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      Alpha. Fierce. Protective.

      Onyx Inwood lives a strict life of order and strategy.

      He knows every move he makes before he takes action.

      As a detective in the NYPD he knows the city streets like the back of his hand.

      So why, when he stumbles upon a wandering girl, does his world turn upside down?

      

      Shy. Klutzy. Afraid.

      Grace Hawthorne often forgets why she doesn’t like to leave her tiny apartment.

      The world outside is huge, unforgiving, full of strangers & danger.

      Her step-mother often says she lacks basic human knowledge.

      When she meets a big scary man in the park, she forgets why she’s afraid of the world and embraces being safe, in his arms.
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        For me.

        No, seriously.

        I wrote this sucker all for me!

        But also, Carol Jacobs.
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      You’ve heard the fairytales of princesses locked away in tall towers, loved by many, seen by few. You’ve watched as their princes rushed to the rescue and slayed all of their dragons. You’ve witnessed their transformation into becoming the person they were meant to be.

      Those stories probably gave you the warm fuzzies like they did me…once upon a time.

      Now, I’ve grown into a recluse, hiding from the outside world. Marking my existence into nothingness. When my father died eight years ago, his wife—my stepmother—took over custody of me. Robyn’s dislike had always simmered just below the surface, only visible to me. Love blinded my father, and I kept quiet.

      That ended on the day he passed away. Her hatred grew so exponentially that I often feared for my safety. Locked away in her Manhattan apartment, home-schooled, I’d become scared of the outside world. The birds, the trees, nature, humanity. All of it is as foreign to me as the moon. I can’t remember the last time I felt the grass tickle between my toes or the wind ruffle my hair. Dating was never in the cards for me, but it doesn’t stop me from dreaming of having my very own husband one day.

      With my eighteenth birthday fast approaching, I know I have to decide whether to stay or go. If I go, I’ll be living on the streets. I’ll have nothing. But I if I remain, I’ll be a prisoner. My stepmother could do with me as she pleases because technically, I’ll be a financial burden she no longer receives money for.

      Gazing out the window of my bedroom, I watch children play in the park, parents smiling down on them with love.

      Husbands holding their wives.

      Love shining brightly.

      All I’ve ever wanted.
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      “You’re kidding me, right, Marty?” This fucker, always with his sexual exploits. Never actually caring if the women he takes to bed become more than a fun night once they’re out the door the next morning.

      “Come on, Onyx, tell me you aren’t jealous. You’d like to be me you big bastard.” At six feet six and over two hundred pounds, I tend to scare women off rather than attract them, even if I get told I’m attractive all the time. “It’s that fucking scowl, that one right there.” Marty points to my face. I’m sure I am scowling. He pisses me off.

      “You gotta stop treating them like a piece of ass, man. How you ever gonna find something real if you don’t give them a chance?” My friend looks at me like I’ve grown two heads. Maybe it’s because, after five years as a beat cop with the NYPD and another five as a homicide detective, I know what I want in my life, while he’s still mid-twenties and thinks it’s all a game.

      “Here you are, boys. On the house.” Tom, the guy who owns the best hot dog stand in the city, hands us two chili cheese dogs with everything. Never lets me pay, though. Not the first time, and not once since. I’m sure to tip twice as nice for it.

      “Thanks, Tom. Have a good one.” He nods as I walk away.

      Before I take my first bite, the sight of lavender flowing in the wind across the street catches my attention. Darting through traffic, I toss the dog in the trash can nearby and chase after the impression I’d seen heading into the park entrance.

      I don’t know why I’m so quickly enamored, but I know I need to find out who it is. Who she is.

      Flowing light blonde hair in the distance captures me, and when I see the matching lavender color again, I know it’s her. Running to catch up, I immediately recognize the tension in this young woman’s body. Tucking the edge of my t-shirt behind the badge on my hip, I want to make it clear I’m friendly.

