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Note to self: when traveling to Iceland in February, confirm in advance that you’ve reserved a car that actually works.

The sky over Reykjavik is full dark, a blizzard’s rolling in, and I’m tired. I’ve been standing at this rental counter, holding my cool with, I think, admirable patience for over two hours.

“The car’s heat doesn’t work?” I ask, too exhausted to even drum up any surprise. “We’re like a hundred miles from the arctic circle. How is that even possible?”

The double doors of the rental car office open on a frigid blast of wind, and a family walks in. A friendly-looking couple—probably exhausted from a long flight like me, with a kid barely old enough to walk.

The rental car guy and I both look over.

“I’m so sorry, again,” he says. “I can bring out another one?”

I sigh through my nose loudly.

He keeps disappearing for fifteen minutes at a time and bringing out new cars. He does it all with a smile pasted on his face, his blond hair bouncing with every profuse bob of his head as he makes noises that sound like genuine apologies, but nonetheless I’m pretty sure he gives zero shits about my time.

The first car didn’t have snow tires.

The second had a broken seat. The driver’s seat.

The third one had a window that didn’t roll all the way up—he offered me duct tape.

The little girl rubs big dark eyes the shape of buttons and presses her face into her mom’s shoulder. The mom’s practically swaying on her feet.

Waiting for me means more waiting for them.

And, according to every travel blog I read, the south highway to Vik closes the second the snows get bad, and by then, I need to be full-on snow-tires-to-macadam or I’ll be stuck in Reykjavik until the storm passes. And that cannot happen.

A room in Vik has my name on it. A sexy black-walled, white-sheeted, glass-walled room with a view of iced-over water, mountains and skies, six stories up from a sleek, modern-as-sin dining room with a table for one set for yours truly.

I even know what I’m going to order at dinner. Arctic char with pureed cauliflower, sturgeon caviar, cornichon pickles, and whatever fancy overpriced wine the server recommends.

And if a tall blond Viking-looking Icelandic man works up brass balls big enough to hit on me, I may just take him to my room and fuck him like a porn star.

Why?

Because this is my trip.

This is for me. I earned this vacation, working for my douchenozzle thundercunt of a boss—and yes, I did just call my dad a thundercunt. He’s my boss and my dad, and I love him, but he’s an asshole.

“Do you have cars that aren’t broken?”

He nods so earnestly it’s hard not to believe him, even on this fifth round. “The next one was just returned today. It’s in good shape. I checked it myself.”

I want to ask about the other cars. Why he didn’t check those? But I bite my tongue, glancing back at the family behind me. I don’t want them driving without heat or without snow tires or a seat that works.

I hold up my hand.

Vik is calling.

I’m not wasting any more time on this.

“I’ll take the car without heat. It’s only a three-hour drive.” I’ll bundle up. How bad can it be?

He smiles blandly. “Very good, ma’am.”

“But,” I hold up my hand, leaning forward, lowering my voice, so he can hear me but the family behind us won’t. I let my face show every ounce of basic-training that had me running until I fell asleep mid-stride, followed up by specialized training that taught me how to kill a man with my bare hands, interrogate insurgents and basically be a person you really don’t want to mess with. I’m not physically imposing, but I have a resting bitch face that makes grown men shudder. “You will give them a fully-functioning car.”

He gulps.

“You won’t waste their time.”

“Yes.” He nods.

I narrow my eyes.

“I mean no, ma’am.”

An hour later, music blaring out euro rap, my GPS directing me along the Ring Road that skirts the southern coast, I’m questioning my decision. Hard.

It made sense at the time. Why else did I buy a full-body snowsuit, a balaclava, sub-zero rated gloves, snow boots, fleece socks and long underwear if not to make use of them? I’ll never need them in LA, that’s for damned sure.

If I even go back to LA.

It’ll be an adventure, something to remember when I’m old and gray. That wild trip with that crazy heatless car I drove from Reykjavik to Vik. Fun. That’s what normal people who don’t spend all their time digging up dirty little secrets think is fun.

Right?

Wrong.

Vik is still ninety minutes in front of me, my fingers are half frozen to the steering wheel despite the thick gloves I’m wearing, and the windshield’s half fogged over.

I figured the engine’s heat would help keep the car warm.

It doesn’t.

Not even a little bit.

The road to Vik was clear according to Google maps when I left. Weather showed the storm holding until nearly midnight.

I should have been fine.

I am not fine.

The clouds are dumping down snow so vengefully you’d think I personally pissed them off. The roads keep on getting slushier and slipperier.

The wipers are going full-blast with a manic wompwompwomp.

My speed keeps dropping. I’m creeping along at just north of 20 kilometers per hour, my headlights jutting uselessly ahead of me, twin cones of speckled white. The road is invisible, blending into the landscape on either side. There’s not a street light in sight. Road signs are rare.

I’ve driven in snow once before—on a mission with my unit in Georgia, the country not the state. I understand the logistics of driving in the snow. No sudden moves, no aggressive turns, no slamming on the breaks or the gas—basically you drive like a geriatric sitting on a phonebook.

I’m doing everything right, but something goes wrong anyway.

I hit a slick spot on a downhill turn.

The tires lose their grip on the pavement.

The car careens wildly.

I try to adjust. Not hard. Not overly-aggressive. I just nudge the car back toward where I think the road is, but the car completely ignores me. I may as well do nothing.

It picks up speed, writhing like a snake downhill and slams into a...something.

My arms flap upward like a crash test dummy, knuckles rapping the ceiling. The air bag explodes in a violent blast of noise, hits my face so hard it burns and my vision goes to spots.

