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CHAPTER ONE


          

          Amanda

        

      

    

    
      “Shit. Fuck. Piss. Damn!”

      If the metro made me miss out on landing this apartment, “murderer” might have to be added to my resume under “special skills.” I knew it wasn’t the driver’s fault that there had been traffic—or that I had missed the first bus—but damn it, Universe, I needed a win.

      As if in answer, the bus came to a halt, airbrakes squealing at the arrival of my stop.

      “Finally.” Shoving my way off the bus, I stepped out onto the gum-ridden sidewalk, ignoring the catcalls from the two guys boarding after me. No time for dealing with small dick energy. I had less than two minutes to make it four blocks, in a too-small pencil skirt and shoes that weren’t mine.

      With no other options, I broke into as much of a run as my stupid outfit allowed. This unit would be rented fast, and tardiness might royally blow my chance of landing a roof over my head, all because I couldn’t get my shit together this morning. Jogging down the sidewalk, I tried my best to tuck my white button-up shirt into the only skirt I owned. Snagging this apartment was a long shot at best, and I had to make sure I looked as presentable as possible so that maybe, just maybe, they wouldn’t run a credit check.

      What? A girl could dream.

      So far, I’d toured no less than sixteen apartments trying to find a place to live within my extremely tight budget, and in every application my credit score, or lack thereof, had gotten me booted from consideration. Yeah, I had bad credit, but that didn’t mean I was a bad person. The kicker was, most of it wasn’t even my debt—it was Sam’s. He’d stolen my card to buy booze, brought my balance up so high that I couldn’t afford the minimum payments, and it had all snowballed from there.

      But I was doing something about it. I’d left the asshole behind, was starting over—trying to, at least, if someone would give me a goddamn chance. This apartment was my last hope, quite literally the last listing I could find, and it was, by far, the best I’d seen. The building had one of those fancy rules where you had to fill out an online application before being approved for a showing. I’d been floored when they had called me back the following day with a time slot. This unit was one of those “too good to be true” listings you just knew would end up as a bait-and-switch. They’d present this glorious apartment that had everything you wanted but, shucks darn, it’s just been rented! Here’s another unit that’s only a few hundred dollars a month more.

      Still, it could be legit. The apartment was in a new building, as far as I could tell, which meant it might not have much of a reputation as a rental complex. Maybe they were desperate for tenants.

      Things had reached the desperate phase. If I didn’t sign this lease today, I was going to be on the street—and not metaphorically, either. The only friend I had in this city, who’d been graciously letting me crash on her couch, had moved out this morning, thus, the reason I’d missed my first bus. My couch-surfing days were over, and I was ready to beg and plead, to drop down on my knees and suck the building manager off if I had to. For real. I was that hard up for a place to stay.

      About a block away, I slowed my run to a brisk walk, not wanting to be blotchy and out of breath. As I did, I glanced up at the building: Luxx Apartments & Condos. I’d never heard of the developer before, and didn’t know why they’d bother trying to put up such nice apartments in this shit part of the city. Maybe the owners didn’t know what they were getting into. With their rates, they’d probably go under within a few years, anyway, but I didn’t have to stay here forever. Only long enough to lay down some roots, find a job, get my debt sorted—then, maybe, figure out what I was going to do with the rest of my life.

      Catching a glimpse of myself in the news-papered windows, I made the rash decision to undo my top button, highlighting my best asset. Time to pull out all the stops. Was it unfair to use my curves to bend people to my will? Maybe. But it beat being homeless.

      At the entrance, I straightened my spine and let out a breath, yanking the door open. I paused. From the outside, you’d think the place would be under some major construction, but for the most part, the inside looked finished. Beautiful, even. There were a few ladders out, drop cloths from the paint jobs a couple of burly men were finishing, but there was a lot of new, completed decoration, too. Highbrow. I nearly turned around. This was too expensive, even without all the bells and whistles in place.

      Before I could, however, a woman seated at the front desk wearing a tan pantsuit and dark glasses stood up to greet me. Her smile was rehearsed, almost pained, as if one look at me told her everything she needed to know.

      “Luxx Apartments & Condos,” she recited. “Are you looking to buy?” She peered down her nose at me as I tried to twist my skirt around to the front. It had shifted in the run over to the building. “Or are you in need of directions?”

