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“Dentist, returns, went to the post office. Next up... library, but I definitely need some caffeine first.” Checklist days like these are not how I like to spend days off, but at least I have the opportunity to pop in and out for treats as I’d like. And yes, going through it out loud is helpful to a level that makes it almost mandatory.

The library isn’t that far from where I am now, but if I wait to get coffee until later, it’s going to be a long wait. Marigold’s is my favorite spot and they really pick up at lunch. It’s almost noon so I head for the strip and make my way downtown.

I only get about a mile when I notice a motorcycle that passed me earlier then dropped back. They’re holding pace with me now, peeking into my window periodically. Their visor is reflective and they’re completely covered in black riding gear, leathers over their legs. I can’t make out a single thing about them. We make it to a stoplight and they’re looking at me again. I stare right back into the reflective visor covering their face and they start dancing on their bike, shoulders shimmying, hips rolling. I grin and their head throws back, face raised to the sky as the dance picks up.

I’m full on giggling when the light changes to green and I pull away, following the car in front of me. In my rearview mirror I spot them, looking almost startled as they take off again and within a few blocks they’ve shifted through the traffic around us to hold pace with me once more, peeking into my window.

When we make it to another red light they stop well behind the car in front of them, right next to my window. This is preposterous, but funny, so I roll my window down.

“Look, it’s been great and all, but I think we should break up,” I joke.

They tilt their head and cross their arms, clearly assessing me. Then they flip their visor up and blue eyes stare back at me with piercing intensity. “Take it back,” a gravelly voice demands.

The light changes and the person behind me honks. I pull forward, trying not to think about the deep, rough voice that just ignited a heat in my stomach that’s burning its way through me. I’m nearly to downtown when another red light brings me to a stop.

I’m not paying any attention, so the rap on my window startles me. I look over to see he’s there again, visor still up. “Take. It. Back,” he demands when I roll the window down.

“I don’t want to take it back,” I deadpan. Who is this guy?

“Take it back,” he insists.

I blink at him, unsure what the best course of action would be here. I was just kidding but... “Okay, I take it back.”

“Oh look, our first fight,” he says, sounding completely serious as he flips his visor back down and points at the traffic that’s starting to move again. I snort, because this is extra, but it’s also kind of cute.

Parking downtown sucks, but I manage to find a spot a few blocks down from Marigold’s. Inside, I’m in luck when there’s only a handful of people in front of me. I grin when I I spot my friend Willow behind the counter, already smiling in my direction when she notices me.

“Krista! It’s been forever!” she squeals when I step up to the register.

“Who’s fault is that?” I ask her.

“I know. But you wouldn’t believe the whole story if I laid it all out for you.”

“Try me,” I challenge. Willow is known to be flitty, and spontaneous. I can only imagine what kind of trouble she got herself into.

“Two words for you; rock star.”

My eyes widen. “Rock star? Like you met one? You followed one? You became one?”

She laughs, the sound a sweet tinkling. “Girl, I got under one. But we don’t have time for that, there’s people coming in.”

“Oh! Latte please, almond, to go. Let’s go with the cardamom today.”

“Can do. Four-forty-two babe.”

I set my purse on the counter and grab my wallet when a gloved hand reaches around me to tap their phone on the pad. I watch it and every nerve in my body fires when I’m suddenly aware of how close he’s standing. Willow grins like the cat that ate the canary as she looks behind me and I spin around, nearly bumping right into him.

He takes a step back and my gaze narrows. That black helmet still hides everything but his eyes, twinkling with humor as the corners crinkle as I search for more, as though he knows and he’s smiling about it.

“What are you doing?” I demand.

He shrugs. “My girl doesn’t buy her own coffee,” he says, low enough that only I can hear him. Then he nods at Willow before he turns around and leaves.

“What the hell was that?” I ask her, turning back around to be sure the transaction went through so I can go wait for my latte.

“I think he likes you.” She grins.

“Fucking weird.” I shake my head, putting my wallet back in my bag. “Thanks, Willow. Call me later?”

“You bet.”