My arms flap down, and the airbag deflates and dies with a lingering whistle.

Snow dumps down on the windshield. The wipers have stopped their manic wiping.

As silence settles in like a shroud, I take a few seconds checking on my senses.

Blinking my eyes. Checking my ears. Wiggling my fingers. Nothing hurts. Except my face burning from the airbag and my broken pride.

Physically, I’m fine. Though my neck may disagree with me later. I ricocheted off the airbag like a jack-in-the-box.

I shift the car into reverse and touch the gas. Unsurprisingly, the engine doesn’t respond.

Fuggety shitballs.

I try turning the key a few more times, pumping the pedals. Just in case.

The car coughs once, sputters twice, then whimpers like a dying calf, and that’s about it. The ignition doesn’t catch. I’ll have to call the rental agency for a tow. Or maybe the hotel can send a car to meet me. I’m past halfway.

I pull my glove off with my teeth, open my phone’s email to find the number for the rental car, and...I have no service.

Of course, I have no service.

Why would I have service?

I’m in the middle of nowhere.

In Iceland.

I waste some time tapping the screen and trying, but it’s useless.

And then, as if it were mocking me, my phone’s battery light downgrades from a thin green line to a thinner red one. Perfect.

The engine, which was providing the minimal heat in the car, rapidly cools, any lingering warmth leaching away through layers of metal and glass.

Through the windows, nothing but snowflake-spattered darkness surrounds me. The vastness of that black settles in, raising my hackles like someone just set their sights on me, my forehead in their crosshairs.

I’m dressed for the weather, but that doesn’t mean I can stay in this car. For one thing, all I have is half a bottle of water and half a pack of starbursts—only the gross orange and red left over. For another, depending on the blizzard, I could end up buried alive here.

I’m not sure the Icelandic police force allocates funding to poking errant snow piles on the off chance an idiot tourist is trapped inside one. But I kind of doubt it.

So...looks like I’m probably not going to make it to Vik in time for my Arctic char.

I can practically hear my old unit laughing at me, their voices in my head. Yo, Lex, you’re so fucked.

This just got serious.

Yeah. Basically.

Lex, you gotta move, girl.

That too.

There has to be something somewhere somewhat close.

I pull up the map app on my phone, preloaded so the lack of service hasn’t affected it. I can see where I am. The nearest town, a string of letters I can’t even attempt to pronounce, is four, maybe five, miles up the road.

I’m in good shape. Once I get up to the road, I can cover that distance, on this terrain, in this weather in about ninety minutes.

I’ll leave my suitcase here in the trunk and come back for it when the storm ends. I never pack anything essential in there anyway—though the girliest parts of me feel genuine sorrow leaving behind all the sexy new threads I bought for this trip. A new wardrobe for the new me.

I pull my balaclava on over my mess of too-curly hair. Tuck the small hunting knife I packed in my checked-bag into the right-hand pocket of my parka where I can grab it if needed. Then don my snow goggles, my gloves, and shifting in my seat, my carry-on backpack, with the computer I never leave behind, the water, the starbursts, an extra scarf, and open the car door.

A blast of wind attacks it, nearly wrenching it from my grip. Damn.

Wind-chill minus a thousand.

I muscle it closed behind me and lock the door with a lonesome beepBEEP.

Fat snowflakes swirl all around me, the wind whips at my clothes, howling like werewolves in the night.

I pull the hood up over the balaclava.

Some amount of moonlight backlights the clouds. They swell above me like great dark pillows.

My snow boots have never been worn before. They’re factory-slick on the snow as I scrabble my way up the hill. Total rookie move, setting off for Iceland with untried-gear, I know, but I didn’t expect to crash-land in the tundra.

With a great deal of effort, my breath puffing inside the balaclava, I make my way to the road, and stay in the shoulder—or what I think is the shoulder.

There’s a fence that runs along the edge, nothing but wooden posts linked together with wire, sticking up just above the snowline.

I can’t see the road, but the fence makes me reasonably confident that I won’t wander somehow into one of Iceland’s many springs, rivers or lakes, and the ground here has better purchase. It feels like snow packed down on highway.

I move at a steady speed. Enough to cover ground, but not enough to break a sweat. The last thing I want is to freeze inside my suit if I stop and rest.

At the bottom of the first hill comes a second hill. I climb it, check for a signal. There isn’t one.

But what there is—is a light.

A single flickering light in the not-too-far distance. Lights mean people. Lights mean buildings. Lights hopefully mean heat and water.

I’ll take it.

I grin into my balaclava. It can’t be more than a hundred yards.

It takes about eight minutes to get to the light, which sits in a forest of fir trees, set back from the main road by about fifty feet. A single bulb with a small black metal roof above it, posted to the right of a single black door with a number 5 painted on it in white. The door sits in the middle of a small building with no windows. At least, not on the front.

It’s a shack at best. Raw wood siding, a sloping metal roof, just the one rinky-dink light.

I frown.

Iceland has statistically low rates of crime—but I can’t tell you the last time I knocked on the door of an isolated building with no idea who was on the other side.

Please don’t let me have just survived an icy crash in the Icelandic wilderness only to have arrived at a murdershack.

I blow out a breath, tuck my hand in my pocket near my knife and knock on the door. My glove muffles the sound. So I knock harder.

KnockKnock.

Nothing.

I take off my glove, and instantly regret it. The wind sucks the warmth from my hand so fast, my fingers instantly prickle and burn.

Knock. Knock. KNOCK.

Nothing.

Shit.