      “Ma’am?” I tap her shoulder lightly, but she still jumps and stumbles as she spins. Before she can crash to the ground, I grab her arm and pull her into my body. I’m consumed by the soft way her breath hitches and by the scent of fresh cherries in the spring. Lost in her gaze, I don’t recognize the fear overshadowing her clear blue eyes at first.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispers. Even though she’s terrified, she doesn’t try to pull away, doesn’t call for help, nothing. And that’s confusing as fuck.

      “No, ma’am, my apologies. It wasn’t my intent to startle you.” Fuck, she can’t be a ma’am. She’s barely a teen. Christ. “You were looking a little skittish; I wanted to be sure you were alright.” I smile, hoping to ease some of her anxiety.

      “Oh.” She looks around as if someone will jump out any moment to attack her. In the middle of Central Park on a sunny day like this, I doubt it. At night, I wouldn’t be so sure. “I think, maybe”—she chews on her lower lip—“maybe I’m lost?”

      “You think?” My brows draw together, and I have this sudden urge to protect this little waif of a woman from everything wrong in the world. She holds an air of not just innocence but naïveté as well. She seems to have no idea what her surroundings are really like.

      “Well…” She licks her lips, and I have to bite back the moan that’s about to break free. “I can’t seem to remember where I am. I took a wrong turn, and now I don’t recognize anything.”

      “Are you from around here? Maybe I can help?” In all honesty, I want to know more than where she’s from. If I can find out where she lives, maybe I could convince her to go on a date. Or something more.

      Nibbling her lower lip, I fight the urge to do the same. To taste her. “I moved recently. I thought this was the park, but I must be wrong.” Her gaze strays around us again.

      “What’s your address?” With how big the park is, I understand how she might have gotten turned around.

      Fear and panic worm its way through her as she answers. “I just moved, I don’t…I don’t remember.” Her uncertainty has got me slightly worried.

      “Onyx!” Marty calls from the park entrance. “We’ve gotta go! Suspicious death in Upper Manhattan.”

      “Fuck.” I don’t want to leave her. Spying a bench near the entrance, I guide her to it with a plan in mind. “What’s your name?”

      “Grace.” Of course, it is. Soft, sweet, just like her.

      “Stay here for me, Grace, please.” The terror in her eyes softens as I say her name. “I’ll have an officer get you home, and I’ll come check on you tonight. Okay?”

      “Okay,” she says softly. Her grip on my arm tightens briefly before she lets me go with a sad smile. “I’m coming back, Gracie.” She nods, but I don’t think she believes me.

      “Onyx! Let’s go!” Marty calls again.

      As I turn to leave, I know I have to taste her first. I need to know how she feels. Placing my lips over hers, her surprised gasp allows me entrance to her mouth.

      Delicious.

      Sweetness rolled into savory, and I know I’ll be back for more. Something about her calls to a very animalistic side of me.

      “I’m coming for you, Gracie.”
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      I sat at my window, watching and waiting. Why, I’ll never know. I’ve never held the trust one normally does when it comes to strangers, but I believed Onyx. His words that sounded like a promise, his lips on mine, his arms around me. I felt safe. For the first time in more years than I can remember, I wasn’t afraid of the world I live in.

      A fleeting moment gave me hope when I should have remained in the dark.

      A fleeting moment made me feel when I should have ignored it.

      I barely know this man’s name, and already, I have become dependent on him from one small feeling. An insignificant one.

      Now, a full day later, and I haven’t heard from him. I used to believe in fairytales. Princes and white knights. The day my father died, I thought I’d buried those dreams with him only to have a single man bring forth the clarity of which I used to long for.

      Being kicked out of my stepmother’s home a year ago, almost to the day, was a blessing in disguise. I spent three weeks on the streets before an attorney’s private investigator found me and announced an inheritance from my father that no one knew of. The sum of money I received proved to be more than he left dear, old Robyn. She harbored a great deal of resentment and hate towards me when she found out.

