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        Jack

      

      

      

      I stare at the spreadsheet, my eyes glazing over the endless rows and columns of numbers. Another day in the life of Jack Montgomery, accountant extraordinaire. I let out a sigh, leaning back in my leather office chair. This is it. This is the pinnacle of my career, crunching numbers for faceless clients.

      I loosen my tie, suddenly feeling it choke my neck. Glancing at my Rolex, I note it's only 10 a.m. The morning drags on as I go through the monotonous motions—analyzing financial reports, drafting memos, responding to emails. My mind wanders, hungry for stimulation beyond these sterile walls.

      At noon, I head downstairs to a nearby deli for lunch. The hustle and bustle of New York streams around me, an electric current I long to join. Back in my office, I stare out the window, watching taxi cabs zoom past, envying their freedom.

      Another spreadsheet awaits me, taunting me with its endless data. But today, the numbers blur together, losing meaning. I yearn for something more, something beyond the predictable routine of my life. There has to be more out there than this daily repetition.

      I loosen my tie further, undoing the top button of my shirt. I crave adventure, excitement, meaning. There must be more to life than crunching numbers behind a desk. I refuse to let this be it. I'm determined to break free from the shackles of monotony.

      I drum my fingers on my desk before I finally sigh again and stand.

      Fuck it.

      I head down to the office kitchen to grab another cup of coffee. My coworkers are chatting and laughing, but I feel distant, detached from their casual banter.

      "Hey Jack, we're all going to happy hour later if you want to join," says Tom, the office manager.

      I force a smile. "Thanks, but I think I'll pass tonight. Got some things to wrap up here."

      Truth is, I have no desire to spend another night making small talk over drinks. The idea exhausts me.

      I pour my coffee and head back to my desk, avoiding eye contact. I feel like an outsider peering into a world that no longer interests me.

      My phone buzzes. Just another business email.

      This monotonous life feels like quicksand, slowly swallowing me.

      I continue onward through my day, my restlessness eating at me the whole while. What I once found comfort in, I now abhor.

      I finish up my work and pack up my briefcase, preparing to head home for the night. As usual, I'm the last one to leave.

      I step out onto the busy New York sidewalk, immediately enveloped by the energy and chaos of the city. Commuters rush by, absorbed in their own worlds. Yellow taxis honk as they weave dangerously through traffic. The dull roar of engines and chatter fills the air.

      This view never gets old. The towering skyscrapers, the diversity of people, the pulsing rhythm—it invigorates me. Makes me feel alive. There's an electricity here I find nowhere else, not even in the orderly realm of numbers and figures.

      I start walking, no destination in mind. I let my feet carry me forward, swept up in the momentum of the crowd. At an intersection, I'm jostled briefly as pedestrians surge to cross the street. For a moment, I'm pressed up against a motherly old lady. Our eyes meet briefly before the signal changes and she's carried away in the tide of bodies.

      The brief connection stirs something in me. When was the last time I really saw someone? Looked into their eyes and felt that spark of humanity? Lately, my world has felt so small, bounded by spreadsheets and reports. Endless data with no story behind it.

      Is this why wanderlust tugs at me so strongly tonight? This city offers endless possibilities to connect. To find meaning beyond the predictable routine of each day. Out here, among the chaotic dance of strangers, I can get lost and discover new parts of myself.

      The light is fading now, the streetlights flickering on. The city glitters around me, beckoning me to explore its secrets.

      I keep walking, not paying attention to where I'm going. The city streets have emptied out now that it's late. It's just me and the occasional passerby hurrying along.

      Up ahead, a couple embraces under a streetlamp. Even from a distance, I can feel their passion, their joy at having found each other. A pang of longing pierces my heart. I want that. I want to love and be loved with such abandon.

      But I don't even know where to begin looking. Dating apps feel so impersonal, just swiping through faces. I want magic, that sense of destiny when you just know you've met "the one." Maybe that only happens in movies, but I can't let go of that romantic dream.

      Somewhere out there, she must be longing for me too. My other half, my soulmate. I swear I can almost sense her wanting me to find her. Needing me as much as I need her.

      My feet have carried me all the way downtown now. This neighborhood is unfamiliar, full of winding streets and small shops. And somehow, I know I'm meant to be here right now. Fate has guided me to this place for a reason.

      Up ahead, a light flickers in a cozy cafe window. Compelled by forces I don't understand, I reach for the door handle. As I step inside, the bell chimes softly above me. I don't know why, but I have the strangest feeling that my life is about to change forever...
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        Jack

      

      

      

      The aroma of fresh coffee wafts through the air as I push open the door of the cozy cafe, but it's not the scent that catches my attention. A brunette sits by the window, sunlight filtering through chestnut strands that cascade over her shoulders. My heart stutters at the sight of her.

      She pushes a pair of glasses up the bridge of her nose and smiles at something on her laptop, deep dimples appearing in her cheeks. I'm frozen in place, transfixed by the way her full lips part to reveal pearly white teeth.

      I shake my head to clear the fog that's settled over my mind. Get a grip, Jack.

      But my traitorous eyes wander back to her as I order my coffee, following the curve of her neck and the swell of her breasts beneath a fitted blouse. I shouldn't stare, but I can't look away.

      Who is this enchanting creature? I have to know more.

      I take a seat at the table behind her, leaning forward under the pretense of adjusting my shoe. A faint floral scent envelops me, and I have to stifle a groan.

      "Becca, we're going to be late for work!" A blonde woman rushes over, clutching several folders.

      Becca. The name suits her. I commit it to memory, branding it into my mind.

      Becca glances at her watch and sighs. "You're right. Duty calls." She begins packing up her things.

      I wait until she's left the cafe before following, keeping a safe distance behind. My heart leaps when I see her enter the lobby of my office building. Fate has brought us together, it seems.

      Becca waves to the security guard and greets several coworkers on her way to the elevator. They're all smiling and animated in her presence, as captivated by her charm as I am.

      The doors slide open, and she steps inside. Just before they close, her gaze meets mine for the briefest second. A jolt of electricity shoots through me at the sight of those emerald eyes peering at me over the rim of her glasses.

      Then she's gone, whisked up to another floor. But it's enough. Now I know where to find her.

      I race up the stairs, pulse pounding, and burst into the accounting department. My coworkers glance up in surprise at my sudden entrance, but I ignore them. There's only one thing on my mind right now.

      I log into my computer and immediately pull up the employee directory. It only takes a moment to find her name—Rebecca Parker—along with her photo, position, and department: Marketing, 12th floor.

      A wide smile spreads across my face as I stare at her picture. She's radiant. I have to resist the urge to kiss the screen, to feel those soft lips against my own.

      But how to get close to her? I rack my brain, contemplating various strategies. If only I had an excuse to visit the marketing department. My job as an accountant doesn't provide many opportunities for interaction with other departments. If I were an executive, I could simply have her transferred to work directly under me.

      An idea begins to form. It's bold and risky, but for Becca, I'd do anything. I open a new email and begin to type, my fingers flying across the keys. By the end of the week, Becca Parker will be mine. She just doesn't know it yet.

      The next few days pass in a blur of anticipation. I can barely concentrate on my work, counting the minutes until my plan goes into effect. Several times I find myself wandering up to the 12th floor, hoping for a glimpse of Becca coming and going from her office. She never seems to notice my presence, but that will change soon enough.

      Finally, the email I've been waiting for arrives in my inbox. The trap has been set. Now all that's left to do is reel her in.
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        * * *

      

      That evening, I follow Becca as she leaves the office at the usual time of 5:30 p.m. She walks to the nearest subway station, and I discreetly trail behind her, keeping a safe distance. Once she boards her train, I do the same. She gets off at her usual stop and makes the ten-minute walk to her apartment building.

      I park across the street, settling in for what's sure to be a long night. My eyes remain fixed on her third floor window, searching for any sign of movement behind the drapes. I wonder what she's doing in there. Is she cooking dinner? Reading a book? Undressing for a shower?

      My mind begins to wander, envisioning Becca letting her hair down and slipping out of her fitted pencil skirt and blouse. I imagine her standing before me in nothing but a lacy bra and panties, a flush creeping over her porcelain skin.

      A bulge forms in my pants as I palm myself through the fabric, stroking in time with my fantasy. Becca, naked and willing, arching into my caresses. Becca, crying out my name in ecstasy as I bury myself inside her tight, wet heat.

      A groan escapes my lips as I climax, panting in the aftermath. When I finally glance back up at Becca's window, the light has been extinguished. She's gone to bed for the evening, leaving me alone with my thoughts in the dark.

      But not for long. Soon, Becca Parker will be mine, in body as well as mind. She just doesn't realize it yet. My plan is already in motion, and there's no turning back now.

      Becca will be mine.
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        Jack

      

      

      

      I'm parked across the street from the office, tapping my fingers on the steering wheel as I watch the front doors. I purposefully rushed out so I could wait for Becca. Any minute now, she'll emerge, her brown hair bouncing lightly with each step. I know she takes this route to the parking garage every evening.

      Right on time, the glass doors swing open and there she is, looking as radiant as ever. A smile lights up her face as she chats on her phone, oblivious to my gaze following her every move. I slide down in my seat, not wanting her to notice me.

      My heart races as she approaches her car, mere feet away from mine. I can almost reach out and touch her, inhale her sweet floral perfume.

      Focus, I remind myself. I'm not here to interact. Just observe. Learn her patterns. For now, watching her from afar is enough to satiate me. It's enough that she talks to me at work. I don't want to push my luck.

      She starts her engine and backs out of the spot. I remain still, letting several cars pass before turning my own key. No need to arouse suspicion. I'll keep a safe distance.

      As she heads downtown, I trail a few cars behind, close enough to track her route but far enough to avoid detection. This city is like a maze, but Becca navigates it with ease. I commit each turn to memory. Left on Elm, right on Park Ave, another right on Oak St.

      Up ahead, she flicks her blinker on, pulling into the gym parking lot. Aha. So this is part of her routine. I drive past, not wanting to follow her in. But now I know. This gym, this time...I'll be here tomorrow. And the next day. However long it takes to become part of her world.

      For now, I'll head home. But thoughts of her will consume me, as they do every night. Her smile, her laugh, the way she flips her hair over her shoulder.

      Someday, Becca, you'll know me. Someday, I'll be part of your days, your nights, your life. Someday soon.
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        * * *

      

      I circle the block, parking across the street from the gym. I glance at the clock. If yesterday was any indication, Becca should be here soon.

      Right on schedule, she walks in. I sink down in my seat, peering over the dashboard as she hops out. Today she's wearing leggings that hug her curves and a loose tank top, hair piled on top of her head. God, she's beautiful.

      She disappears inside without noticing me. I debate following her, getting a membership here. But no, too risky. This is her space. I'll let her have it.

      For now.

      Instead, I drive to the cafe down the street. Luck is on my side. There's a table right by the window with a perfect view of the gym entrance. I order an Americano and open my laptop, trying to appear occupied.

      I glance at my watch. People begin trickling out of the gym, but no Becca. I start to get worried when I finally spot her. She's smiling, chatting with a guy I don't recognize.

      I stiffen, my breathing becoming ragged before I close my eyes and remind myself he's probably just a gym buddy. I try to tamp down the jealousy. I know I have no right to feel this way, but damn it, Becca is mine.

      Mine!

      They part ways and Becca heads for her car.

      I sip my coffee, watching as Becca's car disappears down the street. My heart is racing, even from that brief glimpse of her. I can't resist the urge to follow her home. It's only to make sure she's safe.

      But when she passes in front of her window in her skimpy little nightie, my cock surges to full mast in my slacks.

      With a curse, I unzip myself and pull it out, stroking it for all I'm worth as I imagine sheathing myself in her tight heat. I'm both turned on as fuck and pissed off as hell that she's walking around like that in front of her window for anyone to see.

      I want her all to myself. I want her to be mine.

      I run my hand up and down my shaft, groaning as I shoot my load into a napkin. I don't even care that I just jacked off in my car on a public street. Not when Becca's on my mind.

      My obsession is spinning out of control, but I'm powerless to stop it.

      I don't even want to.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I'm back at the cafe by 7 a.m. The morning rush is in full swing, but I secure a table in the corner. I have a clear view of the front door and counter— perfect.

      Right on schedule, Becca walks in. My pulse quickens at the sight of her. Today she's wearing a cute floral dress, her hair down in soft curls. She orders her usual—a vanilla latte with an extra shot. I've memorized it by now.

      She doesn't notice me as she waits for her drink. I pretend to read something on my phone, sneaking glances at her. The barista calls her name, and Becca grabs her latte, flashing him a bright smile. I feel that pang of jealousy again, wishing she would smile at me like that.

      Becca rushes out the door, off to start her day. I know her routine now—gym after work. And I'll be there, like clockwork. Just a guy working out, nothing suspicious. She'll never know I timed it exactly for her.

      It's all I can do to get through my day. After work, I head straight to the gym. It's called Fitness Zone, just a few blocks from our office. I signed up for a membership this morning—all part of the plan.

      I change quickly and head out to the cardio area. There are rows of treadmills, bikes, and ellipticals. I choose the elliptical with the perfect vantage point to see the studio room where Becca takes her evening yoga class.

      Right on time, Becca walks in. She's wearing tight black leggings that show off her toned legs and a pink sports bra peeking out from under her loose tank top. I can't take my eyes off her as I pretend to focus on my workout, pedaling faster.

      Becca sets up her yoga mat in the front row, near the mirror. I have a perfect view of her. I watch her stretch, arching her back as she reaches her arms overhead. The way her body moves is mesmerizing.

      I take a long swig from my water bottle, watching as Becca flows gracefully from one yoga pose to the next. Her face is serene and focused. A few loose strands of hair have escaped her ponytail and are curling around her cheeks.

      My workout is forgotten as I study her every move. The way her limbs bend and straighten, how her chest rises and falls with each breath. I imagine reaching out and touching her, feeling her soft skin under my fingertips.

      About halfway through class, she glances in my direction, and our eyes meet for a split second in the mirror. I look away quickly, my heart racing. Does she recognize me from the coffee shop? Maybe she's noticed me watching her.

      No, I reassure myself. I've been careful. She doesn't suspect a thing. This is all going according to plan. Soon, I'll be ready to make my move. But for now, I'm content just being near her, breathing the same air. Already I feel closer, like I'm becoming a part of her world. She just doesn't know it yet.

      My obsession is getitng worse. I think about her constantly now—to the point of distraction. At work, I stare blankly at spreadsheets, unable to focus. I tap my pen, my leg jiggling with impatience for the day to end so I can see Becca again.

      At night, I lie awake, imagining how her hair would feel tangled around my fingers, how her lips would taste. My pulse quickens at the thought of holding her, caressing her, hearing her gasp my name.

      I have to be patient, though. Rushing this would ruin everything. Like a sculptor chiseling a statue from marble, I will slowly chip away at her reservations until the real Becca emerges—the one meant only for me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 4

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Jack

      

      

      

      I crouch in the shadowy alcove outside her office, heart pounding. The minute hand ticks closer to five o’clock and freedom for Becca. I've memorized her schedule. My palms sweat in anticipation.

      The click of her heels echoes down the hall before I see her. She's glued to her phone, brow furrowed. I hold my breath as she walks straight toward me, not glancing up. At the last second, I step into her path.

      We collide and she stumbles, phone clattering to the floor. "Oh!" She gasps, startled.

      I grab her arm to steady her, savoring her warmth beneath my fingers. "I'm so sorry!" I apologize, my heart beating a mile at minute as electricity zings through me from where I'm touching her. "Are you alright?"

      She looks up at me and smiles tentatively. A blush colors her cheeks. "I'm fine. Just wasn't watching where I was going."

      I retrieve her phone and hand it to her, letting my fingers linger on hers. "Here you go. No harm done." I swallow as I try not to stare at her, try not to let my obsession show. I want to reach out and caress her cheek, run my hands through her silky hair. But I restrain myself, clenching my fists at my sides. "I'm Jack, by the way."

      "Becca," she says. "Thanks for catching me. I can be such a klutz sometimes." She laughs self-consciously.

      "Happy to help. And it was me—not you." If she only knew. It was me. I orchestrated the whole thing.

      We chat for a few minutes about work. She's even more captivating up close, her green eyes sparkling behind those glasses. I commit the curve of her lips to memory, already longing for more.

      I seize the moment to keep our encounter going. "So, Becca, what is it that you do here?"

      She brightens, clearly happy to talk about her work. "I'm in marketing. Though I just got switched to a new department, so I'll be on the seventh floor starting next week."

      "Oh really?" I ask, feigning surprise. A twinge of guilt pierces through my excitement, but I push it away. I did what I had to do to get her moved closer to me. "What a coincidence. I'm on the seventh floor too. I'm an accountant."

      "No way!" Becca laughs, a musical sound that makes my heart flutter. "Well, I guess I'll be seeing you around then."

      "I look forward to it," I reply with a grin. I can't believe my plan actually worked. Soon I'll get to see her beautiful face every day. I'll get to know everything about her. The thought sends a thrill through me.

      We chat for a few more minutes about her marketing projects and my recent audits. Our banter comes easily, filled with witty quips and shared amusement. I find myself captivated by everything she says, from her passions to her pet peeves.

      Too soon, she glances at her watch. "I should probably get going. But it was really nice meeting you, Jack."

      "Let me walk you out," I offer, seizing any extra seconds with her.

      She smiles. "I'd like that."

      As we head for the elevators, triumph surges through me. She took my bait. My plan is in motion. Soon, she'll be mine.

      We reach the door all too soon. She gives me one last dazzling smile before walking away, her hips swaying gently. I watch her go, desire and triumph surging through me. Everything is falling into place perfectly. Soon, my beautiful Becca will be mine.

      I watch her walk away, unable to tear my eyes from her. The sway of her hips, the bounce of her ponytail, every detail etches into my mind.

      My heart pounds against my ribs. I've never felt so alive as in this moment. The thrill of our encounter courses through me. Her voice, her smile, the feather-light touch of her fingers...it was everything I imagined and more.

      I take a deep breath, willing my nerves to settle. I can't mess this up. She's within my grasp now. I just need to reel her in slowly, gently, until she's caught in my web.

      Patience. I've waited this long for her. I can withstand a little more anticipation. The game has only just begun.

      I loosen my tie, suddenly feeling flushed. Our chemistry was undeniable. The connection instantaneous. She'll come to crave me just as I do her. I'll make certain of it.

      Soon I'll know the taste of her lips, the feel of her skin. We'll become inseparable, our fates intertwined. She just doesn't realize it yet. The pieces are falling into place. My gorgeous Becca.

      I take a deep breath as I watch Becca disappear around the corner, her chestnut hair bouncing behind her. My heart pounds against my ribs, exhilaration coursing through me. I did it! I finally made real contact with my obsession.

      Leaning against the wall, I take a moment to gather myself, images of Becca flashing through my mind. Her melodic laugh, her warm green eyes, the way she bit her lip as she listened to me speak. I've never felt such an instant connection before. It's like we're two halves of the same soul.

      I can't wait to see her again on the seventh floor. To deepen our bond through more conversations, learn all her secret desires. I'll be the perfect gentleman. I'll gain her trust. Then, when the time is right, I'll confess my true feelings.

      And pray to any god out there that she'll feel the same.

      I shake my head, smiling to myself. My heart flutters thinking of holding her in my arms, caressing her soft skin, kissing those full lips. We'll be so happy, just the two of us. No one else matters but my Becca.

      I take a deep breath and straighten my tie, ready to head back to my desk. The seventh floor awaits, along with the woman of my dreams. My triumphant plan is in motion, and soon my lonely life will be complete. Becca will be mine forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 5

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Becca

      

      

      

      I step out of the elevator, my heels clicking against the tiled floor. The buzz of the office greets me—phones ringing, fingers tapping on keyboards, the hum of the copy machine. I wave to Janice at reception as I make my way past the cubicles, a stack of folders tucked under my arm.