My hand hurts too bad. I put the glove back on and kick the door a couple times.

Nothing happens. Which is pretty appropriate, considering the luck I’m having tonight.

I spin in a slow circle.

There are no lights anywhere. I’m not even sure I’ll be able to find the car at this point.

It’s cold out here. Not in a toss another log on the fire, Bob or gee, I’d really love another sweater cold. No. It’s cold, like I might die out here if I don’t get inside cold.

The wind is high, and I can truthfully say that hike up and down two hills to here was not easy. I won’t make the full five miles in ninety minutes.

It might take two hours or three?

And if the fence posts end, what then? If my phone completely dies, I’ll have no light. I could get lost and wander onto a frozen lake and end up nowhere, walk off a cliff, break an ankle.

That’s a really shitty and stupid way to die.

I’ll circle around. Maybe there’s a window I can break, climb in, pack some snow in a bottle, let my body heat melt it for water, spend the night here. I’m sure the owners will understand. I’ll reimburse them.

I’m just about to take a step toward the side of the shack, when a hinge creaks behind me, and a rectangle of warm light floods from the doorway.

I whirl, air-pumping my fists, not even caring how stupid I probably look. Suck it, death-by-blizzard!

My victory dance is met by unamused silence.

What, or should I say who stands in the doorway has my arms lowering to my side, my one hand shifting closer to my knife.

He’s big. Well over six feet. Broad shoulders. Probably two-thirty, maybe more. The kind of guy made big both by nature and experience. Bare feet. Jeans. A flannel shirt. A sort-of-handsome-but-not-quite face, unshaved jaw, brows raised, eyes narrowed in an unimpressed kind of way.

His bearing doesn’t say military but it does say tried. “What do you want?”

Wait? Is he speaking English?

Still bundled up in the balaclava, I pull my chin back and study him afresh. He’s totally speaking English. With an American accent.

“You’re American,” I say.

He blinks, shifting to look over my shoulder like he’s trying to figure out how I managed to materialize out of the night without a vehicle. His eyes narrow. “So are you.”

“Yes,” I say.

He folds his arms across his chest, sizing me up, and leans a wide flannel-encased shoulder against the door jamb. “What do you want?”

I gesture vaguely at the road behind me. “My car crashed. Well, to be fair, I crashed it.”

“Okay.”

I blink behind my snow goggles. This should be obvious to him. It seems like a pretty simple walk from point a: my car crashed, to point d: I need shelter from the storm. “There’s a blizzard.”

“I’m aware.”

“I have no cell service.”

He doesn’t react to that. Just nods like I’m boring him.

“The heat in the car doesn’t work.”

“So?”

I’m not much of a people person. I have a few good friends and while my family and I love each other a lot, we also drive each other batshit. Generally, I like individuals, but loathe people. I’m no social butterfly, but I do know it’s not a good idea to let sarcasm taint my words when I’m begging for help from a larger human. So I speak very slowly, so even the least personable, least perceptive human on the planet can understand. “This is the only light for miles around.”

“Yeah.” He shifts, the pointer finger of the hand resting on his impressive right bicep straightens, indicating southeast. “Town’s four point eight miles that way.”

Now, this is where I pause. He’s not stupid. He’s precise. He knows where he is. He’s not missing my point because he can’t connect the dots. He’s refusing to connect the dots. Because he’s seriously willing to let me die? He’s just establishing pecking order? He’s bored?

Which places me at the mercy of a dick-face-in-flannel, no-heat-sharing ass of Olympian proportions.

I fold my arms together, mimicking his posture like we’re two cowboys prepping for high noon. It’s like rubbing two marshmallows together with the thick insulated puffer sleeves of my parka. “Well, that’s handy. You can walk to town if you want.”

His brows draw together, a perfect, man-scowl forming between them, and shakes his head. “You’re not coming in here.”
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Show me your tits
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“So, you’re cool with a dead body on your front stoop?” Though, I guaran-damn-tee, if a body’s going to lie on a stoop, it won’t be mine.

He’s quiet for a long time. So long, I map out how I’ll handle him if he’s serious. I shift my stance so I’m only two feet from him and the doorway. It’s closer than people would normally stand, but given the context, he might assume I’m trying to get closer to the heat, the light, the safety. I’ll get the rubber of my boot sole between the door and the lock. Which will give me time to surprise him, keep that latch from closing. An upward ram of my snow-pant wrapped knee to his groin. I doubt I’ll land a blow to his gonads. Men are freakishly good at blocking that. But as he shifts his mass to block, I can get behind his knee, knock him forward with my foot. Get my knife to his bare throat. The plus side of my padded outfit—I’ll be able to take some hits, even from this muscle-bound fucker, if needed.

I pull my gloves off, slide my hand into my pocket, grip the handle of my knife. Just in case. Fuck, that’s cold.

He sucks on one cheek, his mouth pulling sideways. “You chew gum?”

Huh? “No.”

“Smoke?”

“No.”

“Snore?”

Okay, okay. I see where he’s going with this. I release the knife, but keep my hand in the pocket, out of the biting cold. “I don’t think so.”

“Are you annoying?”

I bobble my head a little. “I don’t think so.”

If the blasting cold is bothering him, he’s showing no signs of it. “On a scale of one to ten, ten being so annoying people run away when they see you coming, and a one being you don’t ever open your mouth, how annoying are you?”

That feels like a trick question. Sometimes people run away, and I frequently keep my mouth shut. “Neither.” I shrug. “Or both? Who’s counting?”

“So a five, maybe?” he deadpans. “You’re half annoying.”

