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      Forbidden fruit is always the sweetest.

      

      Keira recognizes daydreaming about her sexy professor is cliche, but that doesn’t help curb her fantasies of Professor Wallace bending her over his desk night after night.

      

      Will Wallace has never been tempted by a student…until Keira. Now he’s willing to break all the rules, offering sweet punishments and sweeter rewards. His sexual authority slowly strips away some of her precious control.

      

      But that’s the one thing Keira’s not ready to relinquish…

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This story is dedicated to my husband, Andrew. His amazing support of my “hobby” that sort of turned into a second career has been more deeply appreciated than he can possibly know.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Monday’s Child

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Monday’s child is fair of face,

        Tuesday’s child is full of grace,

        Wednesday’s child is full of woe,

        Thursday’s child has far to go,

        Friday’s child is loving and giving,

        Saturday’s child works hard for a living,

        But the child who is born on the Sabbath day,

        Is bonny and blithe and good and gay.

      

        

      
        ~Traditional nursery rhyme
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      Keira Collins stared at the paper in her hands and bit back the growl of frustration that bubbled beneath the surface. She’d received another C-plus. Professor Wallace had finished handing out the graded work and was beginning his lesson on the importance of dialogue in fictional writing.

      Screw him and his damn quotation marks.

      She’d only taken this creative writing class on the advice of her advisor, who claimed she needed another English credit to fulfill the college’s stupid general education requirements. So far she’d taken two years’ worth of what she called “High School, the Sequel”, all without setting foot in a single class in her major program. She wanted a degree in business technology, not to be the next freaking Nora Roberts.

      The worst part of this class was, she knew her papers were perfect. English had always been one of her best classes in high school. She knew how to write a complete sentence—unlike Roy Decker. She glanced at the nineteen-year-old frat boy next to her to try to see what grade he’d gotten. She’d been paired up with Roy as critique partners the first week of class back in January. All that basically meant was she practically rewrote every word of his papers while he stared at hers and said, “This is real good.”

      Roy caught her gaze and flashed his paper toward her with an enormous grin, another C-minus, which apparently delighted the slack-ass boy to no end.

      Great. They’d both gotten C’s…again.

      Her temper rose and she shot daggers at the back of her professor’s head as he wrote the proper way to punctuate dialogue within a sentence on the white board. She’d tried—really tried—to use the man’s asinine comments to improve with each paper, but it was clear she was beating her head against a brick wall—a six-foot-two-inch brick wall with light brown hair and soulful, deep brown eyes.

      Crap, why did her teacher have to be so hot? He made her think completely inappropriate thoughts and she’d be damned if she became a cliché—the college coed who falls in love with her professor.

      She’d refused to question Professor Wallace personally about her papers because the idea of being anywhere alone with him intimidated the hell out of her. When he looked at her, she felt as if he saw way more than just the surface and she was uncomfortable under his all-knowing gaze. Usually she kept her eyes averted as she took notes from the man’s lectures lest she unwittingly reveal her less-than-scholarly interest in him.

      But now it was mid-April, just two weeks from the end of the semester, and she’d finally hit her limit on all these damn C’s. He was younger than most of her college professors—somewhere in his mid-thirties, she guessed, which should make him more approachable, not less. At twenty-seven, she was just old enough to feel completely out of place on campus as she watched the barely-out-of-their-teens student body discussing last weekend’s wild parties. She should be old enough, mature enough to face Professor Wallace without babbling like a child. But there was something about the man. She didn’t have trouble telling anyone what she thought and she considered herself a fairly independent, outspoken woman…with everyone except him.

      He turned back toward the class and caught her eye. In the past, she would have scrambled to avoid that intense look. Instead, she narrowed her eyes and held his gaze. He stumbled momentarily over his words and she felt a small, petty smile curve the side of her lips.

      She’d shaken Mr. Unshakable. Caused Mr. Perfect to lose his implacable cool.

      He recovered quickly, finishing his thought, but his eyes refused to move from hers and she felt the moment stretching into a battle of wills. For several minutes, he continued to speak as if she were the only person in the room while she merely stared, not bothering to write down a word of his lecture. She’d pay for that stubbornness later, but right now the only thing that mattered was winning this war.

      “Um, Professor Wallace.” Roy’s hand went up, forcing both of them to break their concentration.

      “Yes, Mr. Decker.”

      “It’s time for class to be over.”

      Professor Wallace grinned and Keira sucked in a deep breath at the sight. For a moment her confidence, her determination wavered and she considered avoiding the coming confrontation once again.

      “So it is. I want you to bring rough drafts of a five-page short story to class next time. There must be a lengthy dialogue included in the story. Class dismissed. Miss Collins,” Professor Wallace added as she rose. “Please follow me to my office. I’d like to speak to you about your paper.”

      Shit. Double shit.

      She’d gone too far apparently, tempted the bear from his den and he had taken the decision to discuss her grade out of her hands.

      She stiffened her spine and watched the other students file out as she gathered her things. Once the room was empty, the professor gestured for her to precede him down the hall. She knew where his office was, having stood outside the closed door on more than one occasion debating whether or not to knock and question his grading practices. She’d never managed to work up the nerve. She was starting to think she wouldn’t have held on to it tonight either.

      They approached his office door and he unlocked it, again motioning for her to lead the way. As she entered the room, she heard the door close behind them.

      She turned and glanced at the closed door. He followed her gaze.

      “I want to ensure that we aren’t disturbed.” His words, though spoken lightly, sent a shiver of fear through her. His voice was deep, sensuous, and she found her thoughts drifting to places best left unexplored.

      “How old are you, Miss Collins?” he asked.

      She was taken aback by his unexpected question. “I’m twenty-seven. Why?”

      “You’re considerably older than the other students in the class.” His reply was succinct, but far from an answer.

      She didn’t think it was any mystery that she was older than most of her classmates.

      “I don’t consider seven, eight years such a vast gap.”

      He grinned at her and again she felt overwhelmed by the power of his close proximity. Every time the man got within five feet of her, her body shifted into overdrive. Her nipples were erect, her breathing stilted, her stomach tied in knots.

      “I agree. It isn’t,” he assured her, and she realized at that moment he wasn’t completely unaffected by their nearness either. He seemed slightly nervous as well. “You don’t live on campus, do you?”

      As he spoke, his eyes covertly traveled down her body and she was struck by the fact that his wayward glance didn’t bother her, as it did when patrons of the restaurant where she worked did the same. His look seemed to be more appraising, almost clinical, while with other men the look couldn’t be called anything more than a leer, an unsavory study of her body. She’d long ago accepted that men found her pretty. With waist-length, wavy black hair, porcelain skin and ice blue eyes, she’d fought off more than her share of unwanted attention. Of course, it helped that she had four enormous, overprotective brothers at her back.

      “No, I don’t live on campus,” she replied. She still lived at home with her father and siblings, still worked as a waitress at the family business, still did everything the same as she had when she was a teenager. She sighed as she considered his question and how dull her life truly was.

      Her mother had passed away midway through her senior year and the raising of her six younger brothers and sisters had fallen to her. Not that her father had ever charged her with that duty. As the oldest, she’d simply assumed the role because, well, there hadn’t been anyone else and because she loved her family almost to the exclusion of everything else. She wondered sometimes if she’d almost lost her own identity in that love.

      She glanced at the clock that hung on his wall. Five fifteen. She only had forty-five minutes to weave her way out of this unusual conversation and bust ass across town to be at work by six.

      “You have some concerns about your grade, I believe.” His astute comment, on the heels of his strange questions, left her reeling.

      “Um, yes,” she began, struggling to speak her mind under his intense gaze.

      What would he look like without any clothes on?

      That inappropriate question sent a flush of heat to her face and she watched his gaze narrow, his lips twitch slightly. He couldn’t know what she was thinking. Could he?

      “I don’t understand why you keep giving me C’s.”

      “I don’t give grades, Miss Collins. My students earn them.”

      She rolled her eyes at the old teacher line and was surprised when her reaction provoked a light laugh from the man.

      “I used to hate it when my teachers used that answer on me as well,” he admitted.

      “My papers are grammatically correct. I include paragraphs, proper punctuation and I know the spelling is flawless.”

      “And this, to you, indicates A work?” he asked.

      “Yes.” She looked up at him, wondering how they’d gotten so close. She could have sworn when they’d begun this conversation, he’d been halfway across the room. Had she moved? Had he?

      “I’ve given you suggestions on every paper.”

      She scoffed. “The same suggestion on every paper and it doesn’t make any sense. You say my writing lacks emotion. I’ve tried to address that, but you still say the same thing, every time. And you gave Roy Decker the same damn grade. His paper sucked.”

      “Miss Collins, this course is over in two weeks. Why are you only now questioning your grades? That comment?”

      Frustration and weariness won out in her fight to maintain her anger. She still had an eight-hour shift to work. “I guess I thought I could figure it out on my own, but I can’t. Fact is, I don’t understand what you want from me.”

      He paused and for a moment she thought her question had taken him unaware, or somehow lowered his guard. “I want quite a lot from you actually.”

      She glanced at his face and was struck by the strange notion that his answer meant far more than schoolwork.

      He must have recognized her confused look as he clarified, “I know what my students are capable of and I grade their work on an individual basis, on what I know they’re able to produce. I’m sorry, but I won’t discuss Roy’s grade with you.”

      His laugh lines at the corners of his eyes crinkled as the beginning of his gorgeous grin peeked out again. She closed her eyes to block out the mouthwatering sight. She was fighting some serious arousal issues right now.

      “I have high expectations of you because I know you are capable of writing something truly wonderful. There is more to writing than simply dotting the I’s and crossing the T’s.”

