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For Johanna and Alicia. 

Whether it be constant messaging all day

long, wine and nachos at the pub,

or playdates with our kids, I know

that you will ALWAYS be there for me.

You are my people, my girls, my bitches

and I love you.



**Also, Jo, your birthday is December 25th, so you totally deserve an extra shout-out!

Happy Birthday, you sexy thang!**
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Chapter 1




“Can I touch your bicep?” 

Careful to hide his eye roll, and instead plaster on a big fake grin, Zak Eastwood pulled his earbud out of one ear and sat up on the workout bench, coming face to face with a camel toe in hot pink spandex exercise pants. Slowly, he let his eyes climb the petite frame. Past the bare midriff with the spray tan, past the fake boobs stuffed into a tight white sports bra. Past the makeup (who the fuck worked out while wearing makeup?) to finally see long fake lashes batting at him shamelessly. 

“Rockin’ Around the Christmas Tree” played on the speakers overhead, competing with the rap in his one remaining earbud.

The woman in front of him took a half step forward, forcing the camel toe even closer to his head. He kept his eyes on her face. He just had to. 

“I’ve just never seen such big muscles,” she purred, tossing her shoulders back so her big fake tits pushed out toward him. “I see you here a lot. It shows.”

He nodded. “Yeah, spend a fair bit of time here.”

Because I own the place.

She thrust her hand forward, revealing pointy, sparkly gold fake nails with little green and red gems glued to them. “I’m Shadley.”

He shook her hand. “Zak. Nice to meet you.”

She nibbled on her bottom lip. “I know who you are. Everybody knows who you are.”

He cocked a single eyebrow but didn’t say anything. 

“So can I touch it?”

“Touch what?” He was quickly losing patience with this woman. He knew what she wanted—that was being screamed from the tallest mountain—he just wasn’t interested. 

“Your arm.” She lifted her shoulder. 

The rap music in his one earbud switched to something heinously filthy. “Sure, have at ’er.”

He had to keep the customers happy. Keep the members coming back for more. Even if that meant he pimped himself out a bit and let the gym bunnies hop around him constantly, wiggling their little cottontails. Not that he ever did what bunnies do best with them though. No freaking way.

She bounced on her toes, then stepped forward, reaching out timidly as if his arms had teeth and would suddenly lunge out and bite her. 

Her hands were cold. Like fucking freezing. A chill ran through him, and his nipples tightened beneath his black tank top. 

“Wow.” She squeezed. “These are amazing. And your tattoos are so beautiful.”

“Thanks.”

She wrapped her hand around and beneath his arm, gripping his tricep. “I don’t live too far from here. Just a couple of blocks. Was going to head home, have a bubble bath and some wine …”

His mouth flattened into a thin line as he fought the urge to smirk. “Sounds like a great way to relax.”

“I have a Jacuzzi tub, too. It’s so big for little ol’ me.”

“You should get a Great Dane. They’re huge.”

He snorted in his head. He was fucking hilarious.

Her brows pinched, then relaxed, and she smiled a bleached-tooth smile. “I was thinking something a little less hairy and a little more muscly and inked up might be better company. What do you think?”

Commotion at the front desk drew his eyes away from the bunny in front of him. A regular patron whose name he couldn’t remember—but really should—was just coming in and shaking off a ton of snow from her coat and stomping her boots. 

The bunny cleared her throat. “What do you think? Feel like coming over for a bath and wine? I can massage out the aches from your workout.”

He pinned his gaze back on the woman in front of him, careful not to let his distaste for her come out on his face or in his tone. “Thanks so much for the offer, but I need to get home. I have my kids tonight.” No, he didn’t, but she didn’t need to know that. Finding out he had two kids usually scared the majority of the bunnies away. 

She released his arm and stepped back a couple of steps. “Oh, you have kids.”

Ah, there it was. 

That’s right, little bunny, hop away now that you know I come with baggage. 

He wiped his brow with his towel. “Two, a girl and a boy. Eight and ten.”

Her smile was forced, almost grim. “How sweet.”

Not into single dads there, little bunny?

She blinked her thick lashes, revealing what he knew to be the smoky eye effect with her shadow. Seemed a bit over the top for the gym but whatever. 

His ex had been big into the smoky eye. Once she’d figured out how to do it, that is. For the first bit, Loni would come out of the bathroom looking like she’d just been punched in both eyes. Zak would laugh. Loni would pout and then head back in and try again. Eventually, she figured it out. Though he always preferred her—preferred most women with subtle eye makeup rather than dramatic. 

He didn’t begrudge a woman who wore makeup, got her nails done, took care of herself. Not in the least. He liked when a woman knew how to put herself together and dress up but also wasn’t afraid to go out in public looking like a hot mess because she’d just killed it at the gym. 

Life was all about balance. 

Fake nails were fine as long as when the weeds needed to be pulled, she didn’t mind getting a bit of dirt on her hands.

Or didn’t mind breaking a nail as she raked them down his back when he was showing her how he liked to get his cardio workout.

He just wanted a woman who didn’t prioritize that shit over the stuff in life that really mattered—like health and family. Besides, there wasn’t anything hotter than seeing a ring of bright red lipstick around the base of his cock after a really good BJ.

However, he could tell in the mere two minutes she’d been standing there that Shadley or whatever the hell her name was, had probably never pulled a weed in her life, and definitely wouldn’t be caught dead out in public looking like a hot mess. 

She tilted her head in the direction of the women’s changing room. “Oh, I think I hear my phone.”

Fsst. Yeah, okay then. 

You sure it wasn’t the K-word that scared you off? 

Kids! Nearly as terrifying as the word prenup. 

And he would never ever get married again without one that was ironclad. 

Shadley cleared her throat, then cupped her hand to her ear. “Yes, yes, that is definitely my phone. I left it in my locker. I better go check to make sure it isn’t work calling me. I run a nail salon.” She backed up a few more steps. “Nice to meet you.”

He put his earbud back in and reclined down to the bench again. “Yeah, you too.”

She was gone in a flash, leaving Zak chuckling to himself as he picked up the dumbbells again and resumed his pec fly reps. 

Yeah, he could get any piece of tail he wanted. But he didn’t want any. Not right now. Not for a long time. Loni had burned him bad. And she continued to make his life hell with the way she used their children as pawns in her manipulation and games. 

She was a liar too. 

Always with a new scheme up her sleeves. Always with a new ploy.

Her boyfriend was a liar too.

Zak fucking hated liars. 

If he ever found a good woman again, he’d state right off the bat that if she lied to him, they’d be done. 

No second chances, no do-overs. 

Liars were the scum of the earth, and no way in hell would he have them in his or his kids’ lives ever again.


      [image: image-placeholder]Aurora Stratford nearly face-planted into the garland- and holly-adorned front desk as she shook her coat and stomped her boots. The temperature in her cheeks was that of a volcano, but her heart was on the verge of shattering. 

Why?

Because he was talking to Shadley. 

He. Zak.

He was talking to Shadley Taylor, the most beautiful woman at the gym.

Her squats were unbelievable, her makeup flawless. Like crazy flawless. Did she even break a sweat when she worked out at all? Did she even work out? Or did she simply come to the gym to be seen and cruise the weight section for fresh meat to sink her sharp fake claws into? 

Over the past few months, Shadley had been talking with her girlfriends in the changing room—whenever Aurora happened to be in there at the same time as them—about trying to hook up with Zak. Looked like she was finally making her move. 

Aurora tried not to let it distract her, but her eyes were glued to the two gorgeous people over in the weight room chatting. 

And then Shadley touched his bicep, and Aurora nearly passed out. 

Why did she torture herself?

Because he’s gorgeous, and loving him from afar is better than never seeing him at all.

True. 

Staring at him a few times a week was her guilty pleasure. Her dose of happiness at the end of the day, in a world filled with loss and stress and loneliness.

Once she swiped her key card, she took her snowy self to the women’s changing room and got dressed for a workout. 

It was exactly what she needed after a long day in the bullpen at her law firm. After a white-knuckle drive across town to the gym. 

Why was it across town?

Because Aurora was attracted to Zak, and she let her heart run roughshod over her practicality. 

Because Aurora was a thin-dime recent law graduate, first-year associate who exploited the free two-week trial membership at nearly every gym in Seattle, rather than pay a fee, because her ass was broke. Until she stumbled into Club Z, that is. 

At a twenty-five-minute drive from her home and a twenty-minute drive from work, she knew it was stupid. There were over a dozen other fitness facilities and rec centers closer—and cheaper—to either work or home. But none of them had Zak. 

The moment she walked in to claim her free two weeks and saw him doing chin-ups, she signed up for a lifetime membership. A LIFETIME MEMBERSHIP. 

She was still paying it off.

But he was worth it. 

The man was magnificent. 

Stunning. 

A tattooed god with a beautiful shock of dark red hair, rippling muscles, sparkling blue eyes and a smile that would make an entire nunnery fall to their knees and chant a thousand Hail Marys. 

And he had absolutely no clue who she was. 

The clock on the wall said it was eight o’clock. She’d been pulling twelve- and fourteen-hour days all week. Today was the first day she left the office before 10 p.m. 

She climbed onto the elliptical machine once she’d filled up her water bottle at the fountain and grabbed a complimentary club towel. 

She just needed to zone out and do cardio for an hour or so. Normally, she’d do thirty minutes of cardio and then weights, but she was just too damn tired for weights tonight. It was all she could do to keep her eyes open. 

But she needed to keep her eyes open.  She had the perfect view of her fantasy paramour. The perfect view of his ass, that is. He was doing squats in front of the mirror now, and the way his hamstrings and calves bunched and flexed with each dip made her whole mouth go dry—because another part of her body was incredibly wet. 

Aurora caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror. She wasn’t ugly. She knew that. But she wasn’t what you called a show-stopper either. 

She was checked out and flirted with, asked out by associates at work, had drinks sent over while out for dinner with friends. She was attractive. But she wasn’t Shadley Taylor. She wasn’t in Zak’s league. 

Never would be. 

So she resigned herself to loving him from afar. 

Fantasizing about him as she sweat her ass off and watched his ass tighten with each pop up from a squat. 

She knew every tattoo on his arm. 

Didn’t know what they meant or the significance of them, but she knew them. 

Knew the flowers on his right arm and the way they twisted down from his shoulder around and under his tricep to end just above his wrist. A peppering of scripted words she had never been close enough to read filled out the rest of that arm, along with Roman Numerals in big, dark block letters. He had two different sets of very realistic flowers on either shoulder—she knew they probably held significance—and more than once she caught herself tearing up as she stared at them.

It was harder to see what was on his left arm, but even from far away she could tell the work was beautiful. More writing, crashing waves, a lighthouse, a fish, footprints. It was all in there. It was all stunning. 

“You almost done?”

She blinked the sweat from her eyes, grabbed her towel and wiped her face. 

“You’ve been on here for like an hour.” A muffled voice interrupted the music blasting through her earbuds. It was Shadley, and she was giving Aurora a very odd look. “These machines are for everyone, you know.”

Aurora nodded. Her eyes flicked up to the clock on the wall, where sure enough, it was almost nine o’clock. “Yeah, sorry. Lost track of time. Been a long day.”

Shadley smiled tightly, though the corners of her eyes didn’t move. Was that Botox or just a fake smile? “Don’t forget to wipe down your machine when you get off, please. I don’t want to touch your sweat.”

Don’t forget to wipe down your machine …

Aurora wanted to wipe down Shadley’s fucking face. With her fist.

She slowed down, hopped off the elliptical and went over to the paper towel and spray bottle station so she could disinfect the machine for Shadley. 

Why did the woman need that elliptical? There were like eight others. 

Why did Shadley pick Aurora to kick off the machine? Yes, they were all occupied, but why didn’t she go and flaunt her camel toe at one of the beefcakes down the row and ask them to give her a turn? Was it because she saw Aurora as an easy mark? A wounded gazelle on the Serengeti, the easiest person to bully off the machine, take down with her talons. Kill swiftly with one slice to the jugular with her bedazzled index finger.

With the pace of a snail in the snow, Aurora made her way back to the elliptical machine and wiped it down. 

Shadley stood there, tapping her foot, her eyes focused on the row of televisions at the front of the gym above the mirrors. A few TVs had various news stations on: one, a Christmas comedy sketch special; another, sports; and the last had a cooking show where the Santa-hat-clad host was teaching some football player how to make something that Aurora could have sworn looked like lard pie but was more likely something festive and fattening like a French-Canadian Tourtière. It was Christmas, after all. 

Shadley let out a huff and ran her manicured hand over her bottle-blonde hair, smoothing it back into its long, straight ponytail. 