I’m still trying to figure out what is going on with this motorcycle guy when my latte comes up. I shake it off as a weird day, thank the barista, and head out. But when I get to my car he’s standing there, leaning against his bike that’s illegally parked next to it on the sidewalk.

I balk, stunned. “Are you just going to stalk me all day, or what?”

He shrugs a second time and waits, arms crossed while he casually leans against his bike.

Why is that hot?

“Okay, but I have a huge list of things I need to do today and first, I’m driving back across town to return some books at the library, then I’m going to the book store. And it takes a while.” I climb in my car and buckle up, looking at him only once to see him hop on his bike.

He stays directly behind me this time, always there when I check my mirror before I pull in the drivethrough for the library. I put it in park near the obscenely high drop box attached to the building and he hops off his bike, jogging up to my window before I get a chance to open the door so I can reach the slot and drop the books in.

Puzzled, I roll my window down and he holds his hand out.

“What?” I’m so confused.

“Give me your books.” He makes a grabby gesture with his hand. I stare at it as my heart hammers, then my eyes jump back to his. I pause too long and he does it again, so I pick up my books and hand them over. I watch as he turns and drops them in before returning to his bike without another word.

“Okaaay.”

Curiosity gets the better of me and I head for the small bookstore closer to my house, instead of the bigger chain with the sale I was planning to hit. He parks next to me and waits until I go inside to get off his bike. I see him moving in the reflection of the second door, his slight swagger making my stomach flip.

I take my time in the store, chatting up Reese, the worker who is usually here when I’m in. I haven’t seen the owner in some time, but Reese is sweet. Bike Guy hangs back in a corner but I can feel his gaze on me the whole time. It takes me a bit to realize that the feeling swirling around inside of me is thrill, it’s adrenaline. He’s stalking me, but I’m aware of it and it’s oddly arousing.

Reese wanders off to greet someone that just came in and I make my way toward the counter, my arms overfull with books, more than I would ever buy myself. I pick up a few things near the register, including a cute chubby peen squishy that makes me smile. When I look to the corner after placing it on my stack, I swear his eyes are lit up like he’s smiling too.

Reese comes back to the counter, idly chatting while she rings up and bags my books. She gives me my total and like deja vu, his gloved hand taps his phone on the pad before I can even get my card out. I whip my head around. We stare at each other for a long moment, my chin tilted high to meet his eyes. Then he shrugs, again, and wanders away, back to the entrance.

My mouth drops open as I watch him pass through both doors.

“What was that?” Reese asks when he’s gone.

“I wish I knew.”

I thank her and grab my bags, curious about what I’m going to find outside. I’m not even the least bit surprised when I see him, once again, leaning into his bike, his phone in his hand furiously typing away.

“Thank you for the latte, and the books. I really appreciate whatever weird thing is going on here because I got some titles I’ve been saving up for and you just cleared out like half my list. But I have to go home now before I start my work. We’re going to have an issue if you follow me to my house.” I try to use a serious tone as reality hits me. What if he’s dangerous? I should have put a stop to this earlier, I shouldn’t be feeding into it.

He looks up, almost as an afterthought, like he has no concern in the world. “I’m not going to follow you home.”

“You’ve been stalking me all afternoon. So I’m just saying, you can not follow me home, please.”

His head tilts and he regards me. “Is it stalking if you know I’m behind you? Or if you know I’m in the store seeing what kind of books you like?”

Speechless. I’m actually speechless.

He quirks an eyebrow and the irritation I was feeling earlier comes back.

Do not engage, Krista.

“Sure. Well, have a good afternoon.”

Tucking my books away in the backseat, something occurs to me out of nowhere. “Aren’t you going to ask for my number? You spent all this time following me around and bought all this stuff. Don’t you want to see me again?”

He straightens up and takes a few long strides until his toes are nearly touching mine. He picks up my hand and brushes his thumb over the top of it before he leans in and presses his helmet to my cheek. “Don’t worry, babe. I’ll see you again.”
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“No! It was weird!” I shriek into my phone and push the chunky reading glasses back up my nose.

Willow cracks up, clearly enjoying this. “I don’t know, it sounds exciting. And it sounds like you started it.”

