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      Sweet Obsession is a standalone novel in the Sweet Addiction series, and crosses over with the Alabama Summer series. Chronologically, it is set after Sweet Possession and between All I Want and When I Fall.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          BROOKE

        

      

    

    
      “Fuck yeah, baby. You ready? Huh? You ready to come all over this cock?”

      I dig my nails into Paul’s shoulders, arching my back off the bed. My breath hitches. “Yes, God… fuck, don’t stop.”

      “Fuuuck.”

      He squeezes my hips while he pounds into me. Sweat beads up on his brow, on the dusting of hair coating his chest as he throws his head back, filling the condom with a groan, the cords in his neck straining.

      My own orgasm follows seconds later.

      “Coming!” I yell, closing my eyes as that sweet heat burns down my spine, exploding into a thousand stars between my hips.

      I lock my ankles behind his back, keeping his firm body pinned between my legs, his cock exactly where I need it while I ride this out. My body hums, my thighs shake against his skin.

      God, I love sex. I mean really, who doesn’t love this right here? I’d consider giving up cupcakes for this.

      I grind my hips against his pelvis as a life without salted caramel icing flashes in front of my eyes.

      Chocolate chip cheesecake. Red velvet. White chocolate raspberry.

      Okay, maybe not cupcakes, and maybe not this sex. I’ve had to tag myself in a few times.

      “Greedy girl,” Paul murmurs, sliding his hand between my tits. He pinches my nipple.

      “Mm,” I purr, slowly peeking up at him as that perfect ache settles, leaving me sated.

      A lazy smile beams down at me, but blurs into something indiscernible as Paul’s spent body suddenly collapses on top of mine.

      “Lord, move off.” I rock my hips, shoving against his shoulders. “Asshole. You’re going to kill me.”

      He laughs, rolling onto his back and pulling off the condom with a satisfied groan. He ties it off. “Goddamn. I don’t think I’ve ever filled one of these this much before. My dick might need a week to recover.”

      Mm. I guess I’ll take that as a compliment.

      Go, Brooke. Wreck those penises.

      I stand from the bed and grab my clothes off the floor, dressing hastily as Paul treads to the bathroom.

      Slipping into my heels, I spin to grab my clutch off the nightstand and run straight into a bare chest.

      “Oh, hey, sorry,” I mumble, shifting my weight on my feet. “Just grabbing my stuff.”

      He squeezes my hips, bunching the material of my dress in his hands. “Where are you going? Stay for a little while.”

      “Can’t. I need to get home.”

      “We can order take-out or something. Are you hungry?”

      “I already ate.”

      His brow furrows as his grip on me loosens, then vanishes completely. His shoulders drop. “Why do I feel like I was just used?”

      A laugh rumbles in the back of my throat. I move past him, picking up my clutch. “I had a nice time tonight. Maybe I’ll see you around.”

      “And do what? Is this going to happen again if I do see you? `Cause if I’m being honest, Brooke, I’m not really feeling the love right now.”

      I lift my head to look at him.

      His dark eyes are suddenly unsure. He looks wounded.

      Wow, really? Didn’t peg you as a clinger, Paul.

      Securing my clutch under my arm, I plant a brief kiss on his cheek, whispering, “Don’t act like you didn’t know what this was.”

      As I pad toward the door, my heels tapping against the hardwood, I wait for that moment to hit me where I feel remorse, or regret. Anything to make me turn around and reassure this man, but it never comes.

      I don’t feel bad for this. I never feel bad after having an orgasm, even if some of them are brought on by my own efforts.

      And really? Why should I feel bad?

      He came. A lot, apparently. Enough to make him gaze at that condom like a proud father cradling a newborn. We’re both walking away from this experience satisfied, even if I am technically the only one walking.

      Regret? Remorse? Fuck that noise. I’m Brooke Wicks, and I love sex. A lot of it. I don’t see any problem with my hit it and quit it philosophy. I’m doing what I want with the men I want to do it with.

      Period.

      Hand on the doorknob, I turn and give Paul one last look; a sweet one. “Good night.”

      His eyes, lost in focus, slowly lift to meet mine. “Yeah… yeah, good night.”

      With little resistance, I slam the door shut, smiling at the sound.

      A hard, satisfying bang.

      Nope. No regrets here.
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        * * *

      

      I step inside the condo, shutting the door behind me and setting my keys and clutch down. Two sets of eyes peer curiously at me over the back of the couch.

      Let the interrogation begin.

      “Yes?” I ask, pulling my heels off and setting them by the door.

      Billy turns around, throwing his arm behind Joey. “Well?”

      I limply shrug. “Five.”

      “That’s it?” Joey’s back goes rigid. His eyebrows meet his blonde hairline. “On a scale of one to ten, he was a five in bed? Are you fucking serious?”

      “Oh, I thought you were asking me how big he was.”

      Billy clears his throat, his wide eyes roaming the condo uncomfortably.

      I look between the two of them. “Seven. Extra point for the dirty talking.”

      Joey grimaces, waving me over. “A seven with a dick smaller than your vibrator? God… you poor, poor baby.”

      “I know. I was going to bail when I saw it, but then I thought I’d see what he could do. You know me… always the team player. Plus, it was pierced.”

      I round the couch and sit on the end next to Joey, who by the look on his face, is visualizing a pierced dick.

      Billy mouths the word “no” when he’s given an inquisitive stare, prompting a low laugh to push past Joey’s lips.

      I twirl a chunk of hair around my fingers.

      Mm. Out of the two of them, I’d peg Joey to be the one with the barbell through his junk. Billy wears too many suits, and don’t lawyers go through metal detectors when they go to court?

      I can’t see him wanting to explain his Prince Albert every day to security.

      My body forms to the soft leather as I relax, head tilted back, my gaze on the ceiling. “He got all clingy on me when I was leaving. Full-on puppy-dog eyes and everything. I wasn’t expecting that.”

      “Humph. Are you sure he didn’t have a vagina?”

      I scoff at Joey. “I think I would’ve noticed. I was all up in it.”

      Billy stands and grabs the large, half-empty bowl of popcorn off the coffee table as Joey and I share a laugh.

      “You want to watch a movie with us? We just started The Best Of Me.”

      I smile up at Billy. “Nicholas Sparks? How very gay of you.”

      He feigns a laugh, hand flattening on his chest. “Hilarious, Brooke.”

      “Oh!” I shift onto my knees so that I can look between the two of them as Billy moves into the kitchen.

      I almost forgot!

      “You are both about to be so, so proud of me. I went to Agent Provocateur today and didn’t spend a dime. Not one cent! Do you have any idea how difficult that was? I started shaking like a crack addict when I saw the new spring line.” I hold my hand up, beaming when Joey high-fives me. “I even tried on stuff. What I did today, the restraint I showed, is seriously unheard of for me. I should actually go back to the store now and buy something to celebrate the fact that I didn’t buy anything earlier.”

      I go to get up and Joey grabs my wrist, tugging me down. We share a teasing look.

      “Kidding, they’re closed, obviously, but seriously, how great am I doing with my spending? My bank account is looking awesome lately. Give me a few weeks, and I should be out of here.”

      Getting evicted from my apartment two months ago was probably the lowest moment in my life. Well, that and the cum-shot gone wrong in New Orleans.

      I swear my eye twitches occasionally because of that mishap.

      After I found the notice taped to my door, I flipped off my landlord and weighed my options.

      My overbearing parents—God, no, I’d rather get my teeth drilled, or Juls.

      I love my sister, I do, but I can’t live with her.

      Besides, her and Ian are in tiny-tot land. She’s popping out a kid every nine months it seems. They need their family space. I need to not have to explain to my four-year-old nephew why Aunt Brooke has things that vibrate in her bedroom.

      My landlord gave me one week to get out.