Aurora took her sweet time cleaning the machine, rolling her eyes and making a face of disgust when the woman’s hot pink camel toe came into view as she bent over to wipe a few drops of sweat from the footholds. 

“Can you speed up?” Shadley asked. 

Aurora smiled sweetly. “I could, but I’m not going to. There are eight other machines, and yet you chose this one. There is no sign-up board, so technically, if I wanted to stay on this machine all day, I could. You don’t own this machine. You don’t own this gym. You pay your dues just like I do.”

Shadley’s face burned a bright pink beneath her bronzer, and her dark brown eyes turned fierce. “I could go and complain at the front desk.”

Aurora tilted her head. “Okay.” Then she hopped back up on to the same elliptical, turned it on again and resumed her workout. 

Shadley let out an irritated growl. “You’re a bitch.”

Aurora shrugged, turned the music up on her phone and pointed to her earbuds. “What? I can’t hear you.”

She had to hide her smile for fear the woman in front of her might turn rabid and tear out her carotid artery with her Christmas-painted talons. 

Aurora fought and argued all day long. Dealt with people slamming doors in her face and yelling at her on the phone more than she cared to count. Usually, by the end of the day, she had no more fight left in her, so she just rolled over and gave in, whether it be a person at the gym like Shadley or someone butting in line at the grocery store. She wasn’t going to pick that hill to die on. She had bigger battles to fight, bigger fish to fry.

But not tonight. Something about the way Shadley was looking at her, speaking to her made Aurora see red. She wasn’t the weakling of the pack. She wasn’t a wounded gazelle on the savannah, the first to be picked off when the hyenas came scrounging. She would be one of the first to get away, one of the fastest in the herd.

Shadley was still flapping her lips, but Aurora couldn’t hear her. The filthy rap in her ear was a welcome change from the shrill voice of Camel Toe Susan in front of her.

Aurora shook her head once again and pointed to her earbud. “Still can’t hear you. Sorry.”

Laser beams nearly shot out of the woman’s eyes. Aurora dipped her head down to hide her smile. Stomping her foot, Shadley growled again, then turned and marched away. 

Aurora snickered and turned away from where the other woman had retreated to, only to find HIM of all people watching her. 

Her smile dropped instantly. 

His didn’t. 

His grew bigger. 

Her lips twitched as she debated whether to smile back. Now she just looked like she was having muscle spasms in her face. 

His dark red eyebrow drew up on his freckled forehead, and he smiled even wider before shaking his head and glancing toward the front desk where, lo and behold, Shadley was making a complaint. 

Ah, crap. 

Aurora’s gaze slipped from the flushed-face guy behind the desk and a pointing Shadley back to Zak. He was shaking his head again and rolling his eyes. He seemed to find all of this hilarious. 

Was he not with Shadley? 

Had he turned her down?

The person at the front desk who was handling Shadley’s tirade glanced at Zak. Zak rolled his eyes again, shook his head and shrugged. 

What was that about?

The employee behind the desk shook his head at Shadley, shrugged and made an apologetic face. 

Shadley’s head nearly exploded. She stormed off toward the changing room, steam retreating from her ears and possibly even her camel toe, the woman was that mad. 

Aurora snickered again. Served the bitch right. 

Ah, but where’s your Christmas spirit?

Fuck Christmas spirit. Aurora had had a rough day at work, and all she wanted to do was jump on the elliptical at the gym, zone out and stare at Zak for ninety minutes. Was that too much to ask for? That was all she wanted for Christmas. 

That was all she was probably going to get for Christmas. 

She didn’t have enough money to fly home to New Hampshire for the holidays, and her parents were struggling to make ends meet after her dad’s heart attack this past spring and his now sudden retirement. She’d told them several times over the last few months that she didn’t want them to waste their money and send her anything. She didn’t need anything.

But of course, they hadn’t listened, and a parcel had arrived in the mail not two days ago. 

She didn’t have a tree to put it under, so she bought a fake wreath at the dollar store and hung it on her wall, setting the parcel beneath it. 

Merry Christmas!

So, yeah. Watching Zak bend and pick things up, flexing that ass of his, was her Christmas present to herself. And it was the only gift she was getting anybody this year, because things were tight—much like Zak’s ass—but not nearly as nice. 

Once again, in her own head, she’d zoned out completely. 

Zak had gone back to his workout, and Aurora spaced out on the elliptical, reading the closed captioning on the cooking channel show and listening to the dirty, dirty rap music in her ear. 

For some reason, she loved to listen rap music when she got her sweat on. And the dirtier the better. Maybe it was because the words helped fuel her fantasies about Zak, that he was doing to her what the lyrics of the song described. 

Oh, if only. 

It was Thursday night. She would head in to work for two more days—because Saturdays off were for bankers and firm partners, not first-year associates, aka mere peons—then have a much-deserved two days off, Christmas Eve and Christmas Day, only to burn the candle at both ends again come December 26th. 

Two more days of work. 

Those days off could not come fast enough.  Mind you, she was only getting those days off because the firm itself was closed, not because she dared to take any vacation days, no way. She only hoped that Santa was kind to her and she didn’t get a call from one of the partners with an emergency project that she had to do at home. She planned to spend those two days off in her bed with her vibrator and thoughts of Zak doing squats in her mind. 

She was six months into her first-year associate position at her law firm, and already she was feeling burned out. 

How did lawyers do it? 

How did they work eighty-plus hours a week?

Their salaries are better than yours, so that cushions the blow of having no life. That’s how.

Right. Money. 

A lot of her colleagues would also respond with the answer alcohol. Too bad Aurora couldn’t afford a bottle of wine from Trader Joe’s to save her life at the moment. No, any spare change she had went straight to her parents—or her father’s medical bills, to be more precise. Once she paid her rent, her utilities, her student loan payment and her food, she deposited the rest into her parents’ bank account and hoped to God they had enough saved up that month to get her dad the heart medication he needed. 

Life should not be lived with your fingers constantly crossed. 

What was wrong with this world that lifesaving drugs were more expensive than a mortgage?

A tap on her shoulder had her bracing for another showdown with Shadley, only it wasn’t Shadley at all. It was the guy from the front desk. “Just so you know, we close in about fifteen minutes.”

Her eyes flew up to the clock. Holy crap, was it already nine forty-five?

She’d been pedaling the machine for another forty-five minutes and hadn’t even clued in. 

She really was exhausted. 

No, you’re burned the fuck out. You need sleep and lots of it.

Blinking, she nodded, yawned and slowed down her machine. “Right, thanks. I knew that.”

He smiled and then took off to inform the next person. 

She hopped down off the elliptical and scanned the gym for Zak. He was nowhere to be found. 

Probably showering. 

Oh God, Zak in the shower. Yes, please. 

She needed a shower to cool off after that image.

Only she’d never waste the free hot water on a cold shower. Even if she lived on the surface of the sun. 

Free hot water was a gift.

There was nothing quite like endless, free hot water. Well, it wasn’t free. She’d paid a hefty lifetime membership for that hot water, so she was going to use it. Might as well save her own hot water bill at home.

Anywhere she could scrimp and save, she would. 

She sprayed down her machine once again, wiping it clean of her sweat, then she headed to the changing room. 

By the grace of God, Shadley was not in there. She must have left when Aurora was staring at Zak’s butt. Which time?

She peeled out of her clothes, wrapped a towel around her and headed to the shower, ready to shut her eyes and let the water and soap wash away the disaster of a day—the disaster of her life.








  
  
Chapter 2






Aurora was a prune by the time she shut off the water in the shower and wrapped the towel around herself, only to emerge into a dark changing room. 

Shit.

The gym was closed. 

She’d gotten so carried away shaving and washing, fantasizing and daydreaming, that she let time get away from her. 

Was she locked in?

How had the front desk guy not heard her in the shower?

Hastily, she dressed, not even bothering to dry her hair with more than a quick rub from the towel, then she was running—well, more like scrambling—toward the front door. 

No. No. No. No. No. No. 

She exhaled when her hand landed on the handle and it budged. The frigid wind from outside hit her flushed face, making it sting. 

The snow was now coming down in what appeared to be big white cotton balls, and the parking lot was no longer a parking lot but various mounds where cars were, and holes where cars had been. 

Her car was the former. 

She was going to have to not only dig to find her car but also dig herself out. 

And she didn’t have a shovel to her name. 

Now I bet you’re wishing you didn’t go to a gym so far from home. 

Her gloves were in her car too. She’d have to freeze her hands in order to even get to them. 

Tears threatened, and her throat began to clog up. 

What an absolute mess. 

Was this karma for how she’d treated Shadley earlier?

The fates handing her her just desserts because she’d stood up for herself?

It was already so late, so cold, and now she wouldn’t be home for ages—if she ever got home. 

She reached into her gym bag and grabbed her pair of sweaty workout pants, wrapped them around her right hand and began to clear the snow from the top of her car. She would be here forever. Probably freeze to death before she got it all cleared. 

Should she call a cab? 

Were cabs even running in the blizzard?

If so, they were all probably occupied, helping other stranded civilians get home for the night. 

Besides, she couldn’t afford a cab to take her home. 

Why? Because she lived across town. 

Oh, what an absolute disaster. And all because of her libido. Because of a sexy man who had turned her brain to mush the moment she walked into the gym and saw his arms. She’d made the dumbest, most rash decision in her life, and now she was paying dearly for it.

Son of a …

She could barely feel her nose, let alone her fingers, when the rumbling, thunderous sound of a truck emerging from the reserved parking garage below interrupted the eerie quiet of the snowy night. 

She paused her efforts and shielded her eyes from the blinding headlights. 

The truck was big and powerful. The antithesis to her antiquated little Chevy Sprint with more miles on it than the speedometer had available—or at least it was close.

With nary a snowflake on it, a sleek gunmetal-gray beast with a shiny chrome bumper and wheels slowed down next to her. The passenger window slid down. “Need a hand?” 

Aurora squinted through the wind and snow to see Zak of all people, with a black knit cap covering his red hair. But those blue eyes were unmistakable. 

She nodded. “I’m buried. Can’t even get at my gloves.”

He turned off his truck, opened the driver-side door and hopped out. Before he made his way to her, he reached into the truck bed in the back of his Chevy and pulled out a shovel. 

A Boy Scout!

Always prepared. 

“I’ll have you out in a jiff,” he said, flashing her a big grin. Snowflakes began to gather on the short, dark red hair that covered his jaw and upper lip. She’d always had a weakness for a man with facial hair. 

Licking her lips and blinking away the snowflakes, she stepped aside when he approached her. In her scramble to the front door, she’d caught a glimpse of the clock on the wall, and it said it was 10:05. 

“Lost track of time, did ya?” he asked, beginning to shovel behind her back tires. 

She swallowed and jammed her freezing hands into her coat pockets. “Something like that.”

It was a pity he was so bundled up in black sweat pants and a forest-green winter coat. She would have loved to watch his muscles pop out as he shoveled. 

“Sorry for what Shadley put you through earlier. Stu at the front desk took care of it though, didn’t let her railroad you into giving up your machine.” He moved over to the other tire and started digging behind it. 

Her brows dipped into a hard V in confusion. “It wasn’t your fault or in your control at all. You don’t have to apologize.”

“Looked like you handled yourself just fine anyway. I like when a woman isn’t afraid to stand up for herself.” The man wasn’t out of breath at all. If she was doing the digging, she’d already have sweat beneath her boobs and be needing to take a break. 

“I don’t take kindly to bullies,” she said, hating that she had to almost holler over the wild wind gusts that kept pelting her in the face. 

He stopped what he was doing and straightened up, his blue eyes fierce beneath the orange glow of the street lamp. “Neither do I.”

Well, that was strange. 

He finished with the back tire, then moved on to the front tires. 

In no time, her car was free, and he had shoveled her out a path and cleared the rest of the snow from the roof. 

“Go start ’er up,” he said, tossing the shovel back into the bed of his truck. “I’ll wait until I see you’re safely on the road before I leave. Hope you don’t live too far. Those roads look nasty.” He kicked his front tire. “Need winter tires like me. Picked these puppies up in October. Splurged for the studded ones too, as I like to head up to the ski slope from time to time and board.”

Oh, to have the kind of wealth so that one could indulge in a weekend away at the mountain in a chalet. 

What did Zak do for work? He was probably some high-powered something or other. Or maybe a stuntman in the movies. He certainly had the build for it. 

“Thank you,” she said, slipping the key into the lock and opening the door. Then she put the key in the ignition, turned it on and set the heater to blast mode.

She turned back to face him, expecting him to still be standing by his truck, but he wasn’t. He was standing right behind her. 

Oxygen fled her lungs. 

He thrust his hand out. “I’m Zak. I feel like I should know your name, but right now it’s escaping me.”

Why should he know her name? He said some really weird stuff. 

