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      “Happy New Year!”

      Everyone in the club cheered, raised their glasses, and turned to the person they were standing next to for the first kiss of the new year. 

      Slightly wobbly in her heels, Sharon turned to look at the man by her side. Tall, dark, and a pain in her ass. She was also a pain in his; something she often reveled in, if she was being honest. Jake Standish. Her friend Lexie’s older brother, former military and the only other single person in their group of friends. Not a Dom although he often hung out at Stronghold, the BDSM club with her and the rest of her friends and sometimes he kind of acted like one. 

      Tonight they weren’t at Stronghold though, they were at the grand opening of its sister club, Marquis. The new club was a joint venture between Stronghold’s owner and two investors, all three of whom were friends with Jake and Sharon.

      The two of them had ended up spending most of the night together by default. 

      Which had been interesting. 

      They didn’t exactly get along most of the time. In her opinion he was uptight, judgmental, and kind of prudish. She was a hot mess and attention whore in his. Neither of them had exactly been quiet about their opinions either. They got along like fire and oil. Put them together and whoosh. Everything was burning. 

      Unfortunately, she was also pretty attracted to him and when she was drunk he started looking better and better… Especially because he loosened up a lot as he kept drinking. They had started to have fun once they’d gotten onto the dance floor, but he wasn’t who she’d intended to end up standing next to at midnight. 

      Then again, she hadn’t had anyone in mind. A sad state of affairs, really. 

      “So,” she said, raising her eyebrow as she looked up at him with a hint of challenge. His blue eyes turned down towards her, the color always somewhat shocking against his full, black eyelashes, which were thick and long enough to make just about every woman who saw him envious. With his short-cropped black hair, broad shoulders, and muscular body he was a fine piece of eye candy. “Are we ringing in the new year or what?” 

      She said it just to goad him, because that was what she did, and because she didn’t have any expectation of him meeting the challenge. Actually, she figured he’d go running, in which case she could maybe still find someone to pair up with for the rest of the night. There were other singles here at the party, celebrating both the new year and the opening of Stronghold’s sister club, Marquis. Sharon was horny as hell after watching the hot scenes in the theater room upstairs and then dancing with Jake. 

      He was kind of clam-jamming her though. She’d been having such a good time grinding up against him on the dance floor and teasing him that she hadn’t kept track of the time. Then, suddenly, plastic champagne flutes were being passed around and the countdown had begun. 

      But he didn’t run. 

      Instead, he did the very last thing she would have ever expected. 

      She sucked in a shocked breath as one strong arm curved around her waist and he hauled her up against him. Even in heels he was quite a bit taller than her and she found herself up on her tiptoes, her body pressed up against hard male muscle, with a very specific hardness nestled into her stomach, and then she was being kissed. 

      Very, very thoroughly. 

      He tasted like champagne and chocolate, and Sharon moaned into his mouth as his free hand curved over her ass, squeezing the soft flesh and sending ripples of sensation through her. 

      Holy fucking shit.

      If she’d thought she’d been horny before, that was nothing compared to right now. Her nipples swelled, pressing against his chest like they were trying to drill through her clothes, and her pussy clenched as his tongue swept against hers, deepening the kiss.

      Right in the middle of the main room of Marquis.

      Where everyone could see them. 

      Arousal flashed, but so did a little warning sign in her head. She pushed at his chest and he pulled away, both of them panting slightly. His black pupils nearly obscured the electric blue of his eyes, and he kept his hold on the rest of her body even though he’d relinquished her lips. 

      “We can’t do this here,” she said, her head snapping back and forth to see if anyone was looking at them. 

      The last thing she wanted was their nosy group of friends trying to hook them up. Talk about a disaster in the making. She might be drunk, but she knew she and Jake would be a freaking awful match. There was no way she wanted her friends trying to push her together with Captain Grumpy. Other than animal attraction, there was nothing else between them.

      They didn’t even like each other. 
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      “You’re right.” Jake twisted, pulling her with him. “Let’s get out of here.”

      For a second he thought she would argue with him - which would be typical Sharon - but instead she came along willingly. Eagerly. Her short legs easily kept up with his longer stride, even in her heels. 