      I thought I was screwed. I was ready to deal with the ramifications of living under my father’s roof again. I’m sure he would’ve tried to tag me with a curfew, even though I’m twenty-five, haven’t had a curfew since I was seventeen, and mastered the art of sneaking through my bedroom window when I used to live there. However, these two amazing men saved the day and offered me a place to crash. The three of us have gotten close since I started working at the bakery, me and Joey especially.

      Who would’ve thought me and Joey would become besties? I hated that bitch growing up.

      Billy hands me a daiquiri. His eyes, warm and kind, stay glued to mine as he moves to his seat. “You know we don’t mind you living here, right? We’re not kicking you out, Brooke. There’s no rush.”

      “Ha!” Joey smirks, his eyebrow arching playfully as he settles against Billy’s side. “No, we’re not, but I would like to fuck loud eventually. I’m all for you kicking your shopping addiction if it means we can go back to trying to break the sound barrier.”

      I swallow my mouthful of daiquiri quickly before I spit it out. A quick chill runs through me. “Please. I have to wear those giant noise-canceling headphones when you two go at it, and I can still hear you begging, Joey. You don’t know how to be quiet.”

      “Oh, and you do?” Joey rolls his eyes, lifting his own glass. “You’re loud even by yourself, Brooke.”

      “It’s not my fault I’m amazing. Ask Paul. He can confirm that.”

      Billy grabs the remote, a tense wave passing over his features. “Can we start up the movie and get off this topic? I had no idea you could hear us.”

      “Everyone can hear you.” I point at the wall behind me when he turns his head and eyes me cautiously. “Mrs. Kessler caught me in the elevator last week and asked me if you two were remodeling in here. Something about you yelling ‘give me a hammer.’ You should’ve seen her face when I told her you were actually saying hummer.”

      Billy closes his eyes, groaning. “Jesus Christ.”

      “No wonder that old bitch has been giving me strange looks lately.” Joey waves a dismissive hand in front of his face. He shifts about on the couch. “Fuck her and her moss covered vagina. My sex life is fantastic, and I don’t care if the entire state hears my baby asking me to suck him off. We quiet down for no one.”

      I pull my glass away from my lips, laughing as Billy rakes a hand down his face, noticeably uncomfortable.

      He’s so different from Joey. The complete opposite, actually. But they complement each other perfectly.

      Especially in the bedroom. I hear a lot.

      “I told you both I would only stay here until I had enough money saved up to move out. I love you guys, but I need to get my own place again. Our combined hair-care products are overtaking the condo.” I cock my head with a pout, shifting my gaze between them. “But I will miss the sleepovers. You’re such a sweet little spoon, Billy. All soft and cuddly.”

      He frowns. “There’s nothing about me that’s little, Brooke. Or soft,” he pauses, grinning. “Haven’t you heard?”

      Warmth floods my cheeks.

      Sweet Lord. Did Billy just insinuate…

      “No, there is definitely not,” Joey proudly affirms, cutting into my thoughts of R-rated antonyms. He squeezes Billy’s thigh. “Was that a hard ‘no’ on the dick jewelry? Any wiggle room on that?”

      The movie begins playing. Apparently, Billy’s answer was final.

      Joey’s lips brush against my hair as I swallow another mouthful of my daiquiri. “How was it with the piercing? Honestly,” he whispers.

      Typical Joey. Needing to know all the tricks of the trade. I am shocked he hasn’t been down this road himself, though.

      “The one spot that’s hard for some guys to hit,” I begin softly, bending my finger in a rhythmic motion. Our eyes lock. “He didn’t have any problem.”

      Joey slowly leans back. “Damn it. Am I seriously missing out?”

      “Shh.”

      We both glance at Billy, then resume whispering closely.

      “I know for a fact he hits all your spots just fine. As do the neighbors across the street.”

      “True. But I love trying new things with him. Maybe I could get it done.” Joey looks down at his lap, the corner of his mouth pulling tight. “That shit could go south, though. Really fuck up my perfect form. Not to mention it probably hurts like a motherfucker.”

      I press my lips to the edge of my glass, murmuring my next words when Billy tilts his head down and glares in my direction. “Want me to call Paul and ask? He’s probably staring at his phone expectantly.”

      Joey smiles. “He loved you, Brooke. How could you walk out on what you two shared?”

      Oh, my God.

      “Please.”

      “I’m sure he was seconds away from proposing. Or at least suggesting you move in with him.”

      I shake my head. “He was oddly fascinated with his own semen. That living arrangement would never work.”

      Seriously. Did he even flush that condom? Is there a chance he set it aside to frame it instead?

      Gross, Paul. You’ll never get a girl to stay that way.

      Joey bumps his shoulder against mine, pressing his weight into me. “That’s kind of hot, actually. But… okay, I have to know. Was it a barbell? Or one of those stud things? Oo! Did he have it going down the shaft?”

      The noise from the TV abruptly cuts off. Silence fills the condo.

      Billy leans forward, elbows resting on his knees, the look he reserves for moments when Joey and I go off on dick tangents at the dinner table ghosting across his face.

      I clear my throat, lowering my glass. “Hi, hey there, little spoon. Sorry, we’ll be quiet.”

      His eyes, steady with doubt, shift to Joey and soften marginally.

      There it is. Sweet Billy. No one else looks at Joey like that.

      Mindful to the fact that the only way to keep his husband on the couch with us and not locked in his office, going over documents that can surely wait until tomorrow is to shut up and watch the movie, Joey slides over and plucks the remote out of Billy’s hand.

      The movie resumes playing.

      I tuck my knees against my chest as the two men at the other end of the couch dissolve into each other, recommencing the intimate embrace they always share. The closeness that stills the two of them, even Joey, who is nearly impossible to silence.

      I sip leisurely on my daiquiri, my thoughts on piercings and poor, poor Paul, struggling to find the perfect spot to display that condom.
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        * * *

      

      The sidewalk is already busy at a quarter after eight Monday morning as I make my usual trek down Fayette street, carefully juggling four coffee orders, my over-sized Coach bag, which just so happens to be the purchase that sent me over my spending limit two months ago, worth it, it’s fabulous, and the design binder I took home on Friday of Dylan’s.

      I wanted to organize some of the notes she had penciled in over the past several years and make things more legible, pretty even. I used textured paper and script font. The letters and thank you cards she received since opening the bakery that had been stuffed into the back pocket for keepsakes are now laminated and on display for clients to read in a section titled ‘Sweet Testimonials.’

      I’m honestly not sure how Dylan will take my modifications to the only thing she seems to study more than her husband.

      The thought of her hating what I’ve done, the one thing I haven’t cleared with her beforehand that involves her business, causes me to miss the giant crack in the pavement I’m usually careful to step over.

      “Ow, shit!”

      The binder goes down first, followed quickly by my Coach bag.

      But the coffee? Ha! Not today, city of Chicago.

      As I bend down, securing the leather strap on my shoulder, the binder pinched between my fingers, a car horn sounds and I lift my gaze to the street.

      Traffic clears. My eyes roam the row of shops on the west side of Fayette, until landing on one I haven’t seen before, or maybe, I just haven’t noticed.

      No, this has to be new. I would’ve noticed this.

      Sandwiched between a florist and a family-owned candle shop, the words Hot Yoga scream against the brick front in burnt-orange lettering. A simple logo swirls in the corner below the ‘a’.

      Yoga?

      “Yoga?”

      I straighten and stare a little longer at the new business, which just so happens to be in direct line-of-sight from the bakery.

      That’s almost laughable. Here, sweat your ass off, then skip across the street and stuff your face. Maybe we could go in with the owner and have some sort of a coupon-deal worked out.

      Five sessions and you get a free cupcake?

      I swallow down a giggle.

      Look at me, all business savvy, trolling for ways to pull in new customers while helping to promote other local enterprises.

      I should seriously run for president.

      The door chimes as I step inside the bakery, the scent of sugar now mingling with the aromatics wafting from the four coffees in my hand.

      With an exhaustive sigh, I set the cardboard carrier on the glass display case, followed by my bag and the design binder.