She took his hand. It was warm—how was it warm? He’d just shoveled in the snow. But it was— it was strong. It was big. It was perfect. 

He cocked a brow. “Going to tell me your name or make me guess … Ariel?”

Ariel?

His smile warmed her insides. “You know, from The Little Mermaid? She can’t speak, so Prince Eric guesses her name until Sebastian the crab takes pity on him and whispers it.”

Who the heck was this guy? Now he was talking about a children’s movie. Did he have kids?

“Aurora. My name’s Aurora.”

“Aurora. Like Sleeping Beauty. I like that. It suits you.” 

Sleeping Beauty?

They were still holding hands. She never wanted him to let go. Never wanted him to leave. 

“Well, Aurora, it was nice to finally meet you. Been keeping my eye on you at the gym. You’ve had some real improvements in your posture and what you’re lifting.” He released her hand and grabbed her bicep, giving it a playful squeeze. “It’s showing too.”

Her stomach did a massive flip-flop, and her pussy clenched. 

She moved her eyes down his torso to his feet, which were in bright orange running shoes. “Thanks.”

He released her arm and rocked back on his heels, shoving his hands into the pockets of his coat. “Better let this old girl warm up a bit before you head out.”

She nodded and pulled her gloves on over her frozen and cramping fingers, though she would have much rather held his hand longer to warm her up. She rubbed her palms together to get the circulation flowing again when a noise beneath the hood of her car made her jump. 

He scrunched up his face in confusion and took a step back. “Uh-oh. That doesn’t sound good.”

A clunk, a sputter and finally a loud squeal and then … nothing. 

Her car had died. 

In the middle of the snowstorm of the century, at night, in front of the man of her dreams, her lemon of a car just died. 

Now all she had to wait for was the earth to open up and swallow her whole. 

“Ah, crap,” he murmured, wandering over to the hood. “Pop it up. Let’s take a look.”

She did as she was told.

He bent over the engine. “You’re leaking oil. Might be a blown head gasket or something. I’m not going to be able to fix this, at least not tonight in this mess. You’re going to need to get home and then wait to call a tow truck in the morning.”

A tow truck? 

She could barely afford the gas she needed to get to and from work, let alone a tow truck. 

He slammed the hood. “I’ll give you a ride home. Hop in. How far do you live?”

Chewing on her bottom lip, she lifted her gaze to his slowly. “Greenwood,” she said sheepishly, waiting for his eyebrows to fly clear off his head. 

Which they did. “Greenwood! What the heck are you doing at a gym all the way in Rainier Vista?”

Because of you.

“I work nearby,” she lied. 

His eyebrows dropped down to their normal place. “Oh, okay. What do you do?”

“I’m a lawyer.”

Why didn’t she tell him that she was a first-year associate? Yes, she was a lawyer, but she was a mere peon. A minion. A subordinate to the overlord partners, who gave her every shit case they could.  Should she elaborate?

“Oh cool. A couple buddies of mine are lawyers. Impressive. Big corner office kind of thing? Lots of first-year associates to do your grunt work?” He chuckled and shook his head. 

She avoided his gaze. “Something like that.”

A shiver raced through her as another strong gust of wind plastered her wet hair to her face and neck, but the look he was giving her warmed her from the inside out. He was impressed with her. Thought she was this high-powered attorney at probably some top-tier Seattle law firm. Only half of that was true. 

It was top-tier, one of the top law firms in the city, only she was the complete opposite to high-powered. She had no power. Could she have a negative charge of power in this case? Because if she could—she did. She was the electron of the lawyer world. 

He pursed his lips. “You’re freezing. Let’s get going. Grab your bag and whatever else you need and hop in. I’ve got heated seats. I’ll crank ’em to the max, warm you up in no time.” He didn’t wait for her to answer or agree. Rather, he simply opened up the back of her car, grabbed her gym bag and headed to his truck. “Come on, Rory, shake a leg. I still haven’t eaten dinner. I’m starving.”

Rory. 

She hadn’t been called that nickname in years. 

Pinching her wrist three or four times to make sure she wasn’t dreaming, she grabbed her work bag, her scarf, winter boots and knit cap, locked her car and trudged over to Zak’s enormous truck. He’d started it up again, and the manly purr of it made her nipples peak. She wasn’t wearing a bra, because why? She was supposed to just be heading home, and she was all bundled up. Now she really wished she’d worn one. The weight of her breasts was evident as her arousal from Zak’s attention and sheer proximity continued to grow. 

“You need help up?” he asked, appearing behind her again as she stared at the closed door to the passenger side. “It is a bit of a climb, and you’re a bitty thing.” He paused. “I didn’t mean that as an insult. I just meant you’re on the shorter side. My daughter struggles to get in too.”

Daughter?

Without waiting for her to reply, because she was in utter shock at the revelation that he had a child, he opened the door and grabbed all her stuff, stowing it behind her seat. Then he offered her his hand and helped her climb up into the big, powerful truck. “There you go. Buckle up. The roads haven’t been plowed, so it might be a bumpy ride.”

Was he taking her all the way to Greenwood? 

Where did he live?

He was in his seat and putting the truck in gear moments later. “Might take us a while to get you to Greenwood. That’s in the complete opposite direction as me.” 

He pulled out onto the road, where, sure enough, it didn’t look like a plow had been by once. He paused at a red light. There were very few vehicles on the road, but those that were on the road were struggling. 

He shook his head. “We live in the Pacific Northwest. We get snow. People really need to be more responsible and buy the proper tires for their vehicles. Especially when they have children in their cars.”

Children. Right. 

She didn’t have proper tires on her car. They were practically bald. She had the same summer tires she’d bought the car with and hadn’t come up with money to buy new ones. She knew she was running them on borrowed time, but the bank didn’t really care about any of that. They just wanted her student loan payment on time, to hell if she died in a fiery car wreck on the side of the road because she couldn’t afford decent tires. 

“Probably a good thing you didn’t drive anyway,” he stated, rumbling through the intersection after the light turned green. “Those definitely didn’t look like winter tires.”

She shook her head. “They’re not.”

“Should get some.”

He reached forward and fiddled with the dash, turning on the radio. The news erupted into the sudden awkward silence. “Multi-car pile-up on the 99. People are encouraged not to go out unless absolutely necessary. I-5 is backed up after an empty Greyhound bus slid into the median, halting traffic in both directions.”

“Jesus,” he muttered. “It’s pretty, but snow is fucking deadly.”

“It is.” The ball of worry in her stomach twisted like a fist trying to bury itself into her ribcage. Would he decide she lived too far away and pull over, drop her off on the side of the road and wish her all the best in her journey home?

His lips flattened, and he pulled over as best he could, turning to face her. “I only live like ten minutes away. I’m not trying to be some creepy weirdo, but I would honestly prefer to just head home. I have a house with lots of spare bedrooms. You’re welcome to one. I can drive you home in the morning once the plows come through, but I’d really rather not be stuck on the road for the next several hours, because that’s what it’s going to take to get you home and then get myself home. With both highways closed, I’ll be forced to do back roads, and we know those are the last to get plowed.”

Spend the night in Zak’s house?

She reached over and pinched her wrist again. 

His kissable lips twisted. “So? What do you say? I’m not the world’s best cook, but I don’t burn anything anymore. The house is clean, warm.”

Yes, please! 

But she tempered her enthusiasm because she didn’t want him to think she was some obsessed stalker freak. She lifted one shoulder. “Sure, thank you. I mean if it’s not too much trouble.”

He grinned, threw the truck back into gear and pulled out onto the road once again. “Not too much trouble at all. I’ll be sure to have you home for Christmas, I promise.”

She shrugged again. “Home, away, doesn’t really matter. I have no plans for Christmas.”

He nearly drove off the road. “No plans for Christmas?”

“Nope. None. My parents are back east.”

“Any siblings?”

A red-hot poker of grief stabbed her heart at the mention of siblings. 

“My brother, uh … he’s no longer with us.”

“I’m sorry.”

She cleared her throat. “Thanks.”

At the mention of her dead brother, the atmosphere in the truck shifted, and she didn’t like it. A weird fog hung between them now, a distance and disconnect that hadn’t been there a moment ago. 

“Anyway, um, all my family is on the other side of the country, and besides, even if they were closer, I’m too busy with work to go home or take any time off.” Can’t afford it either. 

Zak’s grip on the steering wheel tightened as he took a tight corner. “What were you going to do then? Spend Christmas with friends?”

She snorted and glanced out the window at the falling flakes. “What friends?”

What friends indeed? She hadn’t had any time to make friends since she started work. All her law school friends had moved to various law firms across the country, and her co-workers were just as slammed with work as she was. They muttered hellos and goodbyes in the break room, but they were too deep in first-year associate zombie mode to socialize. 

She worked eighty- to ninety-hour weeks and spent any free time she had at the gym gawking at Zak or poring over files at home. She was determined to make junior partner by the time she was thirty-five, so that only left her with five years to prove herself to her firm. She needed to eat, breathe and sleep the law if she had any hope of getting ahead, paying off her student loan debts and taking care of her parents. 

“You don’t have any friends?” His tone wasn’t so much accusatory or judgmental as it was simply full of surprise.

She bit her lip. “Not really.”

“There isn’t anybody in the entire city who was willing to welcome you into their home on Christmas?”

Way to drive that dagger deeper there, buddy.

“Nope,” she finally said, hoping her own tone came off as carefree and unbothered, even though deep down it pained her immensely that she had no one. No village, no sisterhood. Nothing like what she’d had back in law school. Friends she could turn to, rely on, and who she knew always had her back. She shrugged. “I planned to work.”

He shook his head and clucked his tongue. “That won’t do. I can’t have that. Nobody deserves to be alone on Christmas. You’ll spend it with me.”

What!

“I mean me and my friends. I don’t have my kids this Christmas.” His mouth tightened as if that was a sore subject. “I’m having friends over for turkey dinner. You’ll come too.”

Her brain hurt. 

Kids. As in plural. 

“You have kids?” she asked, needing more information and not caring how she got it or how she sounded. 

“Two. Aidan is ten. Tia is eight.”

Two kids. Ten and eight. How old did that make him?

“Are you married?”

“Not anymore.” Bitterness laced his tone. 

“I don’t have the greatest track record with relationships either,” she muttered. 

He gave her the side-eye, his mouth flattening into a thin line. “No?”

She shook her head, hoping he’d leave it at that.

Thankfully, he did. 

“She’s got them this year,” he went on. “She and Craig are taking them to Disneyland. It was supposed to be my year, but Craig surprised them with tickets. Told the kids before they asked me, so how could I be the dick and say no?”

“I’m sorry.”

He rolled his eyes, then turned back to face the road. “Thanks. And sorry, I didn’t mean to lay that on you. I’m just still pretty pissed off about the whole thing.”

“I can imagine.”

She was still trying to come to terms with the fact that he was a father. 

Did that turn her off?

The more she thought about it, the more it most certainly did not. In fact, the more she thought about it, the more she liked the idea that he was a dad. A sexy single dad. She could just imagine he was probably a super hands-on father too. He just seemed that way. 

Maybe she was completely wrong, because she knew absolutely nothing about the man, but she didn’t get the deadbeat dad vibe from him. She didn’t even get the joint-custody, limited-visitation dad vibe from him. And she knew that vibe well. She worked in family law and saw a lot of parents—mothers and fathers—use their children as bargaining chips and try to weasel out of responsibilities. 

“Almost there,” he said, turning down another road into another subdivision. A rather fancy subdivision. 

“What do you do for work?” she asked. These houses were nice. Not mansion-size, but nice. Big and beautiful, with manicured yards (when they weren’t covered in snow), matching address plates on all the homes, and those fancy ornate street lamps instead of the customary city-issued ones like everywhere else. You needed money to live here. 

He turned to face her. “I thought you knew.”

She shook her head. “How would I know?”

“I own the gym. I own all the Club Z Fitness facilities around town.”

Her jaw dropped as they pulled into the driveway of probably the most beautiful house on the block. “Shut the front door.”








  
  
Chapter 3




Zak snorted as he pulled into his two-car garage. “No, you shut the front door. You seriously had no clue that I was the owner?” 

“Nope. Didn’t even know you worked there.”

He turned off the truck. “Well, on the days I don’t have my kids, I work long hours, then work out in the evenings, which is when you’re there, I guess. Do the boss-man stuff during the day. Bounce around to all the locations too. But that one is closest to home, so it’s where I work out. When I have the kids, I work out wherever I can when they’re in school or in my home gym.” He opened his door and slammed it, wandering around to her side to help grab her stuff. She was cute, that was for sure. He’d noticed her a few times at the gym. She seemed really shy, kept to herself. But over the last six months, he had noticed that she’d increased her free weights, and her form on her squats and lunges had improved. 

