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“IT’S JUST ONE DINNER, NOT a commitment, and it’s for a good cause.” Alex gave me the side eye, clearly intent on getting her way. She’d been angling to set me up on a blind date. Some event she and Erik had to attend, and she planned to drag me along. Now that she’d found true love, she seemed even more determined that I did too. It wasn’t going to happen.

“It doesn’t matter. I’m not going to do it. I’m going to invest my considerable discretionary income in what is sure to become an extensive vibrator collection and move on.” I was done. Alex might have found her happily ever after in an unlikely place, but that didn’t mean I had any intention of following her. Regardless of her too-smug expression.

“A vibrator can’t pull your hair and smack you on the ass while he...” She made a crude gesture, and I manage to stifle a laugh. Encouraging her wasn’t going to get me anywhere I wanted to go.

“Maybe not, but it can’t break your heart either. The potential risk-benefit makes it an easy decision.”

“If you say so,” my friend said, skepticism clear in her voice.

Of the five of us, Meredith, the wedding cake baker, was the romantic. Kindra was clear and reasoned. Elena was pragmatic, almost to a fault. I could usually count on Alex to feed my cynical soul. Just one more thing that had changed since her fiancé Erik entered our world. Not that I’d begrudge her a moment of her happiness. I loved her. I didn’t have to understand what she wanted to get behind it.

“I’m just saying, a real live human man might be nice...”

“I’ve got several guys...”

“...for more than one night,” she said, interrupting me and finishing her thought.

And that was the core of the matter. I had men I could call when I needed a date to a function, men I could call when I needed to scratch an itch, but none of them stuck around for more than one night at a time. It was a mutually beneficial relationship. One that kept pesky things like emotions from getting in the way. I had friends for those. The woman standing next to me and the three women waiting for me at the table in front of us were my family. My heart.

“Park it, bridezilla. We’re here to talk about your wedding, not my love life.” I motioned to an empty chair and bent to press my cheek to first Kindra’s and then Meredith’s and Elena’s before taking a seat myself.

“As you know, I’m getting married,” Alex said, an evil twinkle in her eye.

“It’s been mentioned once or twice,” said Kindra, her honeyed voice carrying the smile that curved her lips.

“It has.” Alex nodded, beaming. “And while there are many details to work out, none of them matter if you guys aren’t standing beside me. Would you be my bridesmaids?”

Meredith’s squeal cut the air before the words were out of Alex’s mouth. A part of me wished I could be that unabashedly excited. The other part of me—the divorce lawyer part—had too many questions and concerns to walk wide-eyed into anything, especially love and marriage. I fought to hide the shudder that was my almost-Pavlovian response to thoughts of wedded bliss. Alex deserved to be happy and despite my better judgment, Erik made her happy.

“That’s a yes?” said Alex a second before Meredith lunged across the table and hugged her.

“Absolutely, yes!” 

Meredith and Alex turned toward Kindra. 

Her brown eyes lit up as she smiled. She actually liked Erik. She’d been charmed by what she called his character growth, and I called not being a dick. She’d be no help.

“It would be a blessing to stand beside you as you and Erik take this next step in your journey,” said Kindra, sounding every bit the therapist she was.

“I’m in, and I’ll help with as much of the planning as you want.” Elena leaned forward, a glint in her hazel eyes. She looked like the kind of woman who could plan an invasion. “You’re marrying one of New Orleans most eligible bachelors. Your wedding needs to be an event.”

“All of it,” said Alex, her expression the slightest bit uncertain. I wondered if she was reconsidering the whole big white wedding thing. “I’d love your help planning all of it. Thank you.” She reached across the table to squeeze Elena’s hand.

And then four pairs of eyes belonging to women who were more sisters than friends turned toward me. There was no way I was getting out of this.

“Fine. On one condition,” I added, as the squealing started anew.

“Name it.” Alex tipped her head to the side, considering me. She looked so happy. I didn’t want to be the one to bring her crashing back to earth, but I also didn’t want her to go rushing unprotected into a marriage that—let’s face it—had a better than fifty percent chance of failing.

“I will be your bridesmaid and wear whatever godawful cupcake dress your heart desires as long as you get a prenup before you say I do.”

“Deal,” she said, not looking the least bit disturbed by the idea.

Even my most romantic clients sobered up at the idea of planning for the end of a relationship. Alex was lit up like an excited bride, which was what she was, but it was still confusing as hell.

