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      TARA

      

      “Fucking piece of shit,” I mutter quietly, tapping my phone with my index finger one last time before turning it off and glancing away. 

      I refuse to think about it. It’s pointless and ridiculous. Besides, I won’t get an answer tonight. 

      Wrestling with tension, I stare at the view. 

      The city skyline glimmers in the distance, a warm breeze sweeping the terrace, bringing in an earthy scent of vegetation, reminding me that summer will be gone in a few short weeks. 

      Muted voices and music drift from the upper level. 

      The party must be in full swing by now.

      “What a fucking jerk,” I murmur to myself, having a hard time accepting what he’s done to me. 

      “He doesn’t know.” 

      A deep, husky voice, tinged with a nasal tone, rings out in the dark. 

      The tone of someone used to getting what he wants.

      Spinning around, I scan the empty terrace. 

      Cloaked in darkness, a tall, athletic man has his eyes pinned on me, his back propped against the concrete railing, his face lit from the glowing tip of a cigarette. 

      A few blonde bangs fall over his eyes. 

      “What are you talking about?” I ask. 

      “The man who stood you up…” he says in an unwavering voice. 

      The orange dot of his cigarette flares brightly before he pushes off the balustrade, straightens, and blows out the smoke. 

      He puts his cigarette out and flicks it over the railing. Sliding his hands into his pockets, he swaggers to me.

      He pulls to a smooth stop in front of me, not a twitch or hesitation in his body, his muscular frame towering over me, the moonlight dusting his shoulders. 

      A crisp, white shirt, open at the neckline, showcases his muscular neck, creating a sharp contrast with the dark designer suit, which falls impeccably over his body. 

      Glinting across his chest, a pendant dangles from his necklace, the piece of jewelry at odds with the scope of this event. 

      This party is hosted by a billion-dollar corporation, and with them, it’s all business, all the time, no exceptions. 

      Despite the friendly atmosphere, gourmet food, exquisite music, and their plus-ones, the guests don’t look as if they’ve stepped off the runway.

      There’s a reason the dress code has been painstakingly lodged in the company’s Business Conduct and Ethics Manual, a tome I had to study my first week on the job. 

      Sure, people put on designer clothes all the time, but they don’t look like him. 

      There’s something about him––a sense of rebellion and stark defiance against the rules.

      The light pouring from the upper level sweeps across his shoulders, a dark shadow veiling his face, concealing his eyes.

      “How do you know he stood me up?” I ask.

      “It’s easy…” he says, a grin woven in his voice. “You learn. But to learn, you have to see. He doesn’t see you.”

      Seemingly, Josh wasn’t the only one who couldn’t ‘see’ me. 

      I didn’t see this man coming, and now I wonder how much I ‘see’ other people as well. 

      “So… you can ‘see’ me?” I ask incredulously. 

      “Hmm…?” he murmurs, distracted, bringing his hand to my face and brushing his thumb over my lip.

      The back of his knuckles trails down my face a second later, igniting an undercurrent of pleasure across my skin. 

      My heart thuds inside my chest, skipping beats.

      “Yeah... I do,” he says, a pang of affection lining his voice as if he’s known me for some time.

      “What do you see?” I ask mellowly, leaning against the railing, unraveling at the edges. 

      Smoothly, he inches closer to me, the warmth of his body wrapping around me, the scent of his cologne flowing into my nostrils.

      Muted piano notes blend into a cacophony of voices in the room upstairs.

      I glance up. 

      What if anyone sees us? What if someone strolls out on the terrace, or worse, takes the stairs down, and walks in on us? 

      I could lose my job. 

      I will lose my job. 

      And I don’t even know this man. 

      He’s not one of the employees–– I can tell that much––and he’s too young to be a member of the Board of Directors, but then again, there are outsiders amongst the guests. 

      It’s a corporate event with over one hundred people, all partying upstairs. Perhaps he’s someone’s plus-one, though I hope he’s not. 

      The thing is, he could be anyone. Still, it’s stupid to put my job on the line to find out what he ‘sees’ in me. 