You’ve more than just noticed her. You’ve been watching her.

Had he?

Then why didn’t he know her name?

He grabbed her stuff from the back and led her around the front of the truck toward the door leading to the house. “Kick your shoes off here,” he said, doing the same. “Don’t want to track snow in. We’ll hang our coats up over the heater too. They’ll be dry in no time.”

She followed suit. “Makes sense,” she murmured. “Thanks again for offering to put me up. I’m sure I could have found a cab home eventually.”

He made a dismissive face and continued on through the door into the house. The heat was on, as were the lights. Ah, modern technology at its finest. “Nonsense. You’d be waiting for hours for a cab. Cost you a bloody fortune to get home. I have this huge, empty house. I’d be a prick not to offer you a room.”

My room … 

Fuck, where did that thought come from?

They made their way into the kitchen. His oven was already preheated, so he just had to pull his meat and veg from the fridge and toss it in. 

As he grabbed the casserole dish from the fridge, he was halted by the Christmas picture Tia had drawn him. It was stuck beneath a magnet of Santa Claus holding a San Camanez Island beer. She’d worked so hard on that picture. Sat at the kitchen table for nearly two hours with her head down and colored pencils all spread out. She was quite the little artist too. 

“Did one of your kids draw that?” Aurora asked behind him. 

He smiled, and his heart tightened in his chest at the thought of his kids, at the thought of spending Christmas without them.

“Yeah, Tia. She loves art.” He turned to face her. “Both kids do. They get that from their mother, because I can barely scribble a stick man.”

Her bright smile warmed him. “I’m sure they inherited a bunch of other amazing qualities from you.”

His own smile was small and tight. But he liked that she was interested in his life, in his kids. As he went about unwrapping the casserole dish, he began to speak. “Two weeks ago, Tia and Aiden helped me set up and decorate the Christmas tree in the living room.” 

She craned her body around to look into the living room from where she was now perched on the bar stool. “I can sort of see it,” she said. “I’ll go take a peek in a minute.”

He nodded, appreciating her interest. “Then Tia made red and green paper chains that nearly stretch clear around the earth, not just from the kitchen to the living room.”

Aurora’s laughter filled the kitchen, making the ache in his chest just a touch lighter. 

“We also made a popcorn garland for the tree, and I brought out some of their old ornaments that they made and decorated when they were in preschool.”

“My mom still has some of mine that I made when I was in preschool. She offered to send them out to me, but I didn’t put up a tree, so there wasn’t any point.”

Zak didn’t have a lot in the way of decorations—most of those had gone with Loni—but he wanted to make his house festive for his kids. Wanted to make it feel like a normal family Christmas. 

He opened up the oven door and slid the casserole dish onto the rack. “A fundraiser at their school for Aiden’s band had him peddling real cedar bough wreaths.”

“Is that what that smell is?” she asked. He could hear her inhale deeply behind him, then exhale and hum softly. “I thought it was just a very fragrant Christmas tree.”

He turned to face her. “It’s both. I ended up just cutting Aiden a check. Now I have about five of the things around the house and on every door. House smells like the deep woods.”

She shrugged. “I like it. And besides, you did it for your kid. That’s what matters, right?” 

Holy fuck, she got it. 

He nodded vigorously. “Yeah. It’s all for my kids.”

Everything I do, everything I am, is for them.

And he was supposed to have them this year. He was supposed to be with them. 

Fucking Craig.

This was going to be his first Christmas away from them since they were born. It just didn’t feel right. It didn’t make sense for him not to be with them on Christmas morning.

“This must be tough, being away from them for the holiday,” she said quietly.

His chin trembled, and he sniffed, unable to do anything but nod out of fear that if he spoke, he might crumple to the ground and let the devastation take over. He turned away from her. He didn’t want her to see him so vulnerable, so weak. Because his kids were his biggest weakness. His Achilles heel. But they were also where he found the greatest amount of strength. Where he found his peace and his purpose.  

“We can talk about it more if you like,” she offered. “Or we can change the topic. I’ll take your cue. But just know, I’m here to listen if you like. I’m a pretty good listener.”

Suddenly caught up in a harsh strangle of emotion, he cleared his throat, wrinkled his nose and cracked his neck before turning to face the beautiful woman he’d insisted accompany him home. “Dinner will be in about thirty. I’ll show you to your room, then I’m going to jump in the shower.”

“You don’t shower at the gym?” she asked, slipping off the bar stool and curiously wandering around his open floor plan kitchen and dining room, her eyes wide as she took in his art and décor. He’d totally revamped the entire house when Loni moved out. He needed a fresh start, and that meant new paint, new everything. His vision, not hers.

“Sometimes I do,” he said. He made sure to set the oven timer so that their dinner didn’t burn. “But tonight, I didn’t. I had to finish up some paperwork before I left, so I did that in lieu of showering.”

She swallowed, the sexy line of her throat gently bobbing. “I see.”

While in his truck driving through the snow, she’d piled her sandy-blonde hair up into a messy topknot on her head, revealing several piercings in her ears—all studs or tiny hoops. He could count at least four on each ear. 

He already knew she had a fit body, but when she pulled off her hoodie and tucked it under her arm, he was reminded of just how fit she was. He could also tell she wasn’t wearing a bra beneath her black T-shirt. 

She cleared her throat. 

Shit! Had he been staring at her chest?

Yep. Yep, he had been. He lifted his gaze to her light brown eyes and smiled his famously flirty grin. Her smile back was small, but it seemed to be genuine. 

Phew. No harm, no foul. 

He grabbed her duffle bag off the counter and headed in the direction of the stairs. “Rooms are this way.” 

He didn’t bother waiting for her to follow him and took the stairs two at a time. He hadn’t smelled it when they were out in the snow and she was all bundled up, but now that she’d taken off her coat, the woman smelled incredible. Spicy and feminine. 

He headed down the hallway toward the guest bedroom. Each of the kids had their own rooms, and he had the master suite, but there was still another empty room at the end of the hall. That had been where he slept when things between him and Loni started to go south.

“In here.” He opened the door, flicked on the light and plopped her bag down on the bed. She entered behind him moments later. 

“Your house is beautiful,” she said quietly. 

“Thanks.”

Her eyes focused on the queen-size bed in the center of the room. 

He had a king-size bed in his room.  Not that it’d seen much action as of late. 

She nibbled on her bottom lip and worried her hands in front of her waist. 

What was up?

“Everything okay?” he asked, the sudden urge to rest his hand on her shoulder taking him by surprise and causing him to take a step back toward the door. 

She lifted her gentle brown eyes to his, and that’s when he noticed the copper flecks within the iris. They were unlike eyes he’d ever seen before. They were beautiful. “This is weird,” she said quietly. “I mean … I don’t know you at all, and suddenly I’m in your truck, then your home, then your … ”

Ah, right.

He held his hands up in front of his body and shook them in protest. “This isn’t my bed, if that’s what you’re getting at. My room is across the hall. This is the guest room.”

“The guest room … ” 

He exhaled in confusion. Fuck, he needed a shower. “Do you want to call or text a friend? Let them know that you’re here, where you are? Are you feeling unsafe?”

Christ, how would he feel if he found out Tia did something like this? Got into a vehicle with a man she didn’t know, went to his house, agreed to spend the night. Obviously, she wouldn’t do this at eight years old, but he wasn’t sure he’d be okay with her doing it at any age. How could he not think about how this looked? About how this woman felt? Had he cajoled her? He’d only been trying to help. Get her home safe. 

Son of a bitch.

He took a few more steps back until he was completely in the hallway and not in the room with her any longer. 

“I am not a bad guy, I swear. I have no plans to …” Fuck, he couldn’t even say the words, let alone think them. He huffed in exhaustion. “Your virtue is safe with me.” His lip tilted up on one side before he bowed his head just slightly for good measure. “Ma’am.”

Was that a whimper?

His head snapped up from where he’d been staring at the floor. The look she was giving him was anything but unsure, anything but nervous or uneasy. The look she was giving him was pure lioness. Full apex predator. 

Now he was just plain confused.

She’d switched on a dime from worried and unsure, to looking like she wanted to skip dinner and go straight to her own version of dessert.

Blinking, he took another step back toward his bedroom door. “I’m going to go shower. You call who you need to call, let them know where you are and that I’ll do my damnedest to get you home tomorrow when the roads are cleared. You can decide later if you want to come back for Christmas dinner. Who knows, you might be sick of me by morning and run back to the gym to cancel your membership.” He chuckled awkwardly. Then, before her looks could confuse him anymore, he turned around and headed into his room. 


      [image: image-placeholder]After doing as she was told and texting not only her parents, but her one and only friend-slash-work colleague, Colleen, Aurora sat on the bed in her temporary bedroom and listened to the shower running.

Zak was in that shower. 

Zak was across the hall, only feet away, and he was naked and covered in soapy bubbles and hot water. 

Yes, please. 

Everything inside her tightened, including her nipples and pussy. 

She knew what she’d done was reckless—jumping into the vehicle of a man she hardly knew and agreeing to go back to his house and stay the night—but it was Zak!

She’d never done a one-night stand in her life. Never left a bar with a guy, spent a night tangled up in the sheets as they explored each other’s bodies. She’d had all of four boyfriends her entire life. One for two years in high school, one for two years in college, one for two years in law school, and … Pressley. 

And they’d all dumped her. They’d all called it quits with her. 

Although none of her ex-boyfriends had been bad guys, they hadn’t been bad boys either. They’d been kind, smart, funny, sweet and attractive. On paper, they were perfect. The kind of guy any girl’s parents would be happy to see their daughter marry. 

Only Aurora had never come close to marriage with any of them. 

None of them wanted her for life. 

Truth be told, she hadn’t wanted any of them for life either. 

Perhaps they were too perfect. Too squeaky-clean and her affections had been simulated. She said she loved them because it’s what she thought she should say and feel, not how she truly felt. They were not what she truly wanted. 

Because what she wanted was a bad boy. A buff, tattooed redhead with scruff and muscles for days who wasn’t afraid to get a little dirty. 

And there was such a man across the hall. 

The sound of the water shutting off drew her from her thoughts.

Straining her ears, she waited for a bathroom door to open. 

Could she?

What would he do? Reject her? Shoot her down? Toss her ass out into the snow? 

She shifted where she sat on the bed so that her view out her bedroom door was directly into his room—because he’d left his door open. 

His. Door. Was. Open. 

Was that on purpose?

Had he done that as an invitation?

Her nerves ratcheted up to eleven, and the hair along her arms began to tingle. Her stomach did an enormous somersault. 

She had to try.

If he dropped her off at her apartment tomorrow and she hadn’t at least let him know how she felt about him, she’d never forgive herself. 

The bathroom door opened and out he stepped, wearing nothing but a towel. 

A.

Fucking. 

Towel. 

It was slung low on his hips, revealing that Adonis line in an erotic V that pointed at all the goods hidden beneath the white terry cloth. Abs upon abs, muscles rippling and dripping wet, glistening because he hadn’t bothered to towel off—thank fucking God. He had more tattoos than what she saw at the gym on his arms. They were across his chest, down his sides and over his belly. The man was covered. The man was perfection.

The lump in her throat tripled in size. 

He was perfection. 

The perfect bad boy. 

And boy oh boy, did she ever want to be bad. 

For once in her life, in her perfect, law-abiding, straight-A-student life, she wanted to throw caution to the wind, let her inhibitions scatter in the gusts with the snowflakes and give herself the Christmas gift of a lifetime. 

He was the only thing she wanted. The only thing on her list.

The only question was—would he play Santa Claus and let her unwrap her present, or would he turn her down and kick her to the curb with nothing more than a broken heart and a lump of coal in her hand?








  
  
Chapter 4




Whistling  Jingle Bells, Zak pulled open the top drawer of his dresser and grabbed a pair of black boxer briefs. 

The timer on the oven would probably beep soon. He needed to get down there and check dinner. 

His stomach grumbled at the thought of finally getting food. 

It was Thursday. Could he break his rule and have a beer?

He normally only drank on the weekends. Stayed clean and healthy during the week and indulged on red meat and alcohol Friday and Saturday. 

It was these rules that kept him fit. Kept him healthy. Kept him in line.

He was about to toss his towel onto the floor and pull on his boxers when a knock at the doorjamb gave him pause. 

He turned around. 

Shit, he hadn’t shut his bedroom door. 

He wasn’t used to having anybody but the kids in his house, and even then, nudity had never really been an issue with them. 

She stood there on the threshold of his bedroom, her nipples making points form at the front of her T-shirt, her chest practically heaving. 

Was everything okay?

He was about to ask as much when she moved toward him, her pace full of purpose. She grabbed his face and kissed him. 