“I don’t know what I was thinking.” I groan as I slap my hand over my forehead despite the fact Willow can’t see me. It really isn’t like me to just roll down my window and joke with a stranger, but he wouldn’t quit staring.

“You were thinking you’d scare him away since you noticed him looking. Guess that’s not how that went.”

“I guess not,” I grumble.

“It’s probably mostly harmless. You got some books out of it, you got some saucy feelings to work out later, and it’ll make a funny story when people ask you what the weirdest thing is that’s ever happened to you.”

“You’re probably right,” I agree. “Anyway, I have to finish up this spreadsheet and figure out what I’m going to make for supper. It’s getting late. Let’s meet tomorrow to talk about Mr. Rock Star?”

“Can’t. I have a shift. But I’ll call you, okay?”

I’m still engrossed in paperwork an hour later, trying to figure out why my numbers on this project don’t align with our proposal. I know for a fact the spending has all been approved and we’ve been negotiating to keep every part of this project on budget. So why is there a huge gap between what’s been paid out, and what’s been approved?

A knock interrupts my thoughts. Phone in hand I open the door and there he is, like I conjured him from memory, helmet and all.

He waves one hand and holds a take out bag up in the other one before opening his visor and pulling his helmet off.

Shaggy blonde hair falls around his ears and he shakes it out. “I brought dinner. I wasn’t sure what to get, but everyone likes mac and cheese,” he says, giving the bag a little shake.

“What if I have an allergy?” I question him as I push my glasses onto my head so I can see him better while mildly freaking out inside but admittedly curious about this man who has been following me around all day. Not going to follow me home, my ass.

“Dairy and gluten free. Molly’s doesn’t mess around.” He peeks over my shoulder then bright, icy blue eyes look at me again. “Are you going to invite me in?”

I don’t think my eyebrows could crawl any further up my face. “I have no idea who you are, and you’ve been stalking me all day.”

His low chuckle skates across my skin. I imagine that chuckle with his mouth pressed against my ear as something else skates across me on its way to... nope. He’s a stranger, Krista, don’t be ridiculous.

“I thought we decided it wasn’t stalking?” When I don’t reply he takes a deep breath through his nose and steps closer to me. I move to step back but he starts talking and his voice roots me to my spot. “My name is Sebastian Kenzie, but my friends call me Bash, which you’re welcome to do. Actually, I insist. I live downtown, I’m thirty four years old and have always lived in Belevere. I work for Grigg’s Architectural Firm, and I took the liberty of people searching myself while I waited for the food so you don’t have to. In fact—” He digs his phone out of his pocket and clicks a few things.

Those ethereal blue eyes pop up once to look at me while he continues clicking. I’m entranced by his intense gaze until it goes back to his phone and I take a moment to look him over. Not that there’s much to see other than his leathers and tattoos crawling up his neck. But I can tell he’s fit, though he’s thin, and he’s so much taller than me.

My phone dings and it pulls me from my thoughts.

“There you go. Glad you have airdrop on.” He smiles and puts his phone back in his pocket. I unlock my phone and stare at the background check he sent me.

“What do you say, beautiful? Can I come in? I’m starved. It’s been a busy day. I worked overnight, went for coffee, had a lovely trip to the book store, stopped to make dinner for my nan, drove downtown for some delicious food for us that’s getting cold...” His words trail off as leans on the doorframe and the cutest look of mischief settles on his face.

I consider him for another moment. I know Grigg’s. My friend Alanna is dating one of the sons. Honestly, Bash looks harmless enough. Surely if he actually meant me harm he would have already, and wouldn’t have airdropped me his background check for someone to find later when they subpoena my phone. I could text Alanna to ask about him.

“Okay.”

I back up to let him in. He smiles at me again, lighting his whole face up as he walks past me and sits on the bench just inside the door where he begins removing his boots. I quirk an eyebrow. I definitely was not expecting the politeness. When he’s done, he stacks his boots neatly under the bench, picks up the take-out bag again and looks around.

“Table?”

“In the kitchen.” I point past the stairs into the short hall then watch as he moves further into the house as if he belongs here. When he crosses the threshold onto the tile he takes a peek over his shoulder.