      "Morning Becca!" Tim calls out. "We still on for lunch?"

      "You bet!" I say with a laugh. I continue on, my smile lingering. I love the energy here, the sense of collaboration. It's part of why I was so eager to transfer to this floor.

      I round the corner and there he is. Jack. Just the sight of him makes my pulse quicken. He's leaning against the water cooler, suit jacket slung over one arm, sleeves rolled up to reveal his strong forearms. Our eyes meet and he gives me that crooked grin that makes my knees weak.

      "Morning, Becca," he says. His voice is like velvet, smooth and deep.

      "Hey, Jack." I tuck a strand of hair behind my ear self-consciously. We chat for a minute about the weather, but I can hardly focus. All I can think about is closing the distance between us, feeling his arms wrap around me, his lips on mine...

      The trill of the phone snaps me back. I smile apologetically. "Duty calls. I'll see you around?"

      He nods, eyes lingering on me. "Count on it."

      I continue on to my desk, skin still tingling from our encounter. It's going to be a good day.

      I settle in at my desk, booting up my computer, but my mind keeps drifting back to Jack. Ever since I started working on this floor a few weeks ago, I find myself looking forward to our little encounters. The way he looks at me makes me feel seen, appreciated. Desired.

      Most guys I've dated only wanted the physical stuff—not that I've ever done anything. I'm still a virgin, but still. I could tell by the way they looked at me and tried to touch me that all they cared about was scoring. They never took the time to really know me. That's why none of my "relationships" ever went very far.

      But Jack...he's different. When we talk, he listens intently, like every word out of my mouth is important. And he remembers the little details—my favorite cafe and the fact that I love old jazz.

      A knock at my door makes me jump. It's Jack, leaning against the frame with two cups of coffee in hand.

      "Thought you could use a pick-me-up," he says with a grin.

      My heart flutters as I take the cup. "You didn't have to do that."

      He shrugs. "Wanted to. Besides, gives me an excuse to see that smile of yours."

      Heat rushes to my cheeks. We chat for a few minutes about work and plans for the weekend, but I can barely string two words together. The way he looks at me so intently, like I'm the only woman in the world...it thrills me and terrifies me at the same time.

      Too soon, he glances at his watch. "Better get back. But let's grab dinner soon, yeah?"

      "I'd love that," I say breathlessly.

      With another heart-stopping grin, he's gone, and I'm left dizzy.

      I watch Jack walk away, my eyes lingering on his broad shoulders and confident stride. A warmth spreads through me at the thought of having dinner with him soon.

      As I sit back down at my desk, I find myself daydreaming about him. What's his life like outside of work? Does he like to cook or prefer takeout? What kind of music and movies does he enjoy?

      I realize how little I know about him, even though we've been casually flirting for weeks now. Our conversations always seem to revolve around work or harmless small talk. I want to dig deeper, to really get to know the man behind those piercing blue eyes.

      When Jack passes by my office later, I seize the opportunity. "Working hard or hardly working?" I tease.

      He laughs. "A little of both. You?"

      "Same old. Hey, random question—what's your favorite book?"

      Jack raises an eyebrow, looking pleasantly surprised by the personal inquiry. "Well, I'm a big sci-fi nerd," he admits. "My all-time favorite is Dune."

      "No way, I love that book!" I gush. "Didn't peg you for a sci-fi guy."

      "There's a lot you don't know about me yet," he says with a playful glint in his eyes.

      I lean against the door frame, intrigued. "I'd love to learn more over dinner soon."

      Jack’s eyes register surprise at my directly, and I flush. Oh my god, did I really just do that? I can’t believe I just asked him out so flippantly.

      Just as I’m ready to have the earth swallow me whole, Jack puts me at ease.

      "It's a date," he says, his voice deeper than ever before and a look in his eyes that makes my breath catch.

      With a wink, he heads back to his desk, leaving me buzzing with curiosity.

      I can't wait to peel back the layers and get to know the real Jack. Our flirtation is fun, but it's time to make a real connection. I have a feeling he's worth discovering.
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        * * *

      

      I spend the rest of the afternoon in a giddy daze, distracted by thoughts of Jack. I can't stop picturing his handsome face, his muscular arms, his endearing smile. My mind wanders, imagining what it would feel like to be wrapped up in those strong arms, to feel his lips against mine...

      I feel my cheeks flush and remind myself to slow down. Our flirtation is innocent so far. No need to get carried away.

      But when Jack comes by later to confirm dinner plans, I feel a spark of electricity shoot through me as we lock eyes.

      "How's tomorrow night sound?" he asks.

      "Perfect," I reply, my voice coming out slightly breathless.

      Jack grins. "Great. I can't wait."

      After he leaves, my heart races. I smooth down my hair and take a few deep breaths to collect myself.

      What is happening to me? I've never felt this strongly about someone so quickly. There's just something magnetic about Jack that draws me in, like a moth to a flame. I know I should protect my heart and take things slow. But when I'm around Jack, caution melts away, replaced only by desire and possibility.

      And I don't know if that's a good thing or a bad thing.
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        Becca

      

      

      

      The scent of garlic and roses envelops me as Jack holds the door to the restaurant open. Candles flicker on each table, casting a warm glow over the intimate space.

      "After you," Jack says with a heart-stoppingly handsome grin.

      I smile back, brushing against his arm as I pass. A tingle races up my spine.

      Once seated across from each other, we fall into easy conversation. Jack makes me laugh with an outrageous story about our coworkers' antics. His eyes sparkle in the candlelight when he meets my gaze.

      "You have such an infectious laugh," he says. "It's one of the things I love about you."

      Jack's eyes follow my every move as I take a sip of wine. I feel his gaze on me like a physical touch, subtly tracking my gestures and facial expressions.

      When I glance up, his eyes flicker away, focusing intently on the bread basket. But a moment later, his attention is back on me.

      I shift in my seat, suddenly self-conscious. Jack's unwavering focus is so intense.

      Heat rushes to my cheeks. I tuck a strand of hair behind my ear and glance down shyly. Compliments still catch me off guard, even from Jack. Old habits die hard.

      "What else do you...love about me?" I ask quietly, testing the waters.

      Jack leans forward, his expression earnest. "I love how passionate you are about your work. How you light up when you talk about your dreams."

      My heart flutters hearing him speak this way. I thought I had walls up, but Jack is slowly dismantling them brick by brick. Still, a part of me hesitates, afraid of being hurt again.

      "Just promise me one thing?" I say.

      Jack takes my hand from across the table. His touch is warm, comforting. "Anything."

      I take a deep breath. "Promise you'll never break my trust."

      Jack squeezes my hand gently. "I promise."

      Jack's thumb gently caresses my hand as he holds it. His touch makes my skin tingle, but his promise means even more to me.

      "Thank you," I say softly. "My last relationship really shook my ability to trust. But I'm trying to keep my heart open."

      Jack's jaw flexes as he asks, "Was it serious?"

      I shrug. "Not really. I've never really let anyone get too close to me. I just never really felt that connection with someone before. You know what I mean?"

      Jack nods, his expression serious as he relaxes marginally. "I understand. And I'm honored you're willing to give me that chance."

      He pauses, glancing down as if carefully considering his next words. When he meets my eyes again, I'm struck by the vulnerability there.

      "I've never been close to anyone—not the way I'd like to be close to you. Becca," he stops and swallows, "you're amazing."

      My eyes prickle with tears at his confession.

      We share a smile—a silent promise to keep letting each other in, little by little. The chatter of the restaurant fades away. In this moment, it's just me and Jack and the potential beginning to something real.

      Jack's eyes are tender as he gazes at me across the table. For a moment, neither of us speaks, letting the significance of our shared confessions settle between us.

      And then, I don't know what comes over me, but I slide my hand on top of his.

      Jack looks down at where I'm voluntarily touching him like he can't believe I'm doing it.

      My cheeks flame in embarassment, and I go to pull my hand back, but Jack covers it with his own, his eyes boring into mine as he grabs the back of my head and pulls me to him, kissing me over the table.

      And I suddenly forget all about where we are. The restaurant fades away as our tongues tangle.

      Passion ignites between us as Jack's hand travels up my thigh. I moan into his mouth, the heat between us threatening to consume us both.

      But then a waiter clears his throat, reminding us of our surroundings. We break apart, breathless and flushed.

      Jack's hand remains on my thigh, his thumb making slow circles that make me ache for more.

      "Let's go back to my place," he suggests, his voice low and husky.

      I nod, unable to form words.

      We pay the bill and quickly leave the restaurant, practically running to Jack's car. As soon as we're inside, Jack presses me against the door and kisses me deeply, his hands roaming over my body.

      I moan again, my desire for him growing with each passing second.

      He kisses me four, five times before he finally pulls back with a groan. "As much as I want you, beautiful, I don't want it to be like this. In a car. I need you stretched out on my bed so I can worship you like the goddess you are." He takes in a shaky breath before he pins me in his gaze, “So, if you can hold on for just a few minutes, I promise I’ll give you exactly what you need once I get you home.

      My soul soars at his words, and I can’t do anything but give him the slightest nod.

      And that’s all it takes. My breath catches as he pulls back and slams the car into drive.

      Neither of us speaks as he races to his place. I'm throbbing all over and pressing my legs together to try to ease the ache. When I glance over, I see the huge bulge in Jack's pants.

      That bulge is for me.

      Finally, we reach his apartment and Jack practically drags me inside. Once the door is closed, he pushes me against the wall and resumes kissing me with a ferocity that takes my breath away.

      I can feel his hardness pressing against me, and I know that I want him more than anything I've ever wanted before.

      "Bedroom," I manage to gasp out, and Jack nods, picking me up and carrying me down the hall.

      Once we're in the bedroom, he lays me down gently on the bed and begins to undress me with a reverence that astounds me.

      As he removes each article of clothing, he kisses every inch of my skin, making me shiver with pleasure.

      Finally, I'm completely naked before him, and he takes a moment to look at me, his eyes tracing every curve and line.

      Jack removes his clothes slowly, and then he joins me on the bed, kissing me again.

      I have to push him back to take a breath. "Jack," I plead.

      Jack's eyes blaze with desire, and he nods. "I know, baby. I got you."

      He cups my face in his hands, his eyes seeking out mine as he lines himself up with me. "I want you to know that this means something. This means everything," he corrects himself. "You mean everything."

      My breath catches as a lump forms in my throat. "Jack," I whisper his name like it's a prayer, and he crashes his lips down onto me as he pushes against my virgin barrier.

      I cry out as he enters me. The feeling of him filling me like nothing else ever could is nothing short of spiritual.

      "Fuck, baby. You're mine now. All mine."

      My heart thrills at the possession in Jack's voice and the way he runs his hands over my body in wonder. "All mine," he whispers over and over again, making me feel like the most cherished woman in the world.

      He begins to thrust, his movements slow and deliberate, and I bite my lip. He leans down to kiss me, his tongue meeting mine.

      "I love you," he says, his words sending a shiver of desire through me. "I will always love you."

      I'm on the verge of an orgasm already, but hearing Jack tell me he loves me sends me hurtling over the edge. "I love you, too," I breathe.

      And that's when it crashes over me. I cling to Jack as the waves crash over me. It's like nothing I've ever felt before, and I can't help but wonder if sex is like this every time or if it's just special between Jack and me.

      I tend to think it's the latter.

      "Yes, that's it, you beautiful, perfect girl. Give me all of you, sweetheart." Jack murmurs sweet words in my ear as I fall apart on him, his own movements picking up speed as he rides me through my orgasm.

      We continue to make love, and when Jack finally cries out, I let myself go again, my orgasm taking over me.

      Jack roars, and I feel his seed flooding into me.

      I feel claimed. I feel loved.

      I am his.

      Jack rolls to his side, pulling me along with him. He's breathing heavily, and I can't help but stare at the man next to me.

      I'm a lucky woman. I really am.
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        Jack

      

      

      

      I gently lay Becca down on the bed, her body still warm from our passionate lovemaking.

      Her chest rises and falls with each breath, beads of sweat glistening on her skin. I sit on the edge of the bed, unable to tear my eyes away from her peaceful face.

      How did I get so lucky? To have her here, in my arms, is a dream I never thought would come true. My heart swells with affection for this woman who has captured me so completely. I love her with a passion that borders on madness, a love that transcends all reason and logic. For Becca, I would do anything.

      Becca stirs, her eyelashes fluttering. I hold my breath, waiting. She settles again, a soft sigh escaping her lips.

      I reach out and brush a strand of hair away from her face. Her skin is so soft, velvet under my fingertips. I can't resist. I lean down and press my lips to her forehead, breathing in her scent.

      She mumbles something unintelligible, her words heavy with sleep. I smile and kiss her again.

      "Jack," she whispers, her eyes flickering open. I freeze as she gazes up at me, suddenly wide awake. Has she realized the truth—that she's made a mistake by giving herself to me?

      "I love you," I blurt out in a panic. I don't know what I'd do if she regretted anything.

      There's a beat of silence. Then a slow, sleepy smile spreads across Becca's face. She reaches for me, her fingers curling into my hair as she pulls me down into a searing kiss.

      I breathe again, the tension leaving my body. She doesn’t regret anything, and now that I have her, I'll never let her go.

      "I love you too," Becca murmurs against my lips.

      Our kisses deepen, hungry and urgent. Becca's hands roam over my body, setting my skin aflame. I groan into her mouth, pressing myself against her. She's insatiable, and so am I. We can't get enough of each other.

      "Jack," she gasps as I trail kisses down her neck. I nip at her pulse point, relishing the startled cry that escapes her. "Please..."

      I know what she's asking for, and I'm more than happy to oblige.

      We move together, our bodies in perfect sync. The pleasure builds between us, intensifying with each thrust. Becca clutches at me, her fingernails digging into my back. I bury my face in her neck, breathing in her scent.

      She shudders against me, crying out my name. I follow soon after, burying myself deep inside her.

      We lie tangled together, sweat cooling on our skin. My heart swells with love for this woman—and a fierce possessiveness blooms inside me. Becca is mine now, in body and soul, and I won't let anyone take her from me.

      I kiss her softly, a promise and a claim all at once. Becca smiles up at me, her eyes shining with love and satisfaction.

      "I'm yours," she whispers, echoing my thoughts. "Always."

      "And I'm yours," I reply, sealing my words with another kiss.

      I nuzzle into Becca's neck, breathing in her scent. Her warmth seeps into my skin, lulling me into a peaceful slumber.

      As I hover in that place between wakefulness and dreams, I feel Becca's fingers stroking through my hair. Her touch is soothing, grounding me in the present moment.

      Becca places a soft kiss on my brow before settling against me with a contented sigh.

      My arms tighten around her, holding her close as sleep claims us both.

      In my dreams, it's just the two of us in a world of our own making. There are no barriers here, no forces trying to tear us apart.

      We are free to love each other without restraint, and when I wake, that love will still remain.

      Endless and eternal, like the tides.

      My last thought before sleep completely overtakes me is of Becca's smile and the promise of forever in her eyes.

      Mine.
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        Becca

      

      

      

      I push through the heavy glass doors, my muscles pleasantly sore from the workout. Ben walks beside me, mid-story about his weekend camping trip. I nod along, only half listening as I take deep breaths of the cool night air.

      That's when I see him. Jack. My heat skips a beat at the sight of him. He's leaning against the brick wall of the gym, arms crossed over his chest. His piercing blue eyes fix on me and narrow ever so slightly as he notices Ben.

      My steps falter for just a moment before I regain my composure. I smile, but then unease coils in my gut when Jack doesn't return my smile. Instead, his hard gaze is on Ben.

      "Hey, Jack. What are you doing here?" I curse myself for the catch in my voice.

      Jack pushes off from the wall, closing the distance between us in a few long strides.

      "Yeah, thought I'd pick you up after your workout. Who's your friend?" His voice has an edge to it that raises the hairs on the back of my neck.

      Ben extends his hand, oblivious. “Ben. And you are?"

      Jack doesn't take it. His jaw tightens as he keeps his gaze locked on me.

      "I'm her boyfriend, and I don't like how often I see you walking out of the gym with her. She's taken. Got it?"

      The word “boyfriend” sends a thrill through me, but then the rest of what Jack said finally settles.

      Wait...this is the first time Jack has picked me up after my workout. How could have seen me with Ben before?

      Unease blooms into panic, cold and paralyzing. No. It can't be. But somehow I know.

      He's been watching me.

      I try to keep my voice steady, even as my hands tremble.

      “Ben is just a friend, Jack, but I'm starting to begin to wonder what you are."

      Jack's eyes flash before they settle into guilt as he realizes his fuck-up. "Becca, he begins as he takes a step toward me.

      I take a step back instinctively. Ben looks between us, confusion creasing his brow.

      "Hey man, I think you should back off a bit," he says, but Jack ignores him. His focus is entirely on me.

      "I just wanted to make sure you were okay, Becca. I love you. You know that. I can't help myself."

      My mind is still spinning with this latest revelation. How long has Jack been stalking me? I want to run, but my feet are frozen in place.

      "I have to go," I finally manage to croak out.

      "No, Becca, please..." Jack reaches for me, but I pull away. The damage is already done. Maybe my trust issues have been right all along.

      I turn and walk away, my heart shattered but my will resolute. I don't look back, even as the tears blur my vision. I leave Jack—and poor, confused Ben—just standing there.

      I keep walking, putting one foot in front of the other even as my legs shake. I don't stop until I'm in the safety of my apartment, the door locked behind me.

      Only then do I let the panic take over. My breaths come in short, ragged gasps as I slide down against the door, wrapping my arms around myself.

      He's been watching me. Following me. Learning my habits and schedule without my knowledge or consent. Bile rises in my throat at the thought of him lurking in the shadows, observing my every move.

      I should have noticed the signs earlier. The way he always seemed to know where I was going or what I was doing. How he'd show up unexpectedly when I was out with friends. The "coincidences" that now seem sinister in hindsight.

      Shame floods through me. How could I not have realized? I'm supposed to be smarter than this. More cautious. But Jack seemed so sweet at first. So genuinely interested in me as a person. Or was that just part of the act, a way for him to get close enough to feed his twisted obsession?

      The tears come then, hot and furious. I cry for the relationship I thought we had. I cry for my own naïveté. But most of all I cry for finding out the truth and the fact that I wish I didn't know.

      I want things to go back to the way they were when I felt safe and cherished in Jack's arms.

      I'm pathetic.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 9

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Jack

      

      

      

      I sit in the dark, the only light coming from the streetlamps outside my window. Everything in this room reminds me of her. The pillows strewn about, the blanket tangled at the foot of the bed—all echoes of Becca's presence.

      Our last night together plays on a loop in my mind. Her soft laugh as we watched some silly romantic comedy. The way she curled into me, her head resting on my chest. How she traced circles along my arm with her finger, igniting sparks with her feather-light touch.

      "I'm so happy with you, Jack." Her words haunt me now.

      We made love for hours, the world fading away until it was just the two of us. My name on her lips as she came undone in my arms. Her body warm and pliant against mine.

      Afterward, we laid in silence, Becca drifting off to sleep. I watched her, drinking in every detail of her face. The flutter of her eyelashes. The curve of her lips. The steady rise and fall of her chest.

      If only I knew that would be the last night I'd hold her. That she'd be gone before I woke, leaving behind nothing but the lingering scent of her perfume on my sheets.

      Becca hasn't returned my calls or texts since she left. Each unanswered message chips away at what's left of my heart. I cling to the memories we made in this room, refusing to believe she's truly gone.

      Hoping against hope she'll come back to me.

      The ache in my chest intensifies, an emptiness that threatens to consume me whole. What did I do to push her away? How can I fix this? I'd do anything to turn back the clock.