And it wasn’t just a peck on the lips. No, this woman knew how to kiss. She knew how to throw her whole body into it. A low and pleasant hum warmed him from the center outward.

Her soft, slippery little tongue pushed its way into his mouth. Then she started to suck. She started to fucking suck on his tongue. He moaned as his cock stirred beneath the towel, his hands moving to wrap around her back. 

This had been so unexpected, and yet he couldn’t get over how much he suddenly wanted it—wanted her. 

A shrill beeping sound from downstairs made them both still. She was the first to pull away. 

Her light brown eyes were glassy, and her cheeks held an adorable pink flush. He dropped his gaze to her plump, wet lips and he swept his thumb over the bottom one back and forth. He stilled when she pressed the tip of her tongue to his thumb, then parted her lips and lunged at it with her teeth, nipping the pad. 

He tugged it away, grinning.

Oh, she was a wicked little thing. 

Grabbing her around the back of the neck, he crushed his mouth to hers, taking control of the kiss this time, forcing her lips to part for his, to mold to his. She gave over all the power and melted against him, her arms wrapping around his neck and pulling him down to her. He was about to push the hem of her shirt up to explore her lack of a bra when the loud beeping of the oven timer downstairs had them pulling a part once again. 

Her ample chest rose and fell rapidly, his did too. 

“Hold that thought,” he murmured, grabbing hold of his towel and heading downstairs toward the kitchen. “Be right back.” Then he took off as fast as his legs could carry him, hoping that his chicken wasn’t burning, but even more so that the woman in his bedroom would still be there when he returned. 
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He wanted her. 

Zak wanted her. 

Oh my God. 

She heard him bounding back up the stairs and toyed with the idea of throwing herself provocatively onto the bed. 

What would that look like?

She had no time to even consider a position because he was back. In all his naked, tattooed glory. 

Like a proud male lion, he stalked toward her, his fist holding his towel in place, but the fact that he was turned on pointed right at her through the terry cloth. His grin was wide and salacious, making every ember of arousal inside her flicker into raging, licking flames. “Now, where were we?” he asked, coming to stand in front of her. 

She licked her lips at the thought of tracing her tongue over his abs, over his ink and down to his …

“My, those thoughts are dirty, Rory,” he purred, tucking his finger beneath her chin and tilting her eyes up from his towel to his face. “They’re written all over your face, darlin’.”

Her top teeth snagged her bottom lip.

His thumb pulled it free. “I’m not reading into this wrong, am I?” Unease flashed across his face. “You’re not … here because you think you owe me something, right?”

His thumb slid along her bottom lip, and she flicked her tongue out to lick it like she had before. Heat flared in his intense blue eyes. “I’m here because it’s all I’ve wanted since I first laid eyes on you over six months ago.” 

The corner of his mouth quirked up at the same time he pushed his thumb past her lips into her mouth. “Six months, huh? Now I feel like a right fool that it took me this long to notice you.”

A slight sting singed her heart. She pushed it away and welcomed his thumb into her mouth, swirling her tongue around it, nipping it with her teeth. Lust burned in his eyes. 

“What do you want, Rory?” He removed his thumb, and she had to suppress her whimper. 

Her breathing was already erratic, her nipples achingly tight and her panties saturated. All her fantasies were coming to fruition. Could she have him in all the ways she’d imagined these past six months? 

His brows rose in query. “Hmm, Aurora, what is it you want?”

She was having a hard time keeping her gaze on his face and not letting it roam his perfect torso. It was an even bigger struggle not to reach out and pull the towel free. 

Unless …

She lifted her arm, extended her hand forward and gripped the towel, pulling him closer. Then she tugged harder, until the towel slipped off his body and she was face to face with an image she had only dreamt about. And her dreams had in no way done him any kind of justice. He was spectacular. A bead of pre-cum glistened like a shiny pearl on the plum-hued crown. Her mouth flooded with moisture as she realized she was finally going to get to taste him.

She dropped to her knees, lifted her eyes to his, gripped him by the base of his cock and brought her head forward. “I want this,” she said, never breaking their eye contact as she slid him into her mouth. He tasted incredible. A flavor she could easily find herself craving. She shut her eyes and went to task, taking him to the back of her throat and then back out to the tip, swirling her tongue around and around, using her hand to help pump. 

His hand landed on top of her head, and a sigh above her fueled her fire, causing her to push him deeper down her throat, suppressing her gag reflex as best she could. She cupped his balls with her other hand and massaged them in her palm. 

In addition to being ripped as hell, the man took care of himself downstairs as well. His balls were shaved and his pubic hair trimmed short. He really was fucking perfection. And for the night, he was hers. 

She released his cock from her mouth and dipped her head, taking a ball into her mouth and rolling it around on her tongue while still using her hand to stroke him. 

“Fuck,” he breathed, bucking his hips and pushing himself into her palm. “Mouth again,” he grunted, cupping her cheek and guiding her head upward again. His thumb landed on her bottom lip again, and he pushed down. “Open up, baby.” She lifted her eyes to his once again and did as she was told, opening up her mouth. 

His eyes were hooded, his cheeks a sexy shade of dusty rose. 

He batted her hand away from his cock and gripped the base with his own hand, guiding it into her open mouth. He released his shaft, grabbed her hand and put it back where it had been. His other hand remained cupping her jaw though, his thumb resting just beneath her lip. 

“Love seeing and feeling my cock slide into your mouth, Rory. Fucking love it.”

She loved it too. Loved watching his reaction as she took him deep, brought him to the edge.

She blinked up at him, widened her mouth and bottomed out again. 

A growl rumbled low in his chest. His grip on her jaw and cheek tightened. “Gonna come soon, babe.”

Yes.

She pulled him free and ran her tongue over the tip as if it were a popsicle on the hottest day of the year and she needed to catch all the drips. Can’t waste a drop. Not when it tasted that good—she’d never met a man whose cum tasted good, let alone delicious—not until Zak. With Zak she’d never waste a drop. 

“Fuck, babe,” he groaned. His thumb pulled down on her bottom lip. “All the way to the back. Take it all.”

Yes. 

She slid him back into her mouth, slow. She knew it was torture for him. His grip on her jaw told her he was struggling. The cadence of his hips faltered too. He was close. 

“Deeper, baby. Know you can take me deeper. Gonna come.”

She did as she was told and pushed him just a little deeper. A tear slipped down her cheek, but she managed to get him down without gagging. 

“That’s right, Rory. So fucking … so fucking hot. Good girl.” He pumped one, two, three more times, then tossed his head back, fisted her messy bun and let go. 

Warm, salty semen squirted down the back of her throat in thick, ropey spurts. She swallowed as fast and as much as she could, taking everything he gave her and wishing he had more. 

Her dream, her fantasy was finally becoming a reality, and even if it was just for this one night, she was going to enjoy every single second of Zak. 
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He’d squeezed his eyes shut but figured now was probably a good time to look at her, and, fuck him, the smile that she gave him back. Holy fucking shit. 

Never in his life had he met a woman who looked that happy after giving a blow job. Never. Her smile was electric, her eyes bright, her cheeks flushed. She looked so incredibly fuckable, he prayed he had condoms in his nightstand and that they hadn’t expired. He also prayed that he’d be able to get it up again soon. 

It’d been a while since he’d been with anybody besides his fist in the shower, and that was only to help him sleep. 

Where the hell had this woman come from?

And she’d wanted him for six months to boot. Did they even make women like her anymore?

Apparently, they did. He’d just had to weed through a few harpies to find the goddess. 

He was still cupping her jaw, something he liked to do when getting head. Control their head, their mouths, their lips. Feel them swallow as he came hard down their throats. 

But Aurora hadn’t balked at all. She seemed to like him taking the control, seemed to like his hand on her jaw, his thumb on her lip. 

He traced that thumb over her bottom lip again before hauling her up to her feet and crushing his mouth against hers. 

She welcomed him, opened for him, tangoed her tongue with his. 

His hands fell to the hem of her T-shirt, and he made quick work of pulling it over her head, only breaking their kiss for a moment. But the moment was long enough to see she had incredible tits. Big tits. Like more than a handful. The perfect size tits for sliding his dick between so he could titty-fuck her into next Tuesday. 

And those raspberry nipples and dusky puckered areolas … He pulled his mouth from her lips once again and dipped his head, taking a nipple into his mouth, sucking hard until he felt the skin around it grow taut in arousal. 

A moan in the depths of her throat had him using his other hand to push down the waist of her pants, past—oh fuck, she was hairless—until he found slick, silky folds. Her clit was already swollen, and her panties damp. Oh, fuck yeah. 

Gently, he guided her back to the bed, taking her pants and panties down with him. 

She watched him with eyelids at half-mast and her lip between her teeth. He leaned forward and tugged her lip out. “That’s my lip, got it?”

She nodded. 

“I want to hear you say it.”

“Your lip.”

“That’s right. Only I get to bite it.”

“Only you get to bite it.”

“Good girl.” He smiled, his eyes climbing along her body, appreciating every inch, every freckle. She was fit but still soft. He liked that. 

Healthy curves, womanly curves, but she still took care of herself. 

“Touch yourself,” he ordered, taking her hand from the bed and placing it between her legs. “Show me what you like.”

Her eyes grew wide and avid as she nodded again, spread her pussy lips and began to flick her bean. 

The inner lips of her pussy were a gorgeous, glistening pink, and it took everything inside him not to sink onto his belly and bury his face up to his ears in her cleft, let all her juices cover his face, coat his tongue and slide down his throat. 

His cock jerked, and his balls tightened. 

He really needed to check the condom box, make sure there were a few in there that still had some life to them. But he couldn’t peel his eyes from the beauty on his bed who currently had her eyes closed, her lip back between her teeth and her fingers going around and around on her clit. 

It was an absolutely magnificent sight to behold. 

“You want some help?” he asked, needing to taste her, to feel her come around his fingers and across his lips. 

Her eyes fluttered open, and she nodded. “Yes, please.”

Please. 

Such a good girl. 

Grinning, he slid down onto his belly and shouldered her knees apart. He didn’t want her to stop her efforts on her clit. No, he wanted them to work together. Get her there together. They had the rest of night for him to take her on his own, show her just what his tongue was capable of. 

He explored her slippery slit with two fingers, pushing them inside her just enough but then pulling them out and meandering around her folds, the nub of her clit and her perineum. 

Was she into ass play?

Was tonight too soon to ask?

Was tonight all they had?

He hadn’t been with anybody in a while, and now that he’d broken his dry spell—and with a woman as enigmatic as Aurora—he wanted to go crazy.

She writhed on the bed beneath his fingers and hers, her head thrashing from side to side. He placed his mouth over her just as a warm gush of liquid spilled across his tongue. He lapped it up. Drank her sweetness down, then slipped his tongue into her tight channel and demanded she give him more. 

She pressed her cleft against his face, her fingers picking up speed as she continued to squirm. Her hips leapt off the mattress, and his nose knocked her fingers. He removed his tongue from her and replaced it with his fingers once again, enjoying the way she squeezed her muscles around him, drawing him in, encouraging him to go deeper. His tongue lazily laved at her dripping pussy lips, making its way north. He sucked and licked on her fingers as they worked her clit, pushing his tongue between her fingers to flick her clit, tasting her flavor on her digits. 

A moan from above was all the response he needed to know that she liked what he was doing. 

He raked his chin up between her legs, letting the scruff of his close-shaved beard tickle her sensitive labia. He pushed her fingers away from her clit and worked his chin over it, back and forth, then around and around. 

“Oh God!” She pushed her mound harder against his face. “Do that again.”

He complied, continuing to plunge his fingers in and out of her while raking his beard across her slippery slit. 

“Fuck, yes.”

Fuck, yes was right. 

Her hip jerks grew erratic, and more honey spilled across his fingers. She was close.

He removed his chin and sucked hard on her clit. 

Her back arched, her hips shot off the bed higher than ever, and then she collapsed to the mattress, chest heaving, fingers bunched in the duvet, pussy rippling and pulsing around him. 

Once her tremors subsided, he slid off the bed and made his way to the bathroom. He quickly washed his face, not that he really cared whether or not her juices coated him for the rest of the night, but some women cared. 

When he returned to the bedroom, she had pulled her T-shirt, underwear and pants back on and was sitting flush-faced and gorgeous on the edge of the bed. He grabbed his boxer briefs off the floor and tugged them on, then pulled on a pair of pajama pants and a Henley.

He was already sporting another stiffy and was surprised to find her dressed. 

She glanced up at him with a look that caused all kinds of weird emotions to bubble up inside him. 

He sat down next to her on the bed. “You okay?”

She nodded. “More than okay.”

Well, that was good. 