      “I understand that. I just don’t know how to do what you’re asking.”

      “Bring your papers—all of them—tomorrow. My first office hour starts at nine. Can you be here by then?”

      She nodded. “Why?”

      “We’ll compromise. I’m going to show you what I mean about adding emotion to your writing and you’re going to revise every paper, and then I’ll re-grade them.”

      “We’ve written quite a few things,” she said, trying not to have a nervous breakdown. Finals were approaching and the thought of rewriting nearly a dozen assignments made her want to cry. However, the idea of doing so much work paled in comparison to the thought of spending even more time alone with Professor Wallace.

      “It may take us several meetings to get through all of them, Miss Collins.”

      “Keira,” she said without thinking.

      “Excuse me?”

      “My name is Keira.”

      He nodded. “Keira.”

      Electricity shot through her body at the sound of her name spoken in his deep, sensual voice. For a moment, she envisioned herself tied spread-eagle to his bed as he whispered her name again.

      Tied to his bed? What the hell kind of image was that? She blushed again as he took one step closer. She swallowed heavily when his gaze landed on her lips. Her tongue darted out to moisten them before she considered what her action might insinuate.

      Was she inviting this? Him? To kiss her?

      She struggled to breathe as they stood spellbound, motionless for one long moment.

      He recovered first, clearing his throat and stepping away. “I’ll see you tomorrow morning then.”

      She nodded, relieved—and oddly disappointed—to be granted so quick a reprieve. She turned toward the exit, ready to beat a hasty retreat.

      “Oh and Keira,” he said as she reached to open the door. She glanced over her shoulder at him. “Don’t be late.” His words were spoken lightly, but she sensed a darker, more thrilling underlying meaning. The words or I’ll punish you hovered unspoken between them.

      She held his gaze, nodded once and left.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re late,” Tristan called out from behind the bar.

      “So fire me,” she yelled back, glad there were at least some perks to working in the family business. She and her siblings could give each other hell for anything and everything at work, but all of them would still be employed in the morning.

      “I was starting to worry about you, Kiki,” her father said as he bustled out of the kitchen with a loaded tray in his hands. He gave her a quick buss on the cheek as he passed and she struggled not to roll her eyes at the pet nickname. She’d broken her siblings of using the annoying name years ago through sheer brute force and now they only used it in the midst of an argument because they knew how much the silly name irritated her.

      “I’m sorry, Pop. Traffic was terrible. What are you doing carrying that heavy tray?” The doctor had issued a serious warning to her father regarding his high blood pressure in his last checkup and, as a result, she was determined to see him working less and resting more. The only reason she’d gotten him to the doctor at all was because he’d had a couple of dizzy spells. It had scared her to death so she’d sicced Teagan, her younger sister on him. Pop couldn’t resist Teagan’s puppy dog eyes or sweet, baby girl pleading.

      To make matters worse, his high cholesterol was giving his off-the-charts blood pressure a run for its money, so the doctor had prescribed medication and a vacation. Unfortunately, telling Patrick Collins to relax was sort of like trying to convince the Pope to convert to Scientology.

      “It’s not heavy.”

      She fought back a groan of frustration. Damn man would work himself into an early grave. That thought, as always, scared the hell out of her and she dashed toward the stairs that led to their home above the restaurant. “Let me go throw on my uniform and I’ll take over.”

      “Take your time. I’ve got things in hand here. The real dinner rush is only just starting,” Pop answered, placing food in front of a couple of regulars before coming over to her with the empty tray in his hands.

      “You’re not supposed to be doing any lifting. Hell, you aren’t supposed to be working at all. I thought we agreed that you’d take a couple of weeks off.”

      “Now don’t you go lecturing me, Kiki. I’m older and wiser than you. That doctor is a flake, trying to get me to spend my hard-earned money on a bunch of useless pills.” This argument was tedious in its redundancy. Patrick Collins was king of the conspiracy theorists, sure everyone from lawyers to doctors to pharmacists were secret government agents dead-set on taking his money.

      He tapped his chest as he spoke and Keira sighed. “Who knows what this body can do? Me, that’s who. This ticker has plenty more mileage on it.”

      Keira gave in, only because she was anxious to continue the fight in her uniform so at least she could be waiting on the tables and cutting down on some of her father’s workload.

      “Fine, Pop. You win for now. Let me go change and I’ll help you.”

      As she climbed the stairs to the family’s living quarters, she ran into Sean, her youngest brother, at the door. She loved all her siblings dearly but if forced to decide, she had to admit to a special fondness for the eighteen-year-old Sean. Perhaps it was because he felt more like her own child, rather than just a brother. While she’d merely taken on the mother role figuratively in her other siblings’ lives, she truly had raised Sean, who had only been nine when their mother died.

      “Where are you going?” she asked as he put on his coat. “It’s a school night.” Even as she asked the question, she internally winced. She just couldn’t seem to kick the mother hen habit where he was concerned.

      “Big history project due tomorrow. I’m going to Chad’s house to work on it.”

      “Oh, okay. Well listen, don’t be too late. Did you eat something?”

      “Chad’s mom’s having lasagna. She invited me to eat with them.”

      “Sorry about dinner,” she said, guilt pummeling her. Prior to her decision to attend college, she’d always made sure there was at least something on the table for dinner. Her mother had ensured the family gathered for dinner upstairs, away from the hubbub of the restaurant, and for years Keira had managed to maintain that tradition. In many ways, she felt as though she was letting her family down through her decision to continue her education.

      Sean grinned and gave her a quick hug. “Are you kidding me? Chad’s mom makes the world’s greatest lasagna. She makes it from scratch.”

      She laughed. “What? You mean people actually eat lasagna that doesn’t come in a box marked Stouffer’s? You’re kidding me.”

      “Riley would flip out to hear you even mention frozen lasagna.”

      Keira nodded. “Yeah well, that’s clearly why she took over the cooking duties as soon as she was old enough.” Riley was destined to become the greatest chef in Baltimore. Despite being only twenty-one, she was setting the city on its ear with her delicious recipes. Since she’d assumed the role as chef in the restaurant, business had nearly doubled as folks came from far and near to eat her traditional Irish dishes.

      “I gotta go or I’ll be late. See you later, Keira.”

      “Bye, Sean. Be careful.” He rolled his eyes at her warning. It was the same warning she gave him every time he left the house. They were the identical words her mother had always said to her and she was determined Sean would have the same life he would have had if their mother hadn’t been taken from him when he was so young.

      She changed quickly and returned to the restaurant just in time for the dinner rush. She was so busy she didn’t have time to worry about the prospect of returning to Professor Wallace’s office until she fell into bed that night. It was well after two a.m. and she knew she should be too tired to think, but her mind kept lingering on a dangerous, delicious fantasy.

      In her thoughts, she’d overslept and was running late…

      She rushed into Professor Wallace’s office shortly after nine with an apology hovering on her lips.

      “Shut the door, Miss Collins,” he said before she could speak. “And lock it.”

      She obeyed, wondering at his too-calm disposition.

      “Come here.”

      Again she complied and a tiny part of her marveled at his ability to make her follow his commands. She wasn’t the type of person to take orders easily from anyone. She’d spent far too much of her life in charge, the responsibility of caring for her family weighing heavily on her shoulders.

      “You’re late,” he said.

      Again she started to apologize, but he placed a firm finger against her lips, halting all sound.

      “I warned you.”

      She nodded.

      “Turn around and bend over the desk. Lift your skirt in the back.”

      She shivered at his request before her fantasy broke briefly.

      Why am I wearing a skirt? I never wear them.

      Shrugging off the wayward thought, she bent over his big desk, her mind only slightly aware of the fact the surface had been cleared.

      His hand lightly brushed the back of her thigh as he helped her raise her skirt to her waist. She whimpered softly at the impact of his touch.

      “Shh,” he soothed. “This is for your own good.” As he spoke, he brought his hand down against her buttocks. Over and over he spanked her as she trembled against the wooden desk. Her body revolted against her mind, the ingrained part of her that said this was wrong, as she lurched back, aching for more of his blows. His hand fell without restraint, without ceasing, and before she could make sense of what was happening, she came. Loudly.

      “Ahh!” Keira bolted upright in bed and glanced around, afraid she’d woken her sisters with her cry. Riley and Teagan didn’t stir, a fact for which she was grateful. They’d think she’d had a nightmare and there was no way she could explain that fantasy to them.

      She silently gasped for breath, her body trembling, demanding the climax she’d dangled in front of it then ruthlessly denied. A trickle of sweat ran down her cheek. She wiped it away, wrapping her arms around her bent knees, trying to regain some semblance of control.

      She’d never fantasized about such things before entering Professor Wallace’s class. In the four short months she’d been his student, her mind had wandered to so many dark, forbidden places she wondered if the man had somehow hypnotized her. She’d never experienced such intense, powerful fantasies. She took a deep, calming breath and lay down again.

      Figured. Her first real taste of hardcore, passionate need and it was directed at a man who was completely unattainable. He was her teacher, for God’s sake. She glanced at the clock. In six hours she would be alone with him—and heaven help her, because she was sure she’d never be able to hide her desires from his too-knowledgeable gaze.

      He was too perceptive, too attentive.

      Too everything.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      Keira stood outside the door to Professor Wallace’s office and took a deep breath. It was five minutes to nine and she was functioning on less than two hours sleep. She’d tossed and turned most of the night, distracted by one red-hot fantasy after another. It seemed the good professor had hit three sevens in her sexual jackpot and had released the flood of coins—or in her case—unending, flowing arousal.