“Yeah, that sounds right. I’m half annoying, and you’re fully an asshole, so we’re even. Now let me in.”

The shadows at the corner of his lips darken slightly, his arms drop from their crossed position, and he turns his back on me, leaving the empty doorway behind him. “I catch you taking pictures of me, I will fuck your phone up.”

“Trust me, I have no interest in taking pictures of you.” Asshole, I whisper to myself as I bolt inside and shut the door behind me.

Disaster averted. Shelter acquired. Still breathing through my breath-dampened balaclava, I spin on my boots and see...everything. And nothing.

I peer to the right.

I peer to the left.

And see a whole lot of non-space through the wide yellow-tinted bug-eyes of my snow goggles.

“What are you doing?” he asks from where he’s sitting on a low white duvet-covered bed in the rear right corner of the room. The wall above him boasts a set of empty raw pine shelves built into the headboard.

I’m not getting a house vibe from this place. He doesn’t live here.

“Looking for the rest of it.”

He crosses his hands behind his head, leaning back. “You’re looking at it.”

I’m kind of understanding his reticence now. Sharing a house with a stranger is one thing. Sharing one small room is another.

The place is tiny. Twelve by twelve at the most. The wall with the door where I stand has white flat-face cabinets on all sides and a handy row of wall hooks. The left facing wall boasts still more white-faced cabinets, a low horizontal fireplace, and more cabinets. The third wall has the full-sized bed he’s reclining on, a side table and a lamp. The last wall has a single massive window looking out into a dark wildness and a single door. I hope that single door leads to a bathroom.

The ceiling though. That’s a thing of beauty.

That’s the point of the white cabinets and walls, the sterile white-pine floors with nothing but a single fluffy faux hide. Whoever designed this place, knew exactly what people came here to see.

It’s a clear spread of glass, an unimpeded view of the snowy sky above.

I pull off my goggles. Warm air hits my eyes. I peel off the balaclava next. The snow I accumulated has started to melt. Cold drops of water spray over me. My hair’s a half-damp, half-frozen mess. I unzip my parka next and take it off, then my fleece, hanging each item on the wall hooks beside his. He has good gear. High quality, factory-slick like mine. Pricey but unused. He’s a tourist, too.

Without the parka or fleece, all I’ve got is the thin long-sleeved black top I wore on the plane. A simple, unadorned cotton-rayon blend that clings, with a plunging neckline I’d have died before wearing six months ago.

That’s what this trip is supposed to be. A chance for me to not be...well...me.

Or rather to be the real me. Not Lex, the daughter who does what she’s told. The Marine who takes orders. Me. The real me. Lex who’s got tits and isn’t afraid of them.

I like my tits. They’re not huge, but they look good in this shirt. I bought this shirt because of my tits.

My boots are caked with snow, making half-melted piles everywhere. I shake them off on the entry mat.

He’s still sitting on the bed, watching me with no apologies or reservations. It’s a bold look for a man who knows damn well he’s stuck with me for the unforeseeable future.

“What are you looking at?” I ask, straightening, meeting bold look for bold look, establishing some pecking order of my own.

“You.”

At least he’s honest. “Why?”

His lips quirk. He’s totally looking at my tits. “There’s nothing else to look at.”

“No books?” There’s one on the shelf over his head.

His big shoulders move in a shrug.

“TV?”

He gestures at the tiny room around us. No TV.

Okay. You want to watch, jackass? Fine. I unbuckle the shoulder straps and my snow pants drop in a rustle of water-resistant, wet black.

I step out carefully. Under the snow pants, I’ve got on fleece long underwear, which I peel off too. Now I’m left in the short black skirt and the black tights I wore on the plane. I smooth the skirt down over my thighs.

His head tilts to the side slightly, his gaze traveling up and down my body as I hang the snow pants up on a hook beside my parka.

I turn away, arch my neck and stare up at the glass roof above, let him get a good long look so he can get it out of his system.

Fat flakes still come down fast, hitting the roof and sliding down. I check my phone. Still no service.

“Did you read the weather report?” I ask him.

“It’s Iceland.” This guy talks like pops from a carbine gun. Staccato. Efficient. Each syllable given almost equal weight. It’s—Ice—land.

“So?”

“The weather changes every ten minutes.” Pop. Pop. Pop. Pop. Pop. Like he’s weighed out every word before he says it. All grit, no silk. No mistakes. It’s oddly attractive.

“Anyone ever tell you you’ve got a way with words?” I grab my carry-on and squat in front of the fireplace to warm my tingling fingers and dry my hair. It puts me closer to him. He’s only a few feet away on the bed.

He doesn’t say anything.

“Thanks for letting me in, by the way.” I meet his eyes over my shoulder. “I mean that.”

He says nothing.

There’s not much for me to do. And I’m going to be here for a while.

I have a book—a sexy romance covered in bare-naked man chest—a spontaneous purchase at the airport I’m thoroughly enjoying.

I dig it out of my bag and settle in, leaning against one of the cabinets beside the fireplace, legs stretched out in front of me.

He’s still staring.

I clear my throat, extend my hand toward him. “So...uhhh...I’m Lex. What’s up?”

He eyes my hand. “Okay.”

“A normal person would tell me their name now. They wouldn’t leave me hanging.” My hand dangles persistently.

His brows pull together in a scowl, his chest rising in a silent sigh. Not an angry one. A puzzled one. “Does my name matter?”

I twist my lips. He would say that. I just met this guy and already I know that much. I drop my hand.

He’s one big contrary bastard. “No, I’m serious. Does my name really matter?”

“Guess not.” This is going to be a long blizzard. “What brings you here?”

