering for years if he’ll ever manage to get away from her, but every time she draws him back in,” Rick said, turning to accept the beer the submissive had brought him. The pretty blonde imp gave him an inviting smile, but he just kept his own smile neutral and nodded his thanks before turning away.

      “Don’t feel like playing again tonight?” Patrick asked, once the server was out of earshot. Rick just shook his head. Maybe if he saw someone he actually felt a stirring of interest in, but he wasn’t going to force another disappointing scene tonight.

      “I wish I had more female friends,” Angel muttered. The guys all looked at her, their expressions ranging from amusement to disbelief. It was well known that Angel preferred guy friends to girls, although she’d become fast friends with Jessica, Hilary, Lexie, and Olivia. They and Leigh were the exceptions to her rule; something Adam struggled with but tolerated for her sake. “What? I do! I’m sure if I had them, they’d be awesome, and then I could hook Rick up.”

      “What about me?” Patrick asked, pretending to be affronted. Angel shot him a look that was probably supposed to be significant, but which glanced right off of him. Whatever message she had been trying to convey, either Patrick didn’t get it or wasn’t interested in hearing it. Interesting.

      Rick had been so caught up in his own search for a submissive, he hadn’t even thought about Patrick. Then again, the club owner hadn’t exactly said anything about wanting a permanent sub. Hell, if Rick remembered correctly, he hadn’t even played in the club in months. Perhaps he had the same problem Rick did?

      “Anyway,” Angel said, turning her attention back to Rick. “I just feel a little bad. All my friends are guys... I’m useless.”

      “Far from,” Adam said, squeezing her hip. “Although I wouldn’t mind if you had more girl friends as well.”

      “Where’s Master Michael been?” Rick asked, deliberately throwing out the name just to grate on Adam. The two men got along pretty well, despite Michael being a very old, very good, almost intimate friend, of Angel’s. A dominant and a sadist, the two of them definitely had some chemistry when the group had first met him, but that had seemed to fade as she and Adam had become more involved. Still, while Adam tolerated Angel’s male friendships, and had even become friends with her roommates, any mention of Michael seemed to up his level of possessiveness.

      “Settling into the area,” Angel said with a wave of her hand. “Adam’s been keeping him employed during the daylight hours, but he’s been trying to find some theater gigs in the evenings.”

      “I’m sure he’ll be back at the club when he has the time,” Adam said blandly. Not fooling anyone. 

      Good submissive that she was, Angel turned slightly sideways to lean into him, as if sensing Rick’s teasing was getting to be a little too much and Adam needed a show of her love and devotion to him. Which also made Rick feel a bit bad. Teasing Adam was fun, but he didn’t mean to take out his own frustrations on his friend. Definitely time to stop. Although, now he doubted Adam would care much, as Angel curved into his body, her face nuzzling into his neck. 

      Damn. What Rick wouldn’t give for a submissive who read his own moods that well. He could actually see Adam relaxing as Angel rubbed up on him. 

      “So,” he said, turning to Patrick to give the two a bit of privacy. “How—“

      Shouting at the entrance cut off his sentence. Will was standing guard at the door, blocking whoever was trying to get in. Rick’s eyes widened as he recognized the very irate, very frustrated, very feminine voice.

      “Dammit, Will! Get out of my way! I’m allowed in there now!” Lexie’s shriek was easily heard over the music, and all conversation had stopped the moment someone had started yelling. Everyone wanted to know why there was a commotion in Stronghold, where there was very rarely such a thing. In fact, Lexie had been at the center of the last commotion, at the Valentine’s Day party when things had gone a bit south with her now-ex, Trevor.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Rick saw Patrick wince. 

      “You didn’t...” None of the guys had been particularly comfortable when Patrick started letting Lexie on the main floor of Stronghold. They all tended to view her as their little sister, especially since Jake, her big brother and Patrick’s best friend, was overseas fighting in Afghanistan. That made them all feel especially bound to look after her.

      However, all of them knew it would be a really, really bad idea to try and renew the restriction.

      “You didn’t!” Even though Angel’s words were the same as Rick’s, they were said in a completely different way. He’d been almost as awed as wary; she was obviously outraged on Lexie’s behalf. “Patrick—MMmmmfff!” 