“You should see your face,” said Elena, pressing a reassuring hand to my arm. Beside her, Kindra nodded, and I could feel the crease in my forehead deepen.

“It’s okay, Charlotte. I’m perfectly happy to have a prenup. Erik insisted on it.”

Of course he did. He was a lawyer. He’d look out for his interests and leave Alex to fend for herself. I opened my mouth to tell her, but her next words stopped me.

“He also insisted that you be the one to draw it up. He said there’s no way you’d trust it to anyone else.”

Damn. He was good. I’d give him that. Even I couldn’t figure out how to argue with his plan, and I got paid an obscene—or justified, depending on how you looked at it—amount of money to argue. I opened my mouth and closed it again, unable to form a response.

“Oh God, your face,” said Alex, making a half-assed attempt at smothering a giggle. “I should have recorded this. Erik begged me to. He said it might be the only chance anyone ever got to see you tongue-tied.”

“Funny,” I said, regaining my capacity for speech.

“He also said it was a hard limit.” Her face took on that doe-eyed goofy expression she got whenever she talked about the man she’d fallen in love with. “We’re not children. We both know the odds. We’re going in with our eyes wide open. Besides, rules can be sexy. Limits make the pleasure that much sweeter.”

“Tell me you did not just turn your prenup into some kind of BDSM thing.”

Alex met her intended at a deposition that turned into a dare. My friend had cashed in on the popularity of tie me up/tie me down fuckery and started the Gentleman’s Submissive, helping ordinary men learn to dominate their partners. Erik was an intellectual property attorney and a self-proclaimed Dominant determined to shut down her business. It had all the makings of a legal disaster, not a great love story, but even my cynical heart couldn’t deny Alex was blissfully happy. Erik was too. Watching the two of them together would have been nauseating if it hadn’t been for the fact that he so clearly adored her. It’s the only reason I could even consider standing beside her as she legally tied her life to his.

“Okay.” I reached across the table to squeeze her hand. “I’m in.”

At least I’d be able to draft a contract that would keep her life from getting ripped to shreds in the likely event they split. Unfortunately, it wouldn’t do anything to protect her heart.

––––––––
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WE SPENT THE next hour talking about dresses and venues and food. I might not have even the remnants of a bride gene left, but I could get behind a good party. If I thought of it that way, it wasn’t hard to stay interested in the details. Especially watching the way my friend’s face glowed. We’d been friends since I moved to the city and ran into her at a hot yoga class. She introduced herself afterward, said she did yoga so she could eat bread, and invited me to grab an oyster po’ boy. The bread was outstanding. The friendship was everything to me.

I’d always thought she was amazing, starting her business from scratch and then navigating the obviously complicated situations with clients, but the past few months while she’d been working on her book, she’d leveled up. It wasn’t that she’d grown because of Erik—or worse, in spite of him—it was more that loving him helped her clear away some of the obstacles she’d put in her own path. There was a rockstar career, a book tour, and a thousand other good things in her future. And she was clearly enjoying herself.

If I felt even a twinge of jealousy, it was over that. I was more than satisfied with my career. I’d worked my ass off to become one of the most sought-after divorce attorneys in New Orleans. Other people saw my Alice in Wonderland looks, assumed I was a “good girl,” and underestimated me at their peril. I ate the poor unfortunate souls for breakfast and picked my teeth with their bones. And I got my clients the settlements they deserved and a chance, if they were willing to take it, to rebuild after the destruction of divorce. I had a great deal of professional satisfaction in my life. If I didn’t have much of a social life outside my few friends, it was because there hadn’t been time. Adults prioritized. Work was my priority.

“Want to share a cab?” Meredith asked, dragging me back to the present.

I glanced around the bar, really noticing it for the first time. We’d been sitting there for over an hour but beyond the copper-clad tabletops, I hadn’t paid any attention to my surroundings. Dark wood paneling covered one wall and stone another. With the wine-colored carpet, it could have felt stuffy and dark. Kind of a dated gentleman’s club. Instead, it felt rich. Luxurious. Almost a study in materials and sensory details. The contemporary lines of the blown glass light fixtures and the slight patina on the tables made the whole place feel current without slipping to trendy.

Elena would do a better job describing it. I just knew I wasn’t quite ready to leave. Another drink while I actually paid attention to my surroundings felt like the perfect next step.

“You know, I think I’m going to stay a bit longer.”

Alex’s eyes flashed with an almost predatory look. “Do you want company?”