      Being taller, Jake cast a quick look around the room. Everyone was pretty much occupied, and he didn’t spot any of their friends. Possibly retired to the private theme rooms upstairs? Good… That was good. 

      If he was being honest, he wasn’t entirely sure of what he was doing. Even when he was drunk, he usually kept a clear head. 

      Would he regret taking Sharon home with him tomorrow morning? Probably.

      Would he regret it if he didn’t? Definitely. 

      He wanted her. She wanted him. Simple math, really. As long as they both agreed that this was a one-time thing.

      “This is just for tonight,” she said, echoing his thoughts, and filling him with satisfaction. 

      “Yup,” he said. They grabbed their coats and he ushered her out the door. Fortunately, Marquis had almost an entirely new staff, and those who were moving over from Stronghold were off tonight. Jake didn’t recognize the girl who handed them their coats and she didn’t seem at all interested that they were walking out together. 

      Lucky for them, the street was pretty busy with cabs. He’d taken public transportation down to Marquis and he didn’t know where her car was, but he did know that neither of them were in any condition to drive. Giving the driver his address, Jake crawled into the backseat with Sharon. 

      The winter coat she was wearing came down about the same length as her short skirt, leaving her legs bare. Wasn’t she freezing?

      He probably shouldn’t complain though, since it allowed for very easy access. 

      As soon as he’d slid in beside her, he pulled her in for another kiss. She squeaked in surprise, but didn’t protest, and a moment later was kissing him back enthusiastically, neither of them caring about the driver. Jake hadn’t thought he’d be a cab-cliché, but right now he didn’t care either. In fact, the idea that the driver might be taking peeks at them turned him on even more. 

      He’d always enjoyed watching at Stronghold - as long as his sister and Patrick weren’t playing. He had enjoyed seeing some of the more brazen members of Marquis enjoying the club’s downstairs area in a way they wouldn’t be able to once it was open as a restaurant, but he’d never actually been watched himself. There had always been a touch of envy when he’d been watching others. 

      Not at all passive, Sharon grabbed onto the collar of his shirt, kissing him back hard and furious, apparently just as unconcerned by their driver as he was. 

      Or maybe she even liked it too? 

      The puffy coat was a bit of a hindrance, but he had plenty of access to her lower half. He felt her shudder as he slid his hand up the outside of her thigh. Her skin was cool but not cold; they hadn’t been outside long enough for her to really feel the chill. When his hand moved under her skirt, she spread her legs slightly. 

      Jake took the invitation. 

      Fuck.

      Her panties were soaked, and he groaned as he shoved his fingers past the sodden material and into the soft, wet folds of her pussy. His cock throbbed in envy as the slick heat wrapped around his fingers. The whimpering noise she made in the back of her throat nearly undid him, and he pushed two fingers inside of her, kissing her even harder as she clenched around him. 

      The movement of the car rocked them slightly and he ground the heel of his hand against her swollen clit, making her writhe, her thighs tightening around his hand. He kept his arm around her, otherwise she would have been on her back and Jake honestly didn’t know if he would be able to wait until they got to his apartment. He pumped his fingers, making her whimper and squirm delightfully. 

      It wasn’t until the cabby cleared his throat that Jake realized they’d arrived. 

      The ride had been too short… or too long. His head was kind of messed up right now. Half of him couldn’t believe he was sliding his fingers out of Sharon while there was another person in the car with them, half of him enjoyed it. Was getting off on it.

      “Thanks man,” he said, handing over a twenty and way over-tipping. 

      “Happy New Year,” the driver said as Sharon scampered out of the car, surreptitiously tugging the hem of her short skirt down. 

      As soon as Jake was out on the sidewalk beside her, she looked up at him with serious brown eyes. 

      “This is a fucking terrible idea. You know that, right?”

      Immediately he stilled. “We don’t have to if you don’t want to.”

      “I didn’t say I didn’t want to. Just that this is a terrible fucking idea.”
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      Serious blue eyes studied her, and then he was grabbing her hand and pulling her to the front of the apartment building. “Any time you want to stop, you just say so. No safe word needed.”

      “I don’t want to stop,” she muttered, following him into the warmth of the lobby. “That’s the problem.” 