      I close my eyes, recalling her smile, her laugh, the warmth of her embrace. If love alone were enough to make her stay, she never would have left. Now there's nothing left but the ghost of what we once had—and the sinking realization that I may never get her back.

      My fingers tighten around the phone as I stare at her name in my contacts. All it would take is one call. A few words to tell her how much she means to me. That I'm ready to change.

      But she's made it clear she doesn't want to hear it. That she can't trust me anymore. I drove her away with my selfishness and obsession, too blinded by my own feelings to see how much pain it caused her.

      The phone slips from my grasp, tumbling to the floor. How did I become this person? When did wanting someone so badly turn into needing them at the expense of everything else?

      Becca saw through me in a way no one else could.

      I bury my face in my hands as a sob rises in my chest. It's too late now. The damage is done. No amount of change or pleading will undo what I've already destroyed.

      All that's left is the hollow ache of loss and the hard-won truth that if I can't learn to let go, I'll be alone forever. The life I dreamed of—the one with Becca by my side—is gone.

      Slipping through my fingers like sand. A future lost before it ever had the chance to begin.
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        * * *

      

      That night, sleep eludes me. The hours pass in a haze of tears and restless tossing, my mind filled with memories of happier times. Of Becca's smile, her laugh, the warmth of her embrace. They haunt me, a reminder of all I can never have again.

      When exhaustion finally claims me, I dream of Becca. We're together the way we used to be, curled up on the couch watching our favorite movies. She looks at me with love and trust in her eyes, the walls between us crumbled to dust. I cling to the dream, not wanting to wake and face the harsh light of reality.

      But morning comes, and I'm alone.

      The next day drags on, seconds ticking into minutes that feel like hours. Work provides little distraction. At every turn, I'm reminded of Becca and the life we were building. Each memory cuts like a knife, carving deeper into the rawness of my broken heart.

      By the time I leave the office, I have only one thought in my mind. To see Becca, if only for a moment. To hear her voice and look into her eyes, hoping for any sign that she still cares.

      I know it's selfish. That I should give her space and time, but the need to be near her consumes me. It's an ache I'm powerless to resist. Before I realize what I'm doing, I'm outside her apartment, wondering if she's alone or if there's someone else there to comfort her.

      The thought makes me sick. I lean against the wall, struggling to breathe through the constriction in my chest. She's gone, slipped through my fingers because I couldn't love her the way she deserved.

      I stare at her window all night before I finally drag myself into work with no sleep. What's the point anyway? Nothing matters anymore without her.

      I bury myself in work, staying late into the evenings and volunteering for every project that comes my way. It's the only thing that dulls the ache in my chest, the only distraction powerful enough to quiet my thoughts.

      But in the silence of the night, Becca comes to me. Her smile, her laugh, the warmth in her eyes when she looks at me. The memories haunt my dreams until I wake trembling and alone, reaching for a ghost that will never again be at my side.

      The pain is a penance I deserve for the way I treated her.

      No matter what I do, my thoughts keep drifting to Becca. I wonder if she's thinking of me too, if she regrets leaving me behind. The thought of her with another man makes my blood boil.

      I have to accept that she's gone. That the life we could have built together will remain nothing more than a fantasy. Letting go is the only way to save us both, but forgetting Becca feels like an impossibility.

      My coworkers notice the dark circles under my eyes and the fatigue in my movements. They ask if everything is alright, but I brush off their concern with practiced indifference. What would they say if they knew the truth? That the man they trusted, the one with numbers always at his fingertips, is little more than a wolf in sheep's clothing.

      The urge to call Becca rises and falls like the tides, an ebb and flow of compulsion I'm powerless to escape. I wonder if she's changed her number yet or if she'd even answer if I tried. Apologies and promises spill through my mind, a jumble of words that could never undo the damage I've done.

      When the phone on my desk rings, for a fleeting moment I mistake the sound for her laughter. The sharp sting of disappointment is yet another reminder that she is lost to me forever. I steel my nerves and answer the call, burying my anguish beneath the mask I wear for the outside world. The beast within snarls in discontent, raging against its cage and the loss of its mate.

      I know then what I must do, the steps that could lead me out of darkness and into the light.

      I drive to Becca's apartment, my heart pounding with each turn of the wheel. So much is at stake in this moment, our future hanging in the balance. Will she see the changes I've made and give me another chance? Or have I lost her forever to the memory of the man I once was?

      When I arrive, the door to her apartment is ajar. Panic rises in my chest as I rush inside, scanning the room. And there, pinning Becca against the wall with a knife to her throat, is a stranger.

      Rage erupts within me, hot and primal, banishing all thoughts but one.

      Protect her.

      I lunge at the attacker, knocking the knife from his grasp. He wheels on me with a snarl, fists swinging. I deflect the blows and land one of my own, satisfaction flooding my senses at the crunch of bone.

      The man stumbles back, eyes wide with fear. Becca collapses to the floor behind me, sobbing. I step toward the intruder, teeth bared, ready to rip him limb from limb.

      "Please," he gasps. "I didn't—I'm sorry..."

      My hands curl into fists, trembling with the effort to restrain myself. The monster rages, screaming for blood, but I force it back into the darkness where it belongs.

      I take a deep, steadying breath and nod at the door. "Get out. Now. Before I change my mind."

      He scrambles to obey, disappearing into the night. I turn to Becca, guilt and regret warring within me. Have I saved her only to become the villain once more?

      She looks up at me with tears in her eyes, but no fear. Only trust. And maybe, just maybe...forgiveness.

      "Jack," she whispers.

      My heart swells with hope, the beast retreating into the shadows. I've been given a gift beyond measure, a chance at redemption I never dreamed possible.

      Becca holds out her hand, and I take it.
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        Becca

      

      

      

      Relief floods my veins as Jack's hand takes mine, chasing away the terror that gripped me only moments before.

      I stumble forward on shaky legs, collapsing into the warmth of his embrace. Strong arms wrap around me, pulling me close against a broad chest as I breathe in the familiar scent of his cologne.

      "It's okay, I've got you now," he whispers, his breath hot against my ear.

      My fingers curl into the soft leather of his jacket, clinging to him as tremors wrack my body. I can't find the words to express my gratitude at his timely rescue, so I simply hold him tighter, hoping he understands.

      After a long moment, I pull back to meet his gaze, struck by the intensity of emotion swirling in those fathomless blue eyes. My heart skips a beat at the barely restrained passion burning beneath the surface, fueled by his primal need to protect what belongs to him.

      I know I should feel afraid, but instead, a different heat begins to build low in my belly.

      "You're mine," he growls, cupping my face in his hands as his eyes darken with desire. "No one will ever hurt you again."

      His lips crash down on mine, devouring me in a kiss that steals my breath away. I melt into him, surrendering to the delicious sensations flooding my senses.

      In this moment, wrapped in Jack's embrace, I feel utterly possessed—and I don't want to be free. All that matters is him, and the way he makes me feel. Safe. Wanted. Loved.

      I break the kiss, panting for breath, my heart pounding in my chest.

      Jack rests his forehead against mine, his ragged breaths mingling with my own. I trace the lines of his face with trembling fingers, overwhelmed by the depth of emotion in his eyes.

      "I thought I'd lost you," he whispers, his voice thick with passion and regret. "When I saw him, I..." He swallows hard, squeezing his eyes shut as if to block out the memory. "Who was he?"

      Guilt twists in my gut at the anguish in his voice. I shake my head, my body beginning to tremble again. "I don't know. I've never seen him before." I never meant to hurt Jack. I just couldn't condone what he did, but now I realize that if he hadn't been watching me, there's no telling what might have happened.

      And over the past few weeks, I've realized that it doesn't matter to me anyway. The only reason I ever cared that Jack was "stalking" me was because I thought I was supposed to. In all actuality, I'm glad my man is that obsessed with me. I'm glad that he wants me so much he can't bear to be apart from me.

      So, what's the problem?

      There isn't one.

      I've been so blind this whole time.

      "I'm sorry," I breathe, brushing my lips over his in a feather-light kiss. "I was wrong."

      A slow smile spreads across Jack's face, erasing the shadows that lingered there. He gazes down at me with renewed heat and possession, tightening his grip on my waist.

      "You're mine, Becca, now and forever. Never forget that again."

      His mouth claims mine once more, rough and demanding, as his hands roam over my body. I melt into his embrace, losing myself in the delicious sensations only Jack can evoke.

      Right or wrong, for better or worse, we belong to each other.

      He breaks our kiss and speaks, his voice trembling as he professes his love for me, his words filled with sincerity and remorse for his past actions.

      "Becca, I'm so sorry for hurting you. My love for you drove me to madness, but it's only because I've never wanted anything like I want you. You're the reason I breathe, the light that brightens my day, the missing piece of my soul. I was lost without you."

      His eyes glisten with tears as he speaks, filled with a vulnerability I've never seen before. My heart aches at the anguish in his voice, torn between the love I feel for this broken man and the pain his obsession has caused.

      I stare up at Jack, searching his face for any sign of deception. But there is only truth in his piercing blue eyes—and love. The same love that consumes me, that lingered even after everything fell apart, refusing to let go.

      A single tear trails down my cheek as my walls crumble.

      And then Jack pulls me into his arms, holding me close, and it feels like coming home.

      I cling to Jack, breathing in his familiar scent, and whisper the words he's longed to hear.

      "I love you too."

      Jack cups my face in his hands, his touch gentle yet fervent. "Losing you was the wake-up call I needed. When you walked away, it nearly destroyed me. I never want to feel that alone again. You are my light, my redemption—the best part of me. And I will spend the rest of my life proving that I can be the man you deserve."

      His vow ignites a spark of hope in my chest, tentative yet blinding in its intensity. I search Jack's eyes again, looking for any deception, but there is only love—battered yet undimmed, a flame rekindled from ashes.

      I take a deep, shuddering breath and nod. "You're already everything I want."

      Jack pulls me into his arms, holding me so tightly I can barely breathe. But I don't care. All I can feel is the pounding of his heart against my chest—a rhythm that matches my own.

      "Thank you," he whispers, his voice thick with emotion. "Thank you for forgiving me. For giving me another chance. I won't let you down again, Becca. I swear."

      I close my eyes, relishing the warmth and safety of his embrace. The familiarity. The way being with Jack just feels right.

      He leans down slowly, giving me time to pull away if I want to. But I don't. I close my eyes and lift my face to his, anticipation humming through my veins.

      When Jack's lips meet mine, the world falls away. There is only this moment—this kiss—and the promise of a future brighter than either of us could have imagined.

      Our kiss deepens, hands roaming and breaths quickening. The familiar spark of desire ignites between us, fueled by weeks of separation and longing.

      Jack slides his hands down to cup my ass, grinding his hips against mine. I moan into his mouth, heat pooling low in my belly.

      "I need you," he rasps, trailing kisses along my jaw and down my neck. "Right now. Please, Becca."

      The desperation in his voice makes my decision for me. We've wasted too much time already. I nod, looping my arms around his neck.

      Jack scoops me up easily, carrying me to the bedroom in hurried strides. By the time he lowers me to the mattress, we're both panting with need.

      He strips off his shirt and reaches for the hem of my dress, his gaze dark with lust. "You're so beautiful. I'm the luckiest man in the world to have you."

      I flush under the intensity of his stare, my heart overflowing with love and desire. "I'm yours," I whisper. "Always have been. Always will be."

      Jack growls, devouring my mouth in a searing kiss as his hands roam freely over my bare skin. Every touch ignites sparks, rekindling a fire between us that was never truly extinguished.

      When he enters me, we moan in unison—a single sound of pleasure and completion. We move together seamlessly, bodies remembering a rhythm they never truly forgot.

      Release comes swiftly, triggered by the love and passion in Jack's eyes. In this moment, I know that we're meant to be. That we always have been and always will be.

      Two souls joined, now and forever. No matter what obstacles we may face, our love will endure. Of that, I have no doubt.

      And after we come together, we begin again.

      Our lips meet in a slow, sensual kiss that ignites a blaze of passion inside me. Jack's hands slide down to cup my ass, pulling me tighter against him so I can feel the hardness of his arousal again.

      A moan escapes me as desire pools between my legs. I've missed this—missed him. No one has ever made me feel the way Jack does.

      "Fuck, Becca, I can't get enough of you. I'll always need you," he rasps against my mouth.

      "Same," I agree in a breathy sigh. "Take me again, Jack."

      Jack leans down to capture one of my nipples in his mouth, teasing the sensitive bud until I cry out.

      My back arches, pressing my breast deeper into his mouth. Jack reaches down to slide his hand between my thighs.

      "You're fucking beautiful," he growls, stroking his fingers through my slick folds. "Is this all for me?"

      "Yes," I gasp. "Only for you."

      Jack adds a finger, then another, pumping them in and out of my core until I'm trembling on the edge of release. But I don't want to come this way. I want to feel him inside me.

      "Jack, please," I beg. "I need you now."

      He removes his fingers and sits up, revealing his impressive length. The sight of him makes me ache with desire.

      I open my legs in invitation, a silent plea for him to fill me.

      In one swift move, he buries himself to the hilt inside me. We both groan at the sensation, pausing for a moment to appreciate the feeling of being joined again.

      Then Jack begins to move, slow and deep at first, but quickly building to a primal rhythm. The pleasure is almost too intense, spiraling through my body like wildfire.

      Our moans and cries of ecstasy fill the room as we race toward climax together. When it hits, it's all-consuming and powerful, leaving me shattered in its wake.

      Jack collapses on top of me, his heart pounding against my chest. I wrap my arms around him, savoring the warmth and intimacy of the moment.

      This is where we belong—together, always.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Six Months Later

      

        

      
        Jack

      

      

      

      I fold another shirt and place it in the open cardboard box on the bed. Becca hums along to the pop song playing from her phone as she neatly stacks books into an identical box.

      "I can't believe we're finally doing this," she says, brushing a strand of chestnut hair behind her ear. Her smile is radiant.

      "I know. It feels like a dream." I wrap my arms around her waist from behind, breathing in the floral scent of her shampoo. "Soon this will be our reality every day."

      She turns and kisses me, her lips soft and warm. "I'm so excited. Just think—we can decorate however we want. No more clashing furniture styles."

      I chuckle. "No more fighting over what to watch on TV."

      "Mmm, yes. I can't wait to snuggle with you on our new couch and binge-watch awful reality shows."

      "As long as I'm with you, I'm happy." I kiss the top of her head and return to packing.

      We work in comfortable silence, occasionally catching each other's eye and exchanging giddy grins. The future stretches before us, bright and full of promise.

      After the last box is taped shut, I call the movers to confirm the time. Soon a team of burly men haul our possessions into a truck bound for our new home. Our new beginning.

      Becca slips her hand in mine as we watch the truck disappear down the street. "Let's go home," she says.

      I smile, my heart swelling. Home. A place made of more than walls and a roof. A sanctuary built of trust, compassion, and love.

      With her by my side, I'm already there.
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        * * *

      

      Becca and I step through the front door of our new home, the smell of fresh paint greeting us. Our footsteps echo on the hardwood floors as we do a quick tour, envisioning where our furniture will go.

      "The living room gets great light," Becca says, walking to the large bay window overlooking the street. "Perfect spot for reading."

      I come up behind her, wrapping my arms around her waist. "And cuddling," I add with a grin.

      She turns and kisses me softly. "Yes, definitely that."

      We get to work unpacking, bantering playfully as we organize boxes. Becca squeals as I chase her around with a bubble wrap roll, popping it loudly. Laughter fills the empty space, the sound of our new life beginning.

      After stocking the kitchen with dishes and cookware, we step outside to explore the neighborhood, hand in hand. The sun is shining, the sky a brilliant blue.

      "Oh, look!" Becca exclaims, pointing to a quaint coffee shop on the corner. The smell of roasted beans wafts out the propped-open door.

      I guide her inside where we order iced coffees. Sipping our drinks, we walk further, discovering a used bookstore, bakery, and small market to stock up on groceries later.

      Turning down a tree-lined street, we find a grassy park dotted with benches and a playground. Children squeal as they chase each other across the jungle gym.

      Becca squeezes my hand, her eyes bright. "We'll bring our kids here someday."

      My heart swells at the thought. "I can't wait," I reply, pulling her close. "And I can't wait to get you home and start making our little family."

      Becca blushes prettily, and my chest swells with pride.

      My wife.

      We circle back as the sun starts to set, walking beneath hanging flower boxes overflowing with bursts of color outside the shops.

      "I'm so happy we're doing this together," Becca says softly.

      "Me too, beautiful.” I stop and caress her cheek. "This is just the beginning for us."

      She kisses me tenderly, a promise of many more to come.

      

      
        
        One Year Later

      

        

      
        Jack

      

      

      I open the front door and the savory aroma of garlic and herbs fills the air. Candles flicker on the dining table, illuminating Becca's radiant smile.

      "Surprise," I say, unveiling a platter of chicken piccata, her favorite.

      "You didn't have to do all this," Becca says, wrapping her arms around my neck.

      "I always want my wife to feel special."

      I pull out her chair and she sits. We toast with glasses of white wine, the tang bursting on my tongue.

      Becca takes a bite, closing her eyes blissfully. "Delicious. Thank you, husband."

      We continue eating, chatting casually about our day. I relish making her laugh, her nose crinkling adorably. My heart skips a beat when she gazes at me with those striking green eyes.

      After cleaning up, we cuddle on the couch with a soft blanket, Becca's head nestled on my chest. Gently stroking her hair, I breathe in the sweet floral scent. On screen, a romantic comedy plays but I can hardly focus, intoxicated by her proximity.

      Becca traces delicate circles on my arm, sending shivers down my spine. I tilt her chin up, finding her lips in a passionate kiss. She melts against me with a contented sigh that echoes in my racing heart.

      We stay wrapped in each other's arms, exchanging lazy kisses as the movie ends. In this moment, with Becca, I'm home.

      "What are you thinking about?" Becca asks, her eyes searching mine.

      I brush a strand of hair from her face. "Just how lucky I am. To be here with you, building a life together."

      She smiles softly. "Me too. I can't wait to see what our future holds."

      Becca rests her head on my shoulder and sighs contentedly. We sit together, dreaming of the future, as the pale moonlight filters in through the window.
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        * * *

      

      The shrill cries pierce the still night air, jolting me awake. I blink groggily and nudge Becca.

      "Your turn or mine?" she mumbles into her pillow.

      "I'll go," I say, stifling a yawn as I slide out from under the covers.

      I shuffle down the hall to the nursery where our twin girls wail for attention. Scooping up baby Sophie, I gently rock her while heating a bottle one-handed.

      "Shhh, it's okay sweetheart. Daddy's got you," I soothe. Her tiny body relaxes against my chest as she gulps down the milk.

      Laying her back in the crib, I lift a still fussing Olivia. I breathe in the sweet baby smell of her peach fuzz hair.

      "Let's get you changed, my little love bug."

      I expertly undo her diaper and wipe her clean, sprinkling on powder before securing a fresh diaper. Olivia's cries soften to whimpers as I sway and pat her back.

      I glance at the clock—3:17 am. Becca will be up for the 5 o'clock feeding. I marvel at how we've adjusted to this delicate dance of caretaking.

      Returning Olivia to her crib, I watch the twins sleep, their tiny chests rising and falling in unison. My heart swells with more love than I thought possible.

      I tiptoe back to bed and slide under the covers. Becca stirs slightly.

      "All good?" she asks groggily.

      "All good," I whisper, kissing her forehead. "Get some rest, supermom. I'll take the next one."

