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Carolina Forest 




Everything was falling into place for Calista Montoya. She didn’t like being messy and was open and honest about dating. A last-minute cancellation had her ringing in the New Year with friends. Calista was ready for everything the night would bring but didn’t expect to meet Kildare Jackson. He was quiet one minute and passionate the next. Calista was determined to have all her heart desired. 

Kildare Jackson’s life was work, sex, repeat. He checked Calista out before she sent her number his way, but there’s trouble around the corner. Kildare didn’t think twice about protecting Calista. He knew having her in his space could cause stress and expose issues he wanted to hide. Kildare will have to decide if she’s worth the risk. 










  
  

Excuses


Calista Montoya





“Callie, it’s a work thing,” Gabriel explained like I was having trouble understanding what work parties were. 

I paced back and forth in my bedroom. “Two years of dating on and off, and all I get are excuses hours before we’re supposed to be at a huge party.” 

He groaned, “This is major for me. I’m up for a promotion. It’s a date with someone who can blend in more, but I don’t have to spend the entire night with her. Only an hour or two after midnight.” 

Something in my brain misfired. I stopped pacing, “Oh, you’re embarrassed to be seen with me.” 

Gabriel was quick to speak, “Callie, it’s not like that. She pales in comparison. You’re beautiful.” 

I ignored him and kept talking, “I’m elegant, soft-spoken, and only share my opinions with my closest friends. I keep them to myself most of the time. Do you want to know what I’m thinking right now?” 

He sighed, “You’re pissed. I get it, but you have to understand this on my end. I need a suitable woman.” 

“Your colleagues at the investment firm might not like my heritage. Is that what you’re saying?” My accent came out in full force. “I’m not fixing the way I speak, think, or act to make you feel good about your status in life.” 

“Callie, this has nothing to do with your ethnic background, but they will ask about your career.” 

“I’m a Licensed Massage Therapist.” 

Gabriel cleared his throat, “Understand how it sounds.” 

“It sounds like what it is. Anatomy and Psychology of the body. I work at a luxury resort not some shady rub and tug place. Gabriel, you like roleplaying too much because your reality is messed up.” 

“It’s not. Many high-end establishments offer services that might be seen as unacceptable. Someone might make a comment meant as a joke. You’re sensitive at times.” 

I laughed, “This entire conversation is too funny. I can take a bad joke with grace. You should know that. Gabriel, here’s a little something for being disrespectful.” 

“Callie! Don’t hang up!” 

I ended the call and shook my head. We weren’t in a relationship. Gabriel could’ve cancelled weeks ago and took someone else. He did it last minute to ruin my chances of making other plans. Gabriel was good in bed, kind of kinky, but even that couldn’t save this. 

I went through my phone, not liking my choices. A nice bottle of wine and my comfy pajamas were best. I could sleep in and relax all day tomorrow. 

Kimber texted. 

I replied and then laughed when she called. 

“What’s wrong with him?” she hissed. “How dare he?” 

“Aww, you’re upset on my behalf. Maybe I have to be a licensed therapist in something else for him to consider my career good enough, but it’s not about that at all.” 

Kimber groaned, “He’s a piece of work. Unbelievable.” 

“Not really. A few dates with other guys here and there was a sign our chemistry was fading. It was ending.” 

“Okay. I’m here if you need to talk. You know how it was with my situation,” Kimber sighed, “You were there for the craziness. You’re great.” 

I smiled, “Aww, sometimes all a person needs is to be heard, but your ex is history. You have a new love. Flynn is all the way into you.” 

Kimber released a dreamy sigh, “He’s so great. Why don’t you come out with us?” 

“No, I’m not interrupting your romantic night.” 

“We’ll be at a club. Julie will be there too. You’ll love it.” 

I groaned, “It’s a double date. I’ll stay home with wine.” 

“Or you could go with us, meet the man of your dreams, and have dirty sex all morning, sleep in late, and start the year off making better decisions or worse ones.” 

I laughed, “It sounds great, but I prefer flirting and everything involving sex to take place intimately, not saying I won’t link up, but a club is not my first choice.” 

“You’ll like this place and the selection of music. There’s so many cute guys there.” Kimber described everything from the décor to drinks without taking a breath. 

I laughed, “Okay girl, breathe. I’ll come out tonight.” 

“Good. I’m sending the address. A car will pick you up. Don’t complain. It’s New Year’s Eve, and you’re alone. For what? Because some jerk can’t get his shit together. Oh no, forget that! We’ll have fun!” 