      No use prolonging the agony. She straightened her bag on her shoulder and knocked.

      “Come in,” his deep voice beckoned. She shivered at the sound and wondered how in the hell she’d make it through this meeting without ripping her clothes off and throwing herself on his desk.

      Opening the door, she stepped inside, tentatively hovering on the threshold. He looked up from the stack of papers before him and offered her that too-gorgeous smile.

      “You’re right on time, Keira. I like that.”

      She nodded and smiled tremulously. One glance at his handsome face and her body was already staging its own show. A quick glance down proved her nipples were rock hard and poking through her cotton blouse. As she started across the room, she felt an unfamiliar stickiness between her legs. Christ. She was soaking wet.

      “Please shut the door,” he said, after she’d only gone two steps. She turned to close the door with a shaking hand and cursed her weakness. She was running on empty and seriously wishing she’d gotten some sleep.

      As she approached the desk, she stopped and stared briefly at the smooth surface. For a moment, her dream of lying facedown upon it drifted back and she felt a rush of heat flush her cheeks. Mercifully, Professor Wallace didn’t seem to notice her distress.

      “I trust you brought your past assignments.”

      She nodded and reached into her bag, pulling out the endless stack of C papers she’d accumulated over the semester.

      “I thought we’d begin by looking at the very first paper you wrote for my class again. I believe it was the one-page description of a special place.”

      She shifted through her essays, recalling her dismay at discovering a C-minus on her first paper. Little did she know the trend would continue for weeks on end. She’d been pleased with her description of the restaurant and sure the paper would receive an A. Finding it in the stack, she handed it to him.

      “Ah yes. You wrote about your family’s restaurant, Pat’s Irish Pub. An interesting choice.” He looked down as he spoke and she remained silent as he briefly skimmed her writing. “This is the family restaurant where you work.”

      She nodded. She’d yet to speak a word, too afraid her voice would betray her nervousness, her agitation.

      “Tell me why you chose the restaurant as your special place.”

      She considered his question for a moment, wondering how much she should share. She shrugged. “I suppose I wrote about it because I’ve spent so much of my life there.”

      He frowned and she sensed he wasn’t happy with her answer. “I’ve lived in the same apartment for twelve years. I wouldn’t choose it as my special place merely because of its familiarity.”

      Twelve years. Again, she tried to guess his age. If he began teaching at twenty-two, he could be as young as thirty-four. He cleared his throat and she shook herself, aware he was waiting for her response.

      “The restaurant is more than just a home to me.” The moment he’d issued the assignment, she’d known she would write about the restaurant. It was the first place she’d thought of.

      “What is your major, Keira?”

      She sucked in a breath at her name on his lips. Why did the mere sound of it run through her like a tornado-force wind?

      “I’m a business major.”

      “That makes sense,” he replied with a nod.

      “I don’t understand.”

      He grinned. “In my experience, business majors tend to cut to the chase. They are rather no-nonsense kind of people.”

      She thought he’d described her well. She also knew he didn’t consider his words to be a compliment.

      “Your description of the restaurant is very factual, very observant, very boring.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “It’s detailed and accurate.”

      “Close your eyes, Keira.”

      Her voice seized up as she considered his request. When she was able, she muttered one question. “Why?” Her heart raced at the idea of leaving herself even a tiny bit vulnerable in his presence.

      “I want to do an experiment.” He waited and she realized that refusal would be futile. Professor Wallace was a man who didn’t take no for an answer. That thought sent a fresh round of juices to her already-drenched panties and she squeezed her legs together to fight the onslaught.

      He quirked his eyebrow and she slowly closed her eyes.

      “Describe this room.” She started to open her eyes but he halted her. “With your eyes closed.”

      She struggled to remember what any part of the room looked like. She’d been so preoccupied with the office’s lone inhabitant that she’d failed to truly look around. The only piece of furniture that seemed vaguely familiar was the desk, and even then, only from her rather raunchy fantasies.

      “There’s a desk in the middle of the room,” she said at last.

      His light chuckle sent her hackles up and she forced herself to try to think of more. “There are bookshelves on the wall.” Which wall, she couldn’t recall.

      “Stop relying on what you can see, Keira.”

      She considered his suggestion and realized she could sense many things about the room. “It smells of leather in here. Leather and old books and,” she paused, sniffing the delicate odors, “your cologne.”

      “Very good. What else?”

      She turned her head slightly and was immediately struck by the silence. “I can’t hear anything. It’s remarkably quiet in here.”

      He seemed to agree. “One of the reasons I hold my office hours so early. I relish the peacefulness. By this afternoon, the noise of all the students out in the hallway and on the campus outside my window will fill this room. You mentioned the desk. It’s right in front of you. Touch it.”

      She bent forward, thankful her eyes were closed, praying he couldn’t detect the slight shaking of her hand.

      “How does it feel?”

      “Smooth,” she replied, running her hand along the surface. “And cooler than I would have imagined. It would feel cold against my cheek.” Her eyes flew open when she realized the strangeness of her remark.

      Professor Wallace’s eyes were studying her intently.

      She cleared her throat, anxious to fill the uncomfortable silence with noise. “I, um, I see what you mean.”

      He nodded slowly and she wondered if he’d question her comment.

      “Close your eyes again,” he instructed. She complied, aware that the previous silence of the room was now filled with the unbearable loudness of her pounding heart. “Describe your family’s restaurant. Don’t tell me what you see, Keira. That’s already in the paper. Tell me the rest. Tell me why this place is so special.”

      Thankful he hadn’t questioned her observation about his desk, she envisioned the pub. “My family lives above the restaurant. I’m one of seven children so I suppose you can imagine it’s pretty crowded. My mother was the cook before she died and on special holidays, when the restaurant was closed, she’d go downstairs to the big kitchen to prepare our meals and we’d eat at the tables in the big dining room. Even though the restaurant was basically home, my mother always made it feel like we’d gone out somewhere special to eat.”

      She paused for a moment, smiling as she recalled the extra effort her mother expended to ensure the holidays were always perfect for her children. The tablecloths, the candlelight, the grape juice served in fancy wineglasses that they all used to make toasts and laugh and pretend they were grown-ups.

      Professor Wallace’s next question brought her back to the present. “I imagine the restaurant must have smelled lovely.”

      She started to open her eyes to respond to his question but she realized that, without sight, there was a security, a safety in speaking her mind that didn’t exist when she could see his face. If she was looking at him, she would fail to concentrate on her subject and instead spend too much time trying to figure out what he was thinking of her recollections. She kept her eyes firmly shut.

      “The smells were incredible, warm and sweet. I know Christmas can’t really have a smell, but in my mind, it does. Cinnamon, pine, fresh-baked bread.”

      “And your mother?” he asked.

      Keira smiled. “She had a smell too. Sugar cookies. My mother smelled like sugar cookies.” The memory, the brief burst of happiness at recalling her mother’s scent, turned quickly to the piercing sadness that had resided in her heart for nine years.

      “What about the sounds in the restaurant?” he asked.

      She sensed he hoped to return her to the joy of the scene, but it was gone. She opened her eyes and looked at him as she spoke.

      “My mother sang as she cooked. She had the most beautiful voice I’d ever heard. Well, except for Teagan, my sister—she has my mother’s talent for singing.”

      “Look at your paper, Keira.”

      She glanced down at the page and briefly read her staid descriptions of the tables, chairs, bar. She’d spent nearly an entire paragraph describing the color and texture of the walls.

      He tapped his finger on the paper. “The place on that paper doesn’t seem very special to me. The place you just described sounds like one of the nicest places on earth. Write about that place.”

      She looked up and nodded. “I understand.”

      He grinned and, for the first time, she returned it. “There were two other assignments,” he picked up her stack of papers and flipped through it, “that would benefit from that same sort of description. Engage all your senses and rewrite these three papers. You can turn them in tomorrow morning when we meet again. Nine o’clock still okay?” He handed her the assignments and she mentally tried to figure out how in her busy schedule she was going to revise three assignments by tomorrow.

      “Nine is fine.”

      “I’ll see you tomorrow then,” he said, and, dismissed, she turned to leave.

      

      As the door closed behind her, Will sank down into his leather chair and tried to understand the grip this young woman had on him. He’d never been attracted to a student before, yet from the first moment she’d stepped foot in his class, Keira Collins had shaken his unwavering sense of self down to a pile of rubble. She’d destroyed his willpower and was systematically, unwittingly breaking down every standard, every principle he’d built his career upon.

      Clasping his hands together, he wondered how in the hell he’d manage to keep his hands off her these next two weeks.

      He’d been a damn fool to invite her to his office last night, and then outright insanity had claimed him as he’d extended the offer to work with her on her writing—alone, every morning. He was tempting fate in the worst possible way. He was a teacher and he could not—would not—seduce a student. The fact she was older and far more mature than his usual pupils shouldn’t make a difference.

      But Keira was different, very different. And in ways he suspected she didn’t even realize herself.

      He prided himself on his ability to keep his intensely personal life just that—personal. No doubt his colleagues at the college would be shocked to learn of his lifestyle off campus. A dominant lover, he worked damn hard to make sure the lines between his professional and personal life were kept clean, clear and distinct.

      Keira was a true danger. He was walking a tightrope without a net and every step closer to her threatened to send him crashing to earth. He never approached women sexually outside his set of acquaintances because he knew there was no way someone untutored, unfamiliar with the practices of D/s could handle him in the bedroom. He confined his relationships to women who craved bondage, a strong hand, submission. He wasn’t about to initiate a novice into that lifestyle.