      Her insides were clenching, and she was still shocked that Grumpy Captain America had been so fucking brazen. How drunk was he? Then again, she knew the answer to that… not so drunk that he didn’t know what he was doing, just like her. Normally he was the sane one, the one who set down limits, who went out of his way to cut off her fun even though she didn’t answer to him. He wasn’t her Dom. He wasn’t her boyfriend. Heck, she didn’t know if she’d even call them friends. They just had the same friends.

      But now he decided to go ahead and meet her challenge head on, and quickly surpass it. 

      Why did she find that so hot?

      As soon as they were in the elevator, Jake was on her again, lifting her up and pressing her against the wall. Her legs wrapped around him and she was completely aware that the elevator could stop at any time and someone could walk in. They’d see her skirt practically rolled up to her waist, Jake’s hands cupping the underside of her bare ass since her thong offered absolutely no coverage, and his tongue down her throat. 

      Which was also fucking hot. 

      Apparently the judgy, grumpy Captain had a little bit of an exhibitionist in him. 

      She had no problem with this. Hell, she’d liked it when he got handsy and aggressive in the cab, and not just because she knew if she’d had the whole ride over to think about it, she probably would have chickened out. Then where would she be? Not getting laid and in one of the most awkward situations of her life, that’s where she’d be. This was way better. 

      The elevator door opened, and he carried her out into the hallway while Sharon shoved her hands into his jacket and started kissing down his neck, sucking slightly on his skin. The stubble on his jawline rasped against her cheek. 

      Yup, I want to feel that on my pussy, please and thank you…

      He groaned, holding her with one arm as he fumbled for his keys. 

      “Such a fucking terrible idea,” she mumbled against his skin as he got the door open and them inside. 

      “Stop saying that,” he said irritably. Yeah, that was the tone she was used to hearing from him. Perversely, it just got her hotter in the moment, whereas usually it pissed her off. 

      “It’s true.”

      “But when you say it, I feel like you don’t want this.” His hand palmed her ass and squeezed. If he’d been a Dom she’d probably be setting herself up for a spanking right now, but - as Jake liked to point out - he wasn’t a Dom.

      “Oh, I want this,” she said. Still carrying her, he took her through the main room and back into what she assumed was his bedroom. Not that she had a whole lot of interest in looking around. “But it’s still a fucking terrible idea.”

      “You’re a lot of work,” he muttered, dumping her onto the bed on her back. 

      The sudden movement made her dizzy, all of the blood rushing to her head… And then it was all rushing elsewhere as Jake pulled her down towards him. Her skirt slid up, exposing her entire lower half. 

      It took them less than a minute to get each other naked. 

      There were no negotiations. No talk of safe words. No discussions of what she did or did not want to happen in the scene. Just one quick question asking if she wanted him to wear a condom, her answering that she was on the pill and clean - as Stronghold required - and agreeing that she’d rather go without, and then Jake’s mouth had been on her again. Her legs draped over his shoulders as he licked her from her lips down to her breasts like he was a starving man and she was manna from heaven. 

      Holy fuck the man knew what he was doing. 

      He’d licked, nibbled, and sucked her straight into ecstasy. Sharon arched against his mouth, crying out as her climax hit her hard and fast while he sucked her clit. She’d barely begun to come down from the pleasure high before he was moving back up between her thighs and thrusting his cock into her pussy while it was still quivering from her orgasm. She moaned. Writhed. Shuddered with sensation. It was too much and not enough, all at once. Her nipples rubbed against the hair on his chest, stimulating them as her breasts bounced from the force of his thrusts.

      “Fuck… Oh fuck me, please, Jake!”

      “Not such a bad idea now, huh?” he asked, smugly. 

      Sharon raked her nails across his chest, making him grunt. 

      With a growl, he pulled out of her, flipping her over onto her hands and knees before sliding into her from behind. She moaned again as he slid his hands from her hips up to her breasts, cupping them as they swayed underneath her. 

      Sharon fucking loved being manhandled. 

      He pinched her nipples and she gasped, thrusting her ass back at him, taking him deep as he thrust forward. Holy shit that felt fucking amazing. Her upper body lowered, bracing on her elbows and forearms as he began to move harder, faster.