      She gives my hand a sleepy squeeze before drifting off again. I close my eyes, basking in this profound contentment. The cries, the chaos, the sleepless nights—it's all worth it for this amazing life we've built together.
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        * * *

      

      I wake before the sunrise, eager to surprise my love. In the quiet kitchen, I arrange a vase of roses and baby's breath, Becca's favorite. On a notecard, I write:

      
        
        My Dearest Becca,

        These 12 roses represent the 12 reasons I love you:

        1. Your courage

        2. Your kindness

        3. Your resilience

        4. Your beauty

        5. Your laughter

        6. Your compassion

        7. Your selflessness

        8. Your intelligence

        9. Your grace

        10. Your strength

        11. Your spirit

        12. Your love

        Thank you for blessing me with your heart. I am the luckiest man alive.

        Love,

        Jack

      

      

      I place the note atop the flowers and head upstairs. Becca is still sleeping soundly. I resist the urge to wake her with kisses and instead start a pot of coffee, her favorite French roast.

      The smell of coffee rouses Becca. She shuffles into the kitchen, her hair adorably mussed.

      "Good morning, beautiful." I greet her with a kiss.

      "Mmm, morning," she smiles sleepily. Her eyes light up when she notices the flowers.

      "Jack, you shouldn't have!" She reads the note, her smile growing.

      "I meant every word," I say, pulling her close.

      "You're too good to me," she whispers against my lips.

      We kiss slowly, sweetly. No matter how many times I've held her, kissed her, made love to her, it never gets old.

      "I was thinking," I say, "maybe your mom could babysit tonight and we could have a proper date night?"

      Becca's face lights up. "I'd love that."

      We continue chatting over coffee, the sunlight streaming in, illuminating her beauty. My heart is full. Even in the mundane moments, our connection deepens. Every day, we choose each other. And I will never stop choosing her.

      I caress her cheek, admiring her beauty in the morning light. Though we have been together for some time now, my desire for her has not waned. If anything, it has only grown stronger.

      "What are you thinking about?" Becca asks, her voice still husky from sleep.

      "Just how lucky I am to have you in my life," I reply.

      She smiles and leans in to kiss me again, deeper this time. I pull her close, my hands tangling in her messy locks. Our kisses become urgent and heated. I lift her onto the kitchen counter, eliciting a surprised gasp.

      "Jack!" She giggles as I trail kisses down her neck.

      My hands roam her body eagerly. I have memorized every curve, every sensitive spot. She responds beautifully to my touch, arching into me. Our clothes are shed hastily between frenzied kisses.

      I enter her slowly, relishing her warmth. We move together passionately, our moans mingling in ecstasy. With her, I am whole. She is everything I never knew I needed.

      After, we hold each other close, hearts still racing.

      "I don't know what I did to deserve you," I murmur into her hair. She kisses me sweetly in response.

      No matter what mistakes I've made in the past, this is right where I'm meant to be. With her by my side, the future is bright.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            STALKED BY THE BODYGUARD

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Willow

      

      

      But with success comes darkness.

      The album is a smash hit, my name and face suddenly everywhere. I'm stopped constantly on the street, photographed without consent. My social media is flooded with messages from obsessed fans, some worrisome in their intensity.

      My team insists this is normal, but their reassurances ring hollow. I feel exposed, hunted. My blossoming fame has placed a target on my back.

      I take precautions. Vary my routine, keep my head down. My guard is always up, eyes sweeping my surroundings. I check the locks twice at night, sleep with a bat by my bed. I'm almost afraid to be in public alone.

      But still, the paranoia grows. I'm jumpy. I avoid people, cutting off friends and family. It's safer to be alone.

      The darkness closes in, strangling my spirit. This is the cost of living my dream—a loss of freedom, of self. Each achievement only tightens the vise.

      But the show must go on. I straighten my shoulders and descend into the flashing lights. For the roar of the crowd, I silence the screams within.
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        * * *

      

      The shrill beep of my alarm jolts me awake. 5:30 AM. Time to start another day in the life of Willow Carter, pop star extraordinaire.

      I drag myself out of bed with a groan. My body aches, still exhausted from last night's sold-out show. No rest for the weary.

      After a quick shower, I throw on leggings and a hoodie, twisting my damp hair into a bun. A light breakfast—oatmeal and fruit— and then it's time for vocals.

      I arrive at the studio by seven. I'm greeted by my producer, Chad. We jump right into warmups and run through a few tracks. My voice is still raspy, but a honey lemon tea helps soothe my throat.

      Chad pushes me hard, demanding take after take until I nail the high notes. "C'mon Willow, I know you got more in you!" It's exhausting, but it brings out my best.

      By noon, I'm starving. My assistant brings takeout salads to the studio. We review tour logistics over lunch—venues booked, rehearsals scheduled. It never stops.

      After lunch is media training. My publicist, Amanda, grills me on interview questions. "Don't reveal too much personal info. Keep it light." I plaster on my media smile and rattle off practiced answers.

      Finally, I hit the gym at 4 PM. A tough workout with my trainer to stay tour-ready. Every muscle burns by the end.

      At home, I heat up a frozen meal and video chat my little sister. It's a bright spot in my day, though too short.

      By 9 PM, I'm spent. But sleep won't come easy. My mind spins with lyrics, melodies, endless to-do lists. The machine never sleeps, and neither can I.

      Another day on the hamster wheel of fame. It's a relentless grind, but I live for the thrill of creating music. For those moments lost in the flow of singing, I push through the exhaustion. This is the life I chose. No regrets.
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        * * *

      

      The streets of LA blur past as I stare out the tinted window of the black SUV. Bright lights, honking horns, the constant hum of the city that never sleeps. But something feels off tonight. The energy changed when I left the studio.

      I press my forehead to the glass, eyes darting between buildings, searching for I don't know what. My gut twists. We stop at a red light, and I scan the sidewalks. Look for anything out of place, anyone paying too much attention. My fans are always enthusiastic but mostly harmless. Most days I revel in their adoration, but lately...

      "You okay, Miss Carter?" my driver asks, eyes flicking to the rearview mirror.

      "Yeah, fine," I mutter.

      We pull into the underground garage of my high-rise. I wait, poised, as the driver opens the door. Sunglasses on, head down, move quick—the usual routine.

      In the elevator, I feel caged. I jab the button for my floor. Come on, come on. The doors slide open and I power walk to my door, keys clutched like a weapon.

      Inside, I engage the three locks and lean against the door, pulse racing.

      Get it together, Willow. You're being paranoid.

      But I can't escape the creeping dread that something is coming for me.

      I pour a glass of wine with shaky hands. I'm technically too young to legally drink, but with fame comes perks. I can get anything I want.

      I turn up the stereo to drown out my thoughts. Tomorrow I'll call my manager again and push for more security.

      But will it ever be enough?

      Fame and fear. Two sides of my tangled life. I gulp the wine, craving the numbness it brings.

      But beneath the haze, the shadows still lurk, waiting to consume me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Maverick

      

      

      

      The spotlight hits and the roar of the crowd fills my ears. My eyes lock on Willow as she takes the stage, her blonde curls bouncing with each step. Even from my perch backstage, her magnetism draws me in. I swallow. This girl is enchanting—she commands every room she enters.

      My phone buzzes in my pocket, snapping me back. It's a text from Willow's manager:

      
        
          
            
              
        Remember, not a word to her about you. We need to keep her safe.

      

      

      

      

      

      I slip the phone away, refocusing on the mission.

      Willow grabs the mic, flashing a smile that sparks a pang deep in my core. Her voice is honey, sweet and smooth, yet with a raspiness that keeps me leaning in. This job just got a lot more complicated. Every word from her lips stirs something primal in me that I can't shake. I'm supposed to protect this siren, but I'm the one in danger of being lured onto the rocks by her spell.

      I melt into the shadows as she works the stage. Her talent is raw, almost feral, unlike anything I've ever seen. She becomes the music, each note possessing her. I understand now why she needs protection—a creature this exquisite will have enemies lurking in the darkness.

      I will keep her safe, I vow to myself. No harm will come to her as long as I'm here.

      But there's a new threat, one I couldn't have predicted. My own desire clouds my judgement and makes me weak. I cannot fall prey to it. I must remain vigilant for any dangers to her—even if that danger is myself.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Her voice cascades through the smoky club, husky and sensual. She's a siren calling to me, her spell sinking into my bones. Focus, I tell myself, dragging my gaze from her hypnotic sway. I'm here to protect—not leer like a smitten schoolboy.

      She moves with such grace, bare feet caressing the stage as if it were a lover beneath her. I imagine those feet on me, my body her stage, and clench my fists.

      Get it together, McKenzie.

      When she dances, it's liquid fire. Each gyration of her hips stokes the flames building inside me. A sheen of sweat on her skin makes her glow under the stage lights. I want to run my tongue along that sweet, salty glaze.

      Down boy, I silently warn my traitorous body. She's a job, not a conquest. But God, just look at her. Those plush lips I want to crush with my own. Satin hair I ache to twist around my fist. And those eyes. Emeralds flashing as the music takes her higher, to a place beyond my reach.

      I'm losing myself in her. The very thing I swore wouldn't happen. But she's in my blood now, this siren song I cannot resist. I'll protect her from the dangers that lurk in the shadows and keep her light burning bright.

      But who will protect her from me?

      The final chord rings out and Willow collapses onto the empty stage, chest heaving. I want to run to her, scoop her limp body into my arms. Instead, I melt into the shadows as the crowd roars.

      She rises slowly, a triumphant smile lighting up her face. Her eyes scan the darkness beyond the stage, searching. Does she sense me here? My heart thrums an eager beat.

      I slip outside and wait by the stage door, needing to see her up close. Needing her to see me. She emerges flanked by her entourage.

      I try to ignore the pang in my chest when she doesn't even glance my way because that's as it should be. She shouldn't notice me.

      I'm just paid to protect her in silence.
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        * * *

      

      Her schedule becomes my schedule. I shadow her every move—from sleepy morning coffee to late night showers. I catalog every detail. The way she tosses her hair over one shoulder when she laughs. The scent of her shampoo as she brushes by.

      At first, it was for her safety. To scan for threats, identify risks. But now, I admit, it's become more. An obsession. A need to know her. Consume her.

      I crave her nearness like a drug, finding excuses to hover in doorways as she changes clothes. To accompany her on mundane errands just to inhale her sweet perfume.

      At night I lie awake, imagining the soft curves hidden beneath her clothes. The warmth of her bare skin against mine. I jack off until I come harder than I've ever come in my life.

      But it's not enough. I want her.

      I've never wanted anyone this intensely. It scares me. And thrills me.

      But I resist. Barely. My desire is a wild thing straining against a fragile leash. If I unleashed it, the fallout could be catastrophic. For both of us.

      So, I watch. And want. Playing a twisted game of temptation I'm destined to lose. She doesn't know the power she wields over me. That with one whispered word, she could shatter my control.

      For now, I remain the protector. But soon, God help me, I'll be the predator too. And once that side of me emerges, there will be no going back.

      She'll be mine. In every way imaginable. And I will show no mercy.
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        * * *

      

      I take a deep breath, trying to clear my mind as I watch Willow from the shadows. She's radiant under the stage lights, her voice soaring through the speakers, captivating the crowd. This is where she belongs, I remind myself. In the spotlight, shining for the world to see.

      Not pressed against me in the darkness, those lips parted in ecstasy, green eyes clouded with desire...

      I grit my teeth, cursing inwardly at the images that invade my thoughts. This obsession is getting out of hand. I'm her protector, not her lover. No matter how fiercely my body burns for her.

      The show ends and the crowd erupts in applause. Willow beams, blowing kisses. My heart constricts. Does she have any idea what she does to me? How she makes me ache?

      I fight the urge to go to her as she heads backstage. To pull her into my arms and⁠—

      No. I force myself to turn away. She is not mine to take. I repeat the words like a mantra, clinging to the last frayed threads of my restraint.

      Soon she will be whisked away by her entourage, and I will resume my watch from afar. For now, the battle is won. But my desire continues to grow, an obsession I can no longer control.

      She will be mine, I vow silently. No matter the cost. I will find a way to make her see we belong together. And once I have her, I will never let her go.
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        Willow

      

      

      The roar of the crowd still rings in my ears as I make my way backstage, the adrenaline from the performance coursing through my veins. Roadies and techs rush by, coiling wires and packing up equipment in a whirlwind of controlled chaos. I'm floating, drunk on the high that only a flawless set can bring. This is my element. The stage is my home.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I catch a shadow detaching itself from the wall. A tall, broad-shouldered figure emerges, eyes intent on my every move. I suppress a shiver as those dark eyes track me through the maze of rigging and amps. He moves with a lethal grace, his muscular frame coiled and ready for action. Predatory. Possessive. He wants to consume me whole. I quicken my pace, unnerved by the intensity of his gaze, my heels clicking sharply on the concrete floor. I can feel him drawing closer, his presence looming at my back. My heart pounds against my ribs. Who is this man that watches me like forbidden fruit, ripe for the taking? His aura drips with danger, desire, the promise of ruin. I dare not turn, refusing to meet the fire in those fathomless eyes. He would swallow me alive and I would let him.

      I round a corner, lost in my own head, and collide with a solid wall of muscle. Strong hands grasp my arms, steadying me before I can fall. My breath catches as I find myself drowning in dark, smoldering eyes, those same eyes I'm running from. How did he move so quickly? Those eyes pierce my soul, laying me bare. His sensual lips curl into a knowing smile.

      "We meet at last, Willow," he purrs, his voice a low caress.

      I suppress a shiver at the sound of my name on his lips. He straightens, hands still gripping my arms with possessive pressure. Power radiates from his imposing frame. My mouth goes dry.

      "I'm Maverick," he says. "Your new bodyguard."

      The words send a jolt through me. Bodyguard? I try to pull away, but his hands tighten, keeping me caged against him. His eyes blaze with authority, demanding my obedience.

      "Time to go home, little songbird."

      Maverick tucks my arm in his and steers me through the chaos, our steps falling into sync. My skin tingles everywhere we touch. I chance a glance at his stern profile and wonder if I've just made a deal with the devil himself. But perhaps damnation isn't the worst fate, so long as those lethal arms remain around me.

      My breath catches as Maverick's strong arm encircles my waist, guiding me through the pulsing crowd. I'm hyperaware of Maverick's muscular frame pressed against my side, his commanding presence enveloping me.

      "This way, little songbird," he murmurs, his warm breath caressing my ear.

      A tremor runs through my body at the intimacy of his touch. I glances up at him, taking in his chiseled jaw and intense gaze focused ahead. He exudes an aura of leashed power, of danger barely contained beneath the surface.

      My earlier bravado melts away, replaced by uncertainty. I don't know this man who's been tasked with guarding my life. Can I trust him? Allow myself to be so vulnerable?

      Sensing my tension, Maverick looks down, obsidian eyes boring into mine. "You have nothing to fear from me," he says softly.

      I shiver at the sincerity in his voice. I don't know why, but...I trust him. Something in his eyes tells me he'd never hurt me, that he truly is here to protect me.

      I relax and lean into him, the clean scent of his skin enveloping ,my senses. For now, I decide to let my doubts go. To place my faith in this enigmatic protector fate has delivered to my doorstep.

      We step out into the cool night air, the din of the crowd fading behind us. Maverick's arm tightens around my waist as he guides me home, our steps falling into an easy rhythm.

      And I can't shake the feeling I'm exactly where I belong.

      We walk in silence for a while before Maverick takes it upon himself to break the ice.

      "So, little songbird, tell me about yourself," Maverick says, his voice a low rumble.

      I glance up at him shyly. "What do you want to know?"

      His lips quirk up. "Everything."

      A nervous flutter stirs in my belly at the intensity of his gaze. "Well, I'm nineteen, and I've been singing since I could talk. Music is my entire world. When I'm on stage, connecting with the audience, it's like nothing else exists."

      I pause, surprised at how freely the words are flowing. There's something about Maverick that makes me want to open up, to bare the deepest parts of myself.

      "Being a musician...it's who I am. All I've ever dreamed about is sharing my voice with the world. Writing songs that speak to people, that help them feel less alone. That's my purpose."

      I trail off, suddenly self-conscious. Maverick is watching me closely, black eyes glinting.

      "Don't stop," he murmurs. "It's captivating listening to you talk about your passion. You light up from the inside."

      Heat rises in my cheeks at the compliment. I duck my head, hiding a smile. Maybe, just maybe, I've found someone who understands me. Who I can trust after all.

      "What about you?" I ask, realizing I know next to nothing about the man assigned to protect me. "How did you become a bodyguard?"

      Maverick hesitates, his jaw tightening. I sense I've hit on a sensitive topic.

      "Let's just say I've got a very specific skillset," he finally says. "I spent years in special ops, taking on the most dangerous assignments. Seen things that would give most people nightmares."

      His eyes cloud over, and he stares off into the distance. I shiver at the darkness in his tone, the violence simmering beneath the surface. This is a man intimately acquainted with death.

      "When I got out, bodyguard work seemed the natural transition," he continues quietly. "I'm used to operating in the shadows, neutralizing threats before they materialize. Keeping high profile clients safe is what I was made for."

      He levels his gaze at me, and I swallow hard. There's an undercurrent of leashed power radiating from him that makes my pulse skitter.

      "I'll keep you safe, Willow. No matter what it takes."

      His words resonate through me, equal parts reassuring and frightening. I know without a doubt Maverick will lay down his life for mine. And that absolute loyalty both thrills and terrifies me to my core.

      I'm momentarily speechless, processing the grim reality behind Maverick's words. He notices my unease and clears his throat, changing the subject.

      "So, tell me about this new album of yours. What's the inspiration behind it?"

      I perk up, my passion for music rushing back.

      "Well, it's a bit of a departure from my last one. I wanted to explore darker themes, channel my inner turmoil into the lyrics and melodies. There's heartbreak, anger, longing...I poured all my raw emotions into the songs."

      I glance at him shyly. "I know. It's not very pop princess of me. But I needed the catharsis. Music is cheaper than therapy, right?"

      Maverick smiles, the first unguarded expression I've seen from him.

      "I think it's brave to put your true self out there like that. Takes guts to be that vulnerable."

      His praise warms me. We chat enthusiastically about favorite artists and songs, discovering mutual loves for moody ballads and soaring anthems. As we near my apartment, I find myself wishing the walk could go on longer.

      When we arrive at my door, Maverick turns to face me. The air between us seems to shimmer with possibility.

      "Goodnight, Willow," he says softly.

      "Goodnight, Maverick."

      Our eyes lock, a charged silence stretching between us. Maverick takes a step closer, his hand coming up to cup my cheek.

      "Be careful, little songbird," he murmurs. "The world can be a dangerous place."

      I swallow, feeling the heat of his hand against my skin. My heart races as I lean into his touch.

      "I will," I whisper. "As long as you're here to protect me."

      He looks at me for a long moment, and I feel like he's seeing straight through me. Then he nods, his expression unreadable.

      "I'll be here," he promises, before turning and disappearing into the night.

      I'm left standing there, heart racing, wondering what just happened.

      Because I realize I'm not just safe with Maverick.

      I'm dangerously attracted to him.
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        Willow

      

      

      

      The roar of the crowd pulses through my veins as I stare at my reflection in the dressing room mirror. I smooth my hands over the sequined fabric of my dress, the crystals catching the light. This is it. My moment.

      Lost in thought, I don't notice the huge wall of muscle until I collide with his solid frame.

      Maverick.

      I stumble, arms flailing, but his strong hands grasp my shoulders, steadying me. Our eyes meet for a heated instant before he steps back.

      "Sorry," I breathe, cheeks flaming. His stern expression softens.

      "Break a leg," he says simply, and I feel the weight of his gaze on me as I hurry past, heart racing. The stage calls, but part of me wishes I could stay here in the charged air between us. Ever since that first night I met him, my thoughts continually stray to him.

      When I'm taking a shower...

      When I'm alone in my bed at night...

      And then I begin to ache between my legs...it's like nothing I've ever felt before. My cheeks flame just thinking about it.