      Adam’s hand had found its way over her mouth and he was whispering in her ear. Probably telling her to stay out of it. Patrick just shot a glare at all three of them and then got up, unfolding his large frame from the barstool he’d been sitting on, with all the reluctance of the mountain about to make its trek to Mohammed. 

      “Some of the Doms were starting to ask me if she was available for scening,” he said flatly. Rick shuddered. Not with their Lexie, dammit. Obviously, the Stronghold Doms were starting to get ideas just because she was in the main room. None of her self-appointed big brothers were going to stand for that.

      “Mmmff, mmm mmMMMMMMMMFFF!”

      Although if Angel’s reaction was representative of the submissives’ reaction, which Rick had a sinking feeling it probably was because all of the subbies loved Lexie, then this was going to cause a lot more problems than Patrick had anticipated. Seeing Angel was actually trying to kick Adam’s ankle in her struggle to get free and speak her mind, Rick decided it might be marginally safer to follow Patrick as he headed to face off with Lexie. Plus, he wanted to know what was going to happen. He was only human after all.

      As they approached the entrance, they could see a couple of people in the lobby, watching with amusement. Will looked completely relieved to see Patrick coming. Tiny little Lexie might be the size of a pixie, but she was a vicious one. Like the ones in Harry Potter, but with even more bite. Rick didn’t have any doubt that she might have tried to start forcing her way in physically if she hadn’t seen Patrick coming to sort out the situation, and Will would have then had to worry about hurting her. It was a lose-lose scenario for the Dom and he knew it.

      Seeing Patrick headed towards her calmed Lexie down a bit—she had stopped bouncing and shouting and was just waiting for him to reach her. 

      “Lexie,” he said, in his deep voice, nodding at her. Rick positioned himself along the wall so he could see both of their faces. He couldn’t help but grin as Will sidled out of their way, back into the lobby. Which meant Lexie was marginally standing inside the club, but that couldn’t be helped. 

      “Don’t you dare stand there acting like nothing’s wrong! You said I could come onto the main floor from now on!” Lexie jabbed her finger into Patrick’s chest, her head tilted back to glare up at him. Tonight she was wearing another one of her fishnet shirts with a bright blue bra underneath, one matching her eyes exactly, and a short black skirt. Rick was just relieved to see she was wearing a bra, for a while she’d been donning electrical tape and pasties and they’d all worried she was about to move to being completely uncovered beneath her see-through tops. The return to a bra was surprising, but also reassuring.

      The slight quiver in her voice was not.

      Patrick heard it too, tensing and hesitating from whatever he’d been about to say. Shit. The big man looked over at Rick, as if searching for some kind of support against the thread of hurt in Lexie’s voice. Rick shrugged but stood his ground; he was going to be silent support.

      “We’re not going to have another party for a while, Lex, you don’t really need to be on the main floor.” 

      “It’s not about need you big lump, it’s about finally getting to spend time with my friends in their usual hangout!” The unhappy ragged quality to Lexie’s voice was definitely increasing, indicating she was moving closer to tears. Rick shifted uncomfortably backwards but Patrick shot him a glance that said don’t you dare.

      “It’s not a good place for you, Pixie.”

      Yeah, the big man was definitely losing control if he was calling her by her childhood nickname, the one which only Patrick and Jake were allowed to use. 

      “My friends are all in there. So it’s a good place for Angel and Hilary and Jessica, but not for me?”

      “They’re submissives.”

      Lexie’s chin came up stubbornly as she crossed her arms under her chest and stared up at Patrick. Suddenly her stance was a lot more challenging than upset. “I could be too. I want to be, if it’s the right man.”

      The undercurrents of this conversation were starting to make Rick feel extremely uncomfortable. They’d all noticed the tension which had sprung up between Lexie and Patrick over the past year, but no one really talked about it. Neither Lexie nor Patrick had seemed to push the status quo... until now. 

      Shit.

      Now he wished he’d stayed at the table with Angel and Adam, even though they (like everyone else) were watching the scene at the front door. He doubted they could hear what was being said. The little looks Patrick kept shooting at him begged Rick not to leave him alone with Lexie. 