Meredith and Kindra were clearly worn out. Meredith went to work at the ass crack of dawn most days. Late nights weren’t her thing. Kindra gave so much to her clients. I knew she valued every moment she got to decompress. And the last thing I needed was Alex pushing me about the date with Erik’s friend that wasn’t going to happen. Elena would jump in just to up the pressure, and I’d be doomed.

“No, you guys go on. I’ll take the tab,” I said, handing the server my credit card despite my friends’ protests. “Could you move it to the bar, please?”

I could sit at the gorgeous wooden bar I was just now noticing, have one more cocktail and maybe expand my potential itch scratchers. Alex’s words about a “real live man” were still working their way around in the back of my head. I wasn’t sure if I wanted someone to smack my ass or not, and I was sure vibrators were a safer bet for orgasms and my heart. But there were some undeniably appealing things about actual men. The warmth of a strong hand on the small of my back bleeding through the silk of my blouse to my skin. The anticipation of that moment right before firm lips brushed mine, breathing in a new scent. Tasting. Touching. A hand fisted in my hair. 

Fuck.

If only there was a way to get all of that without the emotional minefield of a relationship. It was a strong argument for legalized prostitution. I hired out almost everything else, so why not sex? An even exchange of all those delicious masculine things for money, orgasms all around, and when the climax fades, we both move on, happy with the deal.

Next time I saw her, I’d talk to Alex about that. With her work on power exchanges in relationships, she was bound to have thoughts. And if I convinced her that’s what I really wanted, she might give the blind date thing a rest.

I made my way past two couples, sitting at high-top tables near the bar. I’d bet money the couple on the left was on a first date. Too much nervous laughter and eager expressions for it to be anything else. The other couple were too busy with their phones to notice each other. I couldn’t have picked a better visual representation for the stages of love if I’d planned it. The expectant you are the one who could be my world beginning to the why do we even bother aftermath. It lent credibility to my clear expectations/even exchange theory. Or maybe plan, not theory, if I worked it right.

Setting my clutch on the scarred wooden top, I slid onto an empty stool at the bar. I had a conflicted relationship with stools. I was short. You could call it petite, diminutive, or a dozen other words for short, but the reality was sitting on a stool made me feel a little like a child. The trade-off was that my stature made it easy for people to underestimate me, something I put to good use every chance I got.

Hooking my ankles to resist the temptation to swing my legs, I looked up and into dark eyes so intense I felt the breath catch in my throat.

“Evening, cher.” He pronounced it sha with the yat accent of someone whose family had lived in the city for generations. 

Something about the way he said the casual endearment made my heartbeat pick up a notch, and I couldn’t decide if I was interested or annoyed. I paused for a second, considering, and waited for the obligatory “what can I get you,” which never came. Instead, he watched me for a second, holding my gaze until I actually had to fight to keep from squirming in my seat. What the fuck?

“Bombay Sapphire, dirty with extra olives,” I ordered, sliding a little ice into my voice. I did not squirm, and I wasn’t about to start, especially not because some bartender stared at me.

He cocked an eyebrow and handed me a folio without saying a word. The cover was worn soft like a well-used messenger bag. Without thinking, I ran my fingers over it, enjoying the feel of the slightly warm leather.

I’d ordered a martini, and he gave me the cocktail menu. What the actual fuck? Because I’m a woman, I couldn’t possibly know what I wanted without shopping first? Misogynistic asshole. I should ask for his manager or better yet, just get up and leave. Staying had been an impulse decision—an impulse I didn’t have to continue to indulge. Except the only thing waiting at home for me was an empty apartment with no gin. I didn’t have a cat or even a plant, a fact that didn’t normally bother me but in light of all the wedding planning, it didn’t sit quite right tonight. I was confident it would after a martini or two, or maybe even some company. I glanced around the mostly empty bar and decided the drink was my best plan, so I’d humor the asshole—for the time being.

The thick white cardstock seemed more like a wedding invitation than a drink menu. The rag content of the paper would do a society matron proud, but instead of feeling stuffy or over the top, it managed to feel contemporary and rich. And that was before I read the descriptions of the cocktails. There were enough herbal-infused simple syrups to make a dedicated hipster happy, but there were also interesting combinations. Things I wouldn’t have considered, like dark chocolate kisses and bourbon, and smoked rosemary gin with grapefruit.

The bartender stood by quietly waiting, but I could feel him watching me. Seriously, what the ever-loving fuck? Attentive was a good thing in the service industry, but this guy took it to a new, just this side of creepy, level.