      Leaning his head back against his leather office chair, he closed his eyes and saw Keira’s lovely face in his mind’s eye. In his world she would be considered an innocent. Regardless of her past sexual experiences—and he suspected even those were limited—she wouldn’t understand his need to tie her up, spank her, control her.

      Or would she? Her constant blushes, her reluctance to return his gaze—always keeping her eyes averted—screamed of a submissive nature. Most telling had been her comment about his desk. Had she imagined herself leaning over it, her cheek pressed against the cool surface? The image of seeing her in such a position sent a surge of blood to his already full cock as he played the scene out in his mind.

      He would command her to remove her pants—dammit, he hated jeans, and yet on her, the denim clung to her soft curves in such a way that made his fingers twitch at the thought of peeling the material off her.

      Once she was bare from the waist down, he’d gently push her forward over his desk…

      She gasped at the feeling of the cool wood against her delicate cheek.

      “Do you want me?” he asked.

      “God, yes,” she hissed.

      “I’m going to take you, Keira. Fuck you. Make you mine.”

      She moaned softly at his words, her palms pressing tightly against the desk. As he slowly entered her tight pussy, he slapped her lovely ass, surprised by her response. Pushing toward him, she silently begged for more as he bent over her back, covering her slight frame with his larger body. “I’m going to fuck you hard and you’re going to come for me—several times. Do you understand?”

      She nodded.

      “Say it out loud, Keira. Tell me what you want.”

      “I want you to fuck me hard,” she whispered. “Spank me.”

      Resting his head on her shoulder, he tried to process her request.

      She would accept his spanking, his powerful thrusts, and he couldn’t wait to introduce her to even more. How would she respond to bondage? He pushed his cock into her tight sheath.

      “Yes,” she whimpered as he began to thrust inside her faster, harder. The sound of his thighs pounding against hers as loud as⁠—

      The knocking on his office door recalled him to the present.

      “Professor Wallace?”

      Shit, he’d been a minute away from actually coming in his pants like a fifteen-year-old boy—from an inappropriate daydream about a student. He was in worse shape than he realized. He moved forward until the lower half of his body was concealed beneath his large desk.

      “Yes,” he called out.

      Jennifer Smythe entered. “I was hoping I could talk to you about my courses for next semester.”

      He nodded, working overtime to resume his calm, cool advisor demeanor, forcing the fantasy of fucking Keira Collins out of his mind.

      “Of course, Jennifer. Please come in. Have a seat.”

      It was going to be a damn long day. Hell, it was going to be a long two weeks.
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      “Keira, why don’t you call it a night? You’ve been working your ass off the past couple of weeks and you look like dog shit.”

      “Thanks, Tris. Great compliment.”

      Tristan flashed his typical annoying brother smirk then poured a glass of merlot, setting it on the bar before the blonde who’d planted herself right under his nose earlier in the evening. The woman was working overtime to catch her brother’s attention and, for some reason, he wasn’t taking the bait. Keira had begun to wonder if Tristan wasn’t interested in someone else. In the past, he’d been the ultimate womanizer, never passing up the chance to charm the pants off a lady, but lately she’d noticed he kept to himself. She sighed. Just one more thing she hadn’t had time to think about since struggling through this semester’s courses.

      For the past two weeks she’d been living on virtually no sleep. Working at the restaurant, studying for finals, revising her English papers and fantasizing about Professor Wallace had sucked up every available second of her life. Her family had taken a backseat and the idea that she was letting too many things slide in regards to them was bugging the hell out of her.

      In addition to Tristan’s sudden disinterest in women, Sean’s graduation from high school was coming up in a month and she’d yet to begin plans for a celebration. Her father was still working too hard and she wasn’t even sure he was taking the medication the doctor had prescribed. Teagan had a nasty cold, which had curtailed her singing and put her out of sorts. Riley was going through some sort of bizarre Hell’s Kitchen phase, pissing off all the kitchen assistants and causing them to quit, which was driving Ewan insane as he was in charge of hiring replacements.

      The Collins siblings were heading toward a major blowup and Keira felt responsible for the heated tension hovering over the pub.

      In the past, she’d been the counselor, the voice of reason, the calming influence. Since her decision to go to college, the past two years had cranked the treadmill of her life up to top speed and she felt helpless as she watched all the people she cared about getting tossed off the track.

      “Earth to Keira.” Tristan waved a hand in front of her face. “It’s Thursday night and the place is dead. Joyce and I can take care of things. Go get some sleep.”

      She shrugged, aware that sleep wasn’t something she seemed capable of anymore. She’d walked out of Professor Wallace’s classroom for the last time yesterday and all she could hope was that eventually her intense fantasies about the man would die down. Until then, she seemed doomed to restless sleep that left her body aching and needy in ways she couldn’t begin to understand or attempt to explain to her brother.

      “Can I get you something to drink?” Tristan asked someone who had walked up to the bar.

      “I was hoping perhaps this lovely woman could wait on me. Good evening, Keira.”

      She turned slowly, surprised to find the man tormenting her dreams standing behind her.

      “Professor Wallace.”

      For two weeks, she’d reported to his office every morning at nine. During their sessions, he’d challenged her to express her feelings, her emotions in her writing. Used to playing her cards rather close to her chest, she’d struggled at first to reveal so many personal thoughts. As more time passed though, she’d found their sessions almost therapeutic—a fact that would probably annoy him to discover—as she talked about her concerns for her family, her difficulties dealing with her mother’s death and her decision to pursue a college degree. With each session, she’d found her infatuation for the man growing and solidifying.

      Why is he here?

      Her mind raced over the possibility that perhaps her interest in him hadn’t been one-sided. There had been just a few moments in his office when she’d thought his attention toward her had been more than that of pupil and teacher. He’d never made any improper advances, never said anything untoward, but sometimes she would catch a look on his face or he’d say something in a tone that made her think, made her hope that he liked her too.

      Dear God, please let that be true.

      “You’re no longer my student, Keira. I think it would be perfectly fine for you to call me by my first name now. It’s Will.”

      Her lips twitched. “William Wallace?”

      He chuckled and acknowledged her joke. “Neither of my parents finished high school. Unfortunately, I think they must have dropped out just prior to any mention of Scottish history. My mother’s father’s name was William and—for better or worse—I’m his namesake.

      “Well, it’s a very prestigious name. Let’s hope you meet with a better end,” she teased.

      “Amen to that. I have to say the name was never much of a problem until Mel Gibson decided to make the movie Braveheart. It’s been kind of downhill since then.”

      “Can I get you something to drink?” Tristan repeated, his tone a bit less friendly this time.

      Keira glanced back at her brother, surprised to find him still hovering.

      “I’d like a Guinness,” Will replied.

      “Um, Professor Wallace…I mean, Will. This is my brother Tristan. Tristan, this is my creative writing teacher from the college.”

      “Nice to meet you.” Will extended his hand to shake her brother’s. Tristan returned the gesture but Keira could see her younger sibling assessing the man’s worth. She fought against rolling her eyes. At least Tristan’s twin, Killian, was serving with the army in Iraq or she’d be dealing with identical bulldogs. She’d spent far too much of her life watching her brothers visually dissect and scare away potential dates. It seemed that in the eyes of her brothers, no man would ever be good enough for her. Tris was the worst; he seemed to assume all men wanted one thing and one thing only.

      If he noticed Tristan’s intense study, Will ignored it and turned back toward her. “I was hoping perhaps you could join me for a celebratory drink. Toast the end of the semester with me.”

      She nodded, taking off her apron. “As luck would have it, my shift just ended. I’ll have a Guinness too, Tris.”

      Her brother narrowed his eyes but poured the two beers, placing them on the bar. Keira grinned at his attempts to keep her close and decided to throw a wrench into Tristan’s plans. “Why don’t we grab a table?” she suggested.

      Will picked up the beers and led her away from the bar. She started toward one of the tables in the center of the room, but Will steered her instead to the corner booth. The idea of being in such a dark, isolated corner with him sent needy shivers of unease down her spine.

      She’d resisted making a fool of herself in his office, managing to avoid flirting with him and—God forbid—making an outright play for him. She suspected now that he was no longer her teacher and they were on more even ground, it would be next to impossible to hide her undeniable attraction.

      Placing the drinks on the table, he gestured for her to sit first. It was a circular booth and she’d expected him to sit down from the opposite side. When he followed her into the booth, she tried to ignore the fact that he’d planted himself right next to her, sitting far too close for her tenuous willpower. His thigh brushed against hers as he reached for the beers, handing her one of the glasses.

      “To the end of another successful school year,” he said, clinking his glass against hers.

      She smiled and took a sip. “Do you have any big plans for the summer?” she asked.

      “Actually, I’m going to have a little bit longer than the summer off,” he replied. “I’ve requested and been approved to take a sabbatical next year. I’ve been approached about writing a textbook on creative writing.”

      “That’s wonderful,” she said. “God knows you certainly have a talent for teaching the subject. Look at how much you helped me improve.”

      He took another sip of beer before setting the glass down in front of him. “Yes, but I’m afraid in many ways, you are the exception rather than the rule.”

      “How so?”

      “You, my lovely woman, have a desire to learn, to improve. English isn’t even your major and yet you attended every class determined to glean every bit of knowledge and skill I could offer. My success with other students, not unlike your Roy Decker, was considerably less.”

      “God, please don’t ever mention that name to me again. Don’t get me wrong. He was a likeable guy, but if I had to read one more paper about him getting wasted or laid, I think I would have thrown myself off a bridge.”

      Will laughed and she soaked in the sound, aware that she hadn’t heard it before. Though he was very free with his smiles, she’d never seen him in the midst of a full-blown laugh. Her heart melted a bit at the sight. He was simply breathtaking.