      She could already feel another orgasm rising, the delicious slide of his cock in and out of her body driving her pleasure higher and higher. Jake had positioned his legs outside of hers, so that her body was tight around him, her thighs pressing together, her pussy lips rubbing against her swollen clit while his balls slapped against her with every thrust. 

      Jake pulled his upper body back, his hands sliding away from her breasts, gripping her hips so he could ride her more forcefully. She fisted her hands in the sheets, practically sobbing at the intense sensations rippling through her. This was what she’d wanted, what she’d craved for months. Just good, hard, hot, raw sex with a man who took what he wanted and knew how to pleasure a woman. 

      When his hand lifted from her hip and swatted her ass, adding a delicious sting of pain to her pleasure, she cried out, clenching down around him. 

      His hand came down on her other cheek. Not hard. Not a punishment. Not playful either. 

      It was just right. 

      She screamed as she came again, her second orgasm much more intense, Jake’s cock driving into her and sending her soaring as the waves rushed over her. The rapture intensified with every thrust as he worked his way to his own climax, and when he finally groaned and buried himself inside of her, pulsing against her spasming walls, she thought she might actually be seeing stars. 

      Best terrible idea, ever.
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      The shifting of a large, muscular body next to her was what woke Sharon up. That was not something she’d had in her bed for a while. 

      When she opened her eyes, it became very clear that she wasn’t in her bed. 

      Well that explains that.

      It had been a party-hard kind of New Year’s Eve, so she wasn’t exactly surprised. Especially not since she’d gone into the night feeling more than a little sorry for herself. It was kind of hard not to when she was beginning the new year as the only single lady in her group of friends. 

      She turned her head to find out exactly whose bed she was waking up in... and froze.

      Oh, fuck a duck... What the hell did I do? Fucking mother-of-all-mistakes... How could I have possibly thought this was a good idea?

      The thought triggered a memory. 

      Hands touching her, her body throbbing, her voice saying ‘This is such a bad idea...’

      And what did I do? I did it anyway. Stupid. Stupid, stupid, stupid. 

      Out. She needed to get out. 

      Without waking him up. 

      Although, as she looked at his far-too-handsome sleeping expression, she couldn’t help but smirk a little. Jake Standish, her friend Lexie’s goody-two-shoes older brother, tended to be constantly scowling in disapproval at Sharon. 

      He didn’t disapprove of anything we did last night. Boo-yah!

      But she didn’t really want to stick around and rub his face in it. Partly because... well, if he was mean to her, she might cry. The idea of watching his expression change from sleepy satisfaction to horror if he woke up and saw her in his bed... yeah, not at the top of her to-do list. 

      It sucked that he could hurt her feelings, because she’d gotten pretty good at not caring what people thought about her, but for some reason his disapproval tended to sting. Maybe because he hung out with all of her friends, so she couldn’t get away from him. Maybe because he was the only other single person in their group of friends and so they should have been natural allies. 

      Maybe because he was hot as fuck and she had been attracted to him from the moment she’d met him, but he treated her like an obnoxious brat that wasn’t worth even minimal politeness. 

      Not that she’d ever let his Judgy-Mcjudgerson attitude change how she behaved, but there was still some small part of her that shriveled a little whenever he directed that bright blue gaze of disapproval her way. 

      So get moving before he wakes up, dumbass.

      Right. Moving. She could do that. 

      She rolled away and then had to stifle a moan as she pushed herself up in bed. Her lady bits had gotten a serious workout last night. Like, “a multiple times and multiple orgasms with a big cock”-level workout. Jake had been very generous with fingers, mouth, and dick. Her inner thighs ached. Her swollen lower lips ached. Her insides ached. All in a good way. 

      It figured he’d be the best one-night stand of her life so far. 

      Jerk.

      As quietly and quickly as she could, she pulled on her dress, found her underwear and snuck out of his bedroom. Okay, she did take one last look at him... But who could blame her? The man was hot. He hadn’t lost any muscle definition since leaving the army, although his black hair had grown out a little over an inch. The sheet was pulled down to his waist. It was a good look for him. 

      Her purse and shoes were in his living room, and she quickly grabbed them, putting in a request for an Uber before she started doing up the straps on her shoes. Four minutes. Perfect. Just enough time for her to make sure she had everything, close the front door quietly, and get down to the curb. 