      Normally Rick would be entertained by seeing Patrick on the retreat for once, but not about this. Fuck. It was one thing for Lexie to have a crush or for Patrick to see her as all grown up—that was pretty hard to miss considering the outfits she chose to wear to Stronghold—or even be attracted to her... another for either of them to actually do anything about it. Did Lexie really understand the kind of relationship Patrick wanted? That he demanded?

      “You can come in. But only if I’m here or one of the other guys is here to sit with you,” Patrick said, apparently deciding to completely ignore her challenge. Rick let out a breath he hadn’t known he was holding. 

      “Fine. Oh look, you’re here.” Lexie looked over, directly at Rick. “Hey look, Rick’s here too. Hi Rick. And over there are Angel and Adam. That’s three Sentinels to sit with me. I guess I get to come in.”

      Obviously royally pissed, Lexie pushed her way past Patrick and headed for the table where Adam and Angel were. Rubbing his head, Patrick stepped over to where Rick was standing, as grinning patrons began to trickle in through the doorway. 

      “She’s going to be the death of me,” Patrick muttered. “Not to mention my reputation.”

      Rick snorted. “No one’s going to blame you for giving way to her. Although if she wants anyone to think she’s submissive, she’s going about it the wrong way.”

      Something in Patrick’s expression tightened as he looked across the room to where she was now seated, her back to him. “She’s not coming in here if one of us isn’t here to keep an eye on her. Or I’ll fire her ass and then she won’t be able to come here at all.”

      Deciding it wasn’t prudent to inform Patrick it would be better to tell Lexie that than Rick, he just nodded. Not that the big man was even looking at him, he was already pushing off the wall and heading to join the conversation happening at the table. Where he and Lexie would probably act like the confrontation had not just happened. Eventually something was going to have to give between the two of them. 

      Feeling too tired to go back and pretend like the very air around them wasn’t filled with tension, Rick just slipped out the front door and headed out. As far as he was concerned, his night was over. Lexie could make do with two Sentinels.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Stroke, stroke, stroke, and breathe; stroke, stroke, stroke, and breathe... Rick preferred to breathe on every third stroke when he was swimming freestyle. It was how he’d been taught, and he found that twisting his head from side to side rather than always coming up on the same side meant his neck got a more symmetrical workout. He didn’t know why it mattered to him, but it did. 

      Sometimes he felt like he was getting old and set in his ways. 

      Gliding the last couple of meters into the wall, he came up for air and stretched out his shoulders. This morning he’d done a longer workout than usual. He’d needed to burn off excess energy again. 

      Sexually frustrated much? 

      He nearly groaned when he saw the lusciously curved brunette, apparently venturing out in the morning for the second day in a row, this time tucked into a bright red bikini with tiny ruffles edging the top and bottom. Ruffles were dumb, in his opinion, but on her they didn’t detract from her attractiveness. The screaming red color suited her dark hair and tanned skin perfectly.

      The rest of the pool area was nearly empty. There was a young mother with her toddler on the opposite side and an older man Rick recognized as a fellow lap-swimmer, and the tempting brunette. Who was putting her stuff down on a lounge chair only two away from where he’d left his towel.

      There were plenty of other lounge chairs further away, but he saw the way she was looking at him out of the corner of her eye. She’d deliberately chosen a location near his things. 

      Interest stirred, along with his cock.

      Stop it.

      No getting involved with the neighbors. Obviously, a reminder that bore repeating. Besides, he might be reading too much into things. Maybe she hadn’t been looking at him at all. Or maybe she’d only been looking at him and wondering if it was his towel sitting so close to her chosen spot.

      Ugh. He was starting to sound like a teenage girl inside his head. Great.

      Ducking back into the pool, he kept swimming. But the entire time he was also picturing the brunette and that wasn’t good either. He swam faster. 

      Ten laps later he glided back into the wall and came up breathing heavily. One quick look over in the brunette’s direction nearly had him groaning again. She was laid out on her stomach and she’d undone the top of her bikini, leaving the expanse of her back completely bared to the sun. Why that was so sexy, he wasn’t sure, but somehow a woman with her bikini top undone was always an erotic tease. Maybe it was just the vain hope that she might forget to redo it before sitting up.

      Yeah.