      Dylan perks up from behind the counter when she sees the latter.

      “There it is! You know I tore this place apart this weekend looking for that? What the hell, Brooke?”

      I flatten my hands on the glass, then hesitantly nudge the binder. “I, uh, did some reorganizing. I hope that’s okay.”

      Her face remains expressionless. I take in a shallow breath.

      Rule number one of life: Don’t piss off your employer, especially if that employer happens to be Dylan Carroll.

      She’s been known to go a little slap happy.

      Moving closer, she flips back the cover, then a few more pages, running her finger along the edge of the new font. Silently judging, meticulously studying every alteration I’ve made. She halts at the back where the testimonial section begins.

      I wipe a hand across my brow, relieved when I don’t feel the sweat I fear I’m releasing.

      “Mm.”

      I lean closer, staring at her mouth, the small crinkle in her nose. “Mm?”

      God, why the hell didn’t I ask permission first? Could she fire me over this?

      After what feels like the longest seconds of my life, she looks up at me, narrows her eyes, then smiles. “I love it. Brooke, this is… surprisingly thoughtful of you.”

      My mouth falls open. Surprisingly? “Hey, I’m thoughtful! I do stuff for other people all the time. Take last week when Ryan wanted that Elsa dress and Reese was on the brink of losing his ever-loving mind looking for it. Who stepped in and saved the day? Huh? Who almost got arrested at Target? You?”

      She laughs, tucking her long blonde hair behind her ear. “I know. I’m just kidding.”

      My spine straightens with pride as I pluck my coffee out of the carrier. “Well, you’re welcome. I’ll take that raise whenever you’re ready.”

      She cocks her head with a glare.

      I take a step back. Easy, Rocky.

      The door chimes, followed immediately by Joey’s booming morning voice.

      One volume. The man has one volume.

      He hooks his thumb over his cashmere covered shoulder in the direction of the window. “Did you see the yoga studio across the street? What is that mess about?”

      “Not just yoga,” I correct him. “Hot yoga. Lots of sweaty women with camel toe, being forced into ungodly positions.”

      Joey makes an amused sound in the back of his throat. “Sounds like somebody’s high school years.”

      “Yours?” Dylan throws out, resting her hands on her swollen belly. “Didn’t you wear an alarming amount of spandex back then?”

      Joey spins the carrier on the display case, tugging out the cup with his name scrolled on the side. “I’ll ignore that jab, since you’re carrying Joey Jr.”

      “His name isn’t Joey Jr.”

      “What?” Alarmed eyes flick between myself and Dylan. “Okay… Joseph? I’m fine with that.”

      “I’m afraid not.”

      I smile against my cup. “Excellent. We’ve settled on Brookes then? Suck on that, McDermott.”

      Joey glares at me over the top of his cup. I glare right back, laughing a little.

      Dylan gently sighs. “Sorry. We’re going with Blake. That’s the name we both like.”

      “Who’s we?” Joey squawks, his face suddenly two shades redder. “I don’t remember that name being on the table for discussion. And I definitely don’t remember receiving a phone call, asking my opinion before you started getting shit engraved.”

      “Why do I need to call you? And engraved? Really, Joey? Who got anything engraved?”

      A soft noise comes from the kitchen, followed by the familiar quick tapping of tiny feet on tile.

      Joey sweeps his free hand around the shop. “I’m sure there’s something around here with that name already on it. Is it possible to fill out the birth certificate before the birth? Has Reese figured out how to do that?”

      “Joey.” Dylan exhales exhaustively. “Fucking relax, all right? You haven’t heard the middle name yet.”

      “Momma!”

      Ryan comes barreling into the shop, her dirty blonde hair pulled up into two little sprouts on top of her head. Wearing a polka-dot dress and rainbow tights, she bounces up and down behind the counter, her hands grasping at the air.

      “Momma, wook! Wook at my pwetty dwess.”

      Dylan laughs, leaning down to kiss the top of her head. “You look so pretty, baby. Did Daddy let you pick out your clothes?”

      “Uh, huh. Wook. My shoes, Momma. I wove dem.”

      I risk a glance at Joey, catching the quick work of his finger along his cheek, no doubt catching a tear.

      “You okay?” I ask quietly, stepping closer as the tiny voice continues to shout up at her mother.

      He hesitates, then gives me a sly smile, mischief dancing in his crystal blue eyes. “Middle name. Did you hear? Suck on that, Wicks.”

      “Whatever.” I shove against his shoulder, moving him a few inches away.

      Not that it matters much to me. I was only tossing my name into the ring to rile up Joey.

      Success.

      “Aunt Bwooke!”

      I turn around, set my coffee on the glass case, and rest my hands on my knees. “Hey, girlfriend. I love your dress.”

      Ryan spins, fanning the material out around her.

      “Daddy says I’m his pwincess. He’s wetting me dwive to Nana’s today.” She dances away, twirling in circles around the shop.

      “Is that so?” Dylan puts her hand on her hip just as Reese steps into the room, diaper bag on his arm, baby carrier in his hand, guilty as shit grin on his face.

      Mm. Busted.

      “What’s that?” he asks, his voice catching. Looking between his two girls, a cooing sound from the carrier draws his attention down. He smiles at Drew, Lord, the man is whipped, then focuses back on Dylan. “I never said that.”

      “Sure you didn’t.” She lifts her head up, welcoming his kiss. “Brooke got your coffee.”

      “Mm. Might not need it. I’m wide awake after that little shower session this morning,” he mumbles all too loudly against her mouth.

      “Good Lord,” Joey says, almost groans, from my right.

      I turn my head, expecting to see him still standing next to me, engaged in this conversation since I’m positive he just reacted to it, but instead I find him staring out the glass window, intently fixated on something.

      “What’s up?” I ask, joining his side, sucking the warm mocha off my lips.

      My eyes follow his across the street, widen, then nearly pop out of my skull and roll around on the floor.

      The door chimes, and I think I hear Reese’s faint good-bye, Ryan’s more animated one, and something Dylan says, but honestly, a fucking meteor could strike the earth right now and I wouldn’t notice.

      I inhale sharply. Maybe a little too sharp.

      My hand flattens on the window pane, steadying myself when I start seeing double of the man standing outside the yoga studio. I blink once, then once more, hard, waiting for him to suddenly up and vanish into a cloud of smoke.

      He can’t be real.

      He seriously can’t be real.

      A mirage, that’s what this is. I’m not standing in the bakery, on the verge of licking the window like some mental patient. I’m in the desert, dying of thirst, my throat raw as I struggle to stay alive. I look up and this man, my hallucination in the distance, is beckoning me closer with promises of clean water and wild sex.

      Two resources I’d be a damn fool to pass up. It’s all about survival in these elements.

      I bite my lip through a groan when the man places his hands on the back of his head and gazes up at the yoga sign on the building.

      My God, he’s the owner, he has to be. With that body? He’s practically a walking advertisement for Abercrombie and multiple orgasms.

      My eyes sweep over the length of him, slowly, before settling on the ass to beat all asses. Even from this distance, that thing would stop traffic in Times Square.

      “I, for one, am suddenly very interested in hot yoga,” Joey remarks under his breath.

      I whip my head to my right. “You’re married, and I’m calling dibs.”

      “Dibs? What are you, ten?”

      “What are you two looking at?” Dylan asks from somewhere behind us. “Can one of you lazy asses finish filling the display case, or am I the only person working today?”

      What am I looking at?

      Sex. That’s what I’m looking at.

      I look down, giving a quick once-over of my outfit before I make my move.

      Black v-neck tee, skinny jeans, and… fuck!

      Sneakers? Why am I wearing sneakers today? There is nothing sexy about the Nike swoosh. And my thoughtless choice of footwear definitely isn’t doing anything for my legs.

      I spin around and march past Dylan toward the kitchen. “I need to borrow some shoes.”

      “What?” she asks.