      The second she closed the car door behind her, she blew out a sigh of relief. 

      Why she was so relieved she couldn’t exactly say. It wasn’t like she expected Jake to come chasing after her just to be mean to her... Or chasing after her to be nice to her either, for that matter. 

      “Happy New Year,” the woman in the front seat said cheerfully. 

      “Happy New Year,” Sharon replied, giving her the best smile she could under the circumstances. 

      At least her driver didn’t seem judgmental about the fact that Sharon was obviously doing a walk of shame. 

      Not that she felt ashamed. Mostly she felt deliciously sore and maybe just a little regretful that there was no way it would ever happen again. Also, she was definitely not looking forward to seeing him again. At least there was no big group thing coming up soon.

      The next time she’d see him would probably be at Stronghold. Maybe he’d skip the next few weekends. Lexie and Patrick had gotten engaged last night, so Sharon knew they’d be extra amorous for the next few weeks - maybe even months. Jake tended to make himself scarce when he thought the two of them were going to be doing anything super publicly. 

      He’d even missed the actual proposal last night, since Patrick had done it after tying Lexie up and suspending her on stage as part of one of the ‘acts’ celebrating the opening of his new club, Marquis. Sharon could understand why Jake didn’t want to see his sister naked. Maybe that would be enough to keep him away from Stronghold for a while. And if it wasn’t, maybe she could see more of what Marquis had to offer. 

      She’d already bought a membership there... But she didn’t want to go alone all the time, and the rest of their friends preferred Stronghold. 

      Whatever. She’d figure it out. 

      The awkwardness had to wear off after a few weeks anyway, right?
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      Reaching out, Jake opened his eyes when he realized the soft curves that should have been snuggled up against him were missing. 

      He frowned. 

      Yeah, he had definitely not come home alone last night. With a slight groan, he rolled onto his back, covering his eyes with his hands as a headache started to pulse behind his eyes in response to the sunlight. He’d had way too much to drink. 

      Enough that he’d thought indulging in his inexplicable attraction to Sharon was a good idea. 

      Let’s just get it out of our systems. That’s what he’d said to her. It had made sense at the time. And she’d agreed. Pretty enthusiastically. Although she had also reiterated multiple times that it was a fucking terrible idea, from the moment she’d gotten into his apartment right through her first orgasm on his tongue and until he’d finally gotten his cock in her. 

      Then she had stopped thinking it was such a bad idea. 

      He smirked, but it faded quickly. 

      It hadn’t been the great idea he’d thought it was last night. 

      Whether or not it was a bad one remained to be seen. 

      Before he could really start thinking through the ramifications, his phone started buzzing and loudly beeping. Not his alarm. 

      With a groan, he rolled towards it and grabbed it up, blinking at the screen through bleary eyes. Five new text messages from Lexie? All at once? 

      Adrenaline shot through him, the stimulant clearing his system of any sleepiness. Time in the army had taught him how to go from groggy to fully awake and battle ready in a matter of seconds. Not that he needed to be battle ready for whatever his sister wanted - at least, he’d better not be. 

      He relaxed slightly as soon as he saw the first message - a photo of her new engagement ring sparkling from her dainty finger. She wouldn’t be sending that if something were wrong. 

      Following the ring picture was a series of messages from Lexie - 

      ENGAGED! You rat, you didn’t stick around last night to see!

      AND GUESS WHAT?!

      ANGEL’S HAVING HER BABY! She went into labor a little before midnight!

      Sunny Banks hospital - we’re headed there now!

      Crap. Looked like he was getting up and going to the hospital with a hangover. Unless he wanted another barrage of text messages, likely not just from his sister but from the rest of their friends. 

      They wanted to include him in everything now that he was home and he appreciated it. He tried to make it out for the big events - and the first kid entering their group was a big event. On the upside, it was probably going to be funny seeing how Adam handled being a new father. And all of them were dying to find out whether the baby was a boy or girl. 

      Jake had twenty dollars on a girl. Might as well go find out whether or not he was taking Patrick’s money today. 

      “Shower,” he muttered, because he needed to clean off if he was going to go face his friends after a night of fucking amazing sex with Sharon. He was pretty sure he still smelled like her perfume. “Then coffee. Then hospital.”