Her stomach growled, then his growled in response. 

He linked his fingers with hers. “Come on. Let’s go have something to eat, and we can get to know each other.” He tugged her up off the bed with him. “I must say, this is shaping up to be one hell of a snowy adventure,” he said with a chuckle as he kept his hand clasped with hers and went ahead of her down the stairs. “Never saw that coming.”

“You should see what we do in my dreams,” she murmured behind him. 

Zak missed a step, and before he knew it, he had let go of her hand and was falling down the stairs. 

He landed at the bottom on his ass only to see her standing where he’d left her, her eyes wide and mouth open in shock. “You okay?”

He blinked up at her and rubbed the sore spot on his ass. “Just swept off my feet is all.”








  
  
Chapter 5




“I don’t normally drink during the week,” Zak said, the cords in his neck standing out in a sexy way as he heaved on the cork, opening up a bottle of wine. He poured them each a glass and slid hers across the quartz countertop toward her. “But I think I’m willing to make an exception.”  

She picked up her wineglass and held it to her nose. It was a deep, dark red, and it smelled incredible. Several tiers up from the supermarket boxed wine or the Trader Joe’s buck-fifty special she bought herself from time to time. Not that she drank much, because booze was a luxury she just couldn’t afford. Not when there was heat and Wi-Fi she needed to pay for first. Electricity was an important one too. 

He lifted his glass up. “To … ”

Stalkers finally getting what they want?

Dreams becoming reality?

Christmas miracles?

Mother Nature finally throwing me a bone?

“To snowflakes and shoddy engines,” he finally said, a big, sexy grin slowly sliding across his talented lips. 

A smile of her own broke out on her heated face. “To snowflakes and shoddy engines.” 

He clinked his wineglass against hers, then they both took a sip, their eyes locking over the rims of their glasses. 

“I’ve never liked snow so much in my life,” she said after she swallowed down the incredible wine. “Or been appreciative of crappy cars. Things are finally looking up.”

He pulled the casserole dish from the oven after donning oven mitts and then began to dish up their meal. It smelled incredible. 

A man who could cook?

She hadn’t met one of those in a long time. 

“You need a new car. Surely, the law firm you work for pays you well enough that you can afford some new wheels. Even new tires, if you can’t afford an entire new vehicle.”

Not on a first-year associate’s salary they don’t. 

“Yeah, one day I’ll come up with the cash to replace it,” she said blandly. “Student loans really take a chunk out of the paycheck, though.”

He lifted one well-defined shoulder. “I get it. My brother was up to his eyeballs in those too for the longest time. At least get some winter tires when you can afford it.”

She glanced up at him, her jaw tight, ready to fight, but what looked back at her instantly eased her out of defense mode. He didn’t look at her with any kind of pity, just understanding. 

“Had a clunker myself for a while. As long as it runs, I used to say. But then I had kids, and I couldn’t bring myself to install a car seat into that death trap, so I sold it to a scrap yard, charmed the ass off the lady at the bank for a loan and bought my first safe vehicle.”

She made a noise in her throat, her stomach rumbling at the same time.

He placed a plate in front of her. Rich aromas—basil and garlic, parmesan and roasted veggies—filled her nostrils. Moisture flooded her mouth. 

Zak reached into a drawer, pulled out cutlery, grabbed a napkin from another drawer and folded it. Then he placed the knife and fork on the little triangle and slid it across the counter to her, settling it next to her plate. 

“Such a gentleman,” she said, climbing onto the bar stool. 

He grabbed the other full plate and wandered around behind her. “Not in the bedroom I’m not,” he purred, his breath tickling the nape of her neck as he leaned in next to her ear. The warmth from his body at her back made every muscle inside her tighten and every hair on her arms tingle. 

But she needed to play it cool. She needed to calm down and cool off. She took another sip of her wine and smiled at him over the rim of her glass. “I noticed.”

His grin was huge and sinful. “So,” he started, diving into what appeared to be a delicious-looking chicken breast and roasted veggies in an aromatic pesto sauce, “tell me about yourself.”

Aurora set her wineglass down and lifted her shoulder in a shrug. “Not much to tell, really. I work all the time. I’m from New Hampshire. Went to law school here in Washington. My goldfish just died, and I’m pretty sure I killed my cactus.”

He cut into his chicken, that sexy smile still on his face. “Ah, so you’re a murderer?”

“More like negligent pet and plant owner. But yes, I suppose you could say my demanding work life inevitably caused me to kill the only pet I’ve ever had and a plant that is supposed to be resilient to drought.”

He grabbed her hand and brought it to his mouth, pressing a soft kiss to her knuckles. “That’s because you’re this super-sexy high-powered attorney, right? Saving the world one lawsuit at a time? Putting away the bad guys. Taking down the corporate demons in their ivory towers.” His eyebrows bobbed salaciously as he planted another kiss to her knuckles before releasing her hand. Desire rolled through her in big, lazy waves, enveloping every cell in her body until they all burned hot for the man whose big, muscular thigh was currently touching hers. 

“Something like that,” she murmured. “Too busy burning the midnight oil to care for a damn cactus.”

“You’re a fourth-year associate, you said?”

“I’m an associate, yeah.”

Oh, fuck, why couldn’t she just tell him the truth? That she was like tenth or twelfth pick in the draft. That she’d started off law school strong but petered out midway, eventually scraping by, by the skin of her teeth, and just barely passing the bar.

Not that she didn’t have good reason for being distracted during school. Hell, she was more than just distracted. She was grieving. She was furious. She was broken. 

Her parents tried to convince her to take a leave of absence from school or transfer to a law school closer to home, but she needed the space. She needed the distance. If she’d stayed in New Hampshire, she would be forced to drive past the lake daily, constantly reminded of what she lost—of who she lost. 

So she packed her bags, put her head down and flew back to Washington after the funeral, resuming her third and final year of law school, only to barely make it through because she just couldn’t get her head in the game. 

The only reason she’d been hired at Wallace, Dixon and Travers in the first place was because Dina Steele, a senior partner, had taken pity on her after Aurora had broken down in her interview and told the woman her entire story. Dina was a no-nonsense woman but also a fair woman and had offered Aurora the job with the caveat that Aurora join a gym and start seeing a counselor to work through her issues.

Hence, why she started at Club Z. 

She saw her counselor once a month, because that was all her benefits allowed. Once she was with the company for a year, she could afford a better medical plan and hopefully start seeing her therapist a bit more often.

She closed her eyes and summoned a deep breath, holding it in, then looked blindly skyward.

Yeah, Dina Steele had saved Aurora’s ass. She’d saved her law career. She’d saved her life. 

May God rest her soul. 

The poor woman had been killed in a mall mass shooting in August, and the whole law firm was still trying to make sense of it all. Make sense of their loss—because losing Dina had been like losing a limb, losing a chunk of their heart, for all of them. She had run the firm with an iron first encased in marshmallow. She was tough, but she was kind, and everyone at the firm loved her. 

And now her mentor, her savior, the person she went to for all her work—and life—problems, was gone. Taken too soon by such a senseless and malicious act of hate.

Her heart stuttered, and then there was this falling, spinning-down feeling. She clutched the edge of the counter with both hands and blinked back the harsh sting of tears.

God, she missed Dina. Life had ceased to make sense after she’d walked into work on that Monday after the shooting, only to find every one of her co-workers bawling their eyes out. 

A throat clearing next to her drew her out of her thoughts. Her shoulder was nudged. “Where’d you go just now?” Zak’s voice was like pure melted chocolate. Deep and thick and with just the smallest hint of a twang. A finger landed under her chin, and he turned her face to his. “Everything okay? You’re not having second thoughts about upstairs, are you?” With his other hand, he reached over and ran his finger beneath her eye, clearing away the tear before it even had a chance to fall. “Hmm?” 

His big, warm palm cupped her cheek. She leaned into his gentle embrace and closed her eyes. She was tired. Tired of the day, of the week, of the month, of the year. Tired of never getting ahead, tired of constantly feeling like she was treading water with a weight belt on. Tired of losing people she loved.

“I’m tired,” she finally breathed, her eyes still shut, her breathing now ragged and her body growing hot. “Even when I’m not at work, my brain can’t seem to leave the job. I can’t remember the last time it really, truly shut down.” 

His thumb caressed her cheek, sending warm coils of need spiraling through her. “I can see that. We’ll eat and then go to bed.” He released her face, and they both turned back to their meals. “Up to you which bed you’d like to sleep in.”

She glanced at him sideways, a small smile curling up her mouth as she picked up her fork and knife and dug into her meal. “Your bed seemed pretty comfy. Is that a king?”

His nose wrinkled as he dove into his own chicken and vegetables. “California king, baby, and it’s hella comfy. Great for sleeping … fantastic for other things as well.”

She took a bite of broccoli and began to chew, loving how his smile and joking tone eased the ache in her heart and made her want to laugh. She needed more laughter in her life, needed more happiness, more nights like this spent with a good man drinking wine and eating dinner as they enjoyed each other’s company. 

“Zak?” His name felt smooth against her tongue, slightly cool. She licked her lips, as if savoring its sweetness. He definitely suited his name. Strong, powerful and sexy.

He put his fork down and turned to face her, giving her his full and undivided attention. “Hmm?”

She swallowed. “Thank you for rescuing me tonight.” She felt the heat of a blush warm her cheeks, and she dipped her eyes down to his now covered chest. “And for the other thing, too.”

Once again, he lifted her chin with his knuckle. His dark blue eyes burned with an intensity that both excited and scared her, as if he already saw everything that she was … and everything that she wasn’t. “No need to thank me, darlin’. Got to keep the customers happy.”

The customers. Right.

A small piece of her heart chipped away from his words. 

She wasn’t sure it was possible, but his eyes darkened even more, and before she knew it, she found herself hauled off her stool, his plate pushed to the side and her butt firmly planted on the countertop. He wedged her knees apart and pushed his body into the V of her legs, his arms on either side of her thighs. “That was a joke, you know.” 

Her heart pounded hard in her chest as his need for her hit her in heated waves. His fingers bunched in the fabric of her pants, and he pulled her closer to him. 

“I feel like a complete ass for not having noticed you sooner. I mean, I knew who you were, have watched your progress, but I don’t date or sleep with members. Ever.”

Ever.

She hadn’t even been aware that she’d been biting her lip until his thumb landed on her bottom lip and gently tugged it free of her teeth. 

“My lip, remember?”

Swallowing again, she nodded. 

“I haven’t been with a woman in a while. A long while. Kind of swore off them until my head cleared from the divorce. It was a rough one. I haven’t even been looking to date.” He ran the pad of his thumb over her lip, pushing it inside just a touch, then drawing it back out. “Maybe that’s why I didn’t notice you, because I wasn’t looking.” He removed his thumb, and she had to push down her whimper. The flash of lust behind his eyes said she hadn’t done a good enough job suppressing it, though. He dipped his finger into his wineglass, then brought it back to her mouth, rubbing it along her lips before pushing it into her mouth. “Suck.”

She did as she was told, loving the eroticism of his demand and the way the fire burned in the deep blue of his eyes as she swirled her tongue around his digit, savoring the excellent vintage and Zak. 

“I may not have noticed you before,” he began, regret in his tenor, “but I sure as hell notice you now. Stay the night in my bed. Stay the next few nights in my bed. Call in sick to work tomorrow and spend the day in bed with me. Let me make up for being a fool and not noticing you until now.”

Not taking her eyes from his, she pinched her wrist, just to make sure she wasn’t passed out in a snowbank back in the gym parking lot or in the bed upstairs. Or even worse, back at her cold, tiny, lonely studio apartment with her dead cactus and dollar-store Christmas wreath.  

He pushed himself out of his stool and stood up, towering over her even though she sat on the kitchen island.

Damn, he was tall. 

“Stay.” He pulled his finger from between her lips, cupped her face in both hands and slanted his mouth over hers, bringing their mouths within the same breathing space … and kissed her. His tongue pushed its way inside, demanding she open for him; she met it and gave it teasing laps with her own. He took that as a challenge and assumed control over not only her mouth, but her body, her muscles and every one of her senses. All she could see, all she could smell, all she could taste, touch and hear was Zak. 

Zak. 

She sank into his body instantly, the hard planes of his muscles enfolding her. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him down to her, feeling his arousal knock against her inner thigh as he drew her up off the counter and onto his waist. 

He took the stairs two at a time, she was pretty sure, collapsing them both onto his bed and stripping her naked with a speed that frightened her in the absolute best possible way. 

She’d never been wanted with such ferocity before. Never been craved or desired the way she could tell Zak craved her. 

He opened up his nightstand drawer and pulled out a condom, tearing the packet open and sheathing himself in seconds.