      “What?” Joey echoes in the distance, but I’m already halfway up the stairs, too focused on my mission to answer either one of them.

      Pumps. I need pumps. Something with a heel.

      Shoes are flying everywhere as I rummage through Dylan’s small closet.

      How she manages to fit her and Reese’s clothes in this thing, along with her gorgeous selection of handbags and other accessories is beyond me. They are in serious need of a bigger space, but I get it. She likes living above her bakery, and Reese will do anything to make her happy.

      With this third baby coming though, one of them might have to start sleeping in the bathtub. No way is another crib fitting in this loft.

      “Oh, hello pink.” My hands close around a delicious pair of Steve Maddens. I toe off my sneakers and remove my socks.

      Maneuvering carefully down the stairs, I re-enter the bakery, now three inches taller. Dylan and Joey take notice immediately.

      “Help yourself to my wardrobe, Brooke.”

      Her sarcasm isn’t lost on me.

      “Will do.”

      I grab an empty bakery box and slide the display case open, reaching inside.

      Joey nudges against me. “Do you really think he’s going to be staring at your feet, Miss Cleavage?” His words are muffled by the mouthful of danish he’s devouring.

      “I always feel more confident in heels.”

      “And the cupcakes?”

      “It’s a gesture. Welcome to the neighborhood, now let’s go get naked and eat these off each other.”

      Dylan laughs quietly. “I think it’s sweet. What’s that saying? The fastest way to a man’s cock is through his stomach?”

      “Mm, I don’t think that’s right,” Joey says, laughing. “Although, how many apple turnovers did Reese consume when you two were dating, but not dating, but totally dating?”

      “Shut up.”

      I straighten and close the box, rounding the counter and heading for the door. “Right. I’d say wish me luck, but we all know I don’t need it.”

      Their remarks, if they have any, are lost amongst the traffic from the street as I step outside.

      I wait not so patiently for a break to cross, shifting on my feet, taking quick bursts of air into my lungs.

      Why am I suddenly nervous?

      Because you’re about to suggest a night of scandalous indecency to a man who looks like the definition of the word ‘orgasm.’

      Ridiculous. He can’t be that hot. I’m sure some of his attractiveness will soften the closer I get.

      Like a mirage. He’ll vanish before I can touch him.

      Steadying the box in my hands, I quickly pad across the street.

      Determined.

      Mildly apprehensive.

      One hundred percent turned-on.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          MASON

        

      

    

    
      I did it.

      Holy fuck, I actually did it.

      Linking my hands behind my head, I gaze up at the sign I had installed yesterday. The morning sun strikes against the sharp edge of the letters, deepening the richness of the color.

      My chest swells with pride. My stomach flips wildly, reminding me of my nerves and the giant risk I’m taking doing this.

      Contradicting reactions battling for dominance. Equal in strength, I’m the perfect blend of fearless and frozen.

      This is official, scary as hell, and quite possibly the biggest thing I’ll ever do.

      I’ve dreamed of owning my own studio for years, since I first started instructing. The passion I have for this, the drive, it’s there, but bloody hell, so is the worry I’m in way over my head. Never did I imagine I’d actually get this opportunity. And here I am, starting this new venture in a city completely foreign to me.

      I pinch my eyes shut through a slow inhale.

      This has the potential to be amazing, my greatest accomplishment, maybe the only fucking thing I’ll ever do that’ll mean something.

      I have the potential to completely fuck it all up.

      Right, mate. Way to stay positive.

      “Admiring the view?”

      My arms fall heavy to my sides. My eyes fly open.

      “I gotta say,” the low, velvety voice behind me continues. “I really don’t blame you. I’ve been doing my own fair share of staring this morning.”

      I turn my head, intrigued.

      A woman, obviously, I knew before I turned around I’d be coming face-to-face with a woman. Only not this woman. Never in my wildest imagination could I conjure up this vision as she steps up to join me on the footpath, then stumbles forward the second our eyes lock.

      “Oomph!”

      I reach out, gripping her elbows and taking her weight. Her skin feels electric. “All right there, sweetheart?”

      Steadying herself, she slowly lifts her head, her lips parting as she stares at my mouth with the strangest look. A mixture of intrigue and disbelief.

      “You’ve got to be shitting me.”

      I exhale a laugh. “I never quite understood that expression. What exactly does ‘shitting me’ mean? Seems like a bad thing, yeah?”

      “Bad?” She smiles, just the slightest, dangerously slow pull of her lips, as if she’s already planned out this interaction and is ten steps ahead, waiting for me to catch up. “No, not bad. Just didn’t think it was possible you could get any hotter. Then, boom, you have to go and open your hot Australian mouth and completely blow my mind. 'Shitting me,' in this case, is a very, very good thing.”

      “But, it could also be used negatively.”

      “Of course. If you dropped your shorts and I discovered you were in the process of going through gender reassignment surgery. In that unfortunate scenario, my ‘you’ve got to be shitting me’ would carry a whole new connotation.”

      “Ah, well, I assure you,” I begin, leaning closer. “That wouldn’t be the case.”

      Her eyebrow arches. “Prove it.”

      “You’re serious.”

      She tips her chin up, waiting.

      Jesus Christ. This little thing could destroy me.

      Drop my shorts, right here? No, obviously I wouldn’t, but fuck if I don’t want to maybe pull her inside and shock her a little. Show off my cock to a woman who looks like she’s ready to eat me alive.

      A soft laugh erupts from her. She’s amused. I feel like I’m watching a wolf circle an innocent flock of sheep.

      Eyeing up one very tempted sheep in particular.

      Dimples, possibly the only cute thing about her, draw my attention from one side of her face to the other, and then my eyes can’t seem to stop roaming over her features, drinking her in.

      Dark, soft curls. Large hazel eyes. Her skin, olive and pink in the cheeks.

      Now I’m the one doing my own fair share of staring. I clear my head and look down, realizing then I still have my hold on her.

      “Sorry.” I let my hands fall away. “I’m Mason, by the way.”

      “Brooke. And no need to apologize. I’d never complain if your hands were on me.”

      I almost step back, if only to keep myself from pulling her into my arms and testing that theory. Groping a woman I just met in broad daylight isn’t normally a desire I find myself battling against.

      But it’s never been this woman challenging me.

      “Is that so?” I ask, smiling. “You’d never complain? No matter what I was doing?”

      “Mm. Only one way to find out.”

      I grip the base of my neck. “Christ. I fear I’ve just met the devil. Figures she’s a woman.”

      “Ah, but does the devil come bearing gifts of delicious treats?” Brooke flips back the lid on the box in her hands. She holds them away from her. “I made them myself.”

      The pride in her voice is unmistakable. A sweet warmth coating her words, giving me a glimpse of the woman behind the shameless exterior. Possibly the real, true version of herself.

      I see you, Brooke.

      I look down at the four cupcakes, sliding my hand over hers so we’re both now holding the box.

      Maybe she needs help holding it.

      Maybe I just want to feel her skin against mine again.

      I stare into her eyes. “If they’re laced with poison, then sure. I imagine not many men being able to resist a beautiful woman with baked goods. The devil is notoriously both dangerous and alluring, is she not?”

      “So I’ve been told.”

      “From previous victims?”

      “Victims?” She laughs, throwing her head back and revealing the graceful line of her neck. “You make me sound like a man-eater. I’m not that bad. Here.” Her finger dips into the frosting, then slides into her mouth.

      Her eyes close through a moan.

      Jesus fuck.

      I press a hand to the front of my shorts.

      When was the last time I got hard in a matter of seconds? When I was eleven and I saw my first pair of tits? I’m normally way more disciplined than this juvenile display I’m exhibiting, but shit if that isn’t the sexiest noise I’ve ever heard in my life.

      She pulls her finger from her mouth. Our eyes lock. Saliva pools on my tongue, and I force a swallow before I actually start to drool.

      “See? Can’t be poisoned now, can it?”

      I smile, and her eyes quickly dart to my mouth. “I suppose not.”