      “I decided several years ago that it’s nearly impossible to teach students who don’t want to learn. That doesn’t mean I don’t try, but it’s hard for me to stress the importance of writing to nineteen-year-old boys just getting their first taste of true freedom. Sadly, alcohol and girls win nearly every time.”

      “Nearly every time?” she asked with a grin.

      “Okay, you got me. Alcohol and sex win every time. It’s one of the reasons why I enjoyed our morning sessions together. You genuinely wanted to learn and I found your enthusiasm and willingness to go the extra mile quite intoxicating.”

      She acknowledged his compliment with a shy nod, picking up her beer, thinking perhaps a bit of intoxication would make it easier to sit beside him without thinking very naughty thoughts. His gaze sharpened on her face and she wondered again if he could read her mind.

      “So,” she started, desperately trying to find some way to draw the conversation away from her, “will you go away somewhere to write or stay here in Baltimore?”

      “I’ll stay here. I’m afraid extensive travel isn’t necessary to write this particular textbook, so that wasn’t budgeted in. Not that I didn’t suggest it,” he joked.

      “I can’t imagine being holed up in an apartment for an entire year just writing.” She forced a false shudder, pretending to be horrified.

      He shook his head. “I don’t intend to drop off the face of the earth. Actually,” he looked around the pub, “I like to do my writing around people, in public settings.”

      Her mind whirled over the idea of Will sitting in this booth, day after day, ordering meals and drinks from her while he wrote. She’d never break free of her obsession at this rate. “You do? I wouldn’t be able to concentrate,” she said.

      “One of the reasons why I dropped by tonight was to check out this special place of yours. Pat’s Irish Pub seems like the perfect place to write. Named for your father?”

      She nodded. “Yes. Originally, way before I was born, my father only owned this half of the building and the place was just a bar. Then the restaurant next door went out of business and Pop decided to expand.”

      “I’m assuming the restaurant is through those doors?” he asked, pointing to the left.

      “Yes. First thing Pop did when he took over the entire building was cut that opening in the wall,” she said. “It’s actually a rather large building. This half of the bottom floor is the pub side. People can come in here to have a drink while they wait for their table or just to hang out and watch the game on TV. The restaurant is technically called Pat’s Irish Restaurant, but my mom was the original cook and the locals started calling this Pat’s Pub and the restaurant Sunday’s Side.”

      “Sunday?” he asked.

      “My mom’s name.”

      “I like that.”

      “She used to complain about it, but I think deep down, she liked it too. Anyway, the name Sunday’s Side stuck. It’s not on the sign, but that’s what everyone around here calls it.”

      “And your family lives…?”

      “Upstairs.”

      “I have to admit I’m impressed by the size of the place. I didn’t picture such a grandiose old building. I imagine the location doesn’t hurt you either.”

      “Not at all. We have lots of regulars, but we aren’t so far off the waterfront that we don’t pull in a decent crowd of tourists as well.”

      He leaned back and placed his arm along the back of the booth behind her. “Your brother is very protective of you.”

      She glanced toward the bar and watched Tristan glower at her. She laughed lightly as she turned to face Will. “Yes, he is. Actually, all of my brothers are.”

      “Ah yes, as I recall, you have several.”

      “Four, to be exact.”

      Will nodded. “I wonder how your four brothers would react if I leaned over and kissed you right now.”

      Keira literally felt her heart skip a beat at his comment. Her tongue darted out to moisten her lips, a tiny part of her daring him. “Perhaps you should be more worried about my reaction to a kiss.”

      Where had that flirty comment come from?

      He smiled and leaned closer. “I know how you’ll react.”

      She mimicked his movement, inching toward him until she could feel the breath that accompanied his words. He was going to kiss her. Holy crap, he was going to kiss her. “You do?”

      “Mmm-hmm. You’re going to go off like a firecracker on the Fourth of July.” His lips were so close she could’ve sworn she felt them brush against hers as he spoke.

      “Has anyone ever told you you’re arrogant?” she asked.

      “Has anyone ever told you you’re beautiful?”

      She closed her eyes and marveled at the fact they could still be talking when her body was practically shoving her into his lap.

      “My mother used to tell me all the time,” she whispered. “Monday’s child.” Her lips rubbed against his as she spoke, but neither of them moved any closer into the kiss.

      He placed his hand on her cheek, leaning back just a bit to gaze into her eyes and she wondered why he’d broken away without kissing her. “Is fair of face?” He finished the first line of the familiar nursery rhyme, a question in his voice.

      She nodded. “I was born on a Monday.”

      He pressed his forehead against hers.

      “If you don’t want this to go any further, Keira, now is the time to say so. I’m interested in pursuing a relationship with you, but I feel I should warn you.”

      “Warn me?”

      “I’m not an easy man to be with.”

      She pushed away and his hand dropped from her face. She looked at him as the images that had taunted her for weeks drifted through her mind. He’d inhabited her fantasies, turning them down paths she’d never dreamed existed. She blushed as she recalled the recurring vision of him bending her over his desk and spanking her into an orgasm. Had he been sending her signals of his true nature all along? Heaven knew he pushed every hot button in her.

      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      “Are you familiar with the term Dominant?”

      “You like to be in charge?” she asked.

      “Not the adjective. The noun. I am a Dominant.”

      “I’m not sure I know exactly what that means,” she admitted.

      He sighed heavily and pulled away. “I’ve been battling with my conscience for weeks over approaching you at all, but the fact remains, I’m very attracted to you. Painfully attracted.”

      “I feel the same. I—” she started, but he shook his head, halting anything else she might say.

      “Tell you what. Why don’t we just take this a step at a time? I’d love to take you out to dinner tomorrow night. Are you available?”

      Actually she wasn’t. She was working the dinner shift, but she was fairly certain she could persuade Ewan to trade with her. He was scheduled to wait tables during the lunch rush. “I’d like to go to dinner with you.”

      He smiled. “Excellent.” He glanced over his shoulder at the bar before turning back with a wicked grin. “Now maybe we could test your brother’s reaction to this…” He lightly gripped her face, pulling her toward him as his lips descended.

      His kiss was exactly what she expected—the perfect illustration of what she’d come to know about him. It was powerful, strong, commanding and she gave herself up to his touch, allowing him to control the moment.

      She wasn’t sure how long the kiss lasted before a menacing voice sounded from above her. “Want me to freshen up those drinks?” Tristan stood next to the table with his arms crossed against his chest.

      Keira and Will broke apart and she giggled at the covert wink he gave her before turning to face her brother. “No thanks, Tristan.”

      “Yeah well, I thought you were tired, Kiki. Maybe you should call it a night. Go upstairs to bed.”

      She narrowed her eyes at her brother, prepared to emasculate him for pulling out her cursed nickname in front of Will.

      “Kiki?” Will murmured from beside her.

      “Don’t even think of going there, William Wallace,” she threatened.

      Will laughed and rose from the table, reaching down to help her up. “Actually, I do need to be going. Why don’t we call it a night? Give us both a chance to rest up before our date tomorrow.”

      “Date?” Tristan asked. “I thought you were working the dinner shift.”

      “Ewan traded with me,” she replied, hoping she could get to her younger brother to make the swap before Tris did.

      “I didn’t think teachers could date their students,” her brother commented, his tone belligerent. He was begging for a fight and Keira couldn’t wait until she had him alone to give it to him.

      “I’m not Keira’s teacher anymore. In fact, I’m on a leave of absence from the college, so I’m not anyone’s teacher at the moment.” Will’s reply was smooth as silk and Keira grinned at her brother, daring him to try to find some other reason to convince them to cancel their date.

      “Aren’t you a little old to be dating my sister?”

      “Tristan Collins!” she said, amazed at her brother’s rudeness, but Will cut off her chastisement.

      “I’m only thirty-five,” he said. “Hardly robbing the cradle. As someone once pointed out to me, eight years isn’t so vast a gap.”

      Now she understood why he’d grinned at her response that first night in his office. Had he been thinking of asking her out even then?

      Tristan fell silent and Keira decided to cut him off at the pass before he embarrassed her any further. “I’ll walk you out, Will.”

      He took out a twenty for the beers and started to hand it to Tris, but Keira waved it away.

      “The drinks are on me,” she said as they headed for the exit.

      Once on the sidewalk, they started laughing at the furious expression on her brother’s face. “I swear to you, I fully intend to kill him when I go back inside,” she assured him.

      “Don’t do that. He’s merely looking out for his sister. I respect the hell out of him for it. Besides,” he pushed her back against the wall of the building, caging her in with his arms by her head, “you probably do need protection from me.”

      “Ah, the Big Bad Wolf, are you?” she teased.

      “Yep, and I’ve come to eat you up.” He leaned down and kissed her again, forcing her lips apart to invade her mouth with his questing tongue. She certainly felt as if he could devour her. He’d been driving her crazy for weeks. She ran her fingers through his thick hair, marveling over the softness. She’d dreamed night after night of touching it and now he was here, kissing her. She felt as if she could ride on this cloud forever.

      He pulled away far too soon and sighed. “Damn, you tempt me, Miss Collins.”

      “I think I like the sound of that,” she replied.

      “There’s nothing I’d like more than to keep you out here all night, kissing those lovely lips of yours.”

      “I definitely like the sound of that,” she added, attempting to pull his face down to hers.

      He turned at the last minute, giving her only a chaste kiss on the cheek. She frowned, prompting a laugh from him.

      “I’ll pick you up tomorrow night at seven,” he said, pulling away.

      She nodded.

      “Wear something pretty. I’m going to take you out for a fancy dinner and show you off.”