I was silent.

“Callie. Are you there? Say something.”

“Yes. I’m trying to figure you out.” 

Kimber laughed, “Hush. You’ll have a good time.” 

“I know it if the place is anything like you’re saying.” 

We talked for a few minutes and then ended the call. 

I was looking good by the time the car arrived. The driver was dressed business casual, and the sedan wasn’t too extravagant. Kimber knew my style.

 The trip didn’t take long. The girls were waiting. Flynn and Murphy waved but kept talking, not even worried about what we were doing. The building was very sleek. I liked it but did a double take when we bypassed security. 

I whispered to the girls, “Who do you know to get this kind of hookup?”

Julie explained, “The owner is Murphy’s friend. The woman running things with him happens to be a good friend of mine.” 

The club was sinful with gorgeous staff. A woman was waiting. Kimber spoke, “Hi Imani, are you taking care of us?”

“You know it. You girls are a good time,” Imani smiled at me. “Welcome.” 

“Thank you,” I introduced myself.

“Callie, we’re glad you’re here. Follow me.” 

I was silently taking it all in until we reached the sheer curtains. There was plush seating with comfy pillows and lavish ottomans. Everything screamed luxury. Kimber laughed when I relaxed, feeling like a goddess. I sighed, “Don’t judge. You girls are in love, and me, well, I’m in heaven and want to experience all it has to offer.” 

Imani agreed, “You should. We need to get your night started.” 

We cheered when the champagne cork popped. Julie made a toast to love. Kimber made wishes for a year full of great sex. Mine was a little love, hopeful on the sex, and wishes with luck mixed in.

 We sipped and chatted until the guys joined us. Everyone was comfortable. The music was great. Every now and then people would check us out, wondering if someone famous was with us. 

My ruined plans weren’t a thought. I was ready to mingle when he caught my eye. Tall, well-built, and insanely handsome with a low cut. He wore dark rinse denims made for him. His black dress shirt was unbuttoned a little. He wasn’t wearing a tie. No one seemed to mind him being dress down. I certainly didn’t. He could wear whatever or nothing at all. 

 I left the confines of my beautiful haven to say hello. A guy said what’s up and paused to see if I was interested. I would’ve stopped, but the handsome stranger was on my mind. I looked around for him, but he was nowhere to be found. I mingled for a bit in hopes of seeing him again. 












  
  

Constant Grind


Kildare Jackson





Working nights took getting used to. Music wasn’t the problem. The combo of noises jarred my senses and made the ache in my head worse. Three years at Silhouette didn’t help my anxiety, but I knew where all the exits were and how long it would take to get things under control. 

The club opened at nine o’clock. We were closed to capacity, thirty minutes later. Desiree was in her office. It helped with the sound. I could relax in the hall for a bit. 

Keith was leaving his office, “What’s going on?” 

“Can’t say. April went home sick. Rae rushed into her office to make a call. It’s been a few minutes.” 

Keith went into her office without knocking. His wife. His life. Hell, I wasn’t the one walking in unannounced. Desiree came out. “Hey Killie, Ashley’s coming to work.” 

“Where is she? I’ll get her and come back.” 

Desiree smiled, “I told Ash you’ll be there. She’s home.” 

Keith leaned against the doorframe, “Don’t let her talk you into making stops. She’ll eat here during her break.”

“Sure thing,” I replied. 

“Thanks Killie,” Desiree smiled, knowing we’ll find a drive-through if Ashley pouted. She could eat in the car. 

I left through the back entrance and was heading to Ashley’s place within minutes. My phone kept going off. I didn’t bother checking the texts until I was parked in front of the building. 

Miles and Chance were in charge of Silhouette’s security. They made sure the guys were following protocol. Updates kept me in the loop, but I was private security for Keith and his family. 

I parked and leaned on the car to wait. The world was quieter at night. Desiree texted to say Ashley would be down soon. I texted back and ended up replying to my messages. My plan was to go home and relax. 

Ashley hurried to the car. “Thanks for picking me up.” 

“No problem. Are you ready?” I opened the back door for her. 

Ashley had one hand on her hip,” I’m not royalty.” 

I laughed, “You are when Rae is with you.” 

“That’s different. She’s the Princess of Silhouette or the Queen since Keith would be the King, anyway, I’m sitting up front with you.” 