      After renting a condo for months, I finally found and fell in love with a small one-bedroom apartment in the city that I only moved into a few weeks ago. I also donated a portion of the money to the shelter who helped me wade my way through the streets, and still, I have more left in the trust.

      Unfortunately, I don’t know what I’m doing with my life. Having been home-schooled, I never thought about college. I didn’t have friends. My guidance had been limited to what Robyn told me, and none of it was good. She had always been catty and rude when she spoke to me. Talking down to me like I was nothing while I grew up. Leaving her house had been the best thing to ever happen to me.

      I grew to hate her and often wondered if my life would have been better off if she had died alongside my father or even abandoned me altogether. Guilt would immediately swamp me at those thoughts, and I’d bow down to whatever she wanted from me.

      I’ve been a doormat for far too long, and I’m eager to climb out of my shell and discover my true self. Even if that finds me dependent upon a man of which I don’t yet know his full name.

      I spend the morning reading tales of old, remembering the love Cinderella had for Prince Charming and he for her. The way Belle loved Prince Adam as first a beast and then a man. The consuming emotions they’d experienced are the ones I find I’m longing for.

      I don’t know how or why, but my mysterious man has me sucked into a spell he might not have meant to weave. But from the first moment his arms wrapped around me, I recognized down to my soul that he would protect me. Become one of the most important people in my life.

      Pounding on the door interrupts my romantic musings. Easing towards the door on soft steps, I peep through the hole to see a large man standing there.

      Never raised a fool, I inquire, “Who is it?”

      “Detective Marty Locke with the New York City police, ma’am?”

      Nerves settle in the pit of my stomach. Has she found a way to take my new-found life from me? Robyn has been threatening legalities for months. The threat of arrest is one that terrifies me most. I’ve spent my whole life locked away and dictated to, and I can’t do that again. Not after getting a taste of freedom.

      Opening the door, I take a deep breath and prepare myself for my next battle of wills. I search for the fight I know resides deep down inside, buried beneath the girl who simply craves to be loved and taken care of. I have to find her in order to be her.

      “Grace Hawthorne?” The handsome man with a crooked nose and masculine jaw asks, a solemn expression on his face like he knows he’s about to upend my world.

      “Yes,” I whisper.

      “May I come in?” I step back, allowing him entrance as he clips his badge back onto his belt. The butt of his gun shows as his coat slips back into place. “My partner, Detective Inwood, will be up in just a moment.”

      I nod and wait for the officer to speak, holding my breath as he looks around my home. Eyeing my silly unicorn knick-knacks critically. His judgment over such a frivolous item is only slightly masked by his contempt for my enjoyment.

      Feeling uncomfortable in my own home has me irritable as I ask, “What are you here for?” with a bite in my tone.

      His blank stare meets mine as a smirk crosses his face. “Robyn Hawthorne is your mother?”

      “Stepmother,” I correct. She doesn’t deserve the title of mother.

      “Stepmother,” he amends. “A call came in yesterday at her residence.” I hold my breath. I can’t let her back in my life. Whatever it is she wants, I can’t be that person. His dramatic pause slithers dread down my spine. “She’s dead.”

      Thunder rumbles in my ears as the blood drains from my head and down to my feet. I’m light-headed and begin to sway when strong arms catch me. Arms full of care and consideration. Arms I’ve felt before. Ones I’ve longed for.

      “It’s you.” I smile up at my savior as he picks me up while the room spins around me.

      “It’s me.” He returns my smile as the first tear slips free of my eye.

      Discomfort courses through me for the woman my father chose to love and I’ve been holding resentment towards for years.

      “I’m a horrible daughter,” I cry into his chest, wishing I’d tried harder.

      Been better.
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      I glare at Marty as I carry Grace to her couch. The shock of learning she’s lost her only parent shouldn’t have been delivered in such a careless manner. I’ll be having a word with my partner on the way back to the precinct tonight.

      “Grace?” I settle her into the soft cushions and hold her small hands in my own. “Did you hear Marty?”