      She bristled slightly at his comment before she closed the feeling down.

      “Keira, look at me.”

      She gazed up at his face and saw him studying her intently. “There are many reasons why I’m attracted to you, but your beauty falls rather low down on that list. Don’t misunderstand me, I like looking at you, but I love talking to you.”

      Yep, he was definitely a mind reader. “How did you know?”

      He grinned. “You shared your feelings regarding outer beauty in a poem you wrote. I understand that you’ve spent quite a bit of your life feeling as if you have to prove you’re more than just a pretty face. Besides, everything you think shows in your eyes.”

      The damn poem. She really had shared more than she’d realized. Then she considered his last comment and decided in that regard, he was wrong. “No one else seems to have this amazing ESP ability of yours when it comes to reading my mind.”

      “Perhaps I’m more alert or simply more in tune with you. I’m fascinated by you and that feeling terrifies me just a bit.”

      “Why?”

      “The new, the unknown, can always be a bit frightening.”

      She could understand that. Her feelings toward him scared the hell out of her and yet, she couldn’t resist his pull. He was the force field to her starship and she couldn’t wait to be engulfed in his power. She shook her head slightly, trying to dislodge her odd thoughts. She’d be a fool to hand herself over completely to such a formidable man.

      His finger touched her cheek gently. “I won’t hurt you.” She was only confused for a moment until he added with a smile, “Your eyes were speaking again.”

      “I can see I’m going to have to develop a poker face with you or start wearing sunglasses.”

      He shook his head. “No, absolutely not. I need to know what you’re thinking, what you’re feeling if we’re ever going to get this relationship off the ground.”

      “Relationship,” she repeated, loving the sound, the idea of that single word.

      “Good night, Keira.”

      “Good night, Will.” He kissed her once more, softly, and then he was gone.

      

      Will let himself into his apartment and dropped down onto his couch. What the hell was he doing?

      He’d convinced himself his fixation on Keira had been based on the forbidden fruit theory. He’d been certain he’d only wanted her because—as his student—he couldn’t have her. He’d gone to the pub tonight to prove it to himself so he could move on, move forward, get her out of his head.

      One look at the woman had blown that theory out of the water. His attraction tonight—freed from his principles—had elevated to a new high. He’d never felt this way about anyone. He’d never developed an emotional attachment during his affairs, never had a woman call to his heart, his soul. Keira was a sexual innocent and that only made his involvement with her more perilous. She was a vanilla girl and he struggled with the thought of taking her out of her safe, simple world and exposing her to his.

      He closed his eyes and leaned his head against the soft cushion. He was exhausted from weeks of agitated sleep and never-ending hand jobs in his shower, attempting to relieve the tension Miss Keira Collins had wrought in his body. He recalled her kisses outside the pub as his tormented cock hardened again. He lightly rubbed the straining flesh through his pants as he remembered her staring at the desk in his office.

      It would feel cold against my cheek.

      That single comment had played over and over in his head until he thought he would die from the wanting, the needing.

      Right or wrong, he feared there would be no turning back now. He wanted Keira, and God help him if she couldn’t accept him as he was—because he had the feeling she was the one woman with the power to rip his heart out.
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      “You look great. Stop fidgeting.”

      “I look like you,” Keira said, tugging on the collar of the gypsy-style shirt she’d borrowed from Teagan. Her shift had run longer than she’d hoped—damn tourist season—and she hadn’t had time to go shopping for anything new to wear. Her entire wardrobe consisted of practical pants, jeans and basic tops, so she’d been forced to borrow a skirt and blouse from Teagan. Problem was, her taste and her sister’s were as dissimilar as salt and sugar.

      “You look great,” Teagan reassured again.

      Keira glanced down at the wildly colored broomstick skirt and bright purple blouse and considered calling Will to cancel.

      “Come on,” Teagan said, dragging her away from the mirror. “Let’s go wait downstairs in the pub. I can’t wait to meet this guy.”

      “You act like no one ever asks me out.”

      “Oh, I know guys ask you out, but you never say yes. I’ve gotta see the one who snagged you,” Teagan teased.

      She let her younger sister pull her down the stairs and over to the bar. She sighed when she discovered Ewan and Pop helping Tristan mix drinks and Sean bussing the tables at the pub. Teagan was right. She needed to start dating more. Her family was acting like this was frigging prom night.

      “I thought you were waiting tables on Sunday’s Side,” she said to her father and Ewan.

      “And miss meeting this guy? Not likely. Joyce and Regina have things under control for now,” Ewan replied.

      Keira bit back a growl of frustration. “You can’t all be standing here like the Spanish Inquisition when he shows up. Just once, do you think you guys could try not to embarrass me?”

      Tristan wiped up the counter with an evil grin and she knew he was loving that everyone had gathered round. “I don’t think there’s anything wrong with your family meeting the guy who’s taking you out. Isn’t that how it was done in the old days, Pop?”

      Keira narrowed her eyes, furious with Tris for pulling Pop into this humiliating scene as well. Pop loved to harp on the old ways of doing things and Tristan’s pointed question would just get her father fired up.

      “It was customary for a man to meet the father. This young man of yours should want to meet me, Keira. It’s only polite, after all. Doesn’t he have any manners?”

      “He’s a perfect gentleman, Pop, but I’m twenty-seven. Doesn’t that seem a little old for…” She gestured to all of her siblings gathered around.

      “Did I miss him yet?” Riley asked, rushing out of the kitchen. “Freaking tourists and their special orders. Is he here?”

      Keira sighed and looked at Tristan. “Couldn’t get Killian home from Iraq?”

      “Not on such short notice,” her brother joked, enjoying her discomfiture.

      “This is gonna suck,” she murmured. “Maybe I’ll just wait outside for him.”

      “We won’t embarrass you, Keira. Promise.” Sean walked over and grabbed her hand. “We just want to get a look at the guy who was smart enough to ask you out.”

      Keira grinned and pressed a quick kiss on her baby brother’s forehead. “Thanks, squirt.”

      “Keira?”

      She took a deep breath and turned. Will was standing behind her and she tried to ignore that the room had gone suspiciously quiet. There were a lot of regulars drinking at the bar and no doubt Tris had spread the word about his sister having a date. More than a few interested faces turned in their direction.

      “Hi, Will.”

      She saw him glance at her outfit and for a moment, she sensed his surprise. Luckily he recovered quickly. “You look beautiful.”

      He took her hand as she turned back toward the bar. “Um, I’d like you to meet my family.” During his arrival, the men had joined together to form a united front behind the counter. “This is my father, Patrick. Pop, this is William Wallace.”

      Pop came around the bar and took Will’s hand in a firm, quick handshake. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Collins,” Will said genially.

      “And you. Scottish?”

      Will shook his head. “Actually no. My father’s side was originally Polish, until Ellis Island Americanized them.”

      “Polish, eh?” Pop asked.

      “Of course, when you throw in my mother’s German ancestry, I think it’s safe to say I’m a mutt.”

      Pop laughed and slapped Will on the shoulder. “Well, better a mutt than a Scotsman.”

      “Pop,” Keira warned, trying to steer the conversation back to safer waters.

      “These are my brothers,” she said, hoping to get this nightmare beginning of a date over with. “You know Tristan. Standing next to him is Ewan and that handsome one on the end is my baby brother Sean.”

      Will shook all three men’s hands.

      “And these are my sisters, Teagan and Riley.”

      “I see beauty runs in the family,” he said as he smiled at her sisters. Both of them nodded appreciatively and Riley gave her a thumbs-up and mouthed he’s hot when Will turned back toward her father.

      “I see you’re a Ravens fan,” Will said, pointing to the endless array of football knickknacks gathered behind the bar.

      “Is there any other team worth rooting for?” Pop asked.

      Will smiled devilishly and Keira rolled her eyes. “Oh crap, you like football?” she muttered, suspecting Will’s next words could easily be his last.

      “Didn’t I mention I’m originally from Pittsburgh? My parents still live there. Kind of hard to grow up in that city and not be bitten by the bug.”

      Pop’s eyes narrowed. “I should warn you now, William. We don’t speak the name of that other team in here.”

      “Well now, that seems mighty unsporting of you, Mr. Collins. I mean, after all, Super Bowl champions deserve some respect. You gotta admit that record⁠—”

      “Luck. It was all dumb luck,” Pop insisted.

      “Four Super Bowl wins in the last decade is luck?” Will asked.

      “Do you hear this?” Pop asked, gesturing at the men seated at the bar, ready to jump into his favorite pastime—arguing about sports.

      “Uh, Pop,” Keira said quickly. “Will and I really need to get going. I’ll let you two bash heads about football another time.”

      Will smiled and placed an arm around her shoulder. She tried not to show how much his simple, proprietary touch affected her.

      “I’ll take good care of her, Mr. Collins.”

      “Ach, what’s with this ‘Mr. Collins’ stuff? We’re in the pub. In the pub, I’m Pat.”

      “It was nice to meet you, Pat, in spite of your misguided loyalty to the Ravens.”

      Will and Pop laughed and she breathed a sigh of relief. This first meeting had had all the makings of a major disaster, but Will had disarmed them all—well, her Pop and sisters—with his charm. Her brothers were clearly a different story as they remained still as soldiers, throwing threatening glances at Will.

      Pop and the girls said their goodbyes and returned to Sunday’s Side.

      “Well, I guess we’ll be going,” she said. Then, simply because she owed him, she turned to Tris. “Don’t wait up, baby brother.”

      Tristan scowled at her as Sean walked over to her and Will.

      “Be careful,” he said with a mischievous grin.