“What are artichoke bitters?” I didn’t bother to hide the derision in my voice. Of all the unnecessarily pretentious things. Who needed bitters made from an overgrown thistle? Except there was that gin juniper berry thing, so maybe it wasn’t as crazy as it sounded.

“We make them in house, starting with the artichoke and vodka and adding in orange peel, allspice, cardamom, and a few other spices.” He said it as if he were explaining something he cared about, not reciting a speech he’d given dozens of times before. The latter was probably true, but his tone made me lean in a little.

Well, that didn’t sound terrible. It actually sounded kind of delicious. I scrolled through the rest of the ingredients in the cocktail. If I ordered it instead of my original choice, did that mean he’d been right about me knowing what I wanted? Did I care?

“What’s your pleasure?” He dropped the R on the word pleasure, the warm, deep timbre of his voice an interesting combination of the barest Southern drawl and something more. “Still want the Bombay or has something else caught your eye?”

I couldn’t help but think he was talking about something other than my drink order. He was handsome—neatly trimmed dark beard covering a square jaw, with eyes somewhere between hazel and brown. He wore a crisp white dress shirt cuffed to his forearms and black slacks sitting low on narrow hips. The cut seemed too good for even a well-paid bartender. Either tips were exceptional, or he was a bit of a clotheshorse. That was something I could respect.

The double entendre masquerading as a helpful comment was what bothered me. Or, rather, my reaction to it. The man was charming, and I’d rather he wasn’t. None of which made sense. Which added to my irritation. I’d gotten myself caught in some kind of handsome bartender loop with no clear escape.

––––––––
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I WATCHED THE THOUGHTS PLAY across the woman’s gorgeous face. It was better than any movie reel I’d ever seen. Although I doubted anyone not studying her closely would even notice.

“Or perhaps you’d rather I make a suggestion?” I said when she continued to hesitate. 

I didn’t want to make a suggestion. I wanted to tell her what she needed and then help her get it, but I had a feeling if I went that far, she’d bolt. That would be a real shame. I could see her wrestling with something. I imagined she only showed people exactly what she wanted them to see, but there was a hesitancy in the way her finger hovered over the drink menu. I wouldn’t have noticed if I hadn’t been paying attention.

Who was I kidding? I noticed everything about the lovely creature sitting in front of me. I hadn’t been able to take my eyes off her since she walked into my bar with her dark-haired friend, the one who looked intent on trying to convince the wound-tight woman to do something she didn’t want to do. I had exactly the opposite goal. I wanted to convince her to do a half a dozen things I knew she’d fucking love.

“Trust me?” I asked, clearly getting ahead of myself. But if I got her to say yes to one pleasure, maybe we could move on to others.

Her laugh caught me off guard. She let out kind of a giggle snort and clasped a hand over her mouth for a moment while her shoulders shook.

“Why would I do that?” she asked, still smiling.

“What do you do for a living?” I wasn’t usually this twisted up over a woman, and this one was going to take more than my normal amount of skill. I needed to get out of the quicksand and back on firmer ground. She paused for a fraction of a second, and I had the impression it wasn’t a question she always answered willingly. Which meant she either trusted me—fat fucking chance—or she didn’t care enough to lie to me about the answer—sad but far more likely.

“I’m a divorce attorney.” She said it as if daring me to make a comment. I had no intention of being half that predictable.

No wonder she was prickly. She saw the worst things people could do to each other, all wrapped up in the language of love and loss.

“So, if I was considering marriage, it would make sense for me to trust you to give me advice on the best way to protect myself in case things go ass over teakettle?” 

She laughed, and I could almost see her relax incrementally.

“That’s easy. Don’t do it. It’s not worth it.”

I’d never considered marriage before. Beyond the occasional handcuffs on the bedframe fucking, I’d never been a fan of being tied down. Not as more than a far off in the future concept. I hadn’t rejected the idea completely, but I hadn’t found it. I certainly hadn’t been looking for it. Still, the finality of her words made me inexplicably sad.

“See,” I said, ignoring the tightening in my chest that made no fucking sense. “I don’t know you, but I can already trust that your advice comes from an informed perspective. So, you sat down looking for a cocktail, maybe you could trust...” I left the rest of the sentence unfinished so she could fill in the blank.

“I sat down looking for a Bombay Sapphire, dirty with extra olives.”