      Her glossy eyes, filled with so much emotion and tears, look up to me. “Yes. Robyn is gone.” Her swallow is audible in the quiet room. It only takes a moment before confusion enters her eyes. “How?”

      Marty snorts his amusement as I explain. “It looks like she tripped down a flight of stairs. The momentum contorted her body, and the medical examiner suspects she broke her neck on the landing.” Her ridiculously high heels and drunk state likely didn’t help, but I won’t tell Gracie that.

      “Stairs?” Her brows furrow as she closes her eyes, bringing a hand up to rub her temple. “She fell down a flight of stairs?” Her question is rhetorical.

      “Unless you can think of a reason we should look at this as a suspicious death?” We have to consider every angle before making a ruling and wrapping up our investigation.

      Her head shakes before she answers. “No, I don’t think so. I mean, she wasn’t the nicest woman, but I don’t think there’s anything suspicious going on? I haven’t been in her life since my eighteenth birthday unless it involved the court.”

      “Court?” Marty asks from his stance near the window.

      “What?” Grace’s head whips around to him, her blonde locks swishing past my face, and the scent of cherries invades my senses.

      “You said you haven’t been in her life unless it involves the court. Why?” Suspicion fills his tone.

      “My father died when I was young, and Robyn felt forced to care for me. She didn’t like it or me, and the feeling was mutual.” Her gaze slides between us, begging for understanding. “When I turned eighteen, she kicked me out. I lived on the streets until a private investigator found me and handed me a large check, explaining that my father had left me a trust to be given to me when I was of age. I never knew about it and judging from her outrage when she tried to contest the will, neither did Robyn.

      “The trust was iron-clad, though. Daddy had a video and affidavits signed and ready for when the time came for me to receive the money. We went to court twice before she was told to leave me alone. The judge even offered me a restraining order against her because of her rage.”

      “Sounds like a real peach.” Marty’s droll response earns a small smile from Grace. One I want. One I’m insanely jealous of.

      “What about lovers? Would she have a scorned ex in hiding somewhere?” I ask her.

      Grace shrugs with a thoughtful look. “Not that I’m aware of, but I don’t have access to her life either. Maybe one of the house staff would know?”

      Jesus. How lonely she must be. My heart aches for her.

      “Well, I think that’s all the questions we have for now. Unless something comes up, we’ll be marking Mrs. Hawthorne’s death as an accident.” Marty stands to leave, shooting me a questioning look.

      “I’ll meet you at the car,” I tell him, unable to take my eyes off Gracie’s face. I don’t know what it is that draws me in but leaving doesn’t hold any appeal right now.

      As soon as the door closes behind my partner, I cup Grace’s cheeks in my hands, holding her still as I draw closer. I give her just enough time to pull away should she not want my advances. Instead, she closes her eyes and holds her breath, anticipating my move. The touch of her lips. My first taste is electric. There’s a jolt of pressure that runs rampant through my body as her hands reach up to hold onto my shoulders. Our tongues touch in a light caress, and I’m lost. I’m gone for Grace Hawthorne, the girl in the tower. The girl in need of a knight.

      When her body shivers with pleasure, I slide my hands down her arms and around her waist, bringing her to sit across my lap. I’m still bigger than she is. Her petite size is an attraction I never knew I would have had. She has curves in all the right places, just enough to fill my hands, but she’s small enough to remind me of a fairy.

      A light moan breaks the silent air, and I deepen the kiss, plundering her mouth with my tongue. She holds nothing back from me either.

      When I pull back for a breath of air, her eyes are closed, savoring our kiss. “Onyx,” she murmurs as they slowly open. Her pupils are large, hiding her bright blue irises with desire.

      Leaning my head against hers, I mumble, “Gracie,” while licking my lips, getting a second taste of her. “I have paperwork, but I’m coming back tonight.”

      “Okay.” She huffs a burst of air against my cheek.

      “I’m going to make you mine, Gracie.”

      “Okay.”