      She allows me to take the box. I close the lid and study the logo.

      “Thank you. I’ll enjoy these later.”

      “I’d like to enjoy you now.”

      My eyes widen. I nod in the direction behind her. “Don’t you need to be getting back to work?”

      She shrugs. “I can spare a few minutes.”

      “A few minutes? You wound me, Brooke. Give a guy a little credit, yeah?”

      A grin twists across her mouth. Christ, that mouth is wicked.

      “Okay. How long do you need?”

      “With you?” I slowly move my eyes over her body.

      This is the first time I’m really appreciating every gorgeous inch of her.

      The swell of her breasts, the black material of her top stretching, barely confining, and in the end, making me ache with a need I’m not sure I’ve ever felt. The gentle curve of her hips I want to splay my hands across, then move over, grip, and dig my fingers into. She’s shapely and soft. Delicate and dangerous.

      How long do I need? I could look at her for a lifetime.

      “Mason.”

      My eyes re-focus on her face, the amusement in her eyes. “Mm?”

      Shit, how long was I staring? Who’s the wolf now?

      “Hey, Brooke!”

      A voice cutting across the street jolts my attention off her.

      Brooke turns her head. I lift mine to see a man holding the bakery door open, leaning his head out. He doesn’t look too pleased.

      “Hurry up already. You’ve got that birthday cake to work on today, remember? It’s getting picked up at ten and Dylan is swamped.”

      “Shit,” Brooke mutters. She spins back around. “Sorry. My few minutes are up.”

      Damn. She needs to get back. I have a ton of shit to do myself, but I’m not done with this one. Not by a long shot.

      “What are you doing tomorrow night?” I ask.

      “Why?”

      “I have my first class at seven. I’d love to see you.”

      Her arms cross over her chest. She tilts her head with a smirk. “Private class?”

      I frown, then glance back at the sign. “Honestly, I hope not. If this is going to work out for me, I’m going to need a good amount of interest. I handed out a bunch of fliers this weekend.” I turn back to her. “Do you think it’s too much to expect at least a handful of bodies on my first go?”

      Not that I wouldn’t mind having a one-on-one session with Brooke, but I do have a lot riding on this. There is no back-up plan.

      “You personally handed out these fliers to women in Chicago?”

      I nod. “And men.”

      I spent my entire Saturday going in and out of shops at the mall, standing outside of the local market like a bum seeking a hand-out. The women I talked to seemed at least partially intrigued. The men, not so much.

      I had several papers crumpled up and tossed into the trashcan directly beside me, while I watched.

      She runs her gaze down my body, then slowly back up. Her eyes, dark and mischievous. “I don’t think you’re going to have much of a problem packing the house.”

      “Brooke!” the urgent voice calls out again.

      She whips her head around. “Jesus! All right! Go eat another danish!”

      The man glares at her, then mumbles something I can’t make out over a car-horn in the distance before fleeing into the shop.

      Brooke turns back around, her curls bouncing against her top as she shakes her head.

      I shift the box to my left hand, holding out my right. She takes it immediately. “Tomorrow night then?”

      Her hand gently squeezes mine. “Maybe.”

      She stares up at me. I stare right back, running my thumb along her skin.

      “Are you going to let me go?” she asks.

      A strange pressure tightens around my chest.

      I keep my hold on her, maybe even securing my grip a little firmer.

      Try and run, little sheep.

      My lip twitches. “Do I have a choice?”

      “No.”

      “No?” I release her hand, but only to pinch her chin between my thumb and finger. I lean down, slowly inching closer. “But what if I don’t want to let you go?” I ask quietly. “What if I can’t?”

      Her eyes focus on my mouth, an inch away from hers. “Too bad. I’m not giving you an option.”

      “Do you always decide how this works?”

      “Yes,” she says, her voice now a whisper.

      I know she’s expecting me to kiss her. The way she’s wetting her lips, tilting her head up to meet mine. The urgency of her breath.

      I could kiss her, God knows I want to, only…

      I’ll want more. More than just a kiss. More than she’s been offering me since she made her existence known.

      I force her face to turn left and slide my mouth to her cheek. “Tomorrow night. Seven o’clock. Don’t make me come looking for you.” I press a chaste kiss to her skin.

      She looks up at me as I lean back and drop my hand. Her eyes narrow. “You better deliver.”

      “I always do.”

      I watch in a daze as she crosses the street. Her ass, this perfect heart-shaped entity, makes me rethink my decision to go a day without tasting her. I imagine peeling her out of those jeans and pressing my lips against her skin. The quiet slap of her body against mine as I bounce her on my…

      Jesus. Again with the hard-on?

      I carry the bakery box inside and upstairs to my loft, adjusting my cock in the process.

      Juvenile. If she bent over, you probably would’ve busted a nut right there on the street.

      Standing in front of the rubbish bin, I hesitate, look down at the box in my hands, then glance over at the fridge.

      Brooke made these. And fuck, how sexy was she when she made that declaration? Her voice vibrating with pride, then melting to something softer.

      I don’t eat stuff like this anymore. I don’t even keep it in the house.

      My lifestyle transformation seven years ago included a major re-haul of my eating habits. Out of sight, out of mind has always worked best for me. I haven’t eaten a cupcake in… actually, I can’t even remember the last time I ate a cupcake.

      But she made these. She was so proud showing them off.

      Decision made, I stick the box on the shelf in the fridge, concealed by condiments.

      I palm my phone and send Tessa, my closest friend from where I just moved from, a quick text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        Just met a woman who might have bigger balls than you

      

      

      

      

      

      She responds within seconds.

      
        
          
            
              
        Tessa

      

      
        Doubt it

      

      

      

      

      

      I chuckle in the silence of my loft. Seeing the three missed calls from my mum, I dial her number as I slump down on the corner of my bed.

      “Hello, sweetheart. How are things?”

      “Great. You know, settling in. The studio is beautiful, Mum. You’d love it.”

      “I’m sure. No issues with anything? It’s okay if there is. You know, a lot of major corporations fail in the beginning, or at least have little mishaps. Doesn’t mean they aren’t meant for greatness.”

      My mum worries. Especially when her youngest child lives nearly sixteen thousand miles away.

      “No catastrophes yet. Give me a day or two.”

      “Oh, Mason.” She sighs heavily.

      I smile, resting my elbows on my knees. “How’s Dad and Ellie?”

      “Good. Ellie just got a new job at one of the markets near her home. She seems to like it.”

      “Yeah? That’s great. Tell her to call her little brother when she gets a minute. I miss her.”

      Two quick beeps of a car horn sound somewhere outside the building.

      I pad to the only window in my loft and spot a delivery truck parked below.

      The equipment I ordered.

      “Hey, Mum, I need to get off here. I’ll talk to you soon though, yeah?”

      “I love you, sweetheart.”

      “Love you.”

      I disconnect the call and slide my phone back into my pocket.

      The mats, towels, and wedges I ordered all arrive within a few hours of each other. I sign the slips the drivers provide and set about organizing everything, then re-organizing.

      Having seven sisters has made me meticulous with arrangement.

      The studio itself is gorgeous, with bamboo flooring I had installed before the move. The hardwood that was originally in here never would’ve worked for the humid conditions I’m anticipating. The wood would’ve swelled and cracked. I probably would be out a couple thousand replacing it.

      Not an option for me at the moment. Between my lease and the rent I’m paying for the loft above the studio, the flooring, the equipment for class, the sign…

      It’s fucking ridiculous how expensive an aluminum sign costs. Highway robbery at its best.

      I take to the footpath after grabbing a quick bite to eat.

      Apple slices and some almond butter. The last of my stash of what I brought from Alabama. I jot down a note to pick up another jar, along with a few other items.

      The sky is warm and clear. The street noisy, a steady line of traffic obstructing my view of the bakery. Of the window I want to peer inside, once, just one glance to see Brooke in her element.