      She mimicked his usual reply with a roll of her eyes. “I will. Good night, Sean.”

      “Ready?” Will asked. She nodded and they left the pub together.

      As they walked to his car, she fought to find a way to apologize for her family converging on him on their first damn date.

      “You have a terrific family,” he said before she could word her apology. “It was nice to meet them all together like that. Now I’ve got faces for all the names.”

      “You can’t be serious,” she said. “That was horrible. Facing a firing squad would have been less intimidating. I’m so sorry they ganged up on you like that.”

      He opened the passenger door but halted her before she got in. “It wasn’t terrible, Keira. You have a lovely family and they clearly love you. I’m an only child and my parents and I aren’t close. I enjoyed seeing yours in action.”

      He bent down and kissed her lightly and as easily as that, her body shifted from first to fourth gear—without stalling.

      “I love your kisses,” she whispered when they broke apart. He was looking at her intensely, seriously, and she wondered if she’d said something wrong.

      “I know this is only our first date, but after spending the last few weeks with you, I feel as if we’re much further along,” he said.

      “I know what you mean,” she said. “I can’t tell you how glad I am to finally be able to touch you, to kiss you like this.”

      “How far are you willing to go, Keira?”

      She wasn’t sure if he meant tonight or in the future, but she realized either way, her answer was the same. “As far as you’ll take me.”

      “God, I hope you mean that,” he muttered, and she placed her palm against his cheek to reassure him.

      “I do,” she said. She suspected from his comments the previous night that his desires ran a lot darker and deeper than her past lovers’, but given the intensity of her fantasies these past few months, she didn’t think that would be a problem. They appeared to be standing on common ground in terms of passion.

      She got in the car and he crossed around to the driver’s side.

      “Where are we eating?” she asked as they buckled up.

      “It’s a little place called Tulley’s. It’s on the south side and a bit off the beaten track.”

      “I’ve never heard of it.”

      “It’s a small place. The owners are friends of mine. I called and told them we were coming. They’ve assured me they’ll save the best table in the house for us.”

      “Sounds wonderful. Will I meet your friends?”

      “Yes, I have a feeling that they’ll be anxious to meet you. I don’t date often.”

      “Neither do I,” she confessed.

      

      Will pulled into the parking lot, trying to calm the blood coursing through his body as Keira’s words resounded in his brain.

      As far as you’ll take me.

      Dear God. If she only knew the Pandora’s box she’d opened with that simple statement. He’d been battling with his conscience since last night and had almost convinced himself that, for their first date, he should keep things simple, safe. He didn’t want to frighten her, yet her words had dragged the raging beast within him to the surface and he wasn’t sure he could beat it back into submission. Keira, however, may be a different story.

      He got out of the car, placing his hands on his hips when she emerged before he reached her door.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      “Getting out. Isn’t this the restaurant?”

      “I mean you should have waited for me to open your door.”

      She waved him off with a soft laugh. “I’m the oldest of seven, Will. Believe me, there’s very little I can’t do for myself.”

      He didn’t share her mirth. “That isn’t the point. When you’re with me, I’ll take care of you.”

      Her smile dimmed in the face of his seriousness. “I didn’t mean to insult you. I’m just used to looking out for myself.”

      He gave her a grin and walked closer, trapping her between him and the open car door. “That isn’t a good enough excuse. After all, I opened your door for you back at the pub. I think perhaps you should be punished for your transgression.”

      “Punished?” she whispered. He watched her face very closely, fully prepared to back off the moment he sensed she was afraid. His cock went into full alert when her face betrayed not fear, but excitement.

      “You were a bad girl and correction is required.”

      She placed her hand on the car to steady herself and he was treated to a quick glance of her nipples as they tightened beneath her loose-fitting blouse.

      “Give me your panties,” he commanded.

      “What?” she asked.

      “I don’t ask twice, Keira. Take off your panties and hand them to me. Now.”

      She glanced around the dark parking lot and he realized her hesitance wasn’t based on disbelief, but rather concern at being seen.

      “No one can see you. You’re perfectly shielded between me and the door. Even if that weren’t the case, I would expect you to obey. You have five seconds to comply or I’ll add another punishment.”

      She quickly—and with surprising efficiency—pushed her panties down. She bent slightly to pull them over her shoes before rising to give them to him.

      He took them, his chest tightening to discover them damp. “So wet,” he murmured, leaning closer to her. She closed her eyes and he knew she expected him to kiss her. He grinned at her sweet innocence. “I’m going to expect a taste of you before the meal is over.”

      Her eyes flew open. “A taste?”

      He lifted her panties to his nose and inhaled. “You smell delicious.”

      She blushed at his words, watching as he tucked the delicate lace into his sports coat pocket.

      “Come. Let’s go get something to eat. I’m starving.” He gripped her hand and led her to the restaurant. The hostess smiled when she saw him and immediately directed them to the table he’d requested.

      In addition to owning the restaurant, his friends, Kent and Jessica, lived a D/s lifestyle. Keira took in the dimly lit, romantic atmosphere as they walked to their table. The restaurant was designed with lovers in mind and most of the tables were filled with couples sitting close, talking quietly.

      The hostess took them to a private round table in the corner before returning to her station. Keira started to sit down, but Will stopped her with a hand on her arm. “Pull your skirt up as you sit. I want your bare bottom on that seat.”

      For just a moment, she looked like she wanted to protest his demand and he wondered if she would balk. Again she took in the surroundings then turned, smiled sweetly at him, and did as he commanded with more grace than he’d ever seen. Jesus. She was a natural submissive.

      He quickly took the seat next to her, anxious to hide the truth of her power over him. His cock was threatening to rip through the fabric of his dress slacks.

      “I have to admit this feels very strange,” she said once they were both seated.

      “And yet there you sit. Why?”

      “Why?” she asked, no doubt surprised he would question her obedience. “I was hoping you could tell me why.”

      He smiled, reaching over to grasp her hand. “You are an incredible woman, Keira. Trusting, intelligent, lovely. I can’t tell you how lucky I feel to be sitting here right now.”

      “I was sort of thinking the same thing. Not about me,” she added quickly, with a laugh, “but about you. You make me feel things, want to do things I’ve never⁠—”

      “Let’s not question it yet. Perhaps we could just go with the flow. See where tonight leads.”

      “I’d like that,” she said.

      The waiter appeared with a water pitcher and Will grinned as she quickly glanced down to reassure herself the man couldn’t see anything. She was perfectly covered from everyone’s eyes by the long tablecloth and her position at the table. Her back was to the wall and she was neatly tucked into the corner, hidden from most of the other diners. In fact, there was quite a lot he could do to her at this table that no one in the restaurant would be able to see. The idea of playing with her, touching her as they ate, sent a fresh pulse of arousal through his body.

      So much for taking things slow, Will.

      He was chomping at the bit to advance their relationship from first-date status to a full-fledged D/s bond. He needed to get control of himself or she’d run screaming from the room.

      The waiter finished filling their water glasses and asked if they’d like anything else to drink. “We’ll have a bottle of Silver Oak Cabernet. You like red wine, don’t you?” he asked, looking toward Keira. He was far too accustomed to ordering for his dates and for a moment, he forgot himself.

      “I love it,” she confessed.

      The waiter smiled and left to retrieve their wine.

      “So you come here a lot?” she asked.

      He nodded. “As often as possible. As I said, the owners are good friends and the food is delicious. I also like the atmosphere.”

      She looked around. “The décor is beautiful and it feels as if we have the place to ourselves.”

      He grinned. “The privacy is one of the things I like best about it.” He rested his right hand on the back of her chair, relishing the nearness of their bodies. She leaned closer and he lightly brushed her lips with a delicate kiss. “I believe you promised me a taste of you,” he murmured against her mouth.

      She moved toward him again but he retreated a few inches. “Not your lips, though they are delicious.”

      She shivered and he moved his hand from her chair to drape around her shoulders. He wasn’t sure if the move was meant to pull her closer or prevent her escape at his next request and he struggled not to consider the act too much. “Run your finger along your pussy. Gather up some of the arousal there and feed it to me.”

      She looked around the restaurant at the other diners but he cut her perusal short, pulling her gaze to his with his left hand on her cheek. “Don’t look at them. Look at me and do what I’m asking.”

      She pulled in a deep breath and he silently cursed himself for even starting down this path. What if he’d read her wrong?

      She licked her lips, and then, so slowly he thought his heart would burst at the image, she ran her hand under her skirt. He followed her progress with his gaze and his breath caught when she opened her legs. Her damn long skirt prevented him from seeing her touch, but when the pace of her breathing picked up and her eyes began to drift closed he knew she was enjoying the feeling of her own fingers against her flesh.

      “Keep your eyes on me,” he said. “Are you wet?”

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      “Show me.”

      Her hand emerged from her skirt and he gripped her wrist to still the shaking of her fingers as she lifted them to his lips. He shook his head at her offer and then, like an artist with a brush, he controlled her hand, painting her lips with her juices before leaning in to lick them clean with a soft kiss.

      She sighed as he broke off the kiss, taking her fingers into his mouth to clean them with his tongue. “I don’t understand this power you have over me,” she whispered.

      He jerked back, surprised by her softly spoken statement. “Power?”

      “I can’t seem to resist the need to do everything you ask of me. I want to give you control. Why?”

      She’d asked the question earlier and he’d brushed it aside. Now he felt as if he owed her an answer.

      “I can’t really tell you why, Keira. I think that’s something you’ll have to discover for yourself. I suspect it has a bit to do with the fact that you’re in charge of every other aspect of your life. You work full-time while attending classes. You care for your family. When do you let go of all of that?”