      “Be ready for me.” I kiss her one last time before laying her on the couch and, regretfully, leave. The entire ride back to the station is wrought with Marty teasing me about my obvious obsession and the heavy desire pulsing in my pants for a woman I barely know.

      One thing is for sure, though. After tonight, Grace Hawthorne is going to get a taste of passion she’s likely only ever dreamed of.

      I’m going to make her mine.
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      Robyn is dead.

      The words play over in my mind like a bad movie, and I have to wonder when it will sink in that she’s really gone.

      I never liked my stepmother. I tried to, but it was always something unachievable. I never wished her dead, though. I never imagined it would happen either. She’s one of those people that you always wonder, will she live for eternity?

      Now, knowing that I’m completely free of her is exhilarating, I no longer have to look over my shoulder, constantly wondering if or when she’ll try to strike again. Once I left her home, I was done with her, but she could never let me go.

      After spending so many years worrying about her effect on my life, I find I have a little extra jump in my step as I make a traditional dinner of spaghetti and meatballs for Onyx.

      I’m going to make you mine, Gracie.

      His words, so much sweeter than any others I’ve heard, play in a loop through my head as I hum around the kitchen. I don’t know what he means exactly, but I know I want him too.

      I’ve always loved fairytales, happily ever afters, men coming to the damsels’ rescue. I’m a cliché, and I know it. I can’t help it. Before Robyn came into our lives, my mother and father had been desperately in love.

      When my mother fell ill from cancer, I never thought my father would recover. He was a wonderful husband and always doted on us. Seeing him so broken, so fragile after her passing, I knew I wanted that kind of love, even if it had the potential to destroy me.

      Meeting Onyx, I feel it straight to my bones that we could have that. He has this look in his dark gaze that screams obsessive when he watches me. I feel…alive with him around. Even when his partner was telling me the bad news, my heart beat a little quicker because Onyx was touching me.

      I’m sure some people would call me dependent because I’ve gone from one home to the streets to this new home that I hardly ever leave, and I’m not afraid to jump in head first with Onyx. Truth of the matter is, he makes me feel.

      I believe in soul mates. I know that mine sees him as its other half. His spiritual essence was a part of me before we even met.

      As the timer on the oven dings, I rush to the kitchen and pull the pan out of the oven so the meatballs don’t burn. After cutting into one and double checking it’s cooked all the way through, I use the tongs to place the balls into the sauce I’ve had simmering for the last hour.

      Pleased everything seems to be coming together so nicely, I turn the temperatures down and put the lids on the pots and make my way to my room. I may not be a very social person, but I enjoy looking nice. It gives a small boost to my confidence and helps me to break out of my shell sometimes.

      Sifting through my closet, I search for something I think Onyx will like. When my eyes spot the silky plum-colored dress I bought only a few weeks ago, but haven’t worn, I know it’s perfect for this evening. With my blonde hair and light skin tone, the color will pop out.

      Slipping the garment over my head, it glides gently down my frame and pools just above my knees. Reaching for a pair of white ballet flats with tiny bows on the heels, I slip my feet into them and scrutinize myself in the mirror. Deciding to keep my long hairstyle simple, I do a quick fishtail braid, apply some mascara and a light-colored lip gloss, and call myself done.

      More excitement thrums through me for tonight than any other time in my life. I feel some lingering sadness over what brought him to me today, but I push it aside, knowing it will do me no good.

      With no idea when Onyx will be here, I wait to put the homemade spaghettini noodles on so they don’t overcook.

      “The table!” I’ve always loved a perfectly set table. It was one thing my mama and I always used to do together. She loved to have candles lit and placemats laid down.

      Reaching into my hutch, I grab the fine china I inherited from my father’s estate and grab the cute placemats I found at a farmer’s market a few weeks ago. They have the carriage from Cinderella embroidered in one corner with the print “Happily Ever After” underneath.

      I suppose if I want Onyx to really know me, then my little eccentricities will have to shine through. I only have a small dining table for two, so I grab my rolling cart to put the food on when it’s ready and place it beside the table.
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