      He brings his hand to the back of my head and flicks the ponytail clasp open, a curtain of silky hair tumbling past my shoulders.

      “You wanted to do this all evening,” he murmurs.

      A small smile brushes my lips.

      “Yes, I did.”

      “See... It’s not that hard,” he says, grinning.

      Running his hand through my hair, he gently rolls his fingertips over my scalp and down my neck, spurring a rush of tingles across my skin. 

      He erases the last bit of space between us while my heart leaps to my throat, racing like crazy.

      He studies me in silence, his fingers tangled in my hair, a soft grin clinging to his lips. 

      What is he doing? 

      What am I doing? 

      He gently nudges me to turn around before he smoothly pulls me into him. 

      My back leans against his chest, his hands on either side of me, latched onto the railing, caging me in.

      “You want things you don’t allow yourself to have,” he murmurs in my ear.

      “How do you know it’s real?” I ask, intrigued. “What you see…” 

      “I just know.” 

      A smile lines his voice.

      “Are you that good?” I ask, a shred of irony tinging my voice.

      “No. It’s that easy.”

      “Really?”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      “So, what do I want?” I ask, playing this game with him, amused and curious at the same time. 

      “You want to feel something for a change,” he says, the truth hitting me straight in my chest, knocking the air out of my lungs.

      I jerk back, no longer smiling, trying to pull away from him, slamming into his hard frame. 

      Promptly, he wraps his arms around me, holding me in place.

      “He doesn’t give you what you want,” he says, his confidence making me shake inside.

      I wish I could argue. Unfortunately, I’m speechless. 

      Encouraged by my cowardly silence, he flexes his arms around me and tips his chin down, his soft, warm breath rolling over my neck.

      “You know I’m right. Please, don’t fight it,” he murmurs, a smile beaming in his voice. “I know who you are. You are not one of them.”

      He flicks his chin to the party upstairs.

      “You’ve barely kept up with them, and if I’ve guessed correctly, some boss has asked you to come here for the event tonight. It’s not even your job, and yet, she made it yours. Am I right?”

      He’s damn right. I wish he weren’t.

      “I noticed how disconnected you were back there in the conference room, and the only reason you wanted that man of yours with you today was to validate a life you no longer believe in. You needed him to make you feel as if you belonged here. To help you blend in. But see, he doesn’t care. He can’t be bothered. You are in one of those long-term, lukewarm relationships. Your place, his place. Sex that sucks, no pun intended, like an old loaf of bread. Work-related conversations in between. Boring friends tagging along. Women talking about their marriage, men getting fat in their chairs. Am I right?”

      My stomach ties up in knots, my mind spinning thoughts I wish I could suppress. 

      “He’s off somewhere right now, fucking someone else. Someone dull like him. Someone genuinely happy with his shit.”

      My throat tightens, a rivulet of sweat trickling down my neck. 

      What is he talking about?

      I open my mouth.

      “That’s not true... You’re just... I can’t believe I’m listening to you.” My voice breaks into a nervous chuckle. “You can’t be knowing all that. There’s no way,” I say, trembling with frustration.

      “Oh, yes, I can.” 

      Calmly and confidently, he slides his hands up my arms, knowing exactly what he’s doing. 

      A shiver jiggles its way out of me as I crash against his chest again. 

      “I shouldn’t be here,” I say, trying to break away from him. 

      His body hardens around me. 

      “Don’t fool yourself. You’re exactly where you want to be,” he says, an amused smile coloring his voice.

      Who is this man?

      “What do you want from me?” 

      “I want to give you what you want,” he says, his hands slowly sliding off my arms.

      His fingers trail down before he gently grabs my hips. 

      He is... No.

      Oh, no. 

      No, no. 

      His hands move up again, trailing the contour of my body, reaching my waist. Without stopping, they glide up and cup my breasts through my top. 

      Tingles explode under his touch, spreading across my skin like a raging fire.

      “Oh, no. We’re not doing this...” I murmur.

      “Oh... Yes, we are.”

      He slips his hands inside my cleavage, running his fingers over my chest.

      His thumbs stroke my puckered nipples, sending pulsing pleasure between my thighs.