She cupped her breasts and pulled at her already diamond-hard nipples, needing more to ease the ache she felt deep in her belly. 

“Stay,” he demanded again. It had never been a question. 

She reached for him, and he lowered himself to her, sinking into her body and stretching her, filling her, fulfilling her fantasies but only a million times better than she ever could have imagined. 

“I’ll stay,” she whispered, tracing her tongue over one of the tattoos on his shoulder. “I’ll stay.”

His smile made everything inside her tighten and heat up. So this was what it felt like to finally have your fantasy come to life. To finally have the man of your dreams ask you to stay the night, the weekend with him. 

Would he ask her to stay for forever?

He dipped his head and latched on to a nipple at the same time his hips began to move—and boy, did they know how to move. All that working out had not compromised his flexibility one iota. The man was like a contortionist. 

The closer he brought her to the edge, the closer Aurora felt herself on the verge of tears. Tears of joy, tears of disbelief, tears of pleasure. Tears of fear. 

Because true to form, she wasn’t able to just enjoy the moment. She was caught up with the thoughts in her head. Plagued by them. Worrying that even though he asked her to stay, he might one day ask her to leave. That she wasn’t enough for him. She was just a douse of rain after a drought. Anybody in their right mind would reach for the skies with their mouths open when the clouds finally turned dark and began to pour. Quenching their thirst, easing their parched tongue. It only made sense that he would take what she offered him. And then he would grow tired of her, and she would be asked to leave. 

They all eventually ended things with her. She was always the dumpee, never the dumper. 

Even with the most recent boyfriend.

However, none of those past lovers could hold a candle to Zak. None of them had piqued her interest or made her fantasize about a future the way she did about Zak. And now that she’d finally had a taste of him, discovered how great he was—she knew that when he finally asked her to leave, it would probably destroy her.








  
  
Chapter 6




Zak took the steps one at a time, careful not to drop the tray of plates and wineglasses that he carried. After their impromptu second round—and third round—he’d ducked back downstairs and reheated their dinner, deciding that dinner in bed with the incredible woman who’d just emptied his balls down her throat for the second time that night was WAY better than sitting in the kitchen with clothes on.  

He should crank the heat tomorrow and make it a no-clothing day. That way he could take her in every room of the house as often as Mother Nature would let him. So far, Mother Nature—or in this case Father Ballsack—hadn’t let him down, though he was also no longer a spring chicken and couldn’t get it up a dozen times a day like he used to. If he needed an hour or two to recharge, he always had his tongue and fingers to keep Aurora happy. 

On the steps of the landing, he paused and glanced at his shoulder. The ache from her bite as she came still stung a touch, and her teeth marks over his tattoo were plain as day. 

He liked a little teeth. He liked it a little rough. 

Did she?

He had nipple clamps, a blindfold and handcuffs somewhere in the back of his closet, would they get to a point in their relationship where he could bring them out? 

Rounding the corner into his bedroom, he had to keep himself from dropping the tray. Aurora—Rory— was on his bed, naked, wearing glasses and reading a book. Her sandy-blonde hair tumbled wildly down her shoulders, and her light brown eyes scanned the pages with pinched brows of concentration. 

Had he ever seen anything sexier in his entire life?

Nope, he fucking hadn’t. 

“I was thinking to myself maybe we should make tomorrow a clothing-optional day,” he said, kneeling on the bed and resting the tray between them. Then he stood back up, shucked his pants and slipped naked beneath the covers. “But now, I’m thinking we need to not only make it clothing-optional but that you also have to wear those sexy-as-fuck black glasses all day.” 

She finished reading the page she was on, closed the novel and then turned to face him, a big smile on her face. She hummed. “Sorry, I always keep a book in my gym bag, but I haven’t read it in ages, figured I had time to start from the beginning this weekend.” She removed her glasses and folded them closed, placing them on the nightstand. “I only wear these for reading, so just close up.”

He handed her a wineglass. “Don’t plan on getting too far away from me there, darlin’. Plan on staying pretty close.”

Her cheeks pinked up a nice deep shade. “Where are you from? I detect a hint of an accent.” She took a sip of her wine. “A super-sexy accent.”

He sipped his own wine and grinned. “South Carolina.”

His brother Adam didn’t really have any twang left, though he’d been living on the west coast longer than Zak, and he’d made a point of losing it. Zak, on the other hand, didn’t mind the drawl, and women seemed to eat that shit up, so he often played it up when the fairer sex was around. Darlin’ this and darlin’ that. Made flirting easy, not that it’d been a challenge for him—not since puberty hit, that is.

She thanked him when he handed her her plate of barely touched chicken and vegetables. “You still have family there in the South? Parents? Siblings?”

Zak set his wineglass down on his nightstand. “My grandparents still live there. Parents died thirty-one years ago when I was four. My brother lives here.”

“I’m so sorry about your parents.”

He nodded, scratched the back of his neck, then picked up his utensils with one hand and hooked a thumb over his shoulder with the other, pointing to the tattoos on his shoulder blades and turning so she could see them. “Thanks. Those are their birth flowers. January for my mom on the right, August for my dad on the left. It’s like they’ve got my back.”

She placed her plate on the nightstand and pushed up to her knees, tracing the tattoos lightly with her fingers. “They’re beautiful. All your tattoos are.” She ran her fingers over the footprints that ran down his arm. “I’m guessing these are your kids?”

He nodded. 

“All your ink is gorgeous.”

He grunted and thanked her. “You should eat. Get your strength back.”

Her mouth wiggled in a little smile as she sat back down against the headboard and grabbed her plate. “How did your parents pass, if I might ask?”

He swallowed hard but nodded. “It was a car accident. Dad was on his way home from night school. Car broke down. He called my mom to go and pick him up. She left Adam and me with the neighbors, and they were hit by an off-duty sheriff drunk off his ass.”

She drew in a sharp breath. “I’m so sorry.”

“Yeah, it was pretty awful. My parents were really young too. Had my brother Adam when they were still teenagers. My dad’s parents didn’t approve of my mom, so they cut them out of their lives. We were raised by my mom’s parents.”

“And they’re still alive?”

He nodded, forcing a tight smile. “And kicking.”

“Is your brother coming over for Christmas dinner or something? Does he have a family?” She set her fork down and took another sip of her wine. 

“He does have a family. Has a daughter, Mira, and a new girlfriend, Violet, and she’s pregnant. They’re all in Hawaii for Christmas with Adam’s ex-wife, Paige, and her new boyfriend, Mitch, and his daughter, Jayda.” 

Her eyes went wide, and her adorable button nose wrinkled in confusion. Even perplexed, she was drop-dead gorgeous. His cock jerked beneath the covers and knocked the bottom of his plate. 

Chuckling, he reached over and wiped a droplet of wine from the corner of her mouth with his thumb. “I’ve seen that look before. But wait, here’s the kicker, just to baffle you even further—Mitch is Violet’s brother.” He slapped his thigh and tossed his head back with another laugh.

Aurora blinked again. “Wait—your brother’s ex-wife is dating his current girlfriend’s brother? And they’re all okay with each other?”

He sipped his wine, nodding. “They’re more than okay with it. Paige and Violet are great friends now, as are Mitch and Adam. They all share the girls, go on family trips together, have dinners with each other. Jayda and Mira are as close as two sisters can get. It’s a win-win for all of them.”

She shook her head and took another, longer, bigger sip of her wine. “Never heard of a split that amicable in all the cases that have crossed my desk in the past while,” she said simply. “A rarity for sure.”

Zak made a noise in his throat, picked up his fork and knife again and continued eating. “Mine certainly wasn’t a bed of roses. Still isn’t. Probably never will be.”

He let his gaze slide her way only to find her staring directly at him, her eyes boring into his soul. “I’m sorry,” she said softly. “I’ve seen a lot of ugly divorces, and I know that it’s not fun for either side. I hope that you at least got what you wanted with your children?”

With a stiff smile, he grunted, nodded once and continued eating. “I did. Had one hell of a good lawyer. She tried to take them from me, render me down to nothing more than an every-other-weekend dad who paid a butt-load in child support and alimony. She lied about who I was, the type of father and husband that I was. She claimed I was an alcoholic.” He cleared his throat for the umpteenth time, spotted his nearly empty wineglass on the nightstand, reached for it but didn’t drink a drop.

A cool, delicate hand landed on his heated shoulder. “I hardly know you,” she whispered, “but I can already tell you’re none of the things she claimed you to be. I have a sixth sense about people, and I don’t get any of those vibes from you.”

Zak clenched his jaw tight until a dull but not altogether unwelcome throb pulsed just below his ears. He continued to stare at the wineglass. If he squeezed the stem any tighter, it would probably snap. 

She tugged on the glass to remove it from his grip, and he slowly released it, his knuckles aching from how hard he’d been holding it. 

“I’ve only ever drunk alcohol on the weekends,” he said, more to himself than anybody else. “I’ve always maintained control over my life, over my body and what I put into it. That’s how I’ve stayed so healthy, how I overcame … ” He licked his lips, then turned to her. Her eyes were wide, inviting, welcoming him to share with her. “I was a sick kid,” he started. “Really sick. Every allergy on the planet, diet and otherwise. Hay fever, eczema, nosebleeds—I had it all. I was in and out of the hospital for years with one ailment or another.  My grandma had a tough time getting enough food into me so that I didn’t look like a skeleton. I was anemic, had thyroid issues, insomnia … ” He scrubbed his hands over his face. “I wet the fucking bed until I was nine.” 

He lifted his head from where he’d been staring at his lap, waiting for the flash of judgment to flit through her gaze, but it didn’t. Not at all. She set his wineglass down on her nightstand and reached for his hands, linking them through hers, encouraging him to continue.

“I was this weak little fucker. Forty pounds soaking wet when I was eleven. I was short too. Constantly bullied. Adam defended me as best he could, but if there was anything our grandparents instilled in us, it was not to fight. No scrapping.”

“Sometimes a good punch to the face does a world of good for a bully though. A taste of their own medicine.” She ran her thumb over the back of his hand and lifted her eyes back up to his, a small, reassuring smile coasting across her lips. 

He breathed out a laugh. “I couldn’t have said it better myself, actually.”

“Then what happened?”

He exhaled deeply, moving his gaze to blink up at the ceiling for a few silent moments and leaning his head against the headboard. “By grace and by God, puberty hit. And it hit me like a tsunami. Only instead of devastating everything in its path and fucking me up even more than I already was, it was more like when Spiderman got bit by the radioactive spider. Puberty kicked ninety-nine percent of my allergies to the curb, my thyroid levels evened out, and I started sleeping better. I also shot up like eight inches in one summer, gained nearly a hundred pounds in like six months, too. And I just kept growing. Went from a size seven shoe to a size thirteen in less than a year. Was over six feet tall by the time I was fourteen. Started working out every day at the gym for two hours. Made friends with some of the bodybuilders there, and they took me under their wings, showed me how to train, how to bulk up. Nobody recognized me when I entered my freshman year at a new school. It was like a rebirth. A second chance at life.”

“The phoenix rising from the ashes, burned but never broken. Your wings might have been singed, but your spirit was strong and determined.”

Zak’s bottom lip dropped open. “Again, I couldn’t have said it better myself.” He tilted his body a bit and untwined their hands so he could point to the tattoo on his side running from beneath his armpit nearly down to his hipbone. “That’s exactly how I felt. Like a phoenix.”

Her smile was demure and almost bashful as she traced her cool fingers over the red and orange tattoo of a phoenix he’d gotten when he was eighteen. It embodied who he was. Burned, but not broken. Weakened but not vanquished.  

Only now, he was stronger than ever. In control and determined to keep it that way.

“It’s beautiful,” she whispered. “I take it you dealt with your bullies, then?”

“I did. But not how you would think. I didn’t go looking to beat them up. Didn’t even swing the first punch or the last. But I hit them all where it hurt the most—their pride. I stole their top spots on all the major sports teams, stole their girlfriends, stole their limelight, their popularity. Almost overnight, I became this school sensation—a freshman who looked like a senior, dating senior girls, all that. I was awkward and bumbling at first, but the guys at the gym helped me overcome that, and by my sophomore year, I was playing for the senior varsity football team, varsity wrestling team. I didn’t have to land one blow to anybody’s gut or temple to cripple them.”

The sexy line of her throat bobbed on a hard swallow. “Wow.”

Why did he get the feeling she wasn’t as impressed as most women would be?

She lifted her gaze to his. “And what did you do with that new fame besides steal girlfriends, throw around a ball and party every weekend?”

Ouch!

“I didn’t party every weekend,” he said, shaking his head. She was forming the wrong idea about him. He needed to put a stop to it. “My parents were killed by a drunk driver, don’t forget. My grandparents drilled the dangers of alcohol and drunk driving into Adam and I from day one. I didn’t drink until college when I lived on campus and home was just a stumble away.”