      Focus, Willow.

      The lights dim, and the energy of the crowd washes over me as I step onto the dark stage. This is my element. I close my eyes and soak in the moment, letting the music flow through me.

      "Hello, Cleveland!" I shout into the mic as the stage explodes in light. The audience roars.

      My band kicks in with the opening chords of my first song, and I grip the mic, pouring my heart into the lyrics. The music takes me higher, transporting me away from everything else.

      I'm breathless by the end of the first number, adrenaline and endorphins flooding my system. I scan the wings and find Maverick watching me, arms crossed over his broad chest. Our eyes connect for a heated instant before I'm pulled back into the show.

      Later, I prowl the edge of the stage, mic in hand. The crowd surges forward, hands outstretched. I reach out too, brushing eager fingertips with my own.

      A hand clamps down on my wrist, firm and unyielding. My heart lurches as I'm pulled back from the edge. Maverick's stormy eyes bore into mine, his jaw tight.

      "Careful," he warns under his breath.

      I swallow and nod. His hand lingers a moment too long before dropping away. I turn back to the audience, hiding my flushed cheeks.

      The show ends on a high note, the applause thundering in my ears. I exit the stage, exhilarated. He waits in the wings, watching me with that intense gaze.

      The backstage area is a flurry of activity as the crew begins breaking down the set. I linger in the wings, not quite ready to leave the magic of the stage behind.

      Maverick stays close, ever vigilant. I find comfort in his solid presence at my back. We stand in easy silence as the noise dies down around us.

      Finally, I turn to him, curiosity getting the better of me. "Do you enjoy this? The concerts, I mean."

      He considers the question. "It has its...perks." His eyes flick to me, then away.

      I flush under his gaze, my skin tingling. The air between us seems charged with possibility. I sway closer, drawn by his magnetism.

      Maverick tenses, as if fighting some internal battle. His hand comes up and then brushes ever so lightly against my cheek. I fight the urge to nuzzle into his hand like a contented kitten.

      But then his hand drops from my skin, and my eyes snap open.

      His touch lingers on my cheek, sending little sparks dancing across my skin.

      Our eyes lock, and in his stern gaze I glimpse a flicker of tenderness. It vanishes as quickly as it appeared, but the damage is done. My heart flutters wildly in my chest like a caged bird.

      Maverick steps back, a faint tinge of color on his cheeks. "My apologies, Ms. Carter. That was unprofessional of me."

      His gruff tone does little to mask the emotion in his eyes. I know I should look away, but I'm transfixed. "It's okay," I whisper.

      An awkward silence falls between us. I'm painfully aware of Maverick's imposing presence, his muscular frame radiating an aura of quiet strength. He could crush me without a second thought, yet I've never felt safer than when I'm with him.

      Maverick clears his throat, glancing away. "We should go."

      I nod mutely, smoothing my dress with trembling hands. As we walk side by side from the stage, the ghost of his touch still burns on my skin. I can't shake the sense that everything has changed between us. The attraction simmering beneath the surface is now undeniable. Maverick's steely composure seems to be slipping, and I'm terrified to discover what lies underneath.
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        Maverick

      

      

      

      I shadow Willow's every step, my eyes tracing the curve of her hips as she sways down the hall. This job will be the death of me.

      She breezes into the studio, blonde curls bouncing. My eyes track her every movement, cataloging potential threats. None so far, but I won't relax my vigilance for a moment.

      "Maverick, you're hovering," Willow says over her shoulder.

      "It's my job to hover," I reply.

      She turns and gifts me with a dazzling smile that makes my heart skip. Focus, I remind myself. I'm here to protect her, nothing more.

      In the studio, Willow chats with the sound engineer as they get set up for today's recording session. I stand against the wall, arms folded, observing.

      "Could you grab me a water?" Willow asks.

      I comply, handing her the bottle. Our fingers brush and a spark shoots up my arm. Willow doesn't seem to notice.

      "Thanks, Maverick. You're the best."

      I give a curt nod, ignoring the way my pulse quickens at her praise.

      The session begins, and I watch Willow transform as the music takes over. Here, wrapped in the blanket of a melody, she loses her naive innocence. Her voice pours out smoky and sultry, imbued with a passion that grips me in its clutches.

      This is the Willow I crave but cannot have. The one who ignites an all-consuming desire I constantly quell. For her safety, I must maintain distance.

      But oh, how I yearn to cross that line.

      When the last note fades, Willow beams at me. "What did you think?"

      "It was perfect," I reply.

      And so are you.

      But of course I don’t voice that last thought.

      Instead, I escort Willow back to her apartment after the recording session, hyperaware of her proximity. She chatters on about the song while I scan the surroundings, ever vigilant.

      As always, I make her wait in the car while I survey the surroundings before letting her out.

      And it’s a good thing too because at her door, a package waits. I pick it up, noting the lack of return address with unease. Inside, I find a disturbing letter and black rose. My jaw tightens. Not again.

      This is the third gift like this I've intercepted in recent weeks, each more unsettling than the last. I haven't told Willow about them. She's seemed more carefree with me around, and I don't want to shatter that.

      But this has gone too far. Someone is targeting her, and I need to find out who.

      After securing the apartment, I leave Willow with a promise to return early tomorrow. I have plenty of men stationed outside her door. Hell, most of the time I sit outside it myself, but I’ve got research to do. I’ve got to get to the bottom of this.

      Back in my spartan home, I add the package to a growing collection of disturbing deliveries. I'll find whoever is behind this if it's the last thing I do.

      No one threatens Willow on my watch.
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        Maverick

      

      

      

      The shadows seem to reach for me as I step into the dimly lit lounge. My eyes scan the room, searching for any sign of a threat, but all I see are the hazy silhouettes of patrons immersed in quiet conversations. This is the meeting place he requested, and my senses are on high alert.

      He thinks I don't know who he is, but I do. I'm good at my job. His name is Vincent Barnes. That's about all I've dug up so far with a bit of DNA I gathered from one of his "gifts," but I'll found out more.

      Poor Willow is currently unaware of what's going on. There was no way I was actually going to let her receive one of his sick envelopes depicting the vile things he wants to do to her. My hands ball into fists just remembering the last one he sent.

      My eyes finally fall on an envelope sitting on a dimly lit table. I open it, and my blood turns to ice.

      It's Willow. Candid shots of her going about her daily life, completely unaware she's being watched. The final photo is her bedroom window at night, curtain open, silhouette visible.

      Granted, all of these were taken before I was brought in to guard her, but still. Just the thought that he's been watching her all this time. It makes my blood boil.

      My heart pounds with impotent fury as I look around the empty lounge. I've dealt with monsters before, but none like Vincent Barnes.

      He's toying with me now. Taunting me with these photos.

      This is only the beginning. I can feel it. And I know one thing for certain—I'll do whatever it takes to stop him and keep Willow safe, no matter the cost. For her, I'd burn the whole world down.
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        * * *

      

      I find Willow in her dressing room, preparing for the show. She's humming softly, lost in her own world, as she arranges her golden curls in the mirror. So innocent. So unaware of the danger that lurks, waiting to strike.

      My gut twists. How can I tell her?

      "Hey," I say softly from the doorway.

      She turns, her face lighting up when she sees me. "Maverick! I didn't hear you come in."

      I force a smile, moving to perch on the edge of her vanity table. My fingers brush hers lightly. "How's my girl doing? Ready to wow the crowd tonight?"

      Her eyes cloud with uncertainty. She knows me too well. "What's wrong?"

      I hesitate. Do I tell her everything and shatter the illusion of safety she so desperately clings to now that she has me as her bodyguard? Or do I shield her from the harsh realities closing in around us?

      I opt for a half-truth. "Just some crazy fan mail. Don't worry about it."

      She frowns. "What kind of fan mail?"

      "It's not a big deal." I squeeze her hand reassuringly. "I'll take care of it. I just need you to be extra careful, okay? No going anywhere alone for now."

      Fear flickers across her face. "Maverick, you're scaring me. What's going on?"

      I sigh. "It's going to be okay. I promise. I won't let anyone hurt you."

      She trembles, and my chest aches. My strong, vibrant Willow, so small and fragile now.

      And that infuriates me. Barnes wants a war? He's got one. And I won't stop until Willow is safe once more.

      Willow takes a step toward me and searches my face with those piercing green eyes of hers, those eyes that haunt my dreams every night and leave me aching with a permanent hard-on. "Tell me the truth, Maverick. Please."

      I hesitate, then decide she needs to know. "Someone's been sending threatening messages. Gifts too—dead flowers, torn up photos of you. It's clear the intent is to frighten you."

      Her face pales. "Who would do something like that? Why me?"

      "I don't everything yet, but I intend to find out." I cup her cheek. I'm breaking every rule I made. No touching the clients. No getting too close. No telling the clients more than they need to know.

      But this is Willow, and I can't help myself. All my rules go out the window when it comes to her. I tell Willow everything I do know about the situation because I feel like she deserves to hear it, and I know she'd want to.

      She sits stoically, her face pale as I finish my delivery and rush to reassure her, "Willow, listen to me. I know you're scared, but I promise I will keep you safe. No one is getting near you."

      She blinks back tears. "I don't understand. I've never done anything to anyone. All I want is to bring people happiness through my music"

      "Hey," I tilt her chin up. "This changes nothing. Don't let some psycho frighten you away from living your dream. You're stronger than that."

      Willow nods, a spark of determination in her eyes. "You're right. I can't let this stop me. Fuck Vincent Barnes."

      "That's my girl." I smile. "Now go out there and show them what you're made of."

      She grins and pulls me in for a fierce hug. I'm shocked, but there's no way in hell I'm going to turn down this opportunity. I wrap my arms around her tiny form and marvel at just how perfect she feels in my arms.

      And as I hold her, inhaling the sweet scent of her hair, a surge of protectiveness washes over me. I've never felt this way about a client before.

      But Willow isn't just a client. And I'll be damned if I let anyone lay a hand on her.
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        * * *

      

      After I've seen Willow safely to her room and make sure plenty of men are stationed outside it, I retreat to my office, closing the door firmly behind me. Time to get to work.

      I boot up my computer and pull up the files on this "Vincent Barnes." There's precious little to go on—no employment records, address history, or family ties that I can find. It's as if this man appeared out of thin air.

      Leaning back in my chair, I rub my temples. Who is this ghost? And what does he want with Willow?

      I flip through the photographs and disturbing "gifts" he's sent. Each item radiates menace, meant to terrorize and intimidate. Vincent wants power over her. He craves control.

      A hard knot forms in my gut. I've seen this before with obsessed fans—the ones who believe they "own" the object of their affection. Willow is in real danger.

      Outside my office, I hear her sweet voice trilling out a new song during rehearsal. The melodic tones contrast sharply with the dark thoughts occupying my mind. I have to end this threat before it steals that light from her forever.

      Picking up my phone, I start calling in favors from old contacts. Someone out there knows this Vincent Barnes. And I'm going to dig up every scrap of dirt on him until I find a way to stop him for good. Willow's counting on me.

      The shadows grow long as afternoon fades to dusk. An ominous weight presses down on me. But I won't rest until Willow is safe. I made her a promise—one I intend to keep, no matter what secrets lurk in Vincent's past. She will not become another victim. Not on my watch.
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        Willow

      

      

      

      I glance out the window of my apartment, wary of any movement in the darkening streets below. Ever since the first disturbing letter arrived, my world has shrunk.

      My days are consumed with watching over my shoulder, starting at unexpected sounds. I've stopped my morning runs, canceled appearances, changed my number. But nothing feels safe anymore.

      At night, I toss and turn, imagining his cold eyes watching me. What does Vincent Barnes want? Why has he fixated on me?

      Exhausted, I sink onto the couch next to Maverick. He's been my rock through this nightmare. I don't know what I'd do without him right now.

      "Maverick, be honest. Do you think he'll actually try to hurt me?" My voice wavers.

      Maverick's jaw tightens, his expression grim. "I won't let that happen. We're going to find him and put a stop to this."

      "But how? The police keep saying there's nothing they can do until he actually approaches me. I feel so powerless just waiting for that to happen."

      Maverick turns to face me, his eyes burning with intensity. "I promise you, Willow, I'm handling this. I've got every resource on it. No one is going to get near you."

      I search his face and see the truth there. Maverick won't let me down. For the first time in weeks, a spark of hope flickers inside me.

      I cling to that hope as I get ready for bed, Maverick stationed just outside my room as always. Sliding under the covers, I will my racing mind to quiet.

      But then I hear a sharp crack on the window and scream.

      Maverick is in the room in half a second. He instantly runs to the window to check everything out as he radios his team outside. Once he gets the all clear, I see his big shoulders relax as he turns to me.

      I'm still huddled in the bed sitting up with the covers pulled up to my chin in terror like a ridiculous little girl when Maverick slowly crosses the room toward me.

      "It's okay, Willow," he tells me gently. It was just a branch hitting the window.

      My shoulders slump in relief, and then a wave of embarrassment washes over me. I drop my face into my hands and begin to cry, all the stress and anxiety of the past few weeks finally coming out.

      Maverick sits on the edge of the bed uncertainly, and then I don't know what comes over me, but I throw myself into his arms.

      He catches me, and I climb into his lap so that I'm straddling him. I burrow my face into his chest and cry, taking comfort in how safe I feel with his big arms wrapped around me. I deeply breathe in his sandalwood scent and let it comfort me.

      He strokes his hands over my hair soothingly and whispers soothing words to me. "It's okay. I've got you, little songbird."

      Little songbird. I love how he calls me that. And I love it when he calls me his girl. I know he might not mean it the way it sounds, but I am.

      I'm his.

      "Stay with me tonight, Maverick."

      Maverick goes completely still, but I press on. "Please. Please don't leave me alone."

      His eyes darken, conflict playing across his rugged features. I know this crosses the line of duty, but in this moment nothing else matters but the heat coursing between us.

      He's quiet for a moment before he finally whispers in a ragged voice. "I'll never leave you alone, Willow. I'll always be here to protect you."

      I reach up, tangling my fingers in his hair, and pull his mouth down to mine. I don't know what I'm doing. I'm just following some instinct that's guiding me.

      His lips are firm yet gentle as he returns my kiss. He groans, and I can feel his hands trembling against my back as he pulls me closer and deepens the kiss, our tongues dancing in reckless desire.

      My skin tingles everywhere his hands explore. I cling to him, craving more of his touch, his taste, his scent.

      A pounding ache builds in my core as he trails kisses down my neck.

      "Maverick," I whisper, and it's a plea and a prayer all at once.

      He grinds against me, and I feel how hard he is, ready for me.

      "Willow," he groans as he gives me a look that's a cross between a growl and a tortured plea.

      He slides his hands along my thighs, and the ache inside flares into full-blown need.

      I claw at the buttons of his shirt, desperate to feel his heated skin against my hands. When I finally get the shirt open, I run my hands over his hard chest and marvel at how strong he is.

      He begins kissing my neck, sending delicious shivers down my spine. He sucks on my sensitive skin, and I let out a soft moan. My fingers find the button of his jeans, and I quickly undo it.

      I slide down to his hips and slip his pants off, followed by his boxer briefs. I start to climb back up him, but he stops me.

      I look up at his questioningly, and then let out a squeal as he picks me up and flips me onto my back. Before I know it, he's got me pinned beneath him, his strong, muscular body barely allowing me room to breathe. His eyes burn into me, and he gently brushes his lips against mine.

      I stare back at him, at this gorgeous, broken man who's so much more than he seems. I feel like he sees into my soul.

      "Fuck, my little songbird," he whispers, and then his lips are on me again.

      His tongue presses against mine, and he tastes like destiny. I want to feel him against me, everywhere. I want to taste his skin and memorize it. I want to drown in his touch like I'm drowning in this unnamed desire that's consuming me.

      We break away for the briefest moment. He stares down into my eyes, and I'm drowning in the darkness of his gaze. It's a storm of desire and a hurricane of passion. I've been tossed into that swirling storm, and I'm not sure I'll ever be the same again.

      "Maverick," I breathe.

      He kisses me again before I can say another word. This time his kiss is painful, like he's giving himself over to the storm that's raging inside. The kiss is raw and hungry.

      He trails hot kisses down my neck and across my collarbone, before he pulls the cup of my bra down and sucks my nipple into his mouth. I gasp, surprised by the sensation. His tongue swirls around my hard, sensitive flesh, and the ache in my core grows unbearable.

      He slides one hand from my thigh up to my bottom, and then cups me firmly before running his thumb across my core.

      I moan as his touch sends waves of pleasure rippling through my body.

      He pushes my shirt up around my hips, and I let out a soft gasp as he hooks his fingers into the sides of my panties, and then he tugs. In one swift motion, I'm completely naked beneath him.

      I've never felt so open, so exposed.

      "You've got a beautiful body, my songbird," he whispers, moving his hand to the front of my thigh before he slides two fingers inside me. I gasp and try to tell him that he does too, but I can't find the words as my body threatens to fly apart at the seams.

      He's moving his fingers in and out, and I'm moving against him. I'm lost in the sensations and the darkness that's consuming me, and I'm not sure I'll ever find my way back.

      I'm spiraling higher and higher, and I'm on the edge of something cataclysmic, ready to shatter.

      "Maverick," I cry.

      "Yes, my songbird," he whispers, his breath on my ear.

      I'm about to say more, but then he slides his fingers from inside me.

      I blink my eyes open, and I'm caught in the darkness of his gaze. I'm caught in the storm.

      "You're perfect," he whispers.

      His hand trails across my body, and I shudder beneath him. He hooks his fingers into the sides of my panties once more, and then he tugs.

      I'm shaking beneath him, my naked body laid bare before him.

      I close my eyes when I feel his hand against my thigh. I can feel his breath on my virgin flesh, and then his fingers are sliding through my wetness.

      "I want to taste you, my songbird," he whispers.

      The ache between my legs is unbearable. My entire body is screaming for something, and I feel like I'll die if I don't get it.

      I whimper as I feel his tongue against my core, and that's it. I'm breaking.

      I'm shattering into a million pieces beneath him, and I cry out as he licks me until the little aftershocks fade away.

      I sag against the pillows and then slowly open my eyes. I can feel my cheeks burning from the intensity of my orgasm.

      He's staring at me, the intensity on his face more powerful than ever before.

      He's beautiful and dark, and I can feel a low, simmering desire rising up in me.

      "Are you sure?" he asks.

      I nod silently before I scramble to my knees and gasp as the sheer size of him towers before me.

      I stroke my fingers lightly up and down his length. His head falls back as he groans deeply.

      I lick my lips before I reach out and guide him into my mouth. He's hot and hard and silky soft at the same time.

      "Fuck," he hisses as I swirl my tongue around the head of his cock.

      I swirl my tongue around him tentatively and then suck on the tip before I slide him deeper into my mouth.

      I let his groans of pleasure guide me. The way his hands flex encourage me.

      I'm so turned on, so desperate for this, and I moan around his cock as I take him deeper than ever before.

      He reaches down and wraps his fingers in my hair, tugging.

      "That's it, songbird," he murmurs. "Just like that."

      The pressure against the back of my throat is intense, but I don't want him to stop. I want more. I want all of him.

      I take everything he has to give and then some, and I can feel him grow even harder and thicker.

      The pressure is so intense as he hits the back of my throat.

      Suddenly he pulls on my hair with a growl as his cock slides from my mouth with a wet "plop."

      "Have to have you. Now." His voice is dark and strangled as he positions himself between my legs.

      He grabs the back of my neck, his eyes blazing into mine as he whispers, "You're mine, Willow. Mine."

      With that, he plunges inside me. My back arches as he fills me completely, stretching me impossibly wide as he stakes his claim on my virginity, making me his completely.

      I feel the burn, the fullness, and then he stills, letting me get used to the feel of him inside me before he pulls back slowly and then drives back inside me hard.