      “I don’t even know who you are.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” he says.

      “It does to me.”

      “You’ll find out when the time is right,” he says, his husky voice turning me on.

      He starts kneading my breasts at a slow, sensual pace, gradually increasing the pressure until my body starts churning out pleasure as an old machine plugged back to life. 

      Does he seriously think I’m so crazy to let him... fuck me? 

      My thought falls flat on its face as my spine begins to curve, my breasts pushing against his hands, my rear grinding against his groin, pushing against his bulge.

      A muted moan escapes my lips.

      “I can’t...” I say, desperately aroused, not making much sense as I rock willingly against his touch.

      “Yeah, I think you can...” he says, a knowing smile flowing through his voice.

      “I’m not that easy.” 

      That makes even less sense as I slowly move my body against his, grinding, eager to feel his hard-on against my lower back.

      “You didn’t strike me as one,” he murmurs to my surprise.

      He sounds honest, although he’d say anything at this point to fuck me. He’d kill my fears, soothe my concerns, and tell me exactly what I wanted to hear. 

      That’s how you play this game. 

      I know it. 

      I remember it from before I got saddled with a long-term relationship that turned out to be a sack of crap. 

      Somehow, what he says rings true to me, so I let him do whatever he came here to do to me.

      He slips his hands inside my skirt, pinches the hemline, and rides it all up before exploring the edge of my thigh-high stockings and the smooth, sensitive skin of my inner thighs. 

      Gently, he nudges my legs apart and slides a finger under a garter.

      “Hmm... you really hoped he’d make it, didn’t you?” he says, the realization hitting me like a high-speed train.

      Yes, I did, didn’t I? 

      Like the idiot that I am, I also thought it would turn him on, although it had never worked on him.

      “I bet he can’t tell a garter from the remote control,” he says.

      I bite my lip to crush my frustration and force back my angry tears. 

      I fidget, and he stills me again, his arms closing around my body.

      “Don’t do that,” he demands in a quiet voice.

      He moves his hands again, his fingers tenderly brushing my skin, slipping inside my panties and under the straps. 

      Slowly, he slides my panties down and runs his fingers over my slit. Gasping, I shudder and clench my thighs.

      Reaching back, I curl my hand around his neck and hold onto him as I slowly roll my hips, craving his touch against my clit.

      The strokes of his fingers strike me as pure art, making the soft, sensitive flesh pulse with pleasure underneath. 

      His hips rock slowly, the ridge of his cock pushing firmly against my butt. 

      Stifling a moan, I move, my rear rubbing against his hard, thick shaft.

      “Good girl,” he rasps.

      Sliding his fingers between my folds, he presses and circles my clit while I grind against him even harder.

      “That’s fucking good, baby. Don’t stop.” 

      He pinches the hood of my clit, the sharp pain feeding the swirling pulsations between my legs. 

      A moan escapes my lips.

      “You like it, hmm?” 

      He runs the other hand to my chest, his fingers clamping on a nipple. 

      “Oh...” I moan.  

      “You’re a woman of my taste, Tara,” he murmurs. 

      “How, um…? How do you know my name?” I ask, panting, my brain foggy.

      “It was on the table.”

      Yeah… It was, wasn’t it? I don’t remember seeing his name anywhere.

      “You...” I murmur.

      “Shh.”

      He starts kissing and gently biting my neck, the reverberations of his touch traveling to my toes. 

      I can’t believe I’m doing this. Everything goes down so fast, there’s not much time to think about it, and all I want is to feel his hard-on between my legs. 

      His fingers draw still on my clit, his free hand sliding over my mouth, muffling my squeal. 

      He can’t stop now. He can’t leave me like that. 

      I hear his zipper going down and the whisper of a plastic foil being torn. 

      “Open your legs for me, baby.”

      I press the tip of my stiletto on the ledge, the elastic G-string straining between my knees as I part my thighs. 

      He rolls the back of my skirt up again and runs his hand between my legs, positioning himself before slowly entering me. 

      He’s hard. 

      Really, really hard. I gasp and bend over the handrail.

      “Relax, baby. Just relax...” 