Her eyes dropped down to her lap and her chest deflated on a slow exhale. “I’m sorry.”

He needed to continue. She needed the whole story, she needed to know him. “I was nominated student body president, and I was captain of the debate team. I took the football team to nationals—and we won. I was awarded a wrestling scholarship to USC. I led the fundraiser for the twenty-four-hour cancer walk around the track.” 

Suddenly, he felt like her approval of him was all that mattered in the world, that she needed to know he didn’t abuse his power or prestige in school, that his grandparents kept him on the right track and insisted he continue to do well.  

He shook his head. “That’s not what we’re talking about right now, though.” He tugged on her fingers and laced his with hers again. “I need you to know that I’ve never abused anything in my entire life. Power. Women. Drugs. Alcohol. None of it.”

Okay, well maybe not none of it. Not if you counted that summer after his first wet dream where he spanked the monkey like five times a day for two whole months. That was a lot of self-abuse—and lotion. 

His grandfather joked that they should have bought stock in Lubriderm.

“I told you that I only drink on the weekends.” He tilted his head toward their wineglasses on her nightstand. “And I mean that. This is a one-off for me, I swear it. Loni claimed that I was a raging alcoholic, that I took performance-enhancing drugs and did doping. That I had ’roid rage.” He cupped his balls over the duvet. “Does this look like the sac of a fucking steroid user?” Her lips twitched as if she were trying to hide a smile, but instead she simply shook her head. “I’ve never touched that fucking poison in my life. Everything that I am, that I have, I have worked my fucking ass off for. I eat healthy, I work out and fucking meditate, and that’s all to keep me being the best person I can be. To be the best person I can be for my kids. Because I know that I was granted a big fucking gift when puberty hit and I sprouted and grew and was finally healthy. And I’m not about to abuse that gift. I just thank God every day that neither of my kids developed any of my childhood ailments. They’re both healthy as horses.”

Emotion hung heavy at the back of his throat, and he made to clear it but coughed instead. He stared at their knotted hands. She hadn’t said much, simply let him vent, let him dump all his pain and past on her—and yet she didn’t seem to mind. 

Unless she did mind and was getting ready to make a quick exit.

Had he said too much?

Adam always chastised Zak for being a bit of an oversharer, saying that he came on strong and if the person wasn’t into that kind of personality, they were immediately turned off. Was Aurora turned off? Had he gone too far? Had he overshared?

“I’m going to go get you some water,” she said quietly, disentangling their fingers and sliding her lithe frame from the bed. She pulled his T-shirt on over her head and then gently padded across the bedroom toward the door. “We can talk more when I get back if you want to.”

Then she was gone. Leaving him staring at the doorway to the dark hallway where the most incredible woman had just left, wondering if he’d scared her away or if she’d be interested in staying with him until the new year … and maybe longer. 








  
  
Chapter 7




Aurora flicked on the light in the kitchen and went in search of a couple of drinking glasses, her mind reeling after all that she’d just heard. She needed to be careful not to pity Zak though. Nobody wanted anybody else’s pity—she knew that firsthand. But she did feel sorry for him—at least the younger him—and the older him when it came to his ex at least. She sounded like a real piece of work. Lying before the judge, accusing Zak of heinous actions, all to stick it to him even further than she already had.  

She thought back to the last divorce case she’d worked on and shuddered. It’d been an ugly one too. Only in this case, the husband had cheated—with his wife’s ex step-mother, no less—and both he and his new mistress were dragging Aurora’s client through the mud. 

It was enough to swear her off marriage and children for good—had she not had the best marriage in the world as an example of how to do it right. Her parents were more in love now than they ever were. The way her mother cared for her father after his heart attack kept that one ember of hope alive and still burning inside Aurora, that maybe she could also make the whole till-death-do-us-part thing work. She just needed to find the right man.

After opening up a few cupboards and coming up empty for glasses, she finally found them and went to the fridge, where he had one of those fancy water dispensers built into the front of the door. 

And here she was drinking tap water at home. 

Their lives were so different. 

Too different?

She finished filling up their glasses, then turned to leave when a dark shadow at the foot of the stairs made her halt and nearly drop the water. 

Slowly, almost cautiously he approached her. 

She set the glasses down on the island and walked toward him. 

“I thought maybe I’d scared you off and you decided to take your chances with the snow,” he said quietly, stopping directly in front of her but not close enough to touch. That didn’t mean she didn’t have to keep herself from swaying where she stood from the heat and strength radiating off him in powerful currents. 

She lifted her eyes from his abs up to his face before reaching out and placing her fingers over his perfect stomach. “I’d have to be wearing a bit more than what I am to brave that blizzard,” she teased, pushing up to her tiptoes and nipping his chin with her teeth. “I’m not scared of what you told me, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

He was in his boxer briefs now, but there was no mistaking his need for her as he pressed his hips against her belly and guided them over to the couch. 

He plopped down first and helped her straddle him. She was in nothing but his shirt, and when the crown of his cock through his boxers brushed her clit, she trembled in his hands and ground herself down farther, rocking against him at the same time her lashes fluttered closed. 

“Thank you for sharing all of that with me,” she said, playing with the hair at the nape of his neck, twirling it around her fingers. “I know that was probably hard for you. But it means a lot. Especially since we hardly know each other but that you trust me enough to let me in like that.” She leaned forward and brushed her lips against his. “Unless you want me to leave, I’m not going anywhere.”

He growled against her mouth. “I don’t want you to leave. I’ve only started to get to know you.” His hands worked their way beneath the shirt and pulled it free over her head. “And something tells me there are a lot of unexplored layers to Aurora.” 

Oh, if only he knew. 

But that was the point, right? She didn’t want him to know—not yet, anyway. Her layers were not altogether charming, nor did they paint her in an overly favorable light. Zack needed to see a different side of her, the untragic layers, before she showed him the tragic ones. Otherwise, he’d run for the hills and never look back. 

He dipped his head and drew a nipple into his mouth. “And I plan to uncover every single one of them before the weekend is through.”

Focus on the now. Focus on Zak. 

She tilted her head skyward and pressed her breast against his mouth, loving the way he teased and tormented her, bringing her so close to that sweet edge of bliss, only to bite her and tug her back down the mountain. 

“Condoms are upstairs.” The disappointment was palpable in this voice.

Right!

Crap!

Twisting her lips, she swirled her hips around him. “I’m clean, and I have an IUD, if that helps.”

The thought of Zak inside her with nothing between them made her nearly come on the spot—that and the fact that he was tugging so hard on her nipples, she felt it in her toes. 

“I’m clean too, but Violet got pregnant with an IUD in, so … ”

Her eyes went wide, and she stopped her gyrating and stared down at him. “Seriously?”

He nodded. “Yep. Nothing is a hundred percent, darlin’.”

Jesus. 

He removed his mouth from her chest. His lips turned up into a wily grin. “Doesn’t mean I can’t take care of you down here.” He helped her off his lap, sitting her on the cool, brown leather of his couch, then he swung his body over and reclined down. “Come sit on my face, darlin’. Let me drink you down.”

Let me drink you down.

Had she ever heard anything hotter in her entire life?

No, she damn well hadn’t. 


      [image: image-placeholder]Zak’s mouth split into a big smile as he glanced down at Aurora. They stood in his bathroom side by side in front of the mirror, brushing their teeth. He’d found a brand-new spare toothbrush in his medicine cabinet and gave it to her, as she didn’t have one in her gym bag. He’d also lent her one of his white tank tops and a pair of his boxers to sleep in—at her request. He slept in the buff, but to each their own. 

He leaned over and spat into the sink. “You look good in my clothes,” he said, rinsing out his mouth. “Look even better out of them, though. I can’t convince you to sleep naked with me?” He stepped aside so she could spit and rinse as well. 

“I’ve never been one to sleep naked,” she said simply, spitting water into the sink. “Can’t do it. I’m always worried there’ll be a fire or an earthquake or a break-in and I’ll be forced to run outside in my birthday suit. To me, clothes just make sense unless you’re in the shower … ”

“Or doing other things,” he said, bobbing his eyebrows up and down playfully as he reached into a drawer beneath the sink and pulled out a box of floss. 

She rolled her eyes. “Yes, or other things.”

“Need some?” he asked, offering her the floss. She nodded and thanked him. Then they both stood there once again, quiet, staring straight ahead into the mirror as they flossed their teeth. 

Why did he get so much joy out of that moment? Why did it make him practically giddy?

Yes, giddy. 

What a terrible word, but nevertheless, he felt something akin to that ridiculous word. 

Maybe it was because he wanted that domestic bliss back. He wanted the routine, the blissful monotony and comfort that came with having a person in your life—someone who appreciated you for who you were, accepted your faults and celebrated your strengths. 

He wanted a partner. 

He hated the dating scene with a passion, had never really liked it to begin with. Maybe that was why he’d only had a handful of girlfriends over the years. And then Loni came along. She was gorgeous. He’d just lost his wrestling scholarship from an injury and was quitting college. She gave him hope for a future. 

Then she told him she was on the pill—when she wasn’t—and then she gave him Aiden when he was all but twenty-four years old. 

He’d had domestic bliss with Loni for a few years. The quiet family life with the two-point-five kids, small house in the suburbs in a good school district. And then it all went to hell. 

“You’re thinking awfully hard over there,” she said, breaking his train of thought and bringing him back to the moment. She’d tossed her floss and was now fixing her hair up into another messy bun on the crown of her head.

He’d been flossing the same spot for a while now, and his gums were sore.  

“You okay?” she asked. 

Zak started flossing a new spot. “Yeah, sorry. I guess I’m more tired than I thought.”

She glanced at the watch and fitness tracker on her wrist. “Well, no wonder. It’s nearly three in the morning. Jeez, I’m really sorry.”

He dropped his floss into the garbage and turned to her, grabbed her around the waist, tossed her over his shoulder and loped into the bedroom, only stopping to shut off the bathroom light in the process. 

Aurora squealed when her belly landed on his shoulder and then squealed again when he tossed her onto the mattress. He climbed onto the bed with her and pulled the covers up over both of them before he leaned over and turned off the lamp on his nightstand. Then he reached for her, turned her over onto her side and tucked himself in tight behind her, until her butt was nestled right against his cock, his chest to her back. 

“Now, we sleep,” he said, planting a kiss just behind her ear. 

“But what about you?” she asked, the sound of disappointment in her voice making his balls cinch up and his cock stir. 

He chuckled and kissed her again, his hand cupping her breast and fingers pulling on a tight nipple through the fabric of the tank top she wore. “I appreciate your dedication, but I can wait. If you stay the weekend, I assure you I’ll even the score.”

He buried his nose in her hair and inhaled her spicy, feminine scent. 

“What’s that in your hair?” he asked, unable to temper his curiosity. “It smells amazing.”

She turned her head and then gently spun in his arms until she was facing him. “It’s ginger. I use this locally made hemp and ginger shampoo. It’s really great. Found it at a craft market last month.”

He leaned in and put his nose next to her temple, inhaling a deep breath once again. “I like it. It’s so you.”

Although it was now dark in the room, they were close enough he could make out most of the features on her face. He loved the way her lips tilted up on one side in an almost skeptical smile.

“Yeah?” she asked.

He nodded. “Yeah. Spicy but also sweet.” He ran his hand down over her hips and the curve of her ass. “I love your body. It’s strong and feminine, fit and fierce, but not rail-thin. Curves in all the right places.” He gripped her butt cheek and tugged her hard against his body once again, his cock now like an iron bar between them. “Curves I can hold on to.” He wedged her legs apart with his knee until she was riding his thigh. “Curves I can run my tongue over. Curves I can kiss.”

The kittenish noise deep in her throat made his blood pump hot and heavy in his veins.

“Curves I can sink into and hammer into the mattress without the fear of snapping you in two.”

“Yes.” Her words were more like a whisper on a harsh wind, barely audible, but just enough for him to hear. 

He brought his hand up and pushed beneath the waistband of the boxers she wore and moved his fingers around to the front, cupping her mound and pressing his thumb against her clit. 

“What about sleep?” she asked, her hand between them finding his length and beginning to stroke him. 

Gently, he rolled her to her back, then he reached into his nightstand, pulled out a condom and had it on in a flash. 

“We’re going to be exhausted in the morning.” She chuckled, opening her legs for him and letting her arms drift up around his back. 

He settled down between her warm, welcoming thighs. “I’ll sleep when I’m dead,” he said, sinking into her wet heat. “But while I’m awake, I’m going to fuck you until we both pass out. Sound good?”

Her breath hitched when he made sure his pelvic bone hit her clit. “Sounds perfect.”
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