      She shook her head. “My head keeps telling me I’m an independent, adult woman. Am I supposed to let go?”

      “Why not? Do you trust me?”

      She considered his question and he was glad she was taking the time to figure out her answer. If she’d said yes immediately, he would have doubted her word.

      “We haven’t known each other that long,” she said.

      “Is that your answer?” he asked with a grin.

      “No…not all of it anyway. My head says I haven’t known you long enough to respond to you the way I am.”

      “Your head would probably be right.”

      She gave him a quick shrug. “Unfortunately, every other part of me insists I can trust you—that I do trust you.”

      He leaned closer and took her hand in his. “All I can say, Keira, is that I will always be honest with you. Always tell you the truth about what I’m thinking and feeling. The truth about tonight was I’d intended to keep this date very simple, chaste and safe.”

      She laughed. “You had my panties in your pocket before we even got into the restaurant.”

      He smiled at her smart-ass comment. Everything about her was open, fun, real.

      “I thought I spotted your car in the parking lot,” a deep voice said.

      Will looked up and saw Kent and Jessica standing at their table, the bottle of wine he’d ordered in Jessica’s hands.

      “I told the waiter we’d deliver your wine,” Kent said.

      “I have to admit I’m surprised you’ve managed to wait so long to make your way over,” Will joked. “We’ve been here ten whole minutes.”

      Kent laughed. “Jessica’s been chomping at the bit to come over and meet your lovely date since you walked in the door.”

      Jessica elbowed her husband and rolled her eyes. “I was the one holding him back. He’s as nosy as an old woman. I’m Jessica Tulley.”

      “Keira Collins,” Will said, taking up the introductions, “I’d like you to meet a couple of my oldest and dearest friends. Kent and I were roommates in college.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Keira said.

      “Will says your family is in the restaurant business as well,” Kent said.

      Keira nodded. “Yes, my family owns and operates Pat’s Irish Pub and the adjoining restaurant.”

      “Sunday’s Side?” Jessica asked, and Keira nodded.

      “Oh, I’ve heard wonderful things about that place. Rumor has it you’ve employed a new chef in the last year.”

      “My sister, Riley,” Keira responded. “She attended culinary school after high school and has just returned to take over the kitchen duties.”

      “Sister, eh?” Kent said. “Damn. Guess that shoots that idea out of the water. We were hoping to lure her away from you.”

      Keira laughed. “Believe me, there are some days I’d give her to you for free.”

      “Spoken like a true sister,” Kent joked. “Let me give you my card and you can give me a call on one of those days.”

      Jessica poured the wine as Kent continued speaking to Will. “As soon as Jess heard you were coming, she changed the damn menu. Suspiciously enough, your favorite meal is tonight’s special.”

      Will placed his hand over his heart and smiled. “Ah Jessica, you’re too good to me.”

      “She spoils you,” Kent muttered good-naturedly.

      Will turned toward Keira. “Is there anything food-wise that you don’t like? Any allergies?”

      She shook her head. “No allergies, but I can’t stand oysters.”

      Will laughed. “Probably a good thing. I’m not sure you and I would be able to sit for this meal if we added oysters to it.”

      Keira looked at him, puzzled.

      “They’re considered to be an aphrodisiac. I’d say we’re doing just fine without them.”

      Her lovely face flushed and her eyes widened at his risqué remark in front of his friends as she smacked him lightly on the arm. “Will,” she chastised.

      Jessica laughed. “Oh, you’d better get used to that, sweetheart. These two men thrive on teasing.”

      “And you love it,” Kent replied. As he spoke, Will could see Kent’s attention spark at Keira’s innocent response to his joke.

      “Two specials it is then,” Will said to Jessica.

      “I’ll tell the chef to prepare them,” she replied.

      “That’s a lovely necklace,” Keira said. “I haven’t been able to take my eyes off it. Where did you get it?”

      Jessica fingered the choker-style necklace. “It was a wedding gift from Kent,” she replied, smiling.

      “You have good taste,” Keira said to Kent. Will watched his friend nod politely, but he could see the wheels in his best friend’s head processing and assessing the situation. Jessica’s necklace was a collar, and anyone familiar with the lifestyle would know it. Keira’s remark showed her true inexperience.

      He’d called Kent this morning to book the table but hadn’t mentioned anything in particular about Keira, other than to say he would be bringing a date. His friend had just naturally assumed she would be like all his past dates—older, more sexually experienced, a trained submissive.

      “Well, we’ll leave you both to your wine. It was nice to meet you, Keira,” Jessica said.

      “You too.”

      “Give me a call tomorrow, Will. Maybe we can set up a golf date,” Kent added.

      Will almost laughed aloud at his friend’s lie. Kent couldn’t hit a golf ball with a hockey stick. He was facing a serious third degree from his friend in the morning. “I’ll do that,” he answered smoothly.

      As his friends left, he picked up his wineglass. “To us,” he said, clinking his glass to hers.

      “To us,” she repeated.

      “I have to admit, Keira, I never noticed this whimsical side of you in class.” He gestured to her outfit and she groaned, shaking her head.

      “Oh God. I know. Isn’t it awful? I almost called to cancel when I realized I had nothing to wear. I borrowed this from Teagan.”

      He nodded, smiling at her humor. “Ah, well, that makes sense then. I was having trouble reconciling the straitlaced business major to this flower-child-of-the-sixties look.”

      “I’m afraid my current wardrobe is rather lacking in ‘something pretty’,” she said, repeating his directions from the previous night. “I’m a jeans girl, through and through.”

      He considered her comment, wondering how he could verbalize his next thought without pissing her off. “I’ve noticed that you tend to hide behind your wardrobe. Actually, I’ve just been sitting here thinking about the way you present yourself in general.”

      She sobered up at his comment, her posture going stiff in the seat. “What do you mean?”

      Oh yeah, he’d definitely crossed into no man’s land. “You’re a very lovely woman,” he said, watching her face carefully. She relaxed a bit until he ruined the compliment with his next words. “You do realize hiding behind ponytails and sloppy clothing isn’t going to change that?”

      “I don’t do that,” she insisted.

      “I’m afraid you do. You seem to go out of your way to project this image of plainness and I wish you would stop. Give the real Keira a chance to emerge.” His words were harsher than he’d intended and when her eyes narrowed, he knew he’d finally gone that one step too far. For all intents and purposes, this was their first date and he was talking to her far too directly, too possessively. “I apologize,” he added quickly. “I’m afraid that came out wrong.”

      “Actually,” she said, her voice stiff with anger, “I think it came out exactly right. Last night, when you said you weren’t an easy man to be with, that you were a Dominant…is this what you meant?”

      He tried to decide how to answer her question. He’d skirted around the details of his private life, sending her far too many mixed signals as he struggled with himself over the correct way to approach her.

      He sighed. “This is what I meant.”

      “If we’re to continue dating, you would want to tell me what to wear? What to do?” she asked.

      “Not in every aspect of your life, not every minute of the day. Dammit, it’s hard to put this into words that won’t sound intimidating, threatening.”

      “Try,” she insisted.

      “I’ve come to care about you. I’ve learned a great deal about you through your writing and our sessions these past few weeks and I want to know more. But I must admit, I tend to suffer from a personality trait that won’t let me watch someone I consider a friend harm herself.”

      “Harm herself? You think I’m hurting myself somehow?” Her voice, though quieter, still held an edge that told him he’d upset her further.

      “You work too damn hard. You take far too much onto your slender shoulders and when you look in the mirror, I’m fairly certain you don’t see what the rest of the world does. Keira—you’re beautiful. Why hide that?”

      “I-I don’t know,” she said, and he breathed a sigh of relief as he sensed she was calming down. Maybe he hadn’t ruined tonight beyond all repair. Yet. “I guess it’s just easier than fending off jerks or trying to prove to every person I meet that I’m not stupid.”

      “Since when does beauty equate to stupidity?” he asked.

      “You said you were an only child, right?”

      He nodded.

      “Well, I’m one of three sisters. Teagan’s the talented one, Riley’s the outspoken daughter and I’m the pretty one. I don’t want to just be pretty.”

      “I can understand that.” He could, too. Keira was a very serious, intelligent woman, but he thought perhaps she was going too far to prove her point. “Maybe, if you’d like, I can help you learn to accept who you are a bit better.”

      “Give me an example of how,” she urged, though he detected a slight trace of wariness in her voice.

      “You don’t wear makeup, don’t style your hair, you wear nondescript clothing all in an attempt to disguise your looks. Keira, you’re denying who you are every single day you wake up and walk out of the house like that.”

      She leaned back against her chair and folded her arms across her chest. He wondered if her body language was her attempt at distancing herself from him or from his words. Maybe both.

      “I’d like to take you shopping tomorrow,” he continued. “Help you pick out some clothing that suit you.”

      “Suit me or suit you?” she asked.

      He grinned. “Can’t they suit us both?”

      The waiter returned with their meals and Will was grateful for the slight disruption. He was beginning to feel like he was shoving his foot farther in his mouth with every word he spoke.

      “I’d like to go shopping with you,” she said after several silent moments.

      He looked up, surprised.

      She wore the most adorable crooked grin and he felt the overwhelming desire to kiss her. “I think I’d like to try on some pretty things and God knows I could use some fashion guidance. It’s been a while since I’ve actually put forth any effort as far as my wardrobe goes.”

      He smiled at her concession, at her incredibly giving nature. “I’ll pick you up at ten.”

      She laughed and nodded. “As luck would have it, tomorrow is my day off. I’m all yours.”

      He sucked in a breath at her comment, silently wishing it was true.
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