“Northern Lights.”

I look up. Too bad about the blizzard. I can almost picture it on a clear night. I came to Iceland for the lights too. Classic bucket list filler. “An Aurora Borealis viewing shack.”

His mouth moves slightly, lips pursing out, either to hide a smile or a frown. “They call them cabins.”

“I bet they do.” The point of this whole place is to lie in that bed, stare up into space above and watch nature paint the night sky in greens and blues, and if you’re very lucky, some purples and pinks.

A part of me turns to jelly. With another man, a less weird, less antagonistic man, this could have been so romantic.

I lift my book up high, and don’t even allow myself to feel embarrassed by the rippling abs on the cover, though I can feel his gaze lingering, taking me in, drawing conclusions of his own.

I have no complaints. My situation is massively improved over twenty minutes ago. Then I had: no roof, no fire, and the distinct possibility of dying. Now I have: everything I need. This willing-to-let-me-die-in-the-blizzard jackass can do what he likes, stare at me all night, or go to hell wearing a speedo made of gasoline.

Keeping half an eye on him, I immerse myself in a world of sex and romance, but eventually my body takes over.

I’m hungry and I have to pee.

I get up, ignoring him, and walk toward the only door in the place other than the entry.

“What are you doing?”

I send him a look and decline to answer. It’s a stupid question.

The bathroom’s a shocker. It’s big. As big as the other room. A whole entire wall of glass—I can see nothing now, but anticipation for morning prickles through me. I bet there’s quite a vista out there. A massive black marble shower, a toilet, inset shelving, a tub the size of a Volkswagen, a small sink.

Fancy.

I do my business, wash my hands, and find a glass sitting on a shelf. I drain and refill it six times at least. Hiking in blizzards is thirsty work, and these Icelanders like they’re glasses small.

My stomach growls.

This place is isolated on purpose. Distance from city lights increases Borealis visibility. They’d have marketed it as having food, or at least food storage. And this guy doesn’t seem like the type to get caught with his pants down.

When I get back to the main room, he’s still in his position on the bed, arms crossed, unperturbed. I walk to the empty cupboards flanking the side of the fireplace, open one experimentally. Hit the jackpot.

“What are you doing?” he asks again, more belligerently this time.

“I’m hungry.”

“That’s my mini-bar.”

“As I said, I’m hungry.” I poke through a basket of fancy packaged nuts and dried fruits. Lingen berries. Himalayan salted almonds. Acai berries. Cane sugared mango. “A dried selection of global offerings. What a world.”

“Stop,” he says.

I look back and pointedly tear open a pack of dried mango.

His eyes go wide.

It makes me laugh. “You’re such a control freak, aren’t you?”

It’s exactly the expression of shock my dad used to make when I was disobedient as a child. The perfect you-wouldn’t-dare face of a person who’s used to being obeyed.

I’m developing ideas about this guy. Expensive clothes. Solo trip to a fancy Icelandic Aurora Borealis viewing cabin that stocks dried acai berries. Accustomed to giving orders. There’s an iPad, an iPhone and a silver-and-gold watch—no way he’s basic enough for it to be Rolex—on the shelf that passes for a nightstand beside the bed. No ring.

A single guy with money. Big, but not military. A guy used to giving orders. He’s a business guy of some sort. So what the hell is he doing here?

What the hell am I doing here?

I smile at him, pop a piece of dried mango in my mouth and turn back to the other sleek cabinet doors.

There’s a fridge, I discover, paneled in glossy-white. Bubbly water, champagne, wine, orange juice. Cheese, jam, cured meats, smoked trout dip, caviar, sour cream, carrots, cucumber, apples. I was so wrong about this place. “It’s not a murdershack at all,” I breathe and pull out a bottle of sparkling water.

He stalks the three feet across the room toward me.

“Stop.” His hands close on my hips, biting into my skin through my clothes, and pulling me back. He shoves me with a hand to my gut.

I let him.

My knees hit the bed, and I fall backward on my butt, dried mangoes clutched in one hand, bottle of bubble water in my other. Sitting on the bed beats sitting on the floor anyway.

I now have: a seat, an empty bladder, bubble water and dried mangoes.

My situation improves exponentially with every minute. I’ll probably be a billionaire in an hour.

I grin up at him. “So you’re saying you’re territorial about your snacks.”

“They’re mine.”

“Can you share? Or do you intend to eat your delicious array of globally-sourced goodies in front of me while I grow increasingly hungry and unpredictable?”

He takes a breath, lets out a long-beleaguered sigh and opens the fridge again. “Jesus, is this you when you’re not unpredictable?”

I shrug. “This is me at my most rational and well behaved. You do not want to see me when I’m hungry.”

With a morbidly blank face, he pulls out cheese and meat and jam, and, like a magician pulling things from a non-existent hat, he materializes a loaf of bread from a cupboard I didn’t find.

It’s my turn to narrow my eyes. “Why are you being nice all the sudden?”

“You said you were hungry. It’s not nice to give food to hungry people.”

That’s confusing. “It’s mean to feed hungry people?”

He frowns. “Are you always binary? It’s neither. It’s human.”

Whatever. “That’s deep, man,” I say, letting my voice tinge toward sarcastic, and pop another dried mango into my mouth.

He turns his back to me and a minute later, I hear a pop. He’s opened a bottle of wine.

“Giving people wine is nice,” he says.

I’m still not sure if that was a taunt or an elaborate set up. It would actually be pretty funny if he turned back with one glass and deadpanned, I’m not nice.

There’s a guggle guggle guggle as he pours.