Ashley would fuss until I let it happen. I gave in but reminded her, “You’re in the family, so technically you’re part of it.” 

“Not really. They have cash. I’m out here, trying to make it.” 

I laughed because she was serious about it. “Well, it’s time to go. Princess, let’s get you to the ball on time.” 

Ashley waited until I opened the door and then settled in. I stood nearby, “Fasten your seat belt too.” 

“I am, gosh,” she pouted, “I know I need to wear it.” 

“There she is,” I chuckled and teased her, “Now, that’s the Ash I know, Pouty Girl.” 

Ashley shook her head and tried not to smile. She was quiet on the drive. That was different than her nonstop chatter. I turned into the lot, tapped my earpiece, and waited for the connection. “We’re pulling up now.” 

“You can park,” Ashley replied, “I can walk with you.” 

“You could but you’re not,” I stopped near the building. 

Miles was waiting for Ashley. I had seconds of quiet in the parking lot. I took a deep breath and then went inside. The noise wasn’t bad leading to the private hall. Music swept over me when I headed to the main part of the club.

 Desiree was making rounds, so I weaved in and out the crowd to keep her in view. Desiree stopped to talk. 

I relaxed at the bar to keep an eye on her. 

“Hey Kildare,” Myra teased. “Having your usual?” 

“Yeah.” 

She laughed, “One bottle of water, coming right up.” 

I thanked her and let my eyes sweep the crowd. My phone chimed. I glanced at it. Dena was asking if I had plans for the night. We had sex on and off since my move to Myrtle Beach. She had two serious relationships since we last talked. Dena complained about not getting leeway. I replied with a question, wanting to know if she was in something or getting out of it. Dena sent a text, saying to forget it. That answer was all I needed.

 Dating was different for me. My anxiety wasn’t a problem. I kept it under control, but exhaustion happened at times and working that out in itself was draining. Sex happened regularly but sleeping didn’t. I tried having a woman in bed once. It didn’t go well. Months between episodes didn’t mean it wouldn’t keep wrecking my life. 

Work was the only uncomplicated thing. No emotions needed to be involved. Miles and Chance knew my background somewhat. Keith didn’t give major details. Trauma is trauma however it’s looked at, but I was trying to move past it. Ghost pain came from things I couldn’t change. Maybe I would’ve been married with kids and settled in at a regular nine to five. Life was different. Nights at Silhouette helped. I made sure people felt safe without having to deal with them.

Myra came back with my water and a note, “The pretty lady in silver and gold said to give you this.” 

“Cool, thanks for the water,” I glanced at the phone number and then at the woman who sent it. 

She playfully winked and then sipped her drink.

Work went on. Desiree was in my line of vision at all times. She would mingle until one thirty and then head to her office until close. Relaxing in the hall was best. I had time to recharge and get a break from the noise again. 

My eyes left Desiree when Miles came on the line. “Ash is having trouble. I’m on my way.” 

“I’ll meet you there,” I scanned the room for Ashley. 

A guy was blocking her path. I left the bar to close the distance. Miles grabbed the guy’s arm. I held the other.

“Hey! Let me go! I wasn’t doing anything,” he tried breaking free, but his feet wasn’t touching the ground. 

Miles warned him, “Stop talking.” 

We reached the exit, not worried about the stares. The crowd needed to see people were thrown out for not following the rules. The guy was complaining. “Look, I wasn’t doing anything. You can’t put me out like this.” 

“We can do whatever we want,” Keith’s voice came from behind us. 

We put the guy on his feet. His eyes bulged in his head. “Cool place. Look, she was flirting with me.” 

“You didn’t have interactions with her,” Miles told him.

“She wants me. She was moving around, and being a tease. You know the type,” his reply wasn’t the best.

Keith choked him up. He quietly leaned in to have a word. Yells and shouts to ring in the new year happened. Keith shoved him. He stumbled and ran down the street. 

Miles chuckled, “He cut the corner at top speed.” 

Keith spoke, “He’s banned. Did he order drinks?” 

“Yeah. His license is on file. I’ll take care of it,” Miles said on our way back in. He crossed the club to the bar.

Keith went to Desiree. They would make rounds for a bit. The noise was deafening. My head was aching. I was about to take a break when I saw her. 

Beautiful’s dress hugged every curve. Her curls bounced around her shoulders. Her deep brown skin shimmered with glitter or something. It made her all the more pretty. The crowd was amped up. Hell, so was she. My eyes didn’t leave her. 
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