      Time to go home again. He was done with his workout and while he’d originally been planning to spend some time drying out in the sun as the day heated up, he knew he wouldn’t be able to relax and enjoy it with her only two chairs away. Pulling himself out of the pool, he did his best not to look at her as he padded over to his chair and picked up his towel. Rubbing it roughly over his face, he took the moment to regain his balance, unsure of why her mere presence unsettled him so badly.

      Slipping on his sandals, he slung his towel around his neck and headed toward the exit.

      “Hey, do you have a second?”

      The sound of her sultry, sleepy voice, tinged with just the faintest hint of an accent, had Rick doing a quick about turn. Yep. Sunbathing beauty was looking up at him with a smile, her head and shoulders raised just enough to make his cock twitch in hopes he was going to get to see something scandalous. Teenage fantasy type stuff, but a man never grew too old for it. 

      “Sure,” he said, taking a step toward her. He knew he was looming over her a bit, but the position helped him regain some of his equilibrium. Damn she looked good from this angle. The bikini bottoms were clinging to the well-rounded cheeks of her ass, which was soft and cushy looking—the kind of ass a man wanted to grab onto or spank the hell out of. Rick wanted to do both. The fact that her bikini was red only made visualizing it easier. “What can I do for you?”

      Her eyes brightened, and her smile deepened, revealing a dimple on her left cheek. Rick had never thought he had a weakness for such things, but on her...

      Reaching into her bag, she pulled out a white tube. “Can you get my back? I can just feel the heat coming down and I don’t want to turn over yet.”

      “Sure.” The word was out of his mouth for a second time, his body eagerly taking over for his brain. Not that his brain would have been able to come up with a good excuse to get out of her simple request. But at least his brain knew it was a bad idea. He could have hesitated instead of jumping on the excuse to touch her.

      “Thanks.”

      That sleepy, sultry smile was doing all sorts of havoc, but he had a lot of practice at keeping his face expressionless. Still, he didn’t want her to think he was unfriendly, so he gave her a small smile back as he squirted the white cream onto his hand.

      Yeah, don’t think too hard about that.

      Her deep brown eyes went down to a half-lidded state as she watched him sit down on the chair next to hers and reach over to her back. Soft. Warm. Pliable. Rick tried to concentrate on smoothing the sunscreen in evenly rather than on how silky and inviting her skin was.

      “Mmmmmm...”

      Giving her a quick glance, he saw her eyes had closed and she had a little smile on her face, looking very much like the cat who got the cream. Satisfied. Sexy. 

      “My name’s Maria.”

      “Rick.”
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        * * *

      

      Maria peeked at the Greek god. Good grief he was glorious up close. Chiseled jaw with just a hint of stubble, which hadn’t been visible from further away because he was so fair-haired, stunning blue eyes, and a truly friendly smile. And the way he was looking at her back as he rubbed the sunscreen across it said maybe he wasn’t like a lot of the other super fit guys she’d met, maybe he didn’t judge women based on their size just because he was so... fit.

      “I think I’m one of your upstairs neighbors,” she said, to make conversation. “You moved into 304 right? I live right next to Mrs. Pierce.”

      He laughed, and it was probably the nicest sound she’d ever heard. Rich, sincere, and deeply sexy. Yum. “Mrs. Pierce with the granddaughter named Catherine who is halfway through college and spends her weekends volunteering at her local animal shelter? I believe I might be familiar with her.”

      “Yep, that’s her,” Maria replied, giggling. She had a small pang of disappointment as she felt his fingers sweep across her back in a movement that indicated a ‘finishing touch.’ “She’s really sweet as long as you don’t mind hearing some of the same stories over and over. Most of them are pretty interesting though.”

      “Thanks for the warning,” he said with a smile, getting to his feet. “It was nice to meet you Maria, I’m sure I’ll see you around.”

      “Bye,” she called after him as he turned and walked away. 

      The retreating view was nearly as appealing as the front. Especially with his bathing suit clinging to his legs and butt. 

      Not that she should be looking. He was obviously a nice enough guy and not a jerk, but he hadn’t tried to stay and talk to her or anything. But he hadn’t shut her down either. Maybe he had stuff to do today. Maria wondered what he would do if she tried to actually flirt with him. 