Not once, but twice.

Which makes me feel rude and ungrateful. “I can pay for my share of all this stuff.” I take a bite of cheese so creamy it melts on my tongue.

“I don’t doubt it.” The flannel shirt shifts with every move of his shoulders and arms. He’s been making opinions about me, too. “But there’s no need.”

Because he’s loaded? Or he’s genuinely a decent guy and I read him wrong? Because he thought I was someone else when I knocked on the door? Someone who wanted to take his picture? Who is this strange secretive man?

“What am I supposed to call you if you won’t give me a name?”

He shrugs.

“You won’t give me a name, I’m going to have to give you a nickname. I dub thee, Flannel Man,” I say, chewing happily. “Thank you for sharing your tiny abode and your exotic snacks.”

Predictably, he doesn’t react. When he turns, he holds out a stemless glass of red wine.

He’s towering over me. I’m about even with his belt buckle.

He lifts the glass. “Wine?”

I suck a blob of cheese off my thumb, and take the glass from his hand. “Yes, please.”

The bed bounces when he sits down at the head of it.

“Thank you.”

He ignores that, pointedly picks up his book. Conversation, evidently, is over.

He reads his book, leaning against the head of the bed. A nonfiction with a picture of an old guy on the cover. I curl up against the double-paned glass that separates me from the blizzard outside, make a nest of his bedding and read mine.

We sip our wine in silence.

It’s actually—if I take away the bizarreness of his behavior—kind of nice. The gas fire tosses up warm shadows, the snow glitters in the glass above. Silence, a rare thing in LA, broken only by the occasional tinkle of his glass when he sets it on the table beside him after taking a sip, or the turning of our pages. I eat the cheese and bread and dried mangoes with all the stealth and patience of a ninja librarian, lest I annoy him by loud-chewing.

At some point, he gets up. The wine has settled a nice warm burn in my belly. My brain is hazy. In my book, my heroine’s just traded her life for the hero’s safety.

I pull uncharacteristically dreamy eyes from the book, to see Flannel Man standing at the cupboard again. The wine bottle looks like a toy in his hand. He’s rolled up the sleeves of his shirt. Thickly corded forearms, dusted with dark hair. Thick chest muscles. A flat belly, probably ridged in all the right places. Narrow hips.

Flannel Man, despite being a raging asshole, is hot.

If he’s pouring wine, I want some more. I scoot forward, so my feet are on the floor, my ass on the edge of the bed.

He swallows, all jutting adam’s apple and muscular throat.

Even his neck is hot. How can a neck be hot? There’s a distinct bulge behind the zipper of his jeans. I bet he’s big. He’s a big-dick kind of guy. I trail my tongue along my upper lip, contemplating that thought.

“What are you looking at?” his voice yanks at me.

I tear my gaze up to his eyes and borrow his line from before. “You.”

His lips curve. “Why?”

I spread my hands. “Nothing else to look at.”

“You know what it makes me think when I see a woman looking at me like that?”

I lean back on the bed, taking my weight on my elbows. “Probably the same thing it made me think when you were looking at my tits earlier.”

He sets down the wine bottle. “You took off your parka earlier. Your tits nearly spilled out of your shirt. You know what I was thinking?”

I’ve got a damned good idea. “What were you thinking?”

The intensity in his eyes ratchets up a hundred percent. “I was thinking I’d never have imagined them hiding under that parka when I opened the door and saw a bug-eyed snow blob dancing in the wind on my stoop. I was thinking I wanted to see them. They look soft. Smooth. Warm.”

His gaze probes into me. Probably looking to see if he’s scared me. He hasn’t. Probably wondering if I’m interested. I am.

“I was wondering how your body moves when someone trails their teeth over your nipples. Do you buck your hips? What face do you make when you come? I was wondering what you’d do if I told you to take your shirt off and show me your tits, right then and there.”

“Impressive orations, Flannel Man.” I don’t move a muscle. I don’t even blink. “That’s the most words you’ve said since I got here.”

He cocks his head to the side like an entomologist studying a very rare and unusual bug. “Is that what you were thinking about my dick when you were looking at me like that?”

Suddenly, it’s way too hot in here. My skin feels flushed.

“Were you wondering how big it is? What it would feel like in your mouth. Against your bare thighs. Inside your body? If I grunt or sigh when I come. If I’m a good kisser?”

I certainly am now.

I say nothing. What the hell is there to say? I’m not afraid of him. I don’t know his past or his training or his skill set, but I know mine. I’m not in any likely physical danger. What I feel is something else—challenged. Goaded. Tested. Dared.

His eyes rove over my face like it’s a book written in a language he knows perfectly well. He tips his chin my way. “Show me your tits.”

My mouth smiles against my will, my tongue toying with my upper teeth in my surprise. “N—”

He holds up a massive calloused hand, five fingers spread wide. “I’m going to stop you right there. You’ve got two options here. You can say no, and I’ll hand you a second glass of wine, sit down on the other side of the bed, and we can go back to our books. We’ll spend the rest of this blizzard in polite, semi-uncomfortable silence. And in a month or two, we’ll barely remember that totally-forgettable stranger we met in a murdershack in Iceland.”

A hint of a smile curls his lips at the sarcastic word. He’s teasing me. Not in a mean way. Just in a way that lets me know he’s been paying attention and he likes what he’s seen.

I take a long sip of my wine. “Or?”

“Or...” He rests his hand on his hip. “You can show me your tits. And, because you have beautiful tits, my dick will be very hard. I’ll walk closer to you. My pants will be too tight, so I’ll unbuckle them.”