“Are you going to join me, or just watch my ass?” He asks with another quirk of his eyebrow. My stomach does a flip. Whether it’s that look on his face or the suggestion that I was staring at his ass, I’m not sure.

I jump alert, my feet suddenly moving. “Um, yeah.”

He’s stopped in the doorway, but I can’t turn on the light to go into the kitchen with him in the way. Excuse me is on the tip of my tongue, but I can’t make it come out. Instead, I turn and carefully slide past him through the entrance while he watches me the whole way. His bright gaze is full of amusement, a cool, crisp scent coming off of him that I could swear is the actual ocean.

I clear my throat and flip on the light when I’m free of the magnetic pull of his energy. Hustling across the small space, I stack up the few dishes still on the table from breakfast and move them to the sink, bringing back a cloth to wipe the space down and offer him a seat. He inclines his head in thanks, but instead of taking it he begins unloading the food onto the table. When the containers are all set out, he steps away and opens a cabinet. Then another.

“Can I help you find something?”

“Plates, a pair of bowls, silverware? Why are cups next to the stove instead of plates?” He opens the bottom cupboard next to the stove and chuckles. “And cereal down here instead of pots?”

“I get a little scattered and put things in weird places sometimes. Right-brained curse. Plus, I chucked them down there once when I was in a hurry and now they can’t live anywhere else.”

His lips flicker but I see the smile trying to grow. I point to the cabinet next to the sink and he fishes out the plates and bowls, taking them to the table. “What is it you do, Krista?”

I’m ready to answer him as I pull silverware out of the drawer when I pause, his question sparking something. “How is it you know my name?”

“I spent all afternoon following you from place to place. I heard your name used more than once. I’m not a nut job. What do you do?”

The wariness creeps back in, fighting with the odd, almost instant comfort I felt just moments ago. This is a stranger in my home. I think about my phone in my pocket, wondering if I should send that text to Alanna now.

“I’m a kindergarten teacher, and when my kids are at music and gym, I’m the art teacher for the other kindergartners too,” I disclose, placing the silverware by the dishes. Bash picks up a fork and begins moving salad into a bowl.

I look over the spread. He didn’t just bring mac and cheese, there’s salad, roasted vegetables, and some kind of fruit crisp.

“Yeah, I can see that,” he says, emptying the pasta dish and stacking it neatly into the discarded salad container. Polite, neat and tidy. Interesting.

“Am I that obvious?”

Bash stands upright and shifts around the side of the table, his head tilted to the side as he assesses me, starting at my toes. Heat snakes through my body following the line of his eyes. When they reach my face, he moves slowly to stand directly in front of me. I stare at his chest as he reaches up, fingers sifting through the hair at the back of my head. The tension in my scalp falls away as he releases the clip, sending my hair tumbling over my shoulders. His hand runs through one side of my hair and I raise my gaze to his. He gently plucks the glasses from where I left them atop my head and fits them back to my nose.

“Oh yeah.” His tone is rough and his eyes drift down to the light blonde ends of my hair as he rubs it between his fingers. “Definitely a school teacher.”

Sound and air come rushing in when he steps back to the table and busies himself arranging the dishes at two seats.

“Why do you do that?”

He looks up and smiles, then back to his task. “Do what, beautiful?”

“Suck all the air out of the space and then disappear.”

He laughs and shakes his head, pulling out a chair with a gesture. I sit in the offered seat and he gives it a push before leaning into my ear. “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he murmurs, his breath like a gentle caress, making me shiver.

He unzips his jacket, folding it neatly over an empty chair and takes his own seat, setting a bottle of wine on the table, turning off the cap with a crackle. “Didn’t know if you had a corkscrew. Would you like a glass?”

I take in the loose fitting t-shirt he’s wearing, the tattoos I spotted just peeking from his jacket earlier cover every visible inch of his neck and arms, cutting off at his wrist on the left, and continuing over his hand in a mandala on the right. “What if I don’t drink?”

He shrugs. “Then you don’t drink.”

The seal on the cap broke, I heard it just now. And the glasses are from my own cabinet. “Maybe just a little.”

As he pours, I fire a text to Alanna under the table.

What can you tell me about Sabastian Kenzie?