Well, damn. The corner of her luscious red lips curved up just enough to let me know she enjoyed messing with me. I was good with that. Whatever gave her pleasure. Which begged the question...why? Why her? Why did I suddenly care whether this woman was enjoying herself or not? What was it about her?

Or I could ignore the questions and keep going, because whatever the reason, I wanted to see what happened when she really felt something, even if it was only enjoyment in her drink choice.

“Is that what you’d still like, cher?” I asked, resigning myself to the inevitable.

I had no doubt the internal battle this woman waged over a cocktail choice took more energy than most people gave to much bigger decisions. It was clear; control was a huge part of who she was.

“No, dammit.” The frustration was clear in her voice, and I barely managed to hide my smile. It wouldn’t do to have her think I was laughing at her. “I still can’t believe it’s a thing, but I want to try the artichoke bitters.”

“Trust me?” I repeated, hoping for a different answer this time. She tipped her head to the side, exposing the long, slender column of her throat. I pushed back against the image of running my nose over her pale skin, breathing in her scent before following the path with my lips. My teeth. Some of what I’d been thinking must have shown in my eyes because I heard her breath catch and watched her swallow hard. She nodded, reluctantly, but it was there.

I grabbed a grapefruit from the well, the bottle of bitters, and the small-batch gin I’d picked up at the new distillery I’d found outside Thibodeau. It had an herbal note that worked beautifully with the juniper. She watched me cut and juice the grapefruit into the shaker before pouring in the gin and bitters and topping it with ice. Her blue-eyed gaze followed my movements with an intensity that would have made me uncomfortable if I didn’t love it so damn much. She watched as if she were trying to understand the steps. Not like the hipsters who came in looking for a free mixology lesson; more like her mind couldn’t be quiet, and she was determined to take in as much information as she could. I was fine with that. Better than fine. In my experience, when they let themselves, curious people felt pleasure more intensely. Everything about that worked for me.

I grabbed a rocks glass from the freezer and strained the drink in the frosted heavy glass before flaming a rosemary sprig and tucking it and a paper straw into the drink. Setting the glass on the coaster in front of her, I waited and watched.

She didn’t hesitate. She picked up the glass, slid the straw between those gorgeous red lips I’d already imagined wrapped around my cock—God help me—and took a sip. She took another one before setting the glass back on the coaster and hitting me with a smile I wanted to see a lot more of.

“It’s good.”

“It’s better than good and you know it.” I leaned on the bar, letting a little of my smugness show.

“You’re not plagued by lack of confidence, are you?” She searched my face, as if she were cataloguing ideas.

“I imagine that’s something we share. My name’s Ford, by the way.”

“Charlotte.” She raised her glass in a mock toast and took another sip.

“Is the herbal taste from the bitters or gin? It’s more than just the rosemary.” There was the barest hint of a wrinkle in her forehead, and I resisted the temptation to smooth it with my thumb.

“It’s the gin. They use a two-step distillation process. Some of the heavier aromatics—the juniper, cassia bark, lemon peel—are immersed in the spirits. A second batch of botanicals are put in a copper basket the vapor from the distillation passes through, infusing it before it condenses again.” I watched her, looking for any sign she’d glazed over during my gin documentary.

“Like a gin-making potpourri,” she said, catching the essence and knocking me off guard at the same time.

“It’s actually a lot like that.”

It was a testament to how focused I was on the woman in front of me. I didn’t notice the suit until he slid onto the stool beside her.
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“THAT LOOKS GOOD,” THE SUIT said, casually, as if he were interested in the drink and not the woman enjoying it. He wore the uniform of the financial assholes who made up a significant portion of my business. Expensive suit, no tie, and a dress shirt open at the collar. After a drink or two, he’d slip off the jacket and show off a stomach kept flat by too much self-indulgent time in the gym in the absence of actual physical work. I was aware of the irony, considering the time I spent at the gym, but that was different. I couldn’t say how; it just was. He was exactly the kind of guy Charlotte probably took home to work off some tension. I hated him and his smug “that looks good” comment.

“It is.” She shifted slightly on her stool, giving him a three-quarter view of her gorgeous body clothed in a silk blouse and skirt that with a jacket would project power. With the top three buttons of her sheer blouse open and the barest hint of what I was sure was a spectacular lace bra, she looked like expensive sex. She’d also slipped on another persona. She’d replace the genuine smile I’d started to expect with one that managed to seem predatory and guileless at the same time. Stupid suit didn’t stand a chance. He watched her like she was a cupcake and he was a five-year-old boy, thinking he was in control. She’d only said two words, and she already owned his ass.