I smile. “Naturally.”

He nods, face deadly serious. “I’ll show you my dick and it’ll be level with your soft pink lips. I’ll get up really close to you. You’ll open wide. It won’t be planned out or intentional, it’s just what would happen in that moment. I’ll slide across the velvet of your tongue. I haven’t had sex in a while, so I probably won’t last that long.” His tongue curls over his upper lip like he’s imagining it all in his mind’s eyes. “And you’ll give me really good head because you’ll be feeling daring. Sexy. Because this isn’t what you do, is it? Not normally.”

My throat tightens. He’s read me well.

“You’re going to suck me long and hard and deep, and when I come, you’ll swallow it.”

I swirl the last sip around in my glass. “I don’t swallow.” I mean I have...but for this guy? I might just spit it back at him.

He grins. A full on white-toothed, dimpled-cheeks, rough-jawed grin that tells me he has no doubts. “I bet there’s a lot you don’t do. You’ll do it for me.”

He lets that hang in the air. A threat. A promise. A lure. All three. Interesting. He keeps...not doing what I expect.

“And then, because my dick will still be hard, I’ll stand you up and strip you bare. I’ll lay you down on that carpet in front of the fire, open your thighs and fuck your pussy with my tongue until you scream so hard your voice goes sore, until your whole body’s sweaty. When that’s over, I’ll fuck you until you can barely walk. And because by then, there will still be nothing else for us to do, we’ll fuck again. I’ll be gentle, don’t worry. And tomorrow, too. We’ll do every nasty, crazy, unheard of thing we’ve ever imagined and are mutually willing to do with each other, because we know this—” he gestures all around us, “this is a chance for us to do whatever the hell we want to do. And when we leave here, we can look back for the rest of our lives at the wild blizzard we spent in Iceland fucking like tomorrow won’t ever come. I bet we’ll both go to our deathbeds remembering it with a smile on our wrinkled-up faces.”

Pop. Pop. Pop.

I’m breathing as hard as if I’ve been running even though I haven’t moved. He’s staring at me like this matters. And I have no idea what his story is. But he’s like me—I’d bet the contents of my 401K on it. Trapped. Desperate for something that belongs to no one and nothing but himself.

It resonates.

“So, I’m going to tell you one final time.” His eyes burn into me with a raw intensity that is nothing short of carnal. “Show me your tits, Lex.”
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A magician or a linguist or a rapper
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I study his face. It’s an interesting face. A sharp, almost-hooked nose. Thick brows. Deep-set dark eyes, slanted slightly upward at the edges. Wide lips. A square chin. A hard jaw. A scar that runs from just above his left eye and disappears into his scalp line. A car crash? Shrapnel? A blow to the head? I’ll never know—I won’t ask, and he won’t tell, and in a couple days we’ll go our separate ways.

A fashionable soccer-guy hair style. The kind of brown that makes me think he might have been blond as a kid. Longer on the top. Not gelled or slick, but orderly nonetheless, like he put product in it this morning. A pricey salon cut. No generic $25 barber shop job. Not for this guy.

He’s leaning against the cabinet, arms crossed, ankles crossed, face unreadable, letting me take my time making this decision.

It’s not a face that speaks to kindness, per se. But it feels...lived in somehow. Confidence. Not young guy confidence born of swagger and guts, but grown-up confidence that dictates life isn’t about being the nicest guy or the smartest guy or even the best guy. Like he’s taken a look into his future, at the world around him, and maybe he doesn’t quite like what he sees.

That’s me too.

I’ve followed orders my whole life. Go to college. Get good grades. Join the Marines. Run. Lift. Climb. Shoot. Harder. More. Better. Best.

Why? I don’t even know. Because my dad was a Marine. That’s what we do. And it’s not enough. It had to be MARSOC.

Flannel Man’s not asking for any of that. Quite the opposite.

His tone may be demanding, but it’s also completely honest. What do you want?

That was the first thing he said to me. And he’s saying it again now.

Four syllables. Heady as bullets. Pop. Pop. Pop. Pop.

What do I want?

I want to be the girl, just this once, who has sex with a guy with the balls to ask, for the simplest reason of all.

This once, I want to follow an order, not because it’s an order, but because I want to.

This order serves only me. He can keep his problems and his secrets.

So I reach for the neckline of my shirt, pull it down, revealing my lacy black demi-cup bra.

His gaze drops down, eyes tightening.

The bulge in his pants grows. A surprised grin spreads across his cheeks, like he can’t quite believe I’m real.

One by one, I pull my arms through the long sleeves, pull it down so my shirt rides my middle. I reach back and unsnap my bra.

My breasts jiggle when the cups fall to my lap, my nipples tightening into hard points. Goosebumps rise over my skin.

He sucks in a breath.

Next move is his. He wrote the script. I’m just following my lines.

This is the part where he’s supposed to walk over, open his pants, and shove his dick in my face.

No one has ever shoved a dick in my face, but a part of me’s looking forward to it. Not because of the dick itself. More that I want to see how he’ll do it. His confidence, his swagger, it enthralls me. I bet he’ll prowl toward me, rolling shoulders, head tilted to the side, studying me, fingers sliding along my scalp, guiding me closer.

I wet my lips, waiting.

“Stand up.”

I blink.

He’s changing the game. That’s okay. He never said it could only go one way.

I rise, acutely aware of his wandering gaze.

“Come here.”

A large large part of my mind whispers at me that I could stop this now. That it’s not too late.

But I don’t. I put my shoulders back, head high, step closer to him, the fire-warmed air skimming along my skin. I don’t stop until there’s only a foot between our bodies.