      I do what he says, trying to adjust, my center throbbing around his thickness.

      “That’s good,” he purrs, his gravelly voice coursing through me like a snake of fire. “Now, come to me.”

      I hold onto his neck as he curls his arm around my waist and chest, steadying me against his frame, and starts thrusting. 

      Slowly. Deep. So good. 

      He pulls back, washed with my arousal, and plunges back in again. 

      “Oh…” I moan under my breath, wet and clenching, delicious pleasure spinning inside. 

      He fills me up repeatedly while I arch my spine and push my bottom out. 

      “Good girl,” he says, pounding me. 

      That’s... fucking… unbelievable. 

      My legs begin to tremble, my entire body shaking, sweet desire barreling through me. 

      “You come for me, baby girl, but please don’t scream... All right?”

      I nod softly.

      “Good. Now, turn your face to me.”

      I tilt my head to the side, my eyes half-closed, my fingers clasped around his neck.

      “You’re really good, Tara. Don’t let some asshole waste your life. Okay? You promise me that?”

      “I do,” I murmur, lost in the pleasure scaling up inside me. 

      His heated breath fans over my face before his lips find mine, feeding me his scent––a mix of mint, smoke, and cologne. 

      Our lips press together, our tongues rolling hungrily as if we've waited to kiss for ages. 

      My heart throbs fast, my fingers going numb on his neck. 

      We break the kiss, his hands slipping to my hips. 

      Hardening his muscles, he pushes into me, picking up the pace quite fast, pounding me hard, swiftly tipping me over the edge, drowning me in an ocean of blissful pleasure. 

      A shudder shakes his body, a muffled grunt exploding in his chest. Bent over the handrail, I can’t stop shaking.

      Swiftly, he leaves my body, his zipper whispering, sliding up.

      Still throbbing, I pull my panties up and button up my top, struggling to keep my body steady when a thought surfaces in my head. 

      It must be late––late enough, I can talk to my boss, excuse myself, and go home. I’m a mess right now anyway.

      Running my hands over my clothes, I look for my ponytail clasp. I spot it on the handrail next to my phone. He must have put it there. 

      A door opens at the upper level, female voices moving closer. Winding an arm around me, he pulls me into the darkest corner of the terrace, his finger pressed against my lips. 

      Wrapped in silence, we listen. 

      The women inch closer to the balustrade until their words echo clearly.

      “Okay, then. Set it up for sometime next month when everybody is back in the office. I appreciate your hard work, Claire,” a voice I don’t recognize says.

      “Sure, no problem. I’ll get everything ready,” my boss replies in a humble voice. 

      “Have you seen Shade, by any chance?” the other woman asks.

      Two female silhouettes lean forward, prompting the man behind me to pull me into him even harder. 

      Pressing me against his body, he ensures we’re hidden in the cone of shadow. 

      The women scan the terrace only for a moment before they spin around and walk into the event room. 

      Their voices quickly fade. 

      “I have to go, Tara. It was nice meeting you,” he says, his lips brushing against mine, planting a soft kiss. 

      I try to grip his arm as he pulls away.

      My hand slides off his arm. 

      “Hey… Who are you?” I toss at him quietly, prompting him to turn to me.

      Stepping backward, he waves at me, not saying a word, and in a faint patch of light, I see his handsome face and charming smile. 
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      “You could’ve taken my car,” Elia says, drawing her knees together, her long fingers smoothing her skirt. 

      Careful not to break a heel, she sinks into her seat and frowns at the vertical door. 

      “Your fucking cars, Shade. Why can’t you drive a Bentley like everybody else?”

      I crack a smile. She doesn’t even know how ridiculous she sounds. 

      “You could’ve left me home or driven your own damn car. I’m not your fucking driver,” I retort.

      She cuts her eyes at me, seething with anger.

      “Hey. Watch it, young man.”

      “Or what?” 

      I slam the gas pedal, propelling the car onto the road, our backs becoming one with our seats.

      “Easy, Shade,” she says, panic threading through her voice. “I want to go home, not the ER.”

      Without taking my foot off the gas pedal, I peel my hands off the steering wheel and hold them up in the air.