      “Neither. I have an appointment.”

      She cocked her head slightly. “An appointment? With whom?”

      “Uh, I dunno. The text just said to be here now. Or, rather, five minutes ago.”

      The woman blinked a few times. “And what text might that be?”

      “For the rental?”

      Another blank stare.

      “It was for an ad I saw online. A one-bed, washer-dryer, dishwasher, uh…heat and electric included?”

      Her left eyebrow arched. “What site did you see this ad on, if you don’t mind my asking?”

      Reaching into my bag, I fished around for the screenshot I had taken on my phone, which I couldn’t find easily. “Hang on, I have it on my phone.” I shuffled around in the bottomless pit of my purse, shoving aside Rita’s lipstick, my bus pass, used napkins, and the kitchen sink. I frowned. I needed a better purse, and a better life. “Somewhere.”

      Still rummaging, I set my bag down on her desk and took out my wallet, which held every cent that I owned, and the only change of clothes I’d managed to pack before bolting from Sam. I shivered.

      What if I didn’t get this apartment?

      “I see it,” I sighed. There, at the very bottom, was my pathetic cell. It was one of those pre-paid phones. I had a grand total of twelve minutes left on it. I opened it up, scrolled to find the screenshot, and handed it to her. “There. That one.”

      “Ah.” She didn’t take the phone, didn’t even look at it. Instead, she gave me a tight smile. “There must have been some mistake. We don’t have any units currently for rent, only for sale.”

      “You didn’t even look at it.”

      “I don’t need to. I can assure you, it’s a mistake.”

      I ground my teeth together. “Of course, it is. You know what? I didn’t want to live in this dump anyway.” I reached down to start gathering up my belongings, shoving the items into my purse with growing frustration. Why was every opportunity closing on me—was I such a horrible person that no one would take a chance on me? I thought I’d made the right choice in leaving an abuser, but it seemed like every time I tried to better my situation, I made it worse.

      Just then, the doors opened behind me, and Miss Priss’ face lit up.

      “Good afternoon.” She beamed. “A pleasure to see you, sir.”

      I frowned. Well, wasn’t that a kick in the face? I got a “no room at the inn” dismissal, and the likely wealthy jackass behind me got the gold star treatment. I was so sick of this kind of elitist bullshit.

      “Oh, his ass you’ll kiss, but not mine?” I grumbled. “What, does his shit not stink?” I was livid, sick to death of being treated like a second-class citizen just because I didn’t have money. I worked my ass off, but never seemed to be able to climb out of the financial hole I was in.

      “My apologies, sir. This woman is clearly in the wrong building.”

      “I see,” he said from behind me. I continued to glare at the receptionist.

      “Not to worry, mister,” I spat, “The trash is taking itself out.” Yanking the strap of my bag over my shoulder, I spun around and nearly slammed into the man behind me. He didn’t flinch. I stepped back, shocked at how close he was. The dude did look rich, but not in the “I’m retired, and I have a few bucks to blow” kind of way—in the “holy shit, he’s loaded” kind of way. He was sexy as hell, too: dirty blond hair that was expertly combed back, gloriously golden skin, deep blue eyes, and a perfectly-manicured beard. I’d never been one for facial hair, but this guy pulled it off.

      I frowned. The rich have everything, money and looks. Figures. Even more annoyed, I tried to move around him, but he held his ground.

      “Feisty, aren’t you?” he asked, as though that pleased him..

      My nostrils flared. “You have no idea. Now, kindly get out of my way.”

      Instead of moving, he took my arm. I tried to pull away, but he held it steady, exhibiting no sign of strain. He was stupid strong.

      “Patricia, I think you’re mistaken. This woman has exactly the right building—she’s my 4:00 p.m. showing.” He released my arm and gave me a gentle smile, looking down at his watch. “Ms. Jackson, yes? You’re late.”

      I flushed. This was the guy I was going to have to fall on bended knee for? Maybe my luck wasn’t so crap after all.

      “Yes, I am.” I did my best to smile apologetically. “I wanted to call to give you a head’s up.”

      “But?” He had one perfectly-groomed eyebrow raised. It was sexy as hell.