      "That's right," he whispers just before his lips lock onto mine. "Sing for me little songbird."

      And I do. I throw my head back and scream as I spasm around him, my orgasm on his cock harder than the one I had when he was going down on me.

      I can feel my walls clenching around him, and he moans into my mouth as he comes inside me, his release flooding me until it's squirting out between us.

      "Fuck, Willow," he groans as he holds me close to his chest and jerks inside me.

      I didn't know my body could feel this way, and I never want to lose this.

      I press myself into him, holding onto him just as closely as he is me until he collapses onto his side and rolls us so that I'm laying atop him.

      He pets me, and I sigh like a contented cat as I fall asleep—safe—in his arms.
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        Willow

      

      

      

      I wake slowly, a smile spreading across my face. Maverick's arms are wrapped around me, his body pressed against my back. Last night was incredible. I've never felt so connected to someone. It's like our souls are intertwined. I want to wake up like this every morning, tangled in Maverick's strong embrace.

      I carefully turn to face him, not wanting to disturb his sleep. His face looks so peaceful, his muscular chest rising and falling with each breath. I lightly trace my fingers across his tattooed bicep. A shiver runs through me as I remember how those arms held me so securely just hours ago. I feel safe with Maverick in a way I've never felt with anyone else before.

      After a few minutes, Maverick's eyes flutter open. He gives me a sleepy smile. "Good morning, beautiful," he murmurs, pulling me closer. I melt into him, my lips finding his. The kiss deepens, our passion igniting once more.

      A loud knock at the door breaks the moment. I groan in frustration. Maverick sighs, slowly untangling himself from me. "I'll get it. Stay here." I pout playfully as he pulls on his jeans.

      After Maverick leaves, I stretch leisurely before climbing out of bed. As I walk to the bathroom, my foot kicks something on the floor. I glance down to see a white envelope. My name is scribbled across it in bold, black letters. Hands trembling, I pick it up and tear it open.

      My blood turns to ice as I read the letter's contents. It's from Vincent. He knows intimate details about my schedule, my relationships, my innermost thoughts and fears. The letter is threatening, possessive, disturbing.

      I sink to the floor, wrapping my arms around myself. How does he know so much about me? I feel exposed, vulnerable. Like he can see inside my mind. Tears spill down my cheeks.

      In an instant, Maverick is by my side. "What happened?" His voice is urgent. I wordlessly hand him the letter. As he reads, his jaw clenches, his eyes flashing with anger. "Fuck," he growls. He pulls me into his arms, holding me tightly. "I'm sorry, Willow, You weren't supposed to see this, little songbird."

      I shake my head. "It's not your fault."

      "You're safe, Willow. I won't let him hurt you." Maverick's voice is fierce yet gentle. I cling to him, sobbing into his chest. He doesn't say anything, just keeps stroking my hair, anchoring me.

      After some time, my tears subside. I take a shaky breath, comforted by Maverick's steady presence. He tilts my chin up, gazing into my eyes. "I've got you, Willow. I promise you. I won't let him get near you."

      I manage a small smile, reaching up to caress his stubbled cheek. "I know," I whisper. "I trust you." Maverick pulls me close again, his body warm and solid against mine.

      "Come on," Maverick says after a time. He lifts me to my feet and guides me to the plush couch in the dimly lit living room. I sink into the soft leather, my body weary from crying. He sits close beside me, his thigh pressed against mine. I lean into him, seeking his warmth and strength.

      His arm comes around me, hand gently stroking my shoulder. The contact is electric, sending little sparks across my skin. I glance up at him through my lashes. His eyes are dark, filled with an emotion I can't quite name. Desire? Concern? Both?

      "Talk to me, Willow," he murmurs, his voice a low rumble.

      I take a shaky breath, comforted by his nearness. "I just...I feel so violated. The thought of him watching me, following me..." I trail off with a shudder.

      Maverick's jaw clenches, his hand tightening on my shoulder. "That bastard won't get near you again. I'll die before I let him touch you."

      His vehemence startles me. I search his face, seeing the sincerity in his eyes. Slowly, I nod, some of the tension leaving my body. If anyone can protect me, it's Maverick.

      We sit in silence for a moment. Then, unable to resist, I lean forward, brushing my lips against his. Maverick inhales sharply, then his mouth claims mine in a searing kiss. My fingers tangle in his hair as our tongues meet, hot and urgent.

      His hands slide down my back, pressing me against his hard chest. I moan softly, every nerve ending igniting. In this moment, it's just us, all my fears fading away. Maverick makes me feel wanted, desired...safe. As long as I'm with him, nothing else matters.

      Maverick's hands are like fire on my skin as they slip under my shirt, tracing up my spine. I shiver at his touch, heat pooling low in my belly. Our kisses grow more frantic, both of us consumed by need.

      With a low growl, Maverick lifts me onto his lap so I'm straddling him. The evidence of his arousal presses insistently against my inner thigh. I rock my hips, eliciting a ragged groan from him. His fingers dig into my waist, hard enough to bruise. The thought sends a spike of arousal through me.

      "Willow," he rasps, his voice strained. "We shouldn't..."

      But his protest dies as I capture his mouth again, nibbling at his bottom lip. "I want you," I breathe against his skin.

      That's all the encouragement he needs. Deftly, he flips me onto my back on the couch, coming over me like a wave. His stubble scrapes my neck as his lips blaze a trail down to my collarbone. I whimper, clutching at him desperately.

      We come together in a clash of passion and heat, losing ourselves in each other. Maverick fills me, his powerful body moving with mine as pleasure crests and breaks over us again and again.

      Afterward, I lay curled against him, utterly spent. His heart thuds steadily under my palm. I've never felt as safe, or as satisfied, as I do in this moment. And I know Maverick will do whatever it takes to keep me protected. With him by my side, no stalker can touch me.

      Maverick's fingers comb gently through my hair as I lay with my head nestled on his shoulder. His steady breaths and the warmth of his body envelop me in a sense of comfort and security.

      "I'm scared," I confess softly, tears pricking at my eyes. "What if he finds me again?"

      Maverick's arm tightens around me. "I won't let him get anywhere near you," he says, his voice low but firm.

      I glance up to meet his gaze. The intensity in his eyes makes my heart flutter.

      "You can't know that for sure," I reply, hating the quaver in my voice.

      Maverick brushes his thumb over my cheek, wiping away an escaped tear. "Yes, I can. I'm here with you now, and I'll keep staying with you, for as long as it takes. I promise."

      His words thaw some of the icy fingers of fear gripping my chest. I manage a small smile. "Thank you. I'm glad I have you."

      Maverick smiles back, a rare softness in his rugged features. He presses a kiss to my forehead.

      We sit in silence for a few moments, drawing comfort from each other's presence. I focus on the steadiness of his breathing, the strength of his embrace.

      I lift my head from Maverick's shoulder, my eyes searching his. There's a new intensity in his gaze that makes my pulse quicken. His eyes flick down to my lips, then back up to meet my stare.

      Slowly, he reaches out, brushing back a lock of hair that has fallen across my cheek. His fingertips linger, tracing along my jawline. I shiver at his touch, electricity skittering across my skin.

      I lean into him, tilting my chin up in invitation. Maverick's eyes darken, his desire evident. He slides his hand around to cradle the back of my neck, his fingers threading up into my hair.

      Our lips meet, soft and seeking at first. Then the kiss deepens. I clutch at his shoulders, melting against him. Maverick pulls me closer, one hand pressed against the small of my back.

      We come up for air, foreheads touching, breathing ragged. I trail my fingers down his chest, feeling the rapid pounding of his heart.

      "Will it always be like this?" I whisper. "Will we always want each other this way?"

      Slowly he nods, his hand coming up to cup my cheek. "Always," he murmurs. "I'll always want you, my little songbird."

      Our mouths find each other again, the rest of the world fading away.

      But then Maverick breaks the kiss, pulling back just enough to meet my gaze. His eyes are conflicted, brow furrowed. I can sense the internal war raging within him.

      "Willow..." he begins, then trails off with a heavy sigh.

      My fingertips trace the stubble along his jaw. "What is it?" I ask softly.

      He closes his eyes briefly, leaning into my touch. When he opens them again, I see resignation.

      "This...us...it's complicated," he says. "I have a job to do. I can't let my feelings get in the way of protecting you."

      I nod, swallowing down the lump in my throat. I understand, but it still hurts.

      "I know," I whisper.

      We sit in loaded silence for several heartbeats. I can feel Maverick's inner turmoil, his desire and duty warring within. My own heart aches with want and uncertainty.

      Finally, Maverick takes my hand, his thumb stroking over my knuckles.

      "But when I'm with you like this...none of that seems to matter," he admits.

      I meet his gaze again, seeing warmth and tenderness there now.

      "I need you to know I've never felt about anyone the way I feel about you."

      Tears prick at my eyes. I lace my fingers through his, squeezing gently.

      "Me too," I tell him.

      We come together once more, mouths meeting in a soft, lingering kiss. No more words are needed.

      Maverick's hand comes up to cradle my face as our kiss deepens, no longer soft but hungry and demanding. The air between us ignites with pent up longing. It doesn't matter that he took me just a few moments ago. I need him again already.

      My fingers twist into his shirt, pulling him against me.

      Our breaths mingle in heated pants and gasps as we paw at each other. The cool air raises goosebumps on my bare skin, but Maverick's touch soon warms me. His hands blaze trails down my sides, over my hips, leaving no inch of me unexplored.

      I meet his passion equally, nails raking down the muscular plane of his back, eliciting a low groan. We are beyond reason now, our bodies taking over in primal communication.

      Maverick lifts me effortlessly, laying me back on the plush leather couch. The contrast of soft and hard heightens every sensation. He settles over me, strong and solid. Our eyes lock and an unspoken question passes between us. I answer by wrapping my legs around his waist.

      We both cry out as he enters me in one smooth stroke. The feeling of connection is even more intense than our first time. I cling to him desperately, wanting more of him, all of him.

      "Fuck, Willow, you'll be the death of me, beautiful," he groans as he buries his face in my neck and begins to plunge into me harder.

      I throw my hips up at him, fucking him back, welcoming him with each powerful thrust of his body.

      We move together in perfect sync, chasing the crest of ecstasy.

      Higher and higher we climb until finally release takes us. Crying out his name, I shatter around him. Maverick buries his face in my hair, groaning as he follows me over the edge.

      We remain tangled up long afterward, our hearts gradually slowing, breaths evening out. No words yet, just hands lazily caressing slick skin.

      Whatever comes next, we have this moment. I want to live in it forever.
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        Maverick

      

      

      

      I nod to the doorman as I enter Willow's building, hyper-alert as always. Ever since Willow gave herself to me, it’s been  hell being away from her. I don’t leave her much—only when I have to. Most nights now, I stay with her in her room, but I had to get to my office today.

      And I was miserable every second I was away from her. I want to live with my cock permanently inside her. She consumes my every thought, and I feel like a drug addict jonesing for another hit every second that I’m away from her.

      I crave her like I’ve never craved anything in my motherfucking life, and my cock is already getting hard knowing that I’m on my way back to her.

      In the elevator, I review the plan for her event tonight, contingencies spinning through my mind. When the doors open, I step out and freeze.

      Her apartment door hangs open.

      Icy fear grips me. My mouth goes dry, and my throat tightens.

      In an instant I'm sprinting down the hall, heart pounding. I burst into the apartment, gun drawn. "Willow?"

      No answer. The place is in shambles—furniture overturned, glass shattered across the floor. Signs of a struggle.

      I sweep each room, fear rising. No sign of her. As I step back into the living room, my boot crunches on something. A black rose, petals crushed and torn.

      Rage wells up inside me, white-hot.

      I failed her.

      But I won't rest until she's safe.

      Vincent Barnes, you messed with the wrong girl.

      I'll scour the city if I must, uncover every dark corner until I find the monster who took her. And then, I’ll make him regret ever touching her.

      Jaw set, I stride out the door. I'm coming for you, Willow. Just hold on a little longer.

      This ends tonight.
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        Willow

      

      

      

      I'm alone in my apartment, curtains drawn, doors locked. But the prickling on my neck tells me I'm being watched. My heart races as I peer through the blinds into the dark night below. A shadowy figure stands under the streetlamp, face obscured.

      My phone buzzes, an unknown number. With trembling hands, I answer.

      "Hello, Willow," an icy voice slithers through the speaker. "You look so beautiful tonight. That little black dress is just perfect."

      I gasp, peering down at my attire. How does he know what I'm wearing?

      "Surprised? You shouldn't be. I've been watching you, my dear. I know your every move."

      "What do you want from me?" I ask, my voice quivering.

      "All in good time, my sweet."

      The line goes dead, his bone-chilling words lingering. I drop the phone, hands clasped over my hammering heart.

      My breath catches as I hear a faint scratching at the door.

      He's here.

      Vincent found me.

      I spring into action, adrenaline pumping through my veins. My only chance is to run. The scratching grows louder as I race to the window and wrench it open.

      The fire escape looms below me, rusted metal steps leading down into the dark alley. I sling my leg over the sill, glancing back as the apartment door splinters open. Vincent's hulking form fills the doorway, eyes glinting.

      "Leaving so soon, my pet? The fun hasn't even started," he purrs.

      I scream as he lunges, just barely slipping from his grasp. My feet hit the fire escape, and I'm flying down the steps. Vincent's thunderous footsteps echo above me as I leap to the ground.

      The alley swallows me into darkness. I run blindly, my heels clicking on the pavement. Have to get away, have to escape.

      But his voice drifts through the shadows, seeming to come from every direction at once.

      "You can't hide, Willow. I'll always find you..."

      I burst out of the alley onto the empty street, the glow of the streetlights my only guide. My lungs burn as I sprint down the sidewalk, my hair whipping behind me. I dare a glance back, my heart seizing when I see Vincent's hulking form in pursuit.

      He's gaining on me. I veer left, scrambling through a gap in a chainlink fence into a vacant construction site. The half-built frames of houses and skeletal beams loom like monsters in the dark. I weave between them, praying for somewhere to hide.

      Vincent's heavy footsteps echo closer. "Why run, my pet? Don't you want to play?" His voice seems to come from everywhere at once, taunting me.

      I spot a bulldozer and crawl underneath it, tucking myself into the shadows. My pulse thunders in my ears.

      Go away, just go away!

      Crunching footsteps circle the dozer. I clamp a hand over my mouth, tears streaming down my face. Suddenly, Vincent's upside-down face appears as he crouches to peer under the dozer.

      "There you are. Found you."

      I scream as he grabs my ankles and drags me out. I kick and claw at the dirt, but his grip is iron. He flips me onto my back, straddling me. I beat against his chest, but he pins my wrists above my head. His face looms over mine, his eyes cold yet hungry.

      "Shhh, don't fight. You're only making this more difficult for yourself..."

      I spit in his face. "Go to hell!"

      He slaps me—hard. My vision spins. "Hell is where I'll take you if you don't behave!" he hisses.

      I won't let it end like this. As he moves to grab me, I bring my knee up hard. He howls in pain, his grip loosening. I punch his throat and scramble away, fleeing once more into the dark labyrinth of beams.

      His enraged roar pursues me. "You can't escape me, Willow!"

      But I can try.

      “Maverick!” I scream the only name that comes to mind as loud as I can, so loudly that my lungs hurt.

      Please! Save me!
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        Maverick

      

      

      

      Willow’s scream pierces the night air. My blood turns to ice as her cry echoes down the dark alley. I break into a sprint, my shoes pounding against the pavement. Fear courses through my veins, but determination fuels my muscles. I will not fail her.

      The alley stretches before me, shrouded in shadow. I strain my ears for any sound of Willow’s struggle, for any hint of her location. Only the frantic beat of my heart fills my ears.

      Come on, Willow, call out again. Let me find you.

      Ahead, a grunt and the sound of a scuffle. My fists clench and I pour on the speed. Nobody hurts my girl and gets away with it. Rounding the corner, I see them. Willow on the ground, her wrists bound. A dark figure looming over her. Rage erupts within me, hot and violent.

      In three long strides I’m on him, my shoulder slamming into his torso. We crash into the brick wall, and he lets out a gasp. I pin him in place, my forearm crushing his windpipe.

      Cold blue eyes meet mine.

      Vincent.

      “You chose the wrong girl to mess with,” I growl. His lips curl into a smirk even as he chokes for breath. My vision goes red. I haul back and smash my fist into his face. Once, twice, three times. Blood spurts from his nose, but still he grins through split lips.

      “She’s mine now,” he gurgles, blood bubbling on his lips. “You can’t stop what’s coming for her.”

      I snarl and knee him hard in the gut. He doubles over wheezing. In one smooth motion, I flip him around and wrench his arms behind his back.

      “She belongs to no one,” I hiss in his ear. With a snap, I dislocate his shoulder. Vincent screams. I let his body drop to the filthy concrete. He won't be giving us any more trouble tonight.

      I rush to Willow's side. As I cut her bonds, our eyes meet. Relief and something deeper shine in her emerald gaze. I cup her cheek, wiping away a smudge of dirt. She's safe. I won't let anyone hurt my songbird ever again. This I vow.

      Her eyes shine with wonder as she takes in the scene before her. Vincent lies crumpled and bloodied on the alley floor, groaning in pain. I stand over him, fists clenched, breathing hard.

      "Maverick..." she whispers.

      "It's okay. You're safe now."

      I help her up, steadying her as she finds her feet. She stumbles into me and I catch her, holding her close. Her body trembles against mine.

      "Shh, it's over," I murmur, stroking her hair.

      She looks up at me, eyes wide. "How did you do that? You were so fast, so strong..."

      I give a small smile. "It's my job to protect you."

      Her hands curl into my shirt, gripping tight. We stay that way for a moment, her finding comfort in my embrace. I breathe in the floral scent of her shampoo, letting it soothe my raging nerves. She's here. She's safe.

      Finally I pull back, brushing a stray curl behind her ear. "Let's get you out of here."

      I keep an arm around her as I guide her from that dark alley. I radio my men, and they have the cops come apprehend the fucker.

      Willow presses close, still shaken. But the tremors slowly subside as we leave that place behind.

      As we reach the car, Willow turns to me, her eyes filled with emotion. "I was so scared tonight. But you saved me."

      She steps closer, her hands coming to rest on my chest. My heart pounds against her palm.

      "I don't know what I'd do without you," she whispers.

      Her lips part slightly as she gazes up at me. Unable to resist, I bring my hand to her cheek, caressing it gently. She leans into my touch, eyelids fluttering closed.

      Slowly, I lower my head until our lips meet in a soft, tentative kiss. Willow melts against me, her body molding to mine. The kiss deepens, our suppressed passion finally finding release.

      I've never wanted anything as much as I want her in this moment. My fierce, beautiful songbird. I vow now to never let her go. To stay by her side and keep her safe, no matter the cost.

      We break apart, breathless. Willow's eyes shine like emeralds as she smiles up at me.

      "I love you," she whispers.

      My heart swells. "I love you too. With everything that I am."

      I pull her close once more, more determined than ever to never let this precious girl out of my sight again. She is my light, my reason for being. And I will move heaven and earth to protect her.

      Always.
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        One Year Later

      

      

      
        
        Willow

      

      

      

      My heart thuds against my ribs as Maverick's piercing blue eyes meet mine. We sit facing each other on the plush hotel sofa, our knees nearly touching.

      "I don't know how to thank you for everything you've done for me," I say, my voice low and earnest. "You've been my rock this past year. My protector."

      Maverick reaches across the narrow space between us and takes my hand in his. "It's been my privilege to keep you safe, Willow. But you're not a job to me anymore. You haven't been for a long time."

      His thumb traces slow circles over my knuckles. I shiver, desire coiling hot and low in my belly. We've been dancing around this for months, neither brave enough to cross the line between client and bodyguard. But that line has blurred beyond recognition.