“I’ll have one of those,” he said, poor clueless bastard.

I arched an eyebrow at Charlotte, but she seemed to be deliberately not meeting my gaze. Or, more likely, she was focused on the prey in front of her, and she’d forgotten all about the bartender. Fuck me for caring.

As I mixed the drink, I heard the suit explain to her that vermouth was the most important part of any good gin cocktail. Cochon. The fucking prick was trying to seduce her with my drink, and he was wrong. I set the rocks glass on the coaster in front of him, barely avoiding sloshing gin over the rim of the glass. The last thing I needed was to have to remake the drink for the asshole. Or worse, waste the good gin.

“To new friends,” said the suit, raising the glass to her.

She gave him the barest of smiles, just a curve of her lips that would keep him guessing. Nothing like her real smile. She raised the straw to her mouth, and his gaze tracked her lips like a dog, waiting for its owner to throw the ball. Cochon. I ignored for a moment that I was paying a lot of damn attention to her lips too. It wasn’t the same thing. I’d made the drink she was sipping. It was my work she was tasting. Any pleasure she got from it was because of me, not the clueless bastard getting her second-tier smile.

I had to get a grip on myself. I had no claim to her and no right to have an opinion about how she spent her night. If she decided to take the dumbass suit home, I needed to respect her choice. I glanced around the mostly empty bar—where was the after-dinner rush when I needed it—to make sure everyone was taken care of, and then I retreated to the other end of the bar. Not so far away that I could avoid hearing bits of their conversation, but far enough that the car crash wasn’t right in my face.

I picked up my phone and thumbed open the e-reader app. I’d never let one of my employees get away with fucking around on their phone behind the bar, but I wanted a diversion.

She told him her name was Charlotte, but she also told him she worked as an interior designer, so who knew where the bullshit started and ended. It didn’t matter. Dumbass suit didn’t care beyond getting off, and with the way he was leaning into her, finding excuses to casually touch her, he was looking more and more like he’d won the lottery. I was going to have to watch her leave with him. God dammit. Forcing my attention back to the book on my phone, I tried for something—anything—resembling a proportional response. There was absolutely no reason for me to be so twisted up over a woman who’d only walked into my bar that night.

Shaking my head in disgust at myself, I tried to care about the witch and her vampire and the book that would only show itself to her, but I was doing a rubbish job of it. When Charlotte—it was her name; I’d looked it up on the credit card tab on file to be sure—slid off her stool and headed to the restroom, I gave up and put my phone away.

“I need to close out my tab. Hers too,” said the dumbass, waving his credit card at me.

“Sure,” I said, finally faced with the inevitable. And then I had another thought. “It’s so good to see her happy. She doesn’t get out often anymore.”

The suit looked at me, curiosity carving a crease in his forehead.

“Oh really? Why?”

“Really bad breakup. She was torn up about it for a while. It’s good to see her moving on.” The dumbass had the nerve to look almost giddy. No doubt visions of healing Charlotte with his magic dick running through his head. “The guy was a beast, too. Looked like a fucking linebacker.” I shook my head, imagining Charlotte’s behemoth of an ex. “He didn’t take her leaving him well. Might even have stalked her for a while.”

“God, that’s awful,” said suit dude, clearly reconsidering his life choices.

“He only came in here that one time, but it was enough for me. Thought I was going to have to call the cops.” I turned my back on him so I could run his card, making sure to include Charlotte’s tab from earlier, and hide my grin. Lying was wrong. I knew that, but honestly, if he scared that easily, he didn’t deserve her. He didn’t deserve her regardless, but one problem at a time.

“That’s crazy,” said the dumbass, inching closer to the edge of his stool.

“Yeah. There was that guy early on who looked at her. He ended up in the hospital, but they never found the guy who did it. Probably wasn’t related.” I gave my shoulders a who the fuck knows shrug and handed the guy his card and the slip to sign.

He snatched the card from my fingers and scrawled his name on the slip. Glancing in the direction of the bathroom, he stood.

“I forgot. I’ve got a thing tonight. Can you let her know I’m sorry and had to run?” He phrased it as a question, but he didn’t bother waiting for my answer. He was across the room and out the door so fast it was like someone was chasing him

I should feel bad. When Charlotte came back and saw the empty stool, I almost did.

“He said he forgot an appointment and had to go.” I watched her for a second, judging her disappointment—not much. She looked more resigned than anything.