      “But my cell was nearly dead.” It was all I could come up with.

      He nodded, giving me a devilish smirk. “Patricia, see that you charge my guest’s phone while I show her the unit, would you?”

      Patricia sat there, stunned. “Certainly, right away. Ms. Jackson, if you could provide me with your phone, I’ll see that it’s properly charged for you.”

      I wasn’t going to turn down a free charge, especially since I had no idea where my charger currently was. I handed her my cell, and she offered me a pained nod. Something told me she was going to catch hell for her rudeness.

      Good. Serves her right.

      My escort held out his elbow, then, as though he wanted me to take it. “Shall we, Ms. Jackson—it is Ms., yes?”

      Was he flirting with me? My cheeks heated. “It is. But you can call me Amanda.”

      “Well, Amanda, right this way.” His elbow remained open, but I just stared at it. “This is where you place your hand in the crook of my elbow, so may I escort you to the unit.” His voice was butter, husky and warm.

      I turned back to gloat at the receptionist, but her head was bowed with embarrassment. Karma’s a bitch, lady.

      Sliding my hand into his proffered arm, I couldn’t help but wonder if fudging my application had been the right move. No landlord wanted to rent out a unit to someone who was currently unemployed, so I’d made up a job. Unethical, sure, but I was desperate—I’d find work. It was one of those catch-22s: you needed an address to put on work applications and W2s,  but you couldn’t get an apartment without having a job. You almost had to lie about one just to get a foot in the door with the other.

      “Mr. Brooks,” Patricia called out after us. The man beside me, who must be Mr. Brooks, paused, pinching his eyes closed before turning us around. He seemed to grow an entire inch as he faced her, tone clipped with forced pleasantry.

      “Yes, Patricia?”

      “Um, I believe Ms. Jackson forgot this.” She held up the bra that must have slipped out of my bag earlier between two fingers, as if just touching the fabric would give her a venereal disease.

      “Ah, yes. Thank you, Patricia.” Mr. Brooks let my arm go, striding to retrieve my bra. Patricia looked up at him, nearly quivering with fear—or lust. With a guy like him, it was easy to see why. Brooks seemed the sort to either choke you out and leave you for dead, or spank your ass and leave you begging for more, oozing both danger and sex appeal. Not a good combination for me. He was exactly the sort of guy I’d fall for. I made a mental note to stay as far away from him as humanly possible.

      No more toxic men for me, thank you very much.

      “Now, where were we?” he asked, re-looping my arm.

      “For starters, you were going to give me back my bra.”

      He looked down at the hand that still held it. It wasn’t a fancy bra, a basic, boring white one you could get in a two-pack at any big-box. That was the total sum of my bras, too, so I didn’t need one getting scooped up by some rando with an undergarment fetish.

      “I shall return your ‘garment’ after the tour.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “You’re keeping my bra hostage to look at an apartment?”

      A small smile grew on one side of his face, barely visible, but I caught it. “I suppose I am. I think you’ll enjoy this unit, Amanda. It’s quite unique.”

      “I’m sure I will,” I agreed as we approached the elevator. I would rent a cardboard box if it kept me off the street tonight, but I certainly didn’t need him to know that.

      The doors of the elevator opened, and he led me inside. When they closed, it felt like all the had air left the room. I’ve never been great in enclosed spaces, so being trapped in a giant metal box with a stranger wasn’t ideal. Then again, he was hot; this elevator ride might not be so bad.

      This was either going to be the best day ever, or my last one on the planet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          Connor

        

      

    

    
      What was it about elevators that was so erotic?

      I supposed it was the thrill of pressing a woman against the wall, having your way with her before the doors opened and exposed your naked lust to the waiting world. Not that this was the time nor place for such an adventure. Still, my cock twitched at the thought of being caught with my pants at the ankles with this unexpected beauty...not that I’d stop screwing her if we had spectators. This was my building. I could do whatever I wanted.