      Joggers move past me on the path, ignoring the hand I hold up to stop them, my other clutching the stack of fliers. Everyone seems tuned into their own world, the music pumping through their headphones, and ignoring everyone around them. I’m not sure how many fliers I ended up handing out over the weekend, but I drew up two hundred.

      My stack feels light.

      Good sign. Possible bad sign if they all ended up in the rubbish.

      I step inside a small bookstore a few businesses down from mine.

      Old editions are propped up on display in the window. Wuthering Heights. To Kill A Mockingbird. Moby Dick. The woman behind the counter lifts her head at the sound of the bell.

      “Good afternoon.”

      “G’day, Miss. How are you?”

      She slides her glasses back on her nose, grinning. Her silver hair is cut shorter than mine and spiked on the top. “I’m terrific. What can I help you with today?”

      I pass a flier across the counter. “I just opened up a studio just down the way there. First class is free, if you’re interested. It’s tomorrow night. Have you ever tried yoga?”

      She shakes her head, laughing as she sets the flier down in front of her. “Oh, Lord no. I don’t think I can make my body move like that anymore. I’m nearing sixty.”

      “It’s really easy. God’s honest truth. It’s more about the breathing than anything.”

      I hear her pick up the flier again as my eyes fall to a photo aside the computer.

      “Is this your daughter?” I ask, picking up the frame.

      “Yes, that’s my Amber. She’s beautiful, isn’t she?”

      My mouth twitches as I study the picture. I look up at the woman. “She is. Would she be interested in attending a class?”

      “Oh, um, maybe. I could ask her. She’s busy tomorrow night though.”

      “That’s all right.” I set the frame down and grab a pen, turning the flier over. The ink saturates the paper. “Here’s my number, and email. I check that daily. Stop in and see me or give me a call. We’ll work something out, yeah? I’d love to have her.”

      The woman takes the flier and the pen, then shakes my hand. “Okay. That sounds great. I’m Trish. Welcome to the neighborhood.”

      “Mason, and thanks. Everyone seems…” I pause, my mind racing to Brooke.

      Those eyes, hungry and calculating as she circled me, sizing me up.

      After a hard swallow, I continue. “Friendly. Very friendly.”

      Trish chuckles softly, dropping her hand. “That we are.”

      I wave on my way out, tucking the remaining fliers against my body.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          BROOKE

        

      

    

    
      “I’m going to run out for lunch today,” I announce as I secure the lid on a container of icing and slide it on the shelf in the fridge. I close the door. “Is it okay if I take forty-five minutes instead of thirty?”

      Dylan glances up from the worktop. “You’re buying lunch? What happened to packing every day to save money?”

      “I did pack.” I grab my bag off one of the stools and pull out a can of soup. Progresso, Italian Style Wedding. “See? I’ll heat this up when I get back. I need to get something to wear to yoga tonight.” I set the soup on the wood.

      Me, buying work-out clothes. Seems ridiculous. My idea of cardio has never involved clothes.

      “You can borrow something of mine if you want.”

      “No, thanks,” I reply, sliding off my apron and hanging it on the hook by the fridge. I grab my bag and slide the strap up my arm.

      Dylan sticks her hand on her hip, the fingers of her other hand drumming the wood. “What exactly are you planning on buying? I have a ton of running shorts and T-shirts. And we’re the same size, practically. Save your money and just borrow something.”

      “I’ve seen the clothes you wear when you go running. Your tops barely give the illusion of breasts, and I plan on highlighting mine tonight.”

      I also plan on leaving the tags on whatever I end up buying. Wearing an outfit for an hour, or less, depending on how long it takes Mason to kick everyone else out and strip me naked hardly classifies as a non-refundable purchase.

      “Oh.” Dylan smiles. “I see. Really, Brooke. Why don’t you just save yourself the hassle and walk over there naked? I’m sure what’s his name won’t mind.”

      “Walk over where naked?” Joey steps into the back, eyeing up the bag on my arm curiously.

      Shit.

      He raises an eyebrow. “Going somewhere?”

      “No,” I lie to the man who for the past two months has taken it upon himself to monitor my spending. “Just… putting this up front.”

      “She’s going to buy an outfit to wear to yoga. Something that gives the illusion of breasts.”

      I whip my head around and glare at Dylan. “You have big mouth, you know that? And I hardly need an illusion.”

      Please. My biggest asset has never failed to get me the attention I want, when it’s showcased properly. Dylan’s baggy T-shirts are a tragedy to the female race. She has always had a killer body, but she looks like a potato with legs in those things.

      Joey takes a step back and blocks my exit. Dylan chuckles off to my left.

      “Really? What happened to saving up so you can move out?”

      “I’m planning on returning it tomorrow,” I explain, stepping closer to him. “This is a necessary purchase in the name of sex. Sacrifices have to be made. Besides, I read somewhere that if you don’t use your credit card at least once every few weeks, the banks assume you’ve died and will close down all your accounts. I’ll lose my savings if I don’t go through with this.”

      My eyes evade his, roaming casually around the shop.

      I don’t understand why I have to explain one freaking purchase to either one of them. I’m an adult, for Christ's sake. I’ve been extremely disciplined the past two months. The only thing I still buy is our morning coffees, and I never hear either one of them riding my ass about that. One calculated credit card charge isn’t going to kill me. And hello! Are they both not hearing the plan I have to return this shit tomorrow?

      A throat clearing grabs my attention.

      Joey stares at me for a long second, his thick shoulder wedged against the door frame. “You don’t read.”

      I throw my head back. “Ugh. Whatever, I’m going. I’ll be back in forty-five.”

      “Thirty.”

      I look over at Dylan. She smiles around the spoon in her mouth.

      I roll my eyes. “Fine. Thirty.”

      Damn it. It’s going to take me at least ten minutes to get to the mall. A girl who has never once shopped for a sports bra needs ample time to peruse. Do they even come in cup sizes? Is it a one size fits all deal?

      Joey moves toward the worktop, freeing up my exit. “I’m going with you tonight.”

      My feet skid to a halt in the doorway. I crane my neck to look at him. “Excuse me? What’s that now?”

      “Going with you,” he repeats dryly, grabbing a spoon and dipping it into the vat of frosting Dylan just whipped up. He tastes it, makes an appreciative noise in the back of his throat, then looks over at me. “Billy will be at the office until God knows when. I’ll be bored sitting at home. Plus, I’m intrigued. Hot yoga. Even hotter instructor. You, trying to get his attention while working out for the first time in your life. Sounds like a good time for Joey.”

      My teeth clench.

      Oh, great. Like I need more people to shove out the door tonight for some much needed privacy.

      I stare at the side of his big, nosy head. “You know, when you talk in third person, you sound like an idiot. Especially during sex. Joey’s so close. Joey’s going to come.”

      Dylan gasps, her mouth stretching into a ball-busting grin. She shoves against Joey’s chest. “Oh my God. Please tell me you don’t do that. That’s fucking awful, Joey. Jesus!”

      “I do not do that!”

      “You make Joey feel so good. God, suck Joey’s…”

      I purse my lips when his eyes flash with the threat of revenge.

      Shit. Tonight. Yoga. He could seriously derail my plans to get some if he refuses to leave.

      “Kidding. Totally made that up.” I curl my fingers around my shoulder strap. “I’m out. See you in forty.”

      “Thirty!”

      I smile at the two voices behind me.

      “My time starts when I get to the mall. Later, bitches!”

      The shop door chimes, drowning out their protests.
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        * * *

      

      I grab my things out of the dressing room and move past the racks of clothes in the direction of the registers.

      My left hand holds the items I’ll be purchasing. Light gray fitted pants, white tank, and pink sports bra.

      My right, the items this store needs to just go ahead and burn. There’s no way in hell any woman looks good in these obnoxious patterns. And the one pair of pants made me itch so bad, my thighs are flushed in streaks of pink from my nails.

      Who works out in a wool blend? Why is that material even an option?