      "I want to be with you," I whisper. "As partners. In all things."

      Maverick's eyes darken, his grip on my hand tightening. "I'll always protect you, Willow. Nothing will change that. We'll face the future together."

      My heart swells. This formidable man has seen me at my most vulnerable, yet he looks at me now with such tenderness. I lean in close, breathing him in, willing him to close the distance between us.

      Maverick's breath catches as I press closer, our lips just inches apart.

      "This won't be easy," he says, his voice rough. "Your life is complicated. Dangerous. There are more Vincents out there. Freaks who would become obsessed with you."

      I brush my fingers along his stubbled jaw. "I know. But I'm not afraid, not with you by my side."

      Maverick closes his eyes briefly, a pained expression flickering across his face. When he opens them again, I see a tempest of emotion in those blue depths.

      "I'll never stop protecting you. No matter what comes at us, I swear it. You are my everything, Willow. I hope you know that. I am obsessed with you."

      His solemn vow sends a shiver down my spine. I know he means every word. Maverick has never let me down before.

      I smile softly. "Then I have nothing to fear. As long as we're together, we can weather any storm."

      Maverick's eyes blaze as he finally eliminates the space between us. His lips capture mine in a searing kiss that steals my breath away. My fingers twist in his shirt, pulling him against me.

      We come together like two flames merging into an inferno, desperate and urgent. I pour all my love and trust into our kiss. Maverick answers with a possessive passion that brands me as his.

      I pull back slightly, catching my breath as I gaze up at Maverick. His eyes are dark with desire, but there's a vulnerability there too. This man has given everything to keep me safe, and now our relationship is changing.

      "I know you'll always protect me," I say softly. "But I want more than that. I want to share my dreams with you, my hopes for the future."

      Maverick nods, his expression serious. "I want that too. I've spent my whole life being a shield, keeping people at a distance. With you, I feel like I could be more."

      He takes my hands in his larger ones. "Tell me about your dreams, Willow. I want to know what's in your heart."

      I smile, feeling a rush of excitement. "My music is so important to me. I want my songs to reach people, to move them. And I want to perform all over the world, see new places and share my gift."

      I meet his gaze. "With you by my side, I know I can make it happen. You give me the courage to reach for more."

      Maverick squeezes my hands. "You have an amazing talent. I'll do everything I can to help your star rise. Your dreams are mine now too."

      He pauses, seeming to gather his courage. "You've given me something I didn't think I'd ever have. A real purpose, beyond just surviving. I want to build a life with you, Willow."

      My heart swells with emotion. We seal our vows with a long, sweet kiss, our future unfolding before us like an open road.

      Maverick's hands slide down to my hips, pulling me against him. Our kiss deepens, fueled by longing. I run my fingers through his hair, thrilling at his touch.

      He lifts me effortlessly, laying me down on the couch beneath him. My skin tingles everywhere his hands explore. We shed our clothes piece by piece, our breathing ragged.

      "I need you, Willow," he rasps, his body hard against mine. "I've never wanted anyone the way I want you."

      "Then take me," I whisper. "I'm yours."

      We come together in a blaze of passion. His hands and mouth claim my skin with sensual purpose. I arch into him, dizzy with desire, craving more of his addictive touch.

      We move as one, our gasps and moans mingling. The world falls away until there is only Maverick surrounding me, possessing me. I give myself to him completely, caught in the storm of sensation.

      Afterward, we lie entwined, floating in bliss. I trace the scars on his body, testaments to his sacrifices. He cradles me close, surrounding me with his strength. Our hearts thudding in tandem. Maverick kisses my hair, his voice rough with emotion. "I love you, Willow. I'll never leave your side."

      I smile against his chest, feeling safe in the circle of his arms. "I love you too. Always."

      Maverick tilts my chin up, his eyes boring into mine. "I vow to you, Willow, I will always be by your side. As your lover, confidant, and protector." His voice drops lower. "I will shield you from all harm, cherish you above all others, and give you my full devotion."

      My breath catches at the intensity of his words. This powerful, enigmatic man offering everything he is.

      I press closer, heart swelling. "I vow the same to you, Maverick. I am yours, now and forever."

      Our lips meet in a searing kiss, a promise sealed. No matter what the future brings, I know our bond is unbreakable. We've found our missing piece in each other.

      I snuggle into his embrace, perfectly content. The future is ours for the taking. With Maverick as my partner, my love, my everything, I know we can weather any storm.

      This is just the beginning for us. And I can't wait to turn the page.
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      The whistle pierces the humid air, a shrill blast that cuts through the grunts and pounding footsteps on the track. My voice booms out next, gruff and commanding.

      "Faster! Dig deep!"

      They respond, my athletes, faces contorted in effort as they push their bodies to the limit. I feel the familiar swell of pride in my chest as I watch them strive and suffer under my guidance. This is why I coach, to mold these young minds and bodies into something greater.

      My hands rest on my hips, feet planted firmly on the turf. I know I cut an imposing figure, years of training having honed my body into a solid mass of muscle and sinew. My white t-shirt clings to my chest, damp with sweat. Wisps of dark hair poke out from under my cap. My skin is tanned and weathered, my jaw square. I look every bit the rugged coach.

      The whistle screeches again, signaling the end of the drill. Chests heave and muscles tremble as the team circles up for a quick debrief. I join them, my keen eyes assessing each athlete in turn. They've worked hard today, pushed themselves to new limits under my strict tutelage. I nod, satisfied.

      "Hit the showers. I'll see you all tomorrow, six o’clock sharp."

      As they shuffle off, one figure catches my eye. My chest tightens. A lithe blonde ponytail swings behind a petite, feminine frame. She's new. I watch as she grabs her gear, admiring the leonine grace with which she moves. A curious feeling stirs inside me, one I quickly suppress.

      No, I remind myself. I'm her coach, nothing more. With a grunt, I turn and stride back across the emptying field, my mind already leaping ahead to tomorrow's practice.

      I turn back to glance at the blonde once more before she disappears into the women's locker room. Something about her pulls at me, awakening an unfamiliar longing. Shaking my head, I try to redirect my thoughts to the task at hand—preparing for tomorrow's training session.

      My passion for coaching runs deep. I pour my entire being into shaping and motivating these young athletes, instilling in them the grit, determination and mental toughness required to excel. My methods may be tough, but they get results. And the kids respond to me. They respect my authority, trust in my guidance. I push them hard, but they know I care.

      As I gather up stray equipment, I catch my reflection in a puddle—rugged and imposing as always, but with warm, kind eyes that reassure and connect. Eyes that tell my athletes, "I believe in you, I'm here for you, we're in this together." Eyes that build bonds of loyalty and trust not easily broken.

      I feel a swell of pride in the program I've built. Tomorrow will be another chance to share my passion with a new generation of talent, to mold them into champions. My thoughts drift back to the blonde and the raw potential I sense in her. I'm eager to unlock it, to see her transform under my tutelage. My mind instantly goes to all the other things I could school her in, and I close my eyes in shame. Fuck, what this girl does to me is disgusting. I’m at least twice her age.

      I shake my head. I need to focus on preparations for my team. Shouldering the heavy bag of gear, I stride purposefully toward the equipment shed, mind racing with ideas for tomorrow's session. My work is never done, but I wouldn't have it any other way.
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        * * *

      

      The sun beats down relentlessly as I pace the track, stopwatch in hand. Sweat drips from the brows of my athletes as they push themselves to the limit under my watchful eye. "C'mon, pick up the pace! You call that a sprint?" I bark. Beside me, that lithe blonde ponytail that drives me crazy bobs up and down as its owner laps the others with ease.

      It's the new girl. Lydia Hartman. I can't take my eyes off her. I've never seen technique like that before, a natural grace combined with fierce determination. As she passes me again, I get a closer look at her face—young but serious, with a competitive fire burning behind those cerulean eyes.

      "Alright, take five!" I call out, blowing my whistle. The others gratefully collapse onto the grass while the blonde jogs lightly in place, barely winded. I approach her.

      “Great form, Lydia.”

      She beams under my praise, and my chest tightens at the jolt of electricity that shoots through me at her full smile beaming at me. Up close she's even more striking—long limbs, perfect form.

      “Thanks, Coach.” How the fuck does her sweet voice have my cock pressing against my zipper like a panting dog begging for attention?

      I clear my throat and try to think of anything other than what those sweet lips would feel like wrapped around my aching length.

      Lydia heads back to the track as I turn my attention to the other students.

      "Alright everyone, gather round! We're gonna work on starts today."

      The group assembles around me, some still breathing hard from the workout. I make eye contact with each one, giving encouragement and feedback tailored to their needs.

      "Ethan, you've got those long legs. Really drive off the blocks and get some power behind your stride."

      He nods, hanging on my every word.

      "Amy, you're looking strong. Just remember to stay low coming out of the blocks—you'll shave time off your starts."

      Amy beams at the praise. I know just how to motivate each of them.

      But as we run drills, I find my gaze drawn back to Lydia again and again. The way she explodes from the blocks, her lithe body unfolding like a spring. The determination etched on her face as she powers down the track.

      I force myself to look away, to focus on the task at hand. But her image burns in my mind, an obsession I shouldn't indulge, but cannot seem to resist. She's my student, I remind myself. I need to maintain boundaries, no matter how strongly I'm drawn to her.

      Lydia lingers on the track as the other athletes head to the locker rooms, her cheeks flushed from exertion, tendrils of blonde hair escaping her ponytail. I know I should dismiss her, maintain a professional distance. But some reckless impulse propels me forward.

      "That was an impressive practice, Lydia. I think you have a shot at states if you keep up this level of work.”

      She brightens at the praise, those striking green eyes meeting mine. "Thanks, Coach. That means a lot, coming from you."

      "Your starts need some refinement, but your speed is incredible. I'd be happy to work with you on technique sometime. How'd you like to join me for some one-on-one sessions?" The words spill out before I can stop them. I know I'm crossing a line, yet I can't make myself pull back.

      Lydia nods, ponytail swishing. "I'd really appreciate that." She holds my gaze, something unspoken passing between us. My pulse quickens.

      I’m getting into dangerous territory. I know what kind of one-on-one training I’d like to give her, but I remind myself that she really is a talented athlete, and I must hone her talent and help her achieve all she can. I can keep my cock in check. I  have to.

      But as we talk details, I'm only half listening, distracted by her lean muscles glistening with sweat, her intense gaze that seems to see right through me. Jesus, this girl would be jail bait if she wasn't eighteen. And she is eighteen. I made sure of it in the research I did on her last night. I force myself to focus. She's my student. I need to remember that, no matter how alluring I find her.

      I feel a flutter in my chest at her words. Get a grip, I tell myself. This cannot happen. But still I find myself moving closer, drawn like a moth to her flame.

      This has to stop. Yet as we talk, I find myself leaning in closer, drinking in her every word.

      I finally take a step back, clearing my throat. "Well, great job today. Hit the showers and get some rest."

      Lydia gives me a searching look, then heads for the locker room. I let out a shaky breath, raking a hand through my hair. I came dangerously close to the edge today. If I'm not careful, we'll both pay the price for my lapse in judgment. But even now, I cannot get her out of my mind.

      I know I'm playing with fire, but I can't pull away. She is magnetic, and I am utterly under her spell...

      ***

      I am obsessed. I look forward to practice more than ever before now. Just to see her.

      I watch Lydia from across the track, unable to tear my eyes away as she goes through her warm-up routine. Her lithe body arcs and bends with a fluid grace I've never seen before. She makes it look effortless, though I know the strength and control it requires.

      I force myself to turn away, to focus on the other athletes. But my thoughts keep drifting back to her. The way her hair shines like gold in the sun. How her eyes flash with determination as she pushes herself to the limit.

      I know it's wrong, that I'm risking everything by allowing myself to feel this way. But no matter how hard I try, I cannot resist her pull. She invades my dreams at night, my every waking thought consumed by longing.

      At practice, I push her harder than the others, desperate to see that fire ignite within her. I crave those moments when it's just the two of us on the track, the thrill of her undivided attention feeding my inappropriate obsession.

      I know there will be consequences if I continue down this dangerous path. But the heart wants what it wants, and mine seems to have chosen Lydia, for better or worse. I can only pray that I'm strong enough to maintain my distance. But as I watch her now, hair flying like a banner behind her, I fear that this girl may prove my undoing.

      Especially when I realize that I would give up everything for her.
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        Lydia

      

      

      

      My heart pounds as I jog up the front steps of my house, sweat dripping down my back. The familiar white picket fence and manicured lawn give me a sense of comfort, a place I can escape from the chaos in my mind.

      Inside, the air conditioning hits my flushed skin. I grab a cold bottle of water from the fridge and guzzle it, the liquid soothing my parched throat.

      Dropping my duffel bag in the foyer, I head upstairs to my bedroom. My muscles ache in the best possible way—the burn from pushing myself to my limits, proving I have what it takes. Proving I'm good enough.

      Collapsing onto my bed, I close my eyes and see his face. Those warm brown eyes gazing into mine, his hands gently guiding me into the perfect form. The heat rises in my cheeks as I remember how his body felt pressed against mine, our limbs intertwined as we practiced take-downs.

      My heart flutters at the memory of his smile, rare but intoxicating. The way he looks at me, like I'm the only thing that matters. The only one who understands. We're two of a kind, driven by the same passions, chasing the same dreams.

      I know it's wrong to feel this way about my coach. But I can't control the surge of desire that courses through my veins whenever I'm around him. I crave his touch, his kiss, his everything. I want to get lost in his arms and forget about right and wrong.

      A shiver runs down my spine as I imagine what it would feel like to have his hands roam my body, his lips trailing kisses along my heated skin. My breaths come faster, shallow and wanting. I can almost feel the delicious ache between my legs, the emptiness only he can fill.

      Sucking in a breath, I force the thoughts from my mind. I have a strict training regime to follow, goals to achieve. There's no room for distractions. No matter how much my body may crave his, I have to stay focused. I won't let anything get in the way of my dreams.

      Not even the one thing I want most in this world.
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        * * *

      

      I walk into the kitchen, the aroma of charcoal and sizzling beef hitting me like a wave. My stomach rumbles in response, reminding me I haven't eaten since this morning's practice.

      Dad stands at the grill, tongs in hand, flipping burgers with practiced ease. His graying hair is ruffled from the breeze, face creased in a smile as he greets me. "There's my girl! Hungry?"

      "Starving," I admit, grabbing a bottle of water from the fridge. The chill liquid soothes my parched throat, quenching a thirst even the longest shower couldn't satisfy.

      Mom comes up behind me, wrapping me in a hug. Her floral perfume envelops me in its familiar embrace. "How was practice today?"

      Excitement bubbles up inside me like champagne, the words spilling forth in a rush. "Coach says I'm improving by leaps and bounds. If I keep up this progress, he thinks I have a real shot at making the Olympic trials!"

      Dad's eyes light up with pride as Mom clasps her hands together, eyes shining. "Oh, sweetheart, that's wonderful! We always knew you had the talent and determination. You're going to do such great things."

      "But the competition will be fierce," I say, trying to temper their enthusiasm with a dose of reality. As much as I want to believe Coach's words, there are no guarantees. I can't let myself get distracted by false hopes or⁠—

      My gaze drifts to the window, peering into the gathering dusk. Somewhere out there, Coach is going about his evening. Does he think of me the way I think of him? Do I cross his mind when he's alone in the dark, desire burning through his veins like wildfire?

      A flush creeps up my neck at the forbidden thoughts, heat pooling low in my belly. I squeeze my thighs together, willing my treacherous body to obey. But it only makes the ache worse, an emptiness I can't ignore.

      An emptiness only he can fill.

      Mom touches my arm, brow furrowed with concern. “Sweetie, are you feeling okay? You look flushed.”

      I jerk away from her touch, pulse racing. How could I have let my guard down like that? One careless slip and they'll suspect the truth—that their little girl is obsessed with a man nearly twice her age.

      “Just tired from practice,” I mumble, avoiding their gaze. My hands curl into fists, short nails biting into my palms. The sting helps ground me in the present, a reminder of who I am. Not some lovesick schoolgirl, but an athlete with dreams bigger than any crush.

      Dad's voice rumbles with warmth and affection. “Why don't you go take a hot shower and relax? Your mom and I can handle dinner tonight.”

      “I'm fine,” I insist, summoning a smile. “Coach says recovery is just as important as training. I'll eat, do some light stretching and get an early night.”

      Another lie. The only thing I'll be doing tonight is thinking of Coach Thompson, replaying every moment we've shared. His hands guiding my form, breath hot against my neck...

      I grit my teeth against the memories, nails breaking skin. Pain shields me where willpower fails, a barrier between temptation and surrender.

      Because giving in would mean losing everything I've worked for. Not to mention the fact that there's no way he's interested in me. I'm way too young for him. He'd probably think I'm just harboring a silly schoolgirl crush. And no matter how much I ache for his touch, my dreams will always come first.

      Mom's eyes soften with understanding. “We're always here if you want to talk, sweetheart. About your training, your goals...or anything else. You can tell us anything.”

      If only that were true. I force a smile and duck my head, hiding the turmoil behind a veil of blonde hair.

      “I know. But right now, I just need to focus on my running.”

      It's the only truth I have left.
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        * * *

      

      That night, I pace my room as moonlight filters through the window, shadows dancing across the walls. Thoughts of Coach Thompson torment me, desires I can't ignore and shouldn't feel.

      I shouldn't want my coach like this. It's wrong, unethical— but that doesn't stop my body from burning at the memory of his touch. The way his hands mold around my waist as he teaches me form, breath hot against my neck, muscles flexing beneath his shirt...

      A groan slips free, and I slam a fist against the wall, pain clearing my mind. I can't keep doing this, torn between what I want and what I know is right. If I don't end this now, I'll lose everything—my dreams, my future, myself.

      I squeeze my eyes shut, taking a deep breath. You can do this, I tell myself.

      When I open my eyes, I've made my choice. I ignore the throbbing between my legs and push my coach out of my mind as I climb into bed.

      But, still, I dream of him.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I drag myself out of bed and into my gear, muscles protesting after yesterday's brutal workout. But the ache in my body is nothing compared to the hollow ache in my chest, and I welcome the pain. It's a reminder of my resolve, a penance for my weakness.

      When I enter the track, Coach Thompson is waiting. His expression is blank, giving nothing away, but his eyes light up a the sight of me. My heart flutters, but I try to tamp down my excitement at the sight of him. Guilt stabs at me, and I have to look away as he approaches, unable to meet his gaze.

      "Lydia," he says, voice rough. I clench my hands into fists, nails biting into my palms. "How's my star athlete this morning?"

      He trails off and I risk a glance up, startled by the vulnerability on his face. Then it's gone, hidden behind a polite mask as he continues. "Are you okay?"

      I force a smile and nod, throat tight, and follow him onto the track. We launch into the usual drills and I lose myself in the routine, trying to ignore the ache inside. But I can feel Coach Thompson’s eyes on me the entire time, his gaze like a physical touch I can't escape.

      When practice ends, I grab my bag and turn to leave—only to find Coach Thompson blocking my path. I stop short, pulse racing as he steps closer, crowding me against the wall.

      "Lydia, you're exceptional," he says softly, and then my breath catches as his hand raises ever so slowly. I stare up at him wide-eyed as he slowly brushes a stray hair back from my face. His fingers linger for a heartbeat, and I close my eyes to savor the sensation of his touch.

      But when I open my eyes, he's gone, leaving me trembling in his wake.
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        * * *

      

      That night, I lie awake for hours, restless and aching. I can't stop thinking about Coach Thompson, remembering the heat in his eyes and the roughness of his voice. My body thrums with need, sensations pooling low in my belly until I'm squirming beneath the sheets.