“What do you teach kids in elementary school about art?”

“Did you take art in elementary school, Bash?” I grin at him, trying to remember how old he said he was.

“You know, I did. But I wasn’t a stay on task kind of kid. I always knew I wanted to build things, so I didn’t want to draw cats or eagles or whatever. I was drawing buildings. And I really didn’t like paper mache or clay or anything else. I didn’t do so well in art.” He takes a giant bite of salad and smiles at me again.

“Well, this week we used fruity Cheerios to make rainbows since we’re talking about different kinds of weather clouds in science. They’re tasked with painting any three cloud types they want, then connecting each cloud with a rainbow.”

“That’s clever.”

“I like to try to tie in with other things they’re learning then give it a creative twist. Their little faces light up as they talk to me about it. That’s the best part of my job.”

That smile is back as he chews his salad. He looks genuinely happy in the moment and I find myself staring at him, roaming over his face from his smooth skin with just a hint of red tinted stubble along the side of his jaw, to a faint scar under his left eye, to the thin lips that somehow perfectly fill out his face. He’s beautiful, in a masculine sort of way.

My phone buzzes, breaking my focus on his features. I pull it out from under my leg, glancing at Bash once. 

“Excuse me, please.”

He inclines his head, exchanging his plate for his bowl of noodles and I unlock my phone.

Alanna: He works with Logan, keeps to 

himself mostly. He's really sweet though. 

Seems normal enough. Why do you ask?

He’s in my kitchen.

My phone starts ringing immediately. Alanna’s laughing face is lit up on the screen and I glance at Bash again. “I’m sorry, I’ll be right back.”

“By all means,” he replies, fishing his own phone out of his pocket and giving me a wave with it before I walk out into the living room.

I swipe the call and don’t even get a word out before I hear Alanna’s excited voice. “What do you mean he’s in your kitchen? Why is there a man in your kitchen? Why is Bash in your kitchen?”

“Just tell me it’s okay he’s in my kitchen serving me food and wine. Oh God, I left the wine glass in there. Can I finish drinking my wine or do I need to find an imaginary bug in it so I can dump it out?”

The phone makes a crackling sound and I hear muffled voices for a few moments before Alanna comes back. “Logan says he’s a good guy. Hard working, takes care of one of his family members in his down time.”

“He said he made dinner for his nan before he came over.”

“That sounds right. He says he hasn’t been in a relationship in awhile but it was his choice to leave the last one and he’s been single since, doesn’t go out aside from company dinners. Rides a bike.”

“Yeah, I knew that one,” I say with a sigh.

“How’s that?”

“I’ll tell you later. I need to get back to my guest now that I know he’s safe.”

“Have fun,” she sings as I end the call.

“Mhm.”

Bash is still on his phone when I come back into the kitchen but looks up, uncrossing his leg and locking the screen as I enter, placing it facedown on the table across from him. “Welcome back.”

“Why thank you. Where were we?”

“You were going to tell me what you like to do after school.”

“I was? Was that the next question?” I know there was no question, but I’m curious where this is going.

“Absolutely. Clearly you like to read. And going by the little espresso machine on your counter and knowing the barista at Marigold’s by name as well as the interest in her love life, you like coffee and people. But what is it you do on a normal day after school?”

The nerves are back as I remember he actually followed me around today. I stare into his eyes, his gaze burning into me with an intensity I’m not accustomed to.

“I like to spend time at the library,” I say with a blink.

He waves me off. “That’s the same as the book thing, it doesn’t count.”

“It does if that’s where I go every day after school.”

“Every day? Like every day?”

“Yes. Every day,” I bite, a little annoyed at his tone. “Either to check out or to return. Or just to see what’s new,”

“You won’t skip the library on Monday with how many books you picked up today?”

His face holds a challenge that I laugh at. “Admittedly, I was only going for one book today. One of the ones I read earlier this week that I wanted for myself. And maybe another pair that were on sale. It’s your fault I got so many more. I’ll read them between other ones.” I shrug and take a bite of the mac and cheese. It’s partially cold from the time we spent talking and  my call with Alanna, but it really is delicious and I make a sound before I can help it.
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