      I keep the clothes separated as I drop them on the counter.

      “I’m keeping these. Can you put the rest back for me? I’m on a time crunch.”

      “Sure thing.”

      The woman behind the counter begins scanning the tags. I glance at my phone, noting the time.

      1:16 p.m. I might just make it in thirty.

      A paper taped to the back of the computer monitor grabs my attention as I’m slipping my phone away.

      Hot Yoga with Mason King.

      I quickly read the information, my eyes focusing, locking in on certain key words.

      Deep healing.

      Deep stretching.

      Deep breathing.

      Deep. Deep. Deep.

      A throat clears. The woman behind the counter points at the flier. “You should’ve seen the guy who dropped that off. He had this accent,” she pauses, mouthing the word “wow.” I quietly laugh as she grabs a bag and drops my purchases to the bottom.

      Wow is right.

      The memory of Mason’s accent sends a pulsing current through my body, warming my blood with a delicious heat that pools between my hips. His voice was deep and rich, a bit husky.

      Especially when he lowered it and moved his lips against my cheek.

      “Don’t make me come looking for you.”

      My pulse thrums below my ear. Again, I focus on certain words, maybe the only words I want him to say.

      Make me come.

      “I’d shove my husband in front of a bus for a man with an accent.”

      I startle at the woman, my mouth falling open. Blush creeps up her face.

      “Easy, Barb.” I squint at her name-tag. She laughs with a hand to her mouth. “When I hear on the news about some poor man who met his untimely death getting run over by a Greyhound, I’m going to know exactly where to point the cops.”

      I hold out my credit card and she takes it.

      She shakes her head through a grin. “I’m just saying. You should’ve seen him. Heard him. If I didn’t think I’d break a hip, I’d take his class.”

      She swipes my card and hands it back to me with a receipt to sign.

      I slide my card back into my wallet. After scribbling my name, I glance once more at the flier.

      The handwriting is surprisingly neat. All capital letters, evenly spaced.

      Most men I’ve noticed have atrocious handwriting. Joey’s penmanship looks like a person in the midst of a seizure taking a pen to paper. But not Mason’s. Even his attempt to replicate his sign on the top of the page is more than an attempt. It’s spot on in design. The letters perfectly bolded, the lines sharp.

      “Here you go.”

      I look up and take the bag Barb is holding out for me. “Thank you. I’ll tell your future husband you said hello at his class tonight.”

      Her face burns a deep red. Stuttering, she responds with, “O-Oh, I was just kidding. Really. I would never leave my husband, let alone kill the poor man. He’s lovely. We’ve been married for seventeen wonderful years. Sure, he doesn’t always remember to take out the trash, but Lord knows he makes up for that with his grilling skills. The man could give Bobby Flay a run for his money. Have you watched his TV show? It’s very entertaining.”

      I smile at how flustered poor Barb has become. Her words flying past her lips a mile a minute.

      Like you’re any better. You nearly face-planted at the sight of Mason.

      “Relax,” I chuckle, stepping back and ignoring my ridiculous inner thoughts.

      Clearly, it was the heels, not his stellar physique that made me stumble. I was in a hurry and trying to avoid getting hit by traffic. He just happened to look back at me the exact second I lost my footing.

      Coincidence. That’s all it was. Not directly related to his perfect, fuck-me face.

      “Your secret is safe with me. I won’t say a word,” I reassure her.

      Turning, I move past the next woman in line and make for the exit.

      An animated voice calls out behind me.

      “Look! This is the class I was telling you about. God, that guy. I almost vomited all over him when he spoke.”

      Stopping next to a rack of water bottles, I look over my shoulder in the direction I just came from. The other chirpy blonde chimes in next.

      “I’ve never been this excited to work out before. We need to get there early so we get a good spot. I want front row. Prime viewing seats.”

      I laugh under my breath.

      Jesus. Okay, so Mason has an effect on every woman. At least all the ones within the Chicago city limits.

      Get there early? Fight other bitches off for prime viewing seats? I’m not worried about either one of those.

      I’ll have the best view of Mason after class is over.
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        * * *

      

      Joey approves my purchase as soon as I get back to the stop.

      Not that I needed him to, but it is always a nice ego boost when your fashion savvy friend announces how flawless you’re going to look in an outfit that leaves very little to the imagination.

      He then lamely suggests I go back to the store and return the items before they get torn from my body after he gets a look at the receipt I forgot about.

      I stow the items away and pretend not to hear his rantings. Talk of creditors, addictions, and something about his car payment costing less than my yoga pants go on around me as I busy myself with work.

      Dylan leaves after we close up for the night to eat dinner with Reese’s parents. I think I’m in the clear when Joey slips out of the shop and heads in the direction of his car.

      Good. One less person to get rid of later.

      Grabbing my bag, I head upstairs to get changed.

      A nervous energy buzzes through me. My skin feels hot at the thought of Mason’s hands on my body, his lips moving over mine. Questions swirl in my head as I hastily get dressed.

      Is his touch gentle? Will he use my body like he has a right to it?

      I’m sure he’s a disciplined guy, his physique gives that away, but does he always maintain a level of control when he fucks? Or is that the only time he allows himself to be reckless and unrestrained.

      Do I want him that way? Rough and wild? His hands moving me how he wants. Taking what he needs.

      As I’m securing my hair back with an elastic band, the loft door swings open, snapping my attention off the wall mirror.

      Joey appears in the doorway, now dressed in workout clothes and sneakers.

      I’m quickly annoyed at the sight of him, until he whistles appreciatively at my outfit and motions for me to spin.

      “Well, you look ready for sex.”

      I give him a sly smile. “That’s what I was going for.”

      Joey moves to stand beside me. He smiles at my reflection. “There’s a line half-way down the block for his class.”

      I meet his gaze in the mirror, my hands frozen in my hair. “What?”

      “Yup.”

      “Half-way down the block? Seriously?”

      “Yup.”

      Scowling, I grab his hand and head for the door. “Let’s go.”

      Fuck! What if the class is already full? I knew Mason would have a crowd at this thing, but that many people?

      If I have to wait another fucking day to bang this guy…

      I don’t even allow myself to finish that thought as we walk outside. I refuse to entertain that possibility.

      Joey locks up and joins me on the sidewalk.

      “See?” He gestures across the street at the parade of women, his palm outstretched in the air. “I almost ran over three of them when I went to park.”

      “Maybe you should’ve.”

      That would’ve been ideal. At this rate, if I go to the end of the line, I’ll be lucky to get in on a class next week.

      Joey grabs my elbow and pulls me off the sidewalk after a truck passes. “Nervous?” he murmurs, dropping his head.

      I slowly look over at him. “Of?”

      “I saw how flustered you were after talking to him yesterday.”

      “What? No I wasn’t.”

      I think back to the minutes in the shop which immediately followed that interaction.

      My quick consumption of a cupcake. Hardly the breakfast of champions.

      I shake my head. “You’re delusional if you think I was affected in any way by a kiss on the cheek.”

      “Or an accent.”

      I nod. “Right.”

      “Or the body of a Greek God. No way would you have reacted to a combination of the three.”

      I glare up at him. “Why are you here again?”

      He smiles.

      Excited chatter fills the air around us as we step up onto the sidewalk.

      The line forms just outside the door and continues in front of the large studio window, completely obstructing my view of the inside.

      “Excuse me?” A woman at the front of the line points behind her. “The line begins back there, around the corner.”

      “That’s nice,” I reply, pairing my sarcasm with my fakest smile. I look up at Joey. “I’m good right here. You?”

      He stretches his arms above his head. “Fantastic.”

      The woman scowls, then turns to her friend. Behind her, the door opens and Mason steps outside.

      Hushed “oh, my God’s” and “that’s him” are spoken. People further down the line step out to get a better view of the man captivating everyone’s attention.

      God, he’s practically edible.

      Dressed in loose shorts that hang low on his hips and a sleeveless tee, Mason surveys the crowd with wide, stunned eyes.