      Maybe he’d grab some donuts on the way too. Babies took a while to come right? People would probably be hungry. And he wanted a donut. 

      Plus, having something to hold would keep him from trying to touch Sharon again... 

      There were a lot of uncertainties after last night, but one thing he knew for sure was that she was definitely not out of his system. As if to concur, his damned cock twitched.
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      So much for avoiding Jake. 

      But there had been no way she was going to miss seeing Angel and Adam’s new arrival. Babies trump awkward morning afters. 

      At least she got some entertainment from the fact that he didn’t quite seem to know how to deal with her presence either. His blue eyes kept flitting over in her direction, and when she had first arrived he’d practically used the box of donuts he was holding as a shield. Sharon had smirked at him as she’d picked up a pink one with sprinkles, both to hide her own awkwardness and just to get under his skin.

      Jumping into their usual routine was not only familiar, it made her feel less awkward. 

      He’d scowled at her, but there was a little something extra in his eyes that had sent a shiver up her spine. Doing her best to ignore him, she took her donut with her and settled down into a chair next to her bestie, Kate. All of her friends were already there, in varying degrees of sleepiness and hungover - even Lexie and Patrick who were wrapped up in one chair and practically cooing at each other. Lexie had her left hand outstretched and both of them kept looking at the ring on it with expressions of loving awe. 

      They were so cute she almost wanted to vomit.

      But her donut was too delicious to throw it right back up again.

      She happened to catch Jake’s eye where he was sitting next to Luke and Olivia. Deliberately she licked a swipe of icing off the top of the donut. Even from across the room she could feel the heat of his gaze as his eyes flashed at her. 

      So much for trying not to be awkward. 

      But if she was being honest with herself, ducking her head and keeping a low profile had never really been her style anyway. It was his though, and he looked both annoyed and turned on. 

      Smug, she turned away to try and pay attention to what Hilary and Jessica were saying. The two besties were sitting across from Kate and Andrew, with Liam on one side of them and Justin and Chris on the other, talking about Jessica’s commitment ceremony to her two men. Yup, Jessica was engaged to both Chris and Justin, the brave, brave woman. Two Doms! They were best friends and looked enough alike to be brothers – dark hair, dark eyes, and super sexy. Sometimes Sharon envied her a little bit, but twice the bossiness? No thanks. They suited sweet, curvy Jessica perfectly though. 

      Hilary was tucked into her husband’s side as usual, even with the arm of the hospital chair between them. Sharon was almost surprised to see that Hilary wasn’t on Liam’s lap. He was a pretty easy-going Dom in a lot of ways, but they did tend to be attached at the hip. The shortest of the men, his stature and boyish face didn’t get in the way of his authority when he decided to exercise it. Not that he needed to much; Hilary liked being a good girl. 

      “Angel and Adam have already agreed to let their kid be either ring bearer or flower girl,” Jessica said, her hazel eyes sparkling. Beside her, Justin and Chris exchanged amused glances, obviously willing to indulge whatever whim their soon-to-be-wife wanted. Well, legally she wouldn’t actually be their wife, but close enough.

      Sharon had recommended them an excellent lawyer to help them figure out all the legal and financial stuff that would bind them together even though they wouldn’t be technically married. They didn’t know it, but she was also paying a portion of the lawyers’ fee. Hey, what was the point of being the rich trust fund friend if she couldn’t use it? They deserved a happily-ever-after and she was perfectly happy to make sure they could afford everything they ever wanted. 

      It made her feel a little bit like a fairy godmother. 

      Kate squealed, clapping her hands together. A shiny ring sparkled from her left finger as well. “That’s amazing! Oh, my goodness, can you imagine if their kid was in all of our weddings?” 

      “Ugh, we got married too soon,” Hilary said, pouting at her husband, Liam. 

      Chuckling, he lifted her hand to his lips and gave it a kiss. “I think we got married at just the right time. Besides, we really didn’t need another flower girl or ring bearer.” 

      Theirs had been an extravagant society wedding, thanks to Hilary’s parents, who ran with the same kinds of circles Sharon’s did. If she remembered correctly, there had been three adorable little flower girls and two chubby-cheeked ring-bearers. 