      With a gasp, I give in and slide my hand between my legs. I'm already slick and sensitive, imagining it's Coach Thompson—Burke—touching me instead. I flush at the thought of calling him by his first name. Would he be gentle? Or would he pin me in place, grip my hips and drive into me without mercy?

      A broken moan escapes me as I circle my clit, pleasure building fast and sharp. I'm close, so close—I think? Hell, I don't know. I've never had an orgasm before. Never felt the need to play with myself like this.

      But something's building...something that promises to be incredible.

      I imagine Coach Thompson growling in my ear, a look of possession in his eyes as he thrusts into me.

      And then I'm coming with a cry, back arching off the bed as I shatter into bliss. For a few moments, there's only mindless sensation and relief.

      When I come back to myself, guilt hits me like a punch to the gut. I shouldn't have done that. I can't keep indulging these twisted fantasies, no matter how good they make me feel.

      Tomorrow, I'll find a way to stop thinking about my coach inappropriately. I have to stay focused on my training, on the future I've always dreamed of. I won't let anything distract me again.

      With that resolution in mind, I finally drift off to sleep—and dream of warm brown eyes that see into my soul.
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        Burke

      

      

      

      My eyes follow Lydia as she sprints down the track, her lithe body moving with the grace of a gazelle. She's poetry in motion, each step igniting a fire in my veins.

      Heat rises in my cheeks, my pulse quickening. I clench my fists, fighting the urge to reach for her. My thoughts swirl in a maelstrom of desire and guilt.

      This is wrong. She's my student. I'm her coach. I should not feel this way.

      Lydia glances in my direction, her bright blue eyes meeting mine. A coy smile plays on her lips, and she tosses her hair, the golden strands shimmering in the sunlight.

      She knows. She can see it in my face, the hunger in my gaze. And she enjoys torturing me like this, teasing me, tempting me until I can no longer restrain myself.

      I turn away sharply, my jaw clenched. I can't give in. I won't.

      "Coach, did I do something wrong?" Her voice is soft and sweet, like silk against my skin.

      My fingers dig into my palms as I struggle for control. "Just keep running, Lydia."

      She gives me a quizzical look, but she obeys.

      I think of all the other ways I'd like to make her obey and curse myself.
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        * * *

      

      As the sun sets and darkness envelop my thoughts, I find myself alone in my bedroom, my mind consumed by thoughts of Lydia.

      The fantasy plays on a loop—her gasp, her lips parting beneath mine, the taste of her desire. I can imagine the warmth of her body, the rhythm of her racing pulse.

      My chest tightens as I shed my clothes, the familiar ache returning. Fuck, what I would do to kiss her. Insteadd, I'm haunted by the knowledge of what we could have, what I so desperately want.

      My hands tremble as I undress, my heart pounding with anticipation and guilt, knowing the forbidden nature of my desires.

      Naked, I sink onto the edge of the bed, gripping the sheets to anchor myself against the storm of emotions raging within. I shouldn't want this. I shouldn't need her the way I do. But my resolve is crumbling, my willpower shattered by the force of my obsession.

      With a ragged breath, I lie back on the bed, closing my eyes as forbidden images flash through my mind. Lydia's lips, swollen from my kiss. Her body arching into mine. The soft moan that escapes her as I caress her skin.

      Heat coils in my belly, tension building as I imagine the feel of her touch, the taste of her arousal. I know it's wrong, but I can't stop myself from sliding my hand down my body, my fingers closing around my rigid length.

      A groan rumbles in my chest as I stroke myself, chasing the release I so desperately crave. Release from the hunger, the guilt, the loneliness. For this moment, I allow myself to pretend that she's here with me, that I can have what I want. What we both want.

      The fantasy that Lydia might want me too makes my breath come quicker.

      My movements quicken as pleasure overwhelms me, her name a whisper on my lips. Lydia.

      I'm drowning in sensation, my mind flooded with images of Lydia. The feel of her body pressed to mine, her nimble fingers stroking my cock as I thrust into the welcoming heat between her thighs. The taste of her kiss, intoxicating and sweet. The sound of her ragged moans in my ear as I drive her to the edge again and again.

      My hand moves faster, slick with sweat and precum. So close, I'm so close. Just a little more.

      I dig my heels into the mattress, tension coiling in my belly as my release approaches.

      "Lydia," I gasp, her name both a prayer and a curse.

      Ecstasy crashes over me in waves, my back arching off the bed as I climax. For a fleeting moment, I feel whole again.

      But as the last tremors fade, shame washes over me, cold and unrelenting. I've crossed a line I swore I never would.

      I stare at the mess on my hands, the evidence of my weakness and the depravity of my desire for Lydia. Bile rises in my throat, a visceral reminder of how far I've fallen.

      With a groan, I drag myself from the bed on unsteady legs and scrub a hand over my face. I can't keep doing this. I have to stop indulging these sick fantasies. I can't keep jacking off to my student this way.

      I can't think about her like this anymore. I have to lock these thoughts in a box and bury them deep within me, along with my feelings for her.

      Feelings that can never see the light of day.

      I trudge to the bathroom and turn on the faucet. I wash the remnants of my release down the drain, scrubbing at my skin as if I can wash away my sins.

      But no amount of soap and scalding water can purge the sickness inside me. I'm rotten to the core, corrupted by a longing I have no right to feel.

      I quickly clean myself up, my movements mechanical and devoid of the passion that consumed me moments ago, as I grapple with the consequences of my actions.

      With a heavy sigh, I slide between cool sheets and close my eyes. The sheets feel coarse against my skin, a reminder of the harsh truth I can't escape.

      My thoughts are a maelstrom of self-loathing and longing, desire warring with decency until I'm not sure which way is up. The lines have blurred, rationality eclipsed by obsession.

      I'm drowning in forbidden waters with no shore in sight, adrift on a sea of sin with no way back to the man I once was. In my weakness, I've become unmoored from my morality, set adrift by the siren song of Lydia's beauty and passion.

      She is my undoing in every way, a temptation I'm too weak to resist. Sleep comes in fits and starts, offering no reprieve from the turmoil in my mind.

      My fantasies flash like sparks behind my eyelids each time I close my eyes, igniting a fire in my blood that refuses to be quenched. I'm burning alive with need for a girl half my age, a sickness for which there is no cure.

      Lydia haunts my every waking thought and poisons my dreams, her beauty a venom that's infected my soul. She is my drug of choice, an addiction I can't kick, and I'd gladly lose myself in her sweet oblivion again and again.

      But at what cost? I've already sacrificed my integrity, my ethics as her coach, for a few moments of ecstasy in the dark. How much more of myself am I willing to compromise for a taste of her lips, a chance to lose myself in the heat of her embrace?

      The answer terrifies me. I'd give it all and then some for Lydia. My self respect, my career, my morality—all of it gone in the flames of desire.

      She is my salvation and my damnation, and I can't escape her hold on my heart.

      By the time the first rays of sunlight peek through the curtains, I've made my decision. Today is a new day.

      I drag myself from the bed as dawn peeks over the horizon, the golden light mocking me with false promises of redemption. There will be no absolution for my sins, no way to undo the betrayal that lingers on my hands like the scent of her skin.

      But I have to try. I have to bury these feelings deep within and lock them away, contain the beast that claws at my insides, begging to be set free. I have to be her coach and nothing more.

      The cold shower does little to dampen the fire in my blood, but it steels my resolve. I stand before the mirror and see only the lie I must become—calm, collected, professional. No hint of the passion that burns beneath the surface, an inferno waiting to engulf us both.

      At practice, I avoid her gaze, afraid she'll see the truth in my eyes. But I can feel her watching me, her stare like a caress that awakens every nerve in my body. It takes all my strength to remain unaffected, to keep my hands from reaching for her, to choke back the words I long to whisper in her ear.

      "Coach, did I do something wrong?" Her voice is hesitant, laced with hurt and confusion.

      I clear my throat, struggling to form a coherent response. "Everything is fine, Lydia. Keep up the good work." The words taste like ashes in my mouth, but I force a smile, hoping to reassure her.

      She sees through my lies, peering into my soul with eyes full of longing. I'm drowning in depths of blue, losing myself in her gaze, and I know I can't escape her, no matter how hard I try.

      Lydia has me, heart and soul, and there's no going back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 4

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lydia

      

      

      

      My heart pounds as I step onto the track. Why can't I stop thinking about Coach Thompson? His strong hands guiding my form, his encouraging smile, the intensity in his eyes as he watches me run.

      I shake my head, trying to clear the image of his lips pressed against mine. Focus, Lydia. I have a meet in two weeks, and daydreaming isn't going to get me there.

      But with every stride, I see him. Feel the heat of his body behind mine as he adjusts my stance. Hear his voice in my ear, low and rough. "You can do this, Lydia. You're stronger than you know."

      My cheeks flush as I round the bend, warmth spreading through me that has nothing to do with the sun. I stumble, catching myself just before I hit the ground.

      Dammit. I bend over, hands on my knees, panting. This can't go on. I won't let my feelings for him sabotage everything I've worked for.

      Coach Thompson jogs over, concern etched into his features. "You alright?"

      I straighten, avoiding his gaze. "Fine. Just tripped."

      His hand closes around my arm, and I shiver. "You seem distracted today."

      I try to pull away, but his grip tightens. "I'm focused now."

      He steps closer, lowering his voice. "Are you sure? Because I'm worried about you, Lydia."

      My breath catches as I meet his eyes. Worry, and something more. Heat. Desire.

      I lick my lips, watching his gaze darken. "Don't be."

      Coach Thompson releases me abruptly, raking a hand through his hair. But it's too late. The truth is there between us, as undeniable as the attraction pulsing through my veins.

      He wants this as much as I do.

      And I don't know what to do with that knowledge.
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        * * *

      

      My heart pounds as I walk to practice the next day, a riot of emotions churning inside me. Did I imagine the intensity of Coach Thompson's gaze? The tenderness in his touch? Or was it real, a sign that my feelings for him aren't one-sided?

      I scan the track for any sign of him, my breath catching when I spot his familiar figure leaning against the railing. Our eyes meet from across the field and a slow smile curves his lips, warmth flooding his gaze. My cheeks flush with heat and I look away, a giddy smile tugging at my own mouth.

      So it was real. The knowledge thrills through me, setting my blood aflame. I press a hand to my chest, trying to calm my racing heart. How am I supposed to focus on my training with these feelings consuming me?

      When Coach Thompson blows the whistle to start our warm up laps, I join the other athletes on the track. But I'm only going through the motions, my mind wandering to fantasies of being alone with Burke, his hands and mouth claiming my body in the way I've only dared to dream about before now.

      A sharp sting on my arm jerks me back to the present. I've drifted into the runner beside me, our elbows colliding. "Sorry," I mutter, shaking off the distraction. But a minute later, I stumble over my own feet, nearly taking a nasty fall that would have sent me sprawling across the track.

      Coach Thompson's gaze snaps to mine, his brow furrowing in concern and frustration. I know I need to get a grip before I really hurt myself or sabotage my training. But how can I contain this fire that threatens to consume me whole? My longing for Coach Thompson has become an inferno, and I'm not sure there's any turning back.

      I escape to the locker room during our break, needing solitude to wrestle with my tumultuous emotions. But the empty room only intensifies the ache inside me. I slide down to the floor, drawing my knees up to my chest as I try to steady my ragged breathing.

      It's wrong. Pursuing a relationship with Burke would be completely inappropriate and jeopardize my training, not to mention his career. I know this, and yet...the thought of denying myself the pleasure I crave seems unbearable. I've never wanted anything the way I want him. My desire is an all-consuming flame that threatens to reduce me to ashes if left unsatisfied.

      When the door creaks open, I scramble to my feet, wiping furiously at my eyes. But it's only Burke, a concerned frown creasing his brow as his gaze searches my face. "Lydia, is everything alright?"

      The compassion in his tone and the tenderness of his words nearly undo me. I open my mouth to assure him I'm fine, but the lie refuses to form. Instead, I take a step toward him, the space between us crackling with energy. His eyes darken as they drop to my lips, and for one heart-stopping moment, I think he means to close the distance between us.

      But he clears his throat and takes a hasty step back. "You should head back out. I won't have you slacking off during practice." His gruff tone does little to mask the longing in his eyes, giving me a shred of hope that my feelings aren't one-sided after all.

      I open my mouth but no sound comes out. All I can do is nod and head back out to the field.

      But I still feel Coach Thompson's eyes on me.
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        * * *

      

      I continue my training, pushing my body to its limits, but my mind refuses to focus. Thoughts of Coach Thompson consume me—the strength of his hands, the warmth of his breath against my neck, the hunger in his eyes. I stumble again, crashing to the ground as my knee gives out beneath me.

      Coach Thompson is at my side in an instant, helping me up. "That's enough for today." His jaw clenches as he examines my knee. "You need to rest."

      I jerk away from his touch, frustration boiling inside me. "I'm fine."

      "Lydia, stop." His voice is sharp, commanding. I freeze, heartbeat racing. "You're distracted and you're going to hurt yourself if you keep running like this. Take a break."

      "You don't understand," I say through gritted teeth. "I have to keep going."

      "Why?" He steps closer, dark eyes searching my face. "Talk to me."

      The words burst out of me. "Because if I stop, all I'll think about is you."

      Silence. I squeeze my eyes shut, cursing my lack of control. What have I done?

      A hand cups my cheek, gentle yet firm. "Look at me."

      I obey, trembling. Coach Thompson's eyes blaze into mine, filled with a hunger that mirrors my own. "You're all I think about too, Lydia."

      My breath catches, and I feel dizzy. We stare at each for a long moment. It's just the two of us on the field, and staring into his eyes, I almost forget that he's my coach.

      He's a man, and I'm a woman.

      My body is thrumming. I'm trembling. And then...

      His lips crush mine, devouring, conquering, as his hands grip my waist and pull me against him. I moan into his mouth, drowning in the taste of him, as he groans and presses his hard body into mine.

      It's everything I dreamed of and more.

      Forbidden.

      Wrong.

      I don't care.

      I cling to him, lost in the searing heat of his kiss, and I know I can never go back from this.

      My heart and body belong to him now.

      I break away, panting. He grips my arms, holding me in place. His chest heaves against mine.

      "Coach," I begin, but he shushes me with a finger on my lips.

      "Burke," he corrects me.

      My heart does a flip.

      "Burke," I try his name on for size. His pupils dilate, and he stifles a curse.

      "Fuck, Lydia, hearing you say my name like that..."

      My heart is beating out of my chest, but I shake my head.

      "We can't," I whisper. "This is wrong."

      "I don't care." His eyes blaze. "I want you, Lydia. Here. Now."

      A wave of heat floods my core at his words. I ache for him with a desperation that steals my breath. Is this really happening?

      All of my protests die on my lips as Burke crushes his mouth to mine again, devouring me with a hunger that matches my own. His hands slide under my shirt, fingers splaying across my back, igniting my skin. I moan, lost in sensation, forgetting everything but this moment.

      He lifts me, urging my legs around his waist, and carries me across the field, through the locker room and into his office.

      I feel the cool tile against my back, a sharp contrast to the heat of his body pinning me in place. One hand slides up my thigh, fingers teasing the edge of my shorts.

      "Tell me to stop," he rasps, "and I will. But if you want this as much as I do...God help me, Lydia, but I can't fight this any longer. Jacking off to thoughts of you every night only does so much. All it takes is one look at you in the morning and I'm hard as a rock again. Do you know how hard it is for me to focus on coaching when I'm walking around with a permanent hard-on for you in my pants?"

      Something about his crude admission drives me wild. I crush my mouth to his, answering without words. He growls low in his throat, hand sliding under my shorts to grip my bare skin. The feel of his rough, callused palm against my flesh sends a jolt of pleasure through me. I rock my hips, urging him on, silently begging for more.

      Burke tears his lips from mine, trailing hot, open-mouthed kisses down my neck. His fingers slide between my legs, finding my center, stroking and teasing until I cry out. The tension coiling within me reaches a breaking point. I come apart in his arms, clinging to him as wave after wave of ecstasy washes over me.

      "Good girl. That's it, baby. Come for Daddy."

      I spasm again. As if our relationship isn't taboo enough, hearing Burke call himself my daddy is so forbidden, so naughty, that I come again.

      He muffles my scream with his mouth, kissing me through my orgasm until my cries die down into whimpers.

      "Burke," I whisper, but he shakes his head.

      "Don't worry about me, baby. Just seeing you fall apart in my arms is enough for now. The first time I take you it's going to be in a bed like you deserve."

      A rush of gratitude fills me.

      He tips my chin up and stares into my eyes tenderly. "Am I right in assuming you're a virgin?”

      I feel my cheeks heat with warmth as I nod.

      "Thank fuck," he whispers before he kisses me again, this time gently. "I'm going to take care of you, Lydia. In every way," he promises.

      And I believe him. When the time is right, he'll take my virginity, and I wouldn't want to give it to anyone else.

      I trust Burke.

      He holds me close, our harsh breathing echoing in the silence.

      I know nothing will ever be the same again. The line has been crossed, the damage done.

      But I can't bring myself to regret it.
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        * * *

      

      I stand under the shower spray at home, hot water sluicing over my body as I struggle to process what just happened. Guilt wars with desire, my thoughts chasing each other in endless circles.

      How could I let this happen? Coach Thompson is nearly twice my age, my teacher and mentor. Pursuing a relationship with him would be completely inappropriate. If anyone were to find out, it would destroy his career and reputation.

      Yet every fiber of my being longs to be with him. When we're together, the rest of the world fades away. I feel happy and alive in a way I never have before. I know in my heart that what we have is real, despite the obstacles standing in our way.

      As I towel off and get dressed, I make a resolution: we have to end this before it goes any further. No matter how much it may hurt, it's the right thing to do. Burke deserves better than a scandal that could ruin his life, and I should be focusing on my training, not a forbidden romance.

      But my determination wavers when I see him waiting by my car after practice. Heat flares in his gaze as it travels over me, and I have to clench my hands to keep from reaching for him.

      "We need to talk," I say, struggling to keep my voice steady.

      "Yes, we do." He steps closer, crowding me against the side of the car. I feel the solid strength of his body against mine and bite back a moan. "I can't stop thinking about you, Lydia. I know this is wrong, but it feels so right. We have something real here. Please don't ask me to give up on us before we've even begun."

      His words reignite the longing in my heart. I lift my eyes to his, seeing the truth of them reflected there. My resolution crumbles into dust.

      How can I possibly walk away from something so profound? I let out a shaky breath and surrender to the inevitable.

      "I don't want to end this either," I confess. "I'm scared of what might happen, but I'm more afraid of losing you."

      A slow, beautiful smile lights his face. He takes my hands, bringing them to his lips for a soft kiss.

      "Then don't lose me," he says simply. "We'll face whatever comes together."

      Joy and relief flood through me. I rise up on my toes, twining my arms around his neck to bring his mouth down to mine. The kiss is sweet and unhurried, a promise of more to come.

      When we part, I lay my head on his chest, listening to the steady beat of his heart. He holds me close, and I close my eyes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 5

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lydia

      

      

      

      The sun dips below the horizon, its golden light bathing the track in a warm glow. Burke stands beside me, his hands shoved in his pockets, watching as the other athletes finish their laps.

      A nervous energy crackles between us as we walk to the parking lot together. This feels different than our usual post-practice chatter. There's an intensity in his gaze that makes my pulse race.

      When we reach my car, Burke clears his throat. "Do you have plans tonight?"

      My stomach flutters. I know I should go home, but I can't bring myself to say no. "Nothing important."

      "Come over. I want to talk." He squeezes my shoulder, his fingers lingering. "Please."

      Heat floods my cheeks. I'm powerless to resist him. "Okay."

      I call my parents, hating the lie that slips so easily from my lips. They think I'm staying late to practice. If only they knew where I was really going.
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