      My lips curled into a smile as imagined myself driving into her, almost able to hear her moans of pleasure as she gripped the handrails, begging me to fill her. She wasn’t the first gorgeous woman I’d taken up to the top floor in this particular elevator; I had the timing down to a science. We had thirteen floors to climb, with forty-five seconds before we reached the top. Since I knew the thirteenth floor would have no one coming down, we’d have another three minutes and fifteen seconds before the elevator returned to its spot in the lobby, where the potential for onlookers was the greatest. If I wanted to take her here and now, I could easily get off in four minutes—less if the woman was wearing a skirt with no tights, like this fine ass beside me.

      It was almost a challenge.

      I could be inside her in as much time as it took me to get hard, which, judging by the slight stiffy I already had, would be about thirty seconds. It would be so easy to yank that short skirt up, pull her wrists over her head, and plow myself into her. One, two, three.

      She’d let me, too. I’d noticed how she had assessed me in the lobby—how, even now, she kept giving me the side-eye, hoping to inspect me on the sly. I had that effect on women, and worked hard to maintain the type of physique they found attractive. Women loved a man in a suit, but they also loved a bit of a bad boy—hence the beard. They craved someone in charge, even if they’d never admit it. I’d walk into a room, and heads would turn, women and men alike. I was a magnet for desire, and used it to my advantage, even now.

      The same couldn’t be said for the woman beside me. While there was no denying the fact that she was wildly attractive, her attire was utterly ridiculous: a skirt and shirt both wrinkled beyond recognition, days-old eye makeup, and heels that were more scratches than shoe. Despite her lack of fashion sense, it was clear she rocked an amazing body underneath the cheap clothing. Her breasts pressed tightly against her flimsy button-up; one flick of a finger and the strain on the button holding her cleavage in place would split apart.

      Tempting. I had no doubt we would enjoy such an adventure, but today was not that day. There was a plan, and it needed to be adhered to—there was too much riding on this day playing out exactly as anticipated.

      To quiet the beast yearning to come out and play, I knew I needed to lose the semi. One sure way to do that was to conjure up memories of my mother, whose cruel eyes and even colder heart shriveled up all sexual desire. Memories of her always aligned me properly. Despite her harsh parenting, she had taught me well in the ways of discipline. Her method of controlling a situation was what had made me into the millionaire I was today.

      She was the one who had taught me failure was never acceptable.

      Fucking the redhead in the elevator would be a failure of the master plan. Getting my cock wet could wait—putting her into this unit could not.

      I had to focus.

      “You must have a lot of applications for this place,” Amanda piped up beside me. She was nervous she wouldn’t get the apartment. It was cute.

      “Several, yes, but I prefer to show potential renters the unit personally,” I said. “I’m a good judge of people. I can tell immediately who will abide by the rules, and who will not.”

      She turned to look at me and crossed her arms over her chest, making her cleavage heave. Fuck, she was sexy. “And what does your gut say about me, Mr. Brooks?”

      The elevator came to a stop, and the doors opened.

      “You seem like the rule-following sort.” I gestured for her to exit, both as a courtesy and a test. I wanted to see if she would obey instructions.

      She looked at the open doors, then at me, seeming to consider. Sucking in a breath, she made her way out of the elevator.

      Good girl.
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        * * *

      

      AMANDA

      As I walked out of the elevator, I could smell the fumes from what appeared to be a newly- installed carpet: slightly chemical, with a trace of something floral, and the stench of something dead. That was new construction, for you. The smell of fresh paint mingled with the chemical bouquet, and I hoped it would wear off soon. Strong smells bothered me.

      The hallway was narrow with doors on either side. My heels sunk into the deep carpets. That meant they were expensive. The color was a dark burgundy, printed with an ornate pattern that almost looked like handcuffs. I smirked. Someone hadn’t been paying attention when they’d picked out that design. Glancing up, I noted dark keypads by each door. Fancy. In fact, the whole place screamed of money. This was going to be an epic waste of time. I was way out of my element, and no blow job was ever going to land me a place here.

      “So when’s the unit available? The ad didn’t say,” I asked, trying to find a graceful way to back out of this impending embarrassment. Whatever he said, I could say it wouldn’t work for my timing.

      “Immediately. Presuming you like it, that is.”

      Well, shit. I needed it immediately. “That’s great. The rent is surprisingly cheap for such a nice building. You sure you didn’t leave out a digit in that listing?” I continued, only half-joking.