“Take off your skirt.” He doesn’t command with volume. He commands with that atavistic part of him that registers me as a fellow animal, sizes me up, determines which of us is more powerful.

I bet it’s usually him.

But he’s never met a chick like me before.

I’m meeting him head-to-head. And I can tell he likes it. He likes that I’m not stammering or blushing or scuffing the tips of my toes into the floor.

I lift my chin, unzip the skirt, let it fall to the floor.

“Stockings, too.”

That requires a more awkward movement. It would have been easier to do from the bed, sitting down, but maybe that’s the point. I slide my fingers into the waist, and bending at the hips, knees straight, draw them all the way down to the ground.

When I straighten, my nose comes within a millimeter of his belt buckle.

“Panties.”

“Bossy, bossy, bossy.” I pull them down. The damp gusset clings for a second, then bounces free, and they flutter to the floor.

He still hasn’t moved. “Is your pussy wet?”

“Yes.”

“Show me.” His arms unfold, his hand moves toward me. I step into his hand, keeping my feet apart. There’s an impulse to lift my arms, settle my hands on the flannel-covered shoulders, but I suppress it. An embrace would speak to romance. Connection.

That’s not what this is.

His fingers slide between my thighs. Cool fingers to hot flesh, pushing through the folds, to the hotter, more sensitive skin inside.

His eyes flare. “That’s a wet pussy.”

I hum agreement.

His finger slides deeper, hooking upward, tugs me closer until my hips press against the hard length of his upper thighs. His gaze never leaves mine. “That’s a tight pussy.”

Another agreeing hum.

A smile dances at the corner of his cheeks.

I swallow.

The finger withdraws. Every part of me is throbbing and pulsing, waiting, wondering.

He presses his hand into my sternum, five fingers spreading. One thumb on the rise of my breast. One pinkie on under the other. He pushes me gentle backward. The backs of my knees hit the bed. My ass hits the covers.

A second later, his belt buckle chinks, and there it is, his dick, right in my face.

I was right. It’s big and long, with a head like a torpedo. Right on cue, my lips part, and I open wide.

It all happens just like he described it. Sort of. He was pretty bare bones in his outline. Just the logistics.

The reality is a little different. His description didn’t include the way he smells—like fresh cotton, pine needles and man. Or the look on his face that can only be described as carnal. The way his lower lip pushes forward slightly as he glides deeper, how he raises a brow, how he smiles when he pushes to the back of my throat.

White teeth. Even. All of them.

He nods. A hard, massive hand slides to the back of my neck, cupping my nape, sliding through my curls. “Good girl.”

There are people who do this sort of thing, and do it often. I’m not one of them. I don’t take risks.

The boyfriends I’ve had have been beta-types. Go with the flow, don’t rock the boat, easygoing guys who like to lie back and let me be on top. I’ve always chosen when and how and where, and what we eat for dinner. Probably because I’ve always liked it that way, specifically because I wanted to escape following orders.

But this guy isn’t a beta. He doesn’t take orders.

He gives them.

I respect that.

The last time a man touched my head when I went down on him, I slapped his hand. The last time a man asked me for a blowjob, I laughed. But this man didn’t ask. He told me. That changes things on a primitive level that defies rationale. He slides in deep enough to cut off my air, holds my gaze the whole time.

He doesn’t pull out when I gag, when my throat tightens trying to force him out. He waits until black starts to creep in at the very edges of my vision.

Then he pulls out. Watching me closely. “Breathe.”

I do, not because he told me to, just because his dick is finally out of my airway. I suck in air, staring up at him.

He raises a brow.

I nod. A silent answer for a silent question.

Something changes.

It takes a lot of trust to do this. Let someone control the very air you breathe. It’s a control I’ve never given to anyone, and I can’t even say why I choose to give it to him.

He dictates the speed. He doesn’t take more than I can give.

He reaches down, strumming at my nipples, pawing at my breasts. He toys with my hair too, keeping it out of my face, stroking it behind my ears. A tender motion at odds with the violence of his penetration of my mouth.

Before long, he starts thrusting quickly inside the vacuum of my hollowed-out cheeks, erratic bursts that butt at, but don’t breach, the back of my throat.

When he closes his hand around my throat and says, “I’m coming,” it’s the same tight terse ratatatatat grit, only rawer, slower. A little hoarse. Out of control. A man right on the brink. Grunting, heavy-breathing, face a tight twisted mask of painful pleasure. He tugs me closer with his other hand and comes down the back of my throat. I have no choice but to swallow.

He pulls out slowly and the rest of his orgasm sprays bitter-salt across my tongue.

He keeps me sucking until the tremors stop. Until his breathing has returned to normal.

“Did you swallow?” He pulls from my wet lips.

“Yes.”

“Show me.” His eyes gleam. “I want to see.”

I open wide, lift my tongue, prove I’m not about to run for the bathroom to spit his cum in the sink.

He hums. “That was better than I expected.”

I dab at my lips, uncertain if I’m irritated at having been underestimated or flattered at having impressed him.

I’m about to say something, probably something rude or snarky, but I don’t get a chance. He slides a hand under my arms, grips me by my ribs, and tosses me on my back onto the bed like I’m a rag doll. My legs splay open. My head hits the pillow. And a second later, he’s on top of me.

He’s good for his word.

By the time, he’s done, I’m crying and begging and pleading for him to fuck me. I’ve never felt so empty. He’s got to be a ventriloquist, or a magician or maybe a linguist, a rapper. I can’t even think who can use their tongue like that.
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