“That makes perfect sense,” she said in a voice that made it clear she understood exactly what happened. Well, not exactly. She didn’t know my part of it. “I should close out my tab.”

If I wasn’t careful, she was going to leave anyway. Her going home alone was better than her taking the suit home, but it felt like winning the battle to lose the war.

“Dumbass covered it.” I motioned with my head to the empty stool in case she had any doubt who was the dumbass.

“Well, that’s something, I suppose.” She smiled but it didn’t reach her eyes and for a fraction of a second, I almost regretted my actions. Almost.

“Sit down. Let me make you something.” I let the offer hang in the air and waited to see which way she’d turn. Push a woman like Charlotte, and I imagined she’d bolt faster than a mortal man could run. Which meant I’d have to entice her. Seduce her. My favorite thing.

The wrinkle was back in the center of her forehead, and I picked up a bar glass to polish to keep from reaching out to smooth it. I was going to have to take some serious time to debrief when this was over. I didn’t usually have this kind of urge to grope a woman I hadn’t even officially met.

“Please?” I asked, pushing the tiniest bit.

I watched the battle play out on her face and saw the exact moment when things tipped in my favor.

“Show me what you’ve got,” she said, climbing back up onto the barstool.

I fucking loved how small she was next to me. My mind raced ahead to covering her body with mine, cradling her against me, coaxing every bit of pleasure out of her. What I wouldn’t do was underestimate her. That way was carnage littered with the bones of lesser men.

“It would be my pleasure.” I smiled at her, holding her gaze for a fraction of a second longer than normal. Just long enough for her cheeks to flush, a response I felt confident was rare for her.

I grabbed the bottle of my favorite infusion distilled gin from the freezer, along with the jar of giant green queen olives stuffed with blue cheese. I rinsed the inside of an ice-cold martini glass with some of the brine from the olive jar, pouring almost all of it out again. I topped the thin film of brine with a healthy shot, dropped in three fat olives, and finished it with a spray of bitters on the surface of the icy gin. Holding the glass out to her by the stem, I watched her flinch the slightest bit when her fingers touched the cold glass. I’d taken such care to make sure every component of the drink was as close to frozen as possible. I should have set the drink in front of her and let her pick it up by the stem, but I couldn’t resist the urge to get her to take something—anything—from my hand.

She took a sip and her eyes drifted closed in pleasure. I could get addicted to putting that look on her face.

“Oh my God, this is good.” She took another sip and my pulse kicked up a notch, which was a little fucked up. I made drinks for people. I didn’t get off on it. Usually. “There’s something different.” She licked her lips, like she was trying to isolate the taste.

“It’s the bitters. It doesn’t work for the sweet vermouth crowd, but if you like a dry martini, if gives a little bite to the gin.”

“How did you know I wasn’t one of the sweet vermouth crowd?” She threw my words back at me in a way that might have felt mocking if it weren’t for her smile.

“Educated guess. I took a chance.” It was more than that, but if she realized how closely I’d been paying attention to her responses to things, cataloguing her questions and the things she liked, she was far more likely to get creeped out than turned on by my bartending Sherlock impression.

“Were you playing Candy Crush or something else?” She motioned with her head to my phone lying by the register.

I was torn between the realization that she’d noticed what I was doing while she was talking to dumbass and her assumption that I was playing games.

“Reading.”

She arched an eyebrow and then seemed to think better of it, shifting away from judgment to curiosity. “What are you reading?”

There were many things about Charlotte that intrigued me, but her curiosity hit the top of my list. I loved the way I could see her puzzling things out. The way she’d watched me mix her drink. The questions she’d asked about the gin. I loved the way her mind always seemed to be working, and I’d fucking love to see what it was like to get her out of her head. To have her just taste. Feel.

“Harkness. Discovery of Witches. Or, rather, Shadow of Night, the second book in the trilogy.”

“The vampire-witch thing they made into a TV series?”

I could have told her I was reading actuarial tables, and I think she’d be less surprised.

“The very one.” I was used to people judging my taste in books. Ben gave me shit about it on a regular basis. Erik was the only one who didn’t seem to think there was anything odd about my reading list, but I think that had more to do with his attraction to time travel romance than it had to do with me. I didn’t care. Vampires, when imagined right, were the ultimate sensualists. We were kindred spirits.

“I only saw the first episode, but it was gorgeous. Are the books good? I mean, of course they’re good. You wouldn’t be reading the second one if they weren’t.”