      “That’s just what happens when you do things first,” Jessica said, poking Hilary in the side and beginning a small poking war between the two of them. Sharon grinned at their antics, sharing her amusement with Kate. 

      She really loved her friends. They were fun, funny, genuinely some of the nicest people she’d ever met, supportive as all hell, and none of them cared about her money. All things which could be frustratingly hard to find, especially in that particular combination. 

      Although she hadn’t been sure it would be a good idea for Kate to get back together with her ex, Andrew, it had turned out to be great for all of them. He was Antonio Banderas level hot, and Sharon counted her blessings that she hadn’t hooked up with him before Kate had moved back here. Sharon had arrived about a month earlier than Kate and started going to Stronghold, where she had met a lot of people but hadn’t started hanging out with them till after Kate arrived and been welcomed back into the fold. 

      She’d had no idea that Andrew was Kate’s ex at the time and she was just thankful she’d never slept with him. Talk about awkward. Before Kate’s return Andrew been a total manwhore - to the point where Sharon dubbed him ‘Crusty Cock’ - and so she’d never been tempted no matter how sexy he was. Plus, she tended to avoid the serious sadists, unlike her bestie. Now they were together, happily engaged, and everything was awesome. Well, other than the fact that Sharon now needed a new roommate and was still struggling to find one. She really hated living alone. 

      Unfortunately, all her friends were now paired up and living with each other, which meant she was stuck interviewing random people in hopes of finding one she could happily live with. So far, no luck, which meant she was left alone with her thoughts far too often. 

      Blech. So much alone time wasn’t good for her mental health.

      Deciding she’d had more than enough of her own melancholy, she poked her bestie in the side. Kate squealed, shrinking away from the finger digging into her side.

      “So, when are we going to sit down and talk about your wedding?” Sharon asked, grinning. “I’ve got big plans for your bachelorette party.”
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      It was like the woman was incapable of sitting still for more than five minutes, Jake thought grumpily, eyeing her from across the room. Considering that she was pretty much the opposite of his ‘type’ personality-wise, he still didn’t understand why he’d always been so attracted to her. Of course, it was even worse now that he knew what she tasted like, what she sounded like when she was orgasming, and what she felt like as she writhed underneath him. 

      She was now having some kind of tickle war with Kate. In a freaking hospital waiting room. Uncaring about everyone else in the room and whether or not they were watching or listening. Drawing every eye to her, as usual, including several admiring eyes from the other men in the room, thanks to the low-cut shirt she was wearing. There was an awful lot of cleavage on display. Who wore a shirt like that to come see a newborn baby? He shifted uncomfortably in his seat, his memories of exactly how much he’d enjoyed laving attention on that particular area of her body last night were still very clear. 

      A hard elbow in his side drew his gaze away from her. 

      “Ow,” he complained to Olivia. She had sharp elbows. The Domme gave him a look that was guaranteed to shrivel any man’s balls. Jake didn’t take it too hard that he was intimidated by her – so was everyone else.

      “Leave her alone,” she said firmly, in a low voice that only he could hear. On the other side of her, her boyfriend and submissive, Luke Evans, was chatting away with Rick and Maria, not paying attention to Olivia’s conversation with Jake. “You’re way too hard on that girl.”

      “I wasn’t doing anything,” he protested. Hell, he hadn’t said a word aloud about how gauche she was being. 

      “You’re glaring at her,” Olivia accused, as her grey eyes turned flinty. She could be a little bit of a mother-hen about submissives, especially those in their group of friends, and since Sharon was the only one currently unattached Jake supposed he shouldn’t be surprised that Olivia was feeling protective. Still, he was a little irked that Olivia thought Sharon needed protecting from him.

      As far as he could tell, Sharon didn’t need protecting from anyone. Other people’s stares and occasional mutters bounced off of her like she had some kind of impenetrable shield. She sure as hell hadn’t ever been influenced by Jake’s disapproval in the past, and he’d occasionally been pretty vocal about it. 

      The only times they’d gotten along were when they weren’t talking. Like when they’d danced at Adam and Angel’s wedding, or when they’d danced last night, which had led to... Well yeah. So, they got along well physically but that was about it. 

      “She’s being really loud,” he muttered. It bothered him that he was still attracted to her, that he couldn’t stop thinking about how he hadn’t minded when she’d been really loud in his bed last night, even when she was currently grating on his nerves. 