      “Well, the building is still undergoing some renovations, as you can see from the lobby, and the unit itself still needs some work. In a few years the rent may go up, but for now it seemed a fair price.” He gestured to the apartments beside us as we walked down the hall. “This floor has remained unrented, as it’s still under some light construction. Unfortunately, it’s rather loud here at times—again, a factor in the rent. Your unit would be there, at end of the hall.”

      When we got to the door, Mr. Brooks stood in front of the black panel. A green light came on, running a thin beam across his entire face. A moment later, I heard the door unlock.

      “What was that?” I gasped.

      He walked over to the door and opened it. “Facial recognition software. Should you agree to the unit, I’ll add your facial scan for access. It’s quite convenient, and much more secure than an easily-copied or lost key.”

      “Sure, but isn’t that tech expensive?”

      “Ridiculously so.” He winked. “In my line of work, you have to be the smartest in the room if you want to survive.”

      Something about the way he said that had me taking a step back.

      “I didn’t realize property managers were so cut-throat,” I said.

      He shrugged. “Finding the right person for the right home isn’t as easy as you might think. If you can make the right pairing, it’s quite lucrative indeed.” He opened the door, allowing me to step inside. When I didn’t budge, he entered the apartment and waited inside for me to follow. Instead, I stood frozen in the hall.

      “You know what?” I managed. “On second thought, this place is a little too posh for me. I’m sorry to have wasted your time.”

      “Ms. Jackson, aren’t you at least curious to see what you’d be giving up?”

      I bounced back and forth on my feet. While my gut was telling me to cut my losses and head for the hills, my brain was telling me to at least give the unit a look. He was right. I was curious. Maybe the inside was a shithole. Maybe there was a legit reason the rent was so cheap.

      But then again, just because Sam had been an untrustworthy ass, that didn’t mean all men were.

      I took a step forward, and stopped. “Are you going to try and kill me the second I step foot in the door?” I asked, mostly to judge his reaction.

      He smiled. “And stain these brand-new floors? Never.”

      Okay, maybe I was overthinking this. It was clear he had a sense of humor. Maybe it wasn’t a psychopath vibe I was picking up on, but more of a dark wit. I shook my head. That was just like me, instantly thinking the worst of someone. Not everyone in my life was going to hurt me. Not all men were sadistic fucks like my ex. Not every situation was a manipulation of some kind.

      Jesus, woman. Get a grip. Squaring my shoulders, I adjusted my skirt again.

      “In that case, show me around,” I said, stepping over the threshold.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

          Connor

        

      

    

    
      Once Amanda was inside the unit, I felt myself relax. The hard part was over. She was inside. The rest would be a cakewalk.

      Closing the door behind us, I smiled as I observed her take in the living and dining areas. Each was carefully-staged to be appealing to all tastes. This unit featured an open layout, with the living room to the right, and the kitchen and dining area to the left. But it was the bank of floor-to-ceiling windows that typically drew people like a moth to a flame, compelling them to walk closer and imagine themselves getting used to such a glorious view.

      “The glass is tinted, so there’s no need for blinds,” I said. “You could walk around here naked, and no one would know.”

      Amanda flushed, quickly turning away so I wouldn’t catch it. Too late. It was quite alluring. “Walking around nude really isn’t my thing,” she said, but she went closer to admire the view anyway. They all did. She surprised me, however, when she stopped several feet from the glass. Most went right up to it to try and touch the sky, but she seemed almost afraid of getting too close.

      Interesting.

      “You should see the view at night,” I said. While she was gazing out the window, I couldn’t help but take a look at her ass. “Glorious view.”

      “I bet,” she murmured, unaware of my appraisal.

      Her eyes pulled themselves off the windows to examine the rest of the unit. Built-in bookshelves lay bare, ripe with possibility. A long black leather couch sat off the entrance. Beside it sat two freshly-upholstered chairs—one red, one yellow. An oval, brushed-steel coffee table separated the seating area.

      I was particularly proud of the dining table. Steel, like the coffee table. Sturdy. Solid. Reliable. It sat six comfortably, which for a one-bedroom unit was, admittedly, overkill. But I loved a large, flat surface to work on. I smiled, watching Amanda’s eyes grow like saucers, imagining herself living here.