      “Didn’t I just fucking say? You can drive your own car, get a driver, or hire a car service. Why do you insist on dragging me around?” I shout.

      “Put your hands on the fucking wheel,” she barks.

      Catching sight of my glare, she softens her expression.

      “Please,” she says in a softer voice. 

      A few seconds pass before I grip the steering wheel and slow the car down. 

      Breathing out a dramatic exhale, she runs her fingers over her clothes again and tucks an auburn strand of hair behind her ear.

      “This is not going to work... You know that,” she says, her voice calmer but still very much expressing irritation.

      “Of course, I do. I was the one who told you, remember?” I toss at her, sliding a cigarette between my lips. 

      Unperturbed, I light it and take a long drag, my eyes flying to the rearview mirror. 

      Tilting my head back, I run my fingers through my hair and check my face, a smile glinting in my eyes. 

      I feel her stare's heat on my face.

      “Where were you, anyway?” she asks suspiciously. 

      I turn my head to the left, hiding my smirk. 

      “Did you just fuck someone?” she throws at me, brimming with revelation. 

      Silently, I train my eyes back on the road and take another drag. 

      “Are you kidding me?” she snaps, squeaking like a toy.

      “Since when do you keep track of my dick?” I hurl back at her. “It’s not your fucking business if, and when I fuck someone. It was either that or gag myself with a spoon back in the conference room.”

      “Ugh. You’re just…”

      Her voice trails off, sizzling like a firecracker. 

      “Take it easy... Mom. You’re going to get a heart attack.”

      “Don’t you ‘Mom’ me. You know how much I hate that word,” she bursts out, angry.

      Don’t I know? 

      One of the first things I learned from her as I was growing up was that I shouldn’t address her by her... quality, especially in front of other people.

      ‘They’ll think I’m old,’ she said. 

      That’s how her head works. 

      She’s not old. She’s had me when she was young, but, hey… 

      To each his own.

      “Shade... Listen to me. Work with me on this. It’s our company. And whether you like it or not, it will be yours one day. It’s either that or going back to school. And you’ve already said no to college,” she says, reminding me for the umpteenth time that I owe her my life, and I need to follow her script. 

      We lock eyes briefly, and it’s like watching myself in a mirror. Her curly coppery hair is nothing like mine––blonde and straight––but her features and green eyes seem to have been cut and pasted onto my face.

      “I don’t need to run the company. It’s not mine. I didn’t build it.”

      “Well… One day, it’s going to be yours, Shade. That’s why Roger wants you to get involved, and he’s right. You need to learn the ropes. You will be in charge one day. And if I learned anything in this life, it’s that you can’t trust anyone to do it for you. Especially when it comes to a good chunk of money. Everything works fine right now. He has good people on board… Loyal people. But if anything happens to him, they’ll swoop at us like vultures. I don’t want to end up poor. I’ve been poor. It sucks. And I don’t want you to go through that shit either.”

      She looks at me with softer eyes, tugging at my heartstrings. 

      She makes sense. Of course, she does, but she’s a bit off, too. It takes time to lose a billion-dollar corporation.

      Quietly, I steer the car to the right and slow down, waiting for the gates to slide open. Driving slowly, we follow the gravel road to the estate. 

      The place is royally lit as if waiting for guests.

      “You don’t have to do anything, Shade. Just don’t ruin my efforts. That’s all I’m asking. Can you please do that?” she asks as if I’m five.

      “I’ll think about it,” I say, stubbing out my cigarette and pulling my ride to a complete stop. 

      She steps out of the car, tugs at her skirt, and waits for me.

      “Aren’t you coming?”

      “Later.”

      Before she says another word, I spin the car around and drive away in a swirl of dust and the shrill of peeling tires.
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      “Are you serious?” Maya asks, her eyes glinting with excitement.

      I haven’t seen her so happy since our freshman year of college. 

      She sets a lit candle on the patio table, shifts one of the potted plants to the side, pulls her chair closer, and slides a glass of wine to me. 

      The soft light tumbles over her blonde hair, making her locks shine, and her green eyes sparkle. 
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