      Jake liked calm, quiet women. Soothing women. Women who didn’t constantly need to be the center of attention. Women who smiled in understanding when he was too blunt or rude, women who were accepting of a few rough edges. Women who, in other words, weren’t anything like Sharon. 

      “And yet somehow hurting no one,” Olivia said gently but firmly. “Let it go, Jake.”

      Right. Not terrible advice. 

      If only he could let his attraction go that easily.
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      “Oh my goodness, she’s gorgeous,” Ellie crooned as Adam and Angel’s new baby girl yawned in her daddy’s arms. The sentiment was echoed by every single person who was standing in a wide semi-circle around Adam, trying not to crowd him while simultaneously trying to get a look at the tiny new addition to their group. 

      They’d all cheered and gone out to lunch after Leigh came out with the news that Angel had delivered a baby girl - but that they wouldn’t be able to see them until later. After eating, they’d all returned to the hospital in hopes of an introduction, and Adam had brought the snugly wrapped Miss Melody Ginevra Rawn out to meet them. Angel was asleep, as she should be after such a long night. Her parents had stayed in the room with her in case she woke up and needed anything, allowing Adam to show off the baby.

      “Isn’t she?” Adam asked, staring down at his daughter with an expression of mingled awe and trepidation. He was utterly enraptured by her, and seeing the normally stoic man turned all soft and melty was freaking adorable. 

      Still, Sharon couldn’t help but lean into Kate, tilting her head so her bestie would know she wanted to say something privately. Her much taller friend bent slightly to hear whatever it was. 

      “Did Angel seriously manage to work in both a Doctor Who and a Harry Potter reference into her daughter’s name without Adam noticing?” she murmured.

      Kate snorted, her hand coming up to cover her mouth as her blue eyes went wide. Fortunately, everyone was too busy cooing at the baby to take notice of what she and Kate were doing. Well, almost everyone. Sharon saw Jake’s eyes slant her way, narrowing slightly. Deciding to be mature, she didn’t stick her tongue out at him. It wasn’t any of his business what she said to Kate. 

      “Oh my God, she totally did,” Kate whispered back. “When do you think he’ll figure it out?” 

      “At least a week... he’s pretty shell-shocked right now,” Sharon guessed. 

      Andrew leaned forward around Kate so he could look at both of them, his dark eyes narrowed in suspicion. “What are you two whispering about?” 

      “Nothing,” Sharon said immediately, at the exact same time that Kate said, “I’ll tell you later.” 

      Just then, little Melody began to make unhappy noises and Adam immediately whisked her back to Angel’s room, leaving the group to disperse. 

      Sharon cursed her bad luck when it turned out she and Jake were parked on the same side of the hospital and no one else was. Figured. She kept her smile pasted on her face as she exchanged hugs with the rest of her friends and they went down one hall... and she and Jake turned down the other. 

      The silence between them wasn’t tense exactly, but it wasn’t comfortable either. She was trying to figure out how to break it when he did, and with the last question she’d ever expected from him. 

      “Why’d you sneak out this morning?” 

      Giving him a sidelong look, Sharon couldn’t help but raise her eyebrow. He wasn’t looking down at her, so she couldn’t tell if he could see her expression. Since he about six feet tall and she was closer to five, he might not be able to. 

      “Uh, cuz awkward morning afters don’t really appeal to me?” she responded, letting the obvious ‘duh’ leak into her voice. 

      Now he did look at her, a slight frown on his face. It occurred to Sharon that he’d slowed his normal walking pace slightly so that her short legs could keep up. She didn’t know whether or not to feel grateful for that. “You don’t know that it would have been awkward.”

      That was just crazy talk. 

      “You think it wouldn’t have been?” she asked dubiously. He couldn’t possibly be serious; exactly how did he think this morning would have gone? 

      Jake shrugged. “We could have fucked again, at least.”

      She stopped in her tracks, mouth hanging open. Not because she was offended or because she found his actual words shocking, but because she was shocked he was the one who said them. Her nickname for him was Grumpy Cap, because he reminded her of Captain America but way more, well, grumpy. He didn’t curse much, if ever, and he was rarely crude that she