      “Wow,” she whispered, taking it all in.

      “Stunning, isn’t it?”

      Instead of answering, she walked back over to the windows, as if willing herself to get closer. Suddenly, she wobbled, and took a shaky step back. I reached out for her, catching her before she could fall. “Are you okay?”

      Amanda took a few deep breaths, then steadied herself. “I’m fine. Just not the biggest fan of heights. It’s the whole plummeting to my death thing.”

      She was scared of heights. How quaint. “Well, you needn’t worry about tripping and falling through. The glass is unbreakable. You could throw a baseball at it, and it wouldn’t crack—not unless you possess some supernatural strength I’m unaware of?”

      “Sorry, no. The only thing special about me is that I was born on the clearance rack.”

      I felt myself smile. “Self-deprecating humor. A common mental health crutch.”

      “Excuse me?” She sounded affronted.

      I merely shrugged. No sense beating around the bush when it came to such things. “Nothing to be ashamed of,” I said. “It’s a coping mechanism borne of past struggles. I’m curious—was it daddy drama that screwed you up? Mommy dearest? Or perhaps a former lover?”

      I often found it funny when people spoke to me of their childhood “traumas.” They had no idea what trauma was, or how to thrive because of it. Amanda, however, had an edge to her voice that indicated she might have had a rough childhood. Not as bad as mine, of course, but that was to be expected. Mine was a unique upbringing, one that made me perfectly suited to my line of work.

      Amanda blinked at me, as though she’d never had someone speak so directly to her before. She would need to get used to that; there was no time for pleasantries in my profession. When she didn’t answer, I continued.

      “For me, it was my mother. Vicious woman. Never told me she loved me, seemed highly annoyed that I was even alive—that sort of thing. You learn pretty quickly to either laugh or moan about how unfair life is.”

      Amanda’s eyes were on me, taking in every twitch of my lips. Could that be sympathy? That was a first. Then again, she didn’t know the real me yet.

      Cocking my head, I gave her a suggestive look up and down. “Tell me, Amanda, are you a moaner?”

      The innuendo caused her to flush again. I rather enjoyed being able to summon that color with only a few words.

      She shrugged. “Not really the moaning sort. What good does complaining do?”

      “Agreed.” I smiled.  “You have to be tough to survive in this world.”

      “Yep.” Her lips made the “p” pop, echoing off the walls.

      “Well, in any event, this is the apartment,” I continued. “The bedroom is through there. The bathroom is to the left of that. The kitchen is arguably small, but ideal for someone without a family. I presume it would just be you living here—you don’t like to throw raging parties, do you?”

      “No ragers, not my scene. I’m new to the area, sort of a loner. You’d hardly know I was here.”

      With that ass, I’d notice.

      She walked into the kitchen, running her delicate fingers over the countertops, a look of disbelief on her face. It was clear that this was far better than what she was used to. “This is a nice unit, but way out of my price range.” I saw her shoulders slump. “I know an upsell when I see one.”

      “This isn’t an upsell.”

      “Sure it is.” Shaking her head, Amanda headed for the door. “Places like this aren’t built for people like me. We don’t get the lap of luxury. We get the scraps off the ground.” She stood inches from the door, her hand curled around the handle. I held my breath.

      Then, she stopped.

      “For the record,” Amanda said to the door, “it was my father. My mother didn’t live long enough for me to remember if she ever said that she loved me. But my dad…well, he made sure I knew that he didn’t.”

      A kindred spirit. I knew there was something special about her. “I am well aware of your financial situation, Ms. Jackson,” I said. “That is why you were chosen above all the other applicants.”

      She turned her head slightly to look at me. “And just how are you aware of my financial situation?”

      “Your application.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “I didn’t list my salary on the application.”

      She was smart. I merely clasped my hands in front of me. “I do my homework on all possible tenants. Thanks to the internet, it’s not very hard to hide personal data from people with the means to know where to look. And I have the means.” I sat down on the dining table bench, and gestured for her to do the same. “Please, sit. I’d like to discuss the terms—if you’re still interested, that is.”