      Did he really not think he’d have much of a turn-out? Does the man not own a mirror?

      He steps further out onto the sidewalk. A hand flies through his blonde hair. “Evening, ladies. This is quite a shock.”

      Joey obnoxiously clears his throat.

      Mason acknowledges him with a quick, apologetic nod, then our eyes meet.

      The air leaves my lungs.

      He looks like he wants to say something, possibly walk over to me, please, God, walk over to me, but he shows restrain and instead, levels me a stare that has me contemplating public sex.

      I gather a shaky breath. Joey chuckles next to me.

      “Shut up,” I whisper.

      Mason turns back to the crowd. “Right. Unfortunately, due to building capacity, I won’t be able to squeeze all of you in tonight. But, I’m a man of my word. You will all get your free lesson. Check out the class times on the door, yeah? First twenty-five in line get to attend tonight. I hope to see the rest of you at another class.” He motions for me and Joey to come forward.

      “Hey, they aren’t even in line,” someone calls out from the crowd.

      “They signed up yesterday,” Mason explains, keeping his eyes on me as I move closer. He holds his hand out to Joey. “Sorry, mate. Didn’t see ya standing over there. Good on you for coming.”

      Joey shakes his hand. “I usually don’t go unnoticed. You’re clearly straight.”

      Mason smiles, shifting his eyes to mine as he drops his hand. “Hello, gorgeous. How are you?”

      “Ready to collect.” I grab Joey’s arm and lead him inside, looking back at Mason over my shoulder.

      He pulls his gaze off my ass when two women walk over to him.

      I claim a mat in the center of the room and toe off my shoes and socks.

      Joey does the same next to me. “Christ, it’s hot in here. I’m about to take off my shirt.”

      Mason steps into the room, closing the door behind him.

      “Me too,” I murmur.

      That should help get things moving in the right direction.

      After adjusting the thermostat on the wall, Mason moves to the front of the class. The room goes silent.

      “Right. Everyone ready to get started?” he pauses, smiling at everyone’s enthusiasm. “The most important thing to remember in my class is I want you to take your time. Understand that you have the rest of your life to make this perfect, yeah? Yoga is a great way to improve flexibility and strength, but also, it benefits the mind and the spirit. I want you to concentrate on your breathing. Breathe through every pose. You might not get everything today, and that’s all right. I’m here to help you. If you need to step away and get a quick drink, or if you’re feeling like you need a break, take it. It’s going to get very warm in here…”

      “It already is,” Joey announces, fanning his face. “Any objections if I start stripping?”

      A few women giggle. Others make similar comments about the temperature in the room.

      “By all means.” Mason reaches behind him, grabs his shirt, and pulls it off with one hand. He tosses it aside. “I hope nobody minds. I normally don’t wear a lot of clothes when I do this.”

      “Oh, dear God,” someone behind me murmurs.

      I stare at the hard lines of Mason’s body. The thick cuts of muscle in his arms. His broad, lightly-tanned chest.

      He wants me to concentrate on breathing while he looks like this? What is he fucking crazy?

      The man has an eight pack. Eight. Pack.

      He looks directly at me. “Ready?” he asks, tilting his head with a coy grin.

      I nod, a lot. Joey elbows me and I finally get myself under control.

      Mason leads the class through a few basic breathing exercises. Thank God. I can’t seem to remember how to properly work my lungs anymore. With the slowly rising temperature in the room, Mason’s glorious body, and the knowledge of my impending orgasm minutes away, it’s a wonder I’m not getting rushed to the hospital by ambulance for lack of oxygen to the brain.

      “Now, release the hands and come out onto all fours,” Mason instructs.

      “Hello,” Joey whispers. “All fours, yes please. I should’ve dragged Billy to this.”

      I lift my head and watch Mason.

      “Hands underneath the shoulders. Knees underneath the hips. Inhale, drop the belly, and look upwards.”

      Our eyes lock.

      “Exhale, push the floor away, and look down at your navel.”

      My spine arches. I close my eyes and hold the position.

      Mm. This actually feels really good.

      “Inhale, look up.”

      He smiles. My hand nearly slips out from under me.

      “Shit.” I wipe my hand on my pants leg, removing the sweat that’s built up on my palm.

      “Stop distracting him. I’m really into this.”

      I narrow my eyes at Joey.

      “Last time. Exhale, press away.”

      I drop my head and slowly breathe out.

      The next series of poses doesn’t allow for eye contact, so I’m able to get through those without any difficulty.

      Sweat beads up on the base on my neck and down my spine. My muscles are loose and warm.

      I feel amazing. I’m actually really enjoying this.

      Several women have to step outside to get some air while others gulp water from the cooler in the corner.

      I don’t need a break. I don’t want one either.

      Mason instructs everyone to lie on their backs. He moves between the mats, his voice growing closer.

      “From here, bend the knees, place the feet on the floor. I want you to lift your hips off the mat. Try and reach for your heels with your fingers.”

      He looks down at me as I struggle to grab my heels. With a huff, my back hits the mat.

      “Little help?” I smile up at him.

      He drops down to his knees beside me. “You’re doing great. Have you done this before?” he asks, grabbing my hips, his fingers pressing into my back.

      “Nope. First time. I’m very motivated to please my instructor.”

      His mouth twitches in the corner.

      “Ready?”

      “Oh, hold on. Not yet.” I grab the hem of my shirt and strip it over my head, leaving me in only my hot pink sports bra.

      His lips part with a rushed exhale. He looks beautiful, eyes wide and wild.

      “There. That’s better. I was burning up in that.”

      I watch his neck roll with a swallow, the heavy bob of his Adam’s apple I want to run my tongue over and taste. His hands shake as they move over my skin to resume their grip.

      “Devil,” he whispers, leaning down and lifting my hips. “Stay after class.”

      Yes.

      His hands leave me. I hold the pose as he moves around the room, meeting my gaze every few steps.

      Twenty minutes later, I’m practically bouncing on my feet as the class dismisses. I wave to Joey as he slips out the door, then take a moment to fix my disheveled pony.

      I shouldn’t bother. It’s about to get a whole lot messier.

      Holding my discarded tank, I wait for Mason on my mat as he walks a few stragglers to the door.

      He closes it and turns the top lock. Taking his shirt, he wipes it across his face, removing the sweat.

      “Great class,” I tell him as he walks toward me.

      An honest observation. I never thought I’d actually enjoy working out, let alone yoga.

      His mouth stretches into a proud smile. “Yeah? I thought it was all right. I was a bit nervous.”

      “Why? You made it easy. Nobody seemed to have trouble keeping up.”

      “Except you.” He stops in front of me, looking between the shirt in my hand and my face. “Or, was that just a ploy to get me to touch you?”

      I shrug. “I don’t think I need a ploy. I think you want to touch me.”

      “I do.”

      “And here I am. Touch away.”

      His eyes, the color of autumn, do this shift from playful to something else, something darker.

      Make me come.

      My fist tightens on my tank.

      All too soon his smoldering gaze is gone, swiftly darting across the room.

      “I need to shower. Will you wait? My room is just upstairs. I’ll be quick.”

      I stare at his profile, a bit confused.

      Shower?

      Once again, the ‘why bother’ question fills my head. We’re about to mount each other. I, for one, plan on utilizing every hard surface in this studio. It’s 90 degrees in here, and my entire body is coated in a light sheen of sweat.

      Everybody has their routines during sex. Maybe Mason likes to start off freshly washed?

      “Yeah, okay. Hurry though.”

      He gives me a curt nod and takes to the stairs.

      Mm. He lives here. Strangely, that thought hadn’t crossed my mind. Even though Dylan lives above her business, I hadn’t considered Mason having the same situation.

      I pad about the studio for two, three minutes, maybe.

      Curiosity gets the best of me. Or maybe I’m too horny to wait any longer.

      I quietly slip upstairs.

      I’ve always loved shower sex.
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