      She liked the idea of flirting with someone who was as hot and seemingly nice as him. Her mind started spinning a little fantasy where they became friends and she could take him to Lara’s wedding, just to thumb her nose at Jerkface Jeremy. That made her giggle again; picturing the look on Jeremy’s stupid face. Heck, perhaps they could become more than friends... she doubted a guy that good looking was anything but a player, but hey, she could live with that as long as he was good in bed.

      And going by the careful way he’d massaged her back as he’d been rubbing the sunscreen in, the gentle but firm press of his fingers, she was willing to bet he was good. Most guys didn’t have that kind of attention to detail if they were bad in bed.

      “Mmmmmm....” she said again, thinking about the possibilities.

      The sun soaked into her back until she couldn’t bear it anymore and she turned over, reapplying sunscreen to her front. That got the attention of the two college guys she’d been talking to yesterday. They were across the pool in about the same place they’d been before, setting down their stuff. Both of them waved at her and she waved back, winking and jiggling a little bit.

      A little shiver went up the back of her spine as goosebumps popped out all over her skin. She had the strangest feeling someone was just behind her, watching... but when she looked, no one was there. 

      Weird.
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        * * *

      

      She was in the office when Humberto, one of the servers, came back to let her know she had family in the house. Lara and Victor to be exact. She still hadn’t actually called any of her family back, although she’d texted all of them just saying she’d been tired and had gone home but hadn’t wanted to interrupt the celebration. She should probably just be grateful they hadn’t descended on the restaurant en masse. Besides, this was Lara’s favorite restaurant, so it was very possible they were here just for that and not to ask her about her sudden disappearance from the party.

      Hopefully Jeremy hadn’t said anything to Victor about their little confrontation. Not that Maria had done anything wrong, but who knew how the little douche canoe would have spun things. How someone as awesome as Victor could have such a butt monkey for a friend... 

      “Hey guys!” she said, pasting a smile on her face as she walked up to their table. Lara looked as effortlessly gorgeous as ever in a light blue t-shirt and shorts, and Victor was her perfect match in his khakis and green polo shirt. They’d been seated at one of the corner booths and were snuggling in the corner of it. If she wasn’t so happy for Lara the sight might have been a little gag-worthy. “Is everyone taking care of you so far? No one’s spit in your food?”

      “Mariiiiiia!” Lara said laughing, dragging out Maria’s name the way she’d done her entire life. “You’re so bad, as if anyone here would ever do that.”

      “That’s because you don’t know how many of our servers are in love with your fiancé,” Maria teased back, winking at Victor who grinned his appreciation. “And now that he is your fiancé, they might not be above taking a little bit of revenge.”

      Her younger sister rolled her eyes. “It’s a good thing Ryan’s our server then.”

      “You know Ryan is one of the servers in love with your fiancé, right?”

      “Yeah, but I asked him to help me plan the wedding. He’ll protect me,” Lara said smugly. 

      Maria had to laugh. It was true, Ryan loved weddings. In fact, he wanted to be a wedding planner, but he needed to build up a portfolio to help him attract customers. If Lara wanted his help then she’d get a wedding planner for cheap and be able to help him out by providing pictures and a reference. A win-win for everybody.

      “Is that the only reason you came in today?” she asked in mock anger. “Stealing my employees away from me?”

      “That and for the crepes.”

      “You and your crepes,” Victor said laughing, squeezing Lara tightly against him. She gave him an absolutely adoring look and Maria felt a little twinge of jealousy. Only because she couldn’t remember a time any man had looked that way at her or she at him. Kinda sucked. Fortunately, Victor broke eye contact with his fiancé before Maria had time to become uncomfortable or feel like a complete outsider, looking back up at her with an inviting smile. “We were hoping you might be able to sit down and hang out with us for a bit, too.”

      Man she liked Victor. He was absolutely sincere in his invitation, not at all awkward or reluctant to spend some time hanging out with his fiancée’s sister, even though they were on a date. So she sat down with them and they chatted, and talked a bit with Ryan and she got to hear some of the ideas Victor and Lara were batting around about the wedding. As a bridesmaid she knew she was going to hear a lot of wedding talk over the next year, but she was okay with that.

      She talked with them until about halfway through their meal, when she went back to work, letting them have the rest of their date to themselves. Their visit did make her feel better, especially since—unlike the rest of her family—they didn’t make any remarks about her single state or seem to feel the need to tiptoe or be “considerate” of the fact that she was single. They just talked, shared their joy, and had a good time. Which was exactly how she wanted it. 
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the week, Maria didn’t make it out to the pool while the Greek god was there. Which was disappointing. She ended up having to work later than usual a couple nights and was just too exhausted the next morning to get up early enough. Not that it kept her from the pool but being there just wasn’t nearly as exciting without the possibility of running into him. 

      And it kept her thinking about how he lived just a floor below her. 

      Maybe it would be worth it to reach out to him. Just see what happened.

      At the worst, she could try to make a new friend, right?

      Every so often, she actually had a full Saturday off. This was one of those weeks and she decided to make some granola. A guy with a body like his who worked out every morning probably wouldn’t want a plate of brownies, but she could make some pretty killer homemade granola. It was healthy, easy, and gave her an excuse to more formally welcome him to the neighborhood. 

      Yeah, most people weren’t this kind of neighborly anymore, but that was okay. He had no way of knowing she didn’t normally do this. She had mentioned Mrs. Pierce when they’d talked, so he knew she was friendly with at least one of her other neighbors. The others she all knew by name, which wasn’t too hard since there were only three floors of apartments, with four apartments on each floor except the ground which only had three plus the laundry room. It was part of why she liked living in a garden apartment; even if you didn’t know your neighbors, you at least knew who they were after a couple of months.

      The smell of toasted oats, almonds, and coconut filled her apartment as she got ready. When she took the tray out of the oven, everything looked nicely browned and crispy. Yum. Just give it time to cool and then she’d add something a bit sweet, maybe raisins or even chocolate chips. Or maybe just a bit of honey.

      She’d picked out her favorite pair of jean shorts— - not daisy dukes because she didn’t like her ass cheeks hanging out, but they fitted her curves nicely and came to just about three inches under her butt, which meant she was still showing off a fair amount of leg but she didn’t feel like she was showing too much—and a bright blue tank top. Thick straps with a deep V-neck edged with lace, it had an empire waistline so the fabric under her bust it fluttered a little more freely, covering the parts of her stomach she wasn’t a huge fan of. Strange how she could feel totally confident walking out in a bikini, but she didn’t like it when her clothing was stuck to her rolls. 

      Maria shrugged. Just one of the many contradictions of being a woman she supposed.

      Since her hair was relatively well-behaved today, curling without too much frizz, she decided to let it fly free. Chances were she’d put it up later, but sometimes she liked the feeling of the big mass bouncing around her shoulders and upper back. It just felt fun. Plus, she’d been told by a lot of men that they loved seeing her hair like this. Although, most of them wanted to touch it and run their fingers through it which just made her want to smack them. Naturally curly hair did awful things when people ran their fingers through it.

      Mixing the granola up with some raisins, deciding against the chocolate chips, Maria hoped he would be home. It was the middle of the day on a Saturday though, so her chances should be pretty good. Unfortunately, she wasn’t on the side of the building where she’d have a view of the pool, but if he followed his usual pattern it was too late in the day for him to be there anyway. Humming to herself, she wrapped up the granola in the red-colored plastic wrap she had left over from Christmas.

      When she rapped on his door, she shifted back and forth on her feet, feeling a bit nervous and hoping he really was as nice as he’d seemed at the pool. 

      “Coming,” she heard him call.

      Well, at least that answered the question about whether or not he was home. She shifted her weight again, finding a comfortable position and pasting a smile on her face before she could talk herself into abandoning the granola at his door and running. It was just nerves. Totally normal.

      The door opened, and she nearly dropped her jaw. He was wearing a black tank top that was practically suctioned against his gorgeous body and a pair of workout shorts and he looked absolutely, effortlessly delicious. The dark color of his tank top just made his golden boy looks even brighter and his blue eyes glow even bluer. Everything about him screamed confident male, from the shaggy mess of his hair to the way he was leaning against the door frame. It wasn’t until a slow smile crept across those expressive lips that she realized she was staring.

      “Um... hi again. I brought you some homemade granola. You know, to welcome you to the neighborhood. Officially. I was gonna make cookies, but I wasn’t sure if... um yeah.” Mentally screaming at herself to shut up, Maria thrust the granola at him. His eyebrows went up in surprise, but he accepted the offering, the warmth of his hand brushing against hers and making her skin tingle as he took the packet of granola from her. 

      She was just about to flee until she realized his eyes had dropped to her chest and he was making a slow perusal of her own outfit. Warmth flooded through her and she suddenly felt a million times more comfortable. When his eyes came back up to hers, unashamed of his blatant examination, she was able to smile at him completely naturally.

      “Thanks,” he said. “It looks delicious. And for the record, snickerdoodles are my favorite.”

      “Favorite?”

      “Kind of cookie.” His smile was almost blinding. Maria did her best not to swoon. “But I’ve never had homemade granola before, so that’s something to look forward to.”

      “It’s really easy to make.”

      “I’ll have to get you to teach me sometime.” He glanced over his shoulder, she couldn’t see at what. “I’d invite you in for a drink or something, but I was actually just about to head out to hang with some friends.”

      “Maybe some other time,” she said, letting some of her natural flirtatiousness slip into her manner, since he seemed like he might be receptive. It felt like there was a little spark, a little connection between them. Sure he might be a player, but he was hot and she was single and not looking for anything serious. “I’m the daytime manager at Murphy’s Meals, if you ever wanna come in and visit. I can get you a drink for free.”

      Rick gave her a long measuring look and she actually got the impression of his eyes shuttering a bit, shutting her out. The change was subtle but abrupt and she blinked. The connection between them had shut down just like that, which told her she hadn’t been imagining it. Something that didn’t exist couldn’t disappear, and she definitely felt the loss. 

      “Sorry, I probably won’t be able to do that.” 

      She huffed, bringing herself back fully upright, thoroughly annoyed at the abrupt rejection. Especially because she had a feeling she knew why he’d suddenly gone cold. She shouldn’t have been surprised a guy who looked like him would be willing to have a drink with a girl who looked like her in private, but not out where someone might see them.

      “Shocker,” she said with an eye roll, falling back on her normal defense of sarcasm. So much for being neighborly, but whatever. 

      Guys like him really pissed her off. Jerks who didn’t hide their asshole tendencies were at least honest. Although she knew she wouldn’t be quite so defensive if she hadn’t been hurt by the sudden shut down. She really hadn’t expected it.

      As she was about to turn and flounce away, his free hand snapped out and grabbed her arm. Not hard enough to hurt, but it was not a gentle hold either. Maria jumped. Damn he moved fast. 

      “What do you mean by that?” he demanded.

      She raised an eyebrow and rolled her eyes at him, shoving down the hurt where he wouldn’t be able to see even an inkling of it. Seriously? He wanted to question her when he’d been the rude one? Well fine, she’d never been one to hold back on blunt honesty. Maria had no problem laying it out for him.

      “I’m just saying I should have expected someone as in shape as you wouldn’t want to be seen out in public with me. You’re nice enough when there’s no one around to see or judge you, but not when someone might be watching. Guys like you are so predictable.”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “Sure it wasn’t.” Derision laced her voice. First Jeremy, now him. Although at least Jeremy was obviously an ass. And she wasn’t attracted to Jeremy, didn’t care what he thought. Rejection from Rick had gotten under her skin in a way no other guy had in a long time. “Look, I don’t really care if you’re a jerk, I’m used to it. I just don’t know why you bothered pretending not to be one. If you’re going to be an asshole at least be an honest one.” 

      The little growling noise he made under his breath didn’t frighten her, although he was going to get it in the nards if he didn’t let go of her and soon. It was amazing how many guys didn’t want to think they were ‘that way’ and got pissy when it was pointed out to them. Maria considered it her duty to shove their prejudices in their faces. Some of them even came out the better for it. Besides, she wanted to get under his skin the way he’d gotten under hers.

      Which is why she was shocked when he flipped her around and pressed her up against the wall. What the—? For some reason, even though she was trapped between the wall and what looked like a very angry man, and probably should have been screaming for her life, she didn’t feel threatened. Just turned on, like he’d flicked a switch in her body. Blinking, she stared up into a pair of furious blue eyes. His body was long and hot and very... very... hard.

      Everywhere.

      Her breath caught.

      “Sweetheart,” he said, breathing out the words in a low, intimate tone; one that was both somehow patronizing and sexy. Something she wouldn’t have thought possible before this moment. “I’m not going to meet you out in public for a drink, because you have no idea what a guy like me wants at the end of the night. Because I don’t just want a good night kiss at the end of the night. I don’t want to just come in for “coffee” and tamely get into bed, touch your body, and lick you from head to toe... I want...”

      He broke off, his voice ragged, and his pupils dilated. Maria was panting, both a bit frightened and completely exhilarated by his response. What did he want? Something sexual, for sure. 

      He obviously wasn’t a sexual predator, but he must have some kind of—what did people call it?—a kink that went outside the norm. What was it?

      When he stepped away, her body felt the loss of it immediately. She remained braced against the wall, staring up at him, feeling slightly abandoned as his eyes shuttered again. The hot, hungry look in his eyes was gone as quickly as it had appeared.

      “I’m sorry, Maria.” He hesitated as if he wanted to say something else but didn’t know how to phrase it. “I didn’t... I don’t...” He sighed and looked away. “Thank you for the granola.”

      “Rick?” She found herself in the strange position of wanting to reassure him. Especially since she had a feeling she’d come to a snap judgment herself. But what did she say. He looked at her, with those very blue eyes, obviously uncomfortable and a little ashamed. “It’s okay. I... I mean, it’s really okay. I’m sorry I made an assumption.”

      He thawed a little bit, but not back to the person she’d first encountered when he’d opened the door. “Thanks. I guess I’ll see you around.”

      And then he was back in his apartment with the door firmly shut before she could respond. Although she was bristling again over his abrupt dismissal. Dammit. 

      He was hot and attracted to her. Maria was more intrigued than she had been when she’d first knocked on his door. What had he been holding back? 

      She’d gone a while without sex and she would be willing to work around some preferences.

      Muttering to herself, Maria went back upstairs. Maybe she should leave him alone. But she didn’t really want to. Especially now that she knew he was attracted to her. So he hadn’t wanted to talk about whatever it was he wanted to do to her in the hallway, she could understand that.

      She was so going to make sure she ran into him again. When he had the time for a drink.
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        * * *

      

      Groaning, Rick banged his head against the wall and then glared at himself in the mirror. It wasn’t really suave to hide out in his bathroom while he waited for Maria to vacate the hallway, but then again, he’d left suave behind about ten minutes ago, hadn’t he?

      “Get it together, Winter.”

      He was going to be late to the dojo, which Liam was probably going to kick his ass for. Although at this point, he could use the work out... pressing himself up against all of Maria’s soft curves had been a huge mistake, but he’d just reacted. Without thinking.

      Not his normal M.O.

      When she’d implied he didn’t like her because of her body though, he’d kind of just snapped. Ha. All those soft, luscious curves packed into her tank top and shorts combo, plus her inviting eyes and sweet, babbling shyness when she’d handed him the granola had completely disarmed his defenses. Every intention he’d had of keeping things neighborly had gone completely out the window and he’d gotten a little too friendly.

      Then he’d tried to back off and she’d taken it in completely the wrong way. Which made him want to go around punching whatever guys had ever given her that impression about her body. Although she hadn’t been insecure or hurt. No, she’d been marvelously, wonderfully, justifiably angry. 

      So damn sexy with those sparking dark eyes. 

      No wonder he’d nearly blurted out his desire to put her over his knee, spank her ass and then tie her up and work her over until she was begging to cum... and then continue to torture her some more. Yeah. Definitely not the kind of thing he needed to announce in his hallway. Or to her, period. Although for just a moment, when he’d pushed up against her and she’d looked up at him with those big dark eyes, all hot and bothered, he’d though for just a moment...

      Maybe.

      Maybe there was a submissive buried beneath all her tease and sass. But then again, maybe that was just his wishful thinking.

      Feeling like an idiot, he went back to his front door and peeked out the peephole. As far as he could see, she wasn’t there. He was both relieved and disappointed. Which meant, as far as he could tell, that he was also an idiot. Grabbing his gym bag, he opened the door and couldn’t help glancing around the empty landing. Just in case.

      Nobody was around. No noise from upstairs. 

      Time to get his ass to the dojo where his friends could give him all the smacks he needed to get his head back on straight.
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