      “Unless your terms are $750 bucks a month with the amenities listed in the ad, I can’t afford this.” She let go of the handle and threw her hands up in the air. “Maybe you think I’m playing or something, but I literally have $1,458 to my name. I’m sure your internet search also told you that I don’t technically have the waitressing job I claim to have, so unless I can find work fast, I might not even be able to afford next month’s rent. But it’s impossible to find a job without an address…so I’m fucked no matter what.”

      Such a dirty mouth. I would have fun breaking her of that. I stood up and walked over to her. Our faces were nearly nose-to-nose, so close that I could smell her desire for me. “Ms. Jackson, why don’t you at least read over the lease agreement? If, after reviewing that, you no longer want the unit, I shall bid you farewell—but I think you’ll find the offer well within your means.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Where’s the agreement?”

      Like taking candy from a baby. I folded my hands in front of me. “Just there, on the dining room table.” Her eyes followed my gaze, to a manila folder sitting in the center of the table.

      I leaned down close to her ear, and the scent of aloe washed over me. It was all I could do not to move those red locks away from her neck to inhale more of her, but I restrained myself. “I’ll step out in the hall and give you a minute to look it over.”

      Walking to the door, I opened it and stepped out into the hallway. Hearing the lock click shut, I smiled.

      This was too easy.
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        * * *

      

      AMANDA

      I’m not sure what Brooks thought looking at a contract would do: I wasn’t an attorney, and I was sure the fine print would list one hundred and one ways I’d be screwed over if I took this place. Then again, this was an amazing unit, minus the height. I didn’t want to admit it, but I could see myself living in a place like this. That kitchen, while on the small side, would be perfect for me. I wasn’t much of a cook, so I didn’t need tons of counter space: just a fridge, stove, and  microwave, and my needs would be set.

      One thought gnawed at me, though. This place was way too nice…and Brooks was way too sexy. Was the contract he wanted me to look at some sort of trade situation—affordable rent for sexual favors? Not that I’d be opposed to that; the guy was seriously hot. If he asked, I’d probably lay down on that dining room table and let him do dirty things to me.

      Amanda!

      I had to focus; I could not fall for another fuckboy. The man was trouble—I’d known it the moment I looked at him—and toxic men were my Achilles’ heel. I fell for them every damn time. Hell, a toxic man was the reason I was currently in the mess I was in: broke, homeless, and desperate.

      Shaking away thoughts of my drunk and abusive ex, I squared my shoulders. I’d escaped that shit show. I was starting over, even if it meant starting over with little more than the clothes and cash on me. It was still better than where I had been.

      I felt the underside of my left breast, making sure the rolled-up bills were still in place. All the money I had in the world—was I going to gamble it all on this? What other choice did I have? I owed it to myself to at least read the contract. Relenting, I picked up the envelope. It was surprisingly light for a lease agreement. Opening it, I peered inside.

      It was empty.

      “What the hell?” I whispered.

      Frowning, I gave the envelope a shake. I looked under the table, thinking maybe it had fallen out, but there was nothing there.

      The idiot forgot to leave the contract. Sighing, I walked back over to the entrance.

      “Um, there’s nothing in the envelope,” I called, as I tried to open the door. It didn’t work. Odd. Yanking on the handle, I tried again, but it still didn’t budge. Was it a “push” instead of a “pull?” I gave the door a shove. Nothing.

      That was when I noticed a little black rectangle on the handle, almost like the finger scanner I used to have on my laptop before Sam had sold it to buy booze. High-tech security. Of course this place had fingerprint scanners.

      “Hey, the door is locked,” I said. “Can you open it up?”

      For a moment, he didn’t answer, and I wondered if he had heard me. I called out again, “Mr. Brooks? The door is locked. Can you open it, please?”

      I pressed my ear to the door to listen for any movement. Just then, there was a series of three small beeps, followed by the metallic sound of something sliding into place—almost like a lock. A shiver ran up my spine.

      I tried the door again. Nothing.

      “Hey, let me out of here!”

      “Don’t worry, Amanda,” Brooks said through the door. “You got the unit. Your basic needs and meals will be provided, so long as you listen and do what I say. I have other business to attend to now, but I’ll be back soon. Until then, take a look around. Welcome home, pet.”

      What. The. Fuck.
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