It was the first time she sounded unsure of herself, and I wondered if it was me or the books. Did Charlotte have a thing for vampires? She wouldn’t be the first or even the millionth woman to get excited by the idea of being at the mercy of a powerful creature who literally needed her lifeblood to survive. Who got excited at the very taste of her.

“They’re brilliant. A thousand times better than the TV series. Although I liked that too.”

“I’ll have to try them.” 

I couldn’t tell if she meant the words or not, and it reminded me of something else she’d said.

“Why did you tell the dumbass you were an interior designer?” I still liked that she told me the truth, even if it was because she didn’t care about impressing me. I liked that later we’d already have that honesty between us. I was maybe counting on there being a later more than made sense at the moment.

“I’m pretty sure you can figure that out. When I lead with divorce attorney, one of two things happens. Either the guy tells me the intricate details of his divorce and wants free advice, or he’s so intimidated by what I do, he gets out as soon as he can. It just got easier not to tell them in the first place. It’s not like they stick around long enough for them to figure it out anyway.” She said it as if it were a matter-of-fact thing, but her eyes looked guarded, as if she were steeling herself against something.

“I don’t think it’s intimidating. I don’t know you, and I can already believe you’re brilliant. You see everything going on around you and ask smart questions. I imagine you put those powers of observation to work for your clients. That is something to be admired. Not hidden from men too stupid or weak to appreciate you.”

She blinked, and I had a feeling I’d managed to do something not many could lay claim to. I got Charlotte to pause and re-evaluate. Which honestly wasn’t much of an accomplishment, because I hadn’t done more than tell her the truth.

I waited to see if she’d comment. She picked up her glass and took a sizeable sip of gin, holding it in her mouth for a moment before swallowing. She’d taste the hit of bitters and the burn of the alcohol, followed by the juniper and hint of briny olive. I loved knowing what she was tasting and watching the experience play across her face. It was more than compensation for her unwillingness to talk about why she lied to other men. Because if they couldn’t see her for the queen she was, they were just pawns in someone else’s game.

“So does your love of the paranormal stretch to other books? Did you read Twilight?” She smiled at me—the real smile with just a hint of mischief. 

It was another expression I could get used to.

“I did. All three of them. Classic Beauty and the Beast trope with the extra ‘nobody puts Baby in the corner’ thing.”

She laughed and swallowed quickly to avoid choking. “Dirty Dancing too?”

I tipped my head in acknowledgment. I liked surprising Charlotte. More than made sense.

“And did you like them?” she asked, the assessing gleam back in her eye.

“Like, yes. Love, no. They were quick reads, and I understand the appeal of the universal theme. I like my vampires with a little less sparkle.” I liked my vampires with a lot more sensuality and grown-up-surrender-to-me sex, but I didn’t want to lead with that.

Sex wasn’t the way to get what I wanted from Charlotte. I was pretty sure she had no problem with the idea of a quick hookup. Dumbass wouldn’t have gotten as close as he had if she did. And the comment about her profession and the guys sticking around led me to believe the emphasis was on the quick. A single evening, orgasms all around, and out her door: her choice as much as theirs.

I loved a quick fuck. Hands above her head, back pressed against the wall, legs wrapped around my waist with her panties shoved to the side because neither of us could wait the few moments it took to get naked. But I fucking adored the slow burn, layer after layer of pleasure, each touch waking nerves, building the fire higher and all the time in the world to blaze into ashes.

It was too soon to tell, but I had a feeling that wasn’t something Charlotte normally indulged in. I wanted to be the one to take her there, to watch her lose herself in pleasure.

“What about you?” I schooled my face, hoping my eagerness didn’t show. You could learn a lot about a person by the stories they read. I wanted to learn everything I could about Charlotte.

“Some paranormal. I’ve read Twilight—liked, not loved—and Outlander—loved. Anything by Jenny Crusie, Sylvia Day, Julie Kenner, Lisa Kleypas, and of course Nora Roberts. Too many others to mention.” She took another sip of her drink before fishing out one of the olives with a perfectly manicured fingertip.

I watched, almost hypnotized, as she bit through the salty flesh, her eyes drifting shut in pleasure as the creamy blue cheese hit her tongue. Jesus. I’d never fully appreciated that the olives were too big to eat in one bite before. I’d never take it for granted again.

“I don’t have much time to read,” she said, apparently oblivious to the spike she’d caused to my blood pressure. “But I love it, and when I do, I want to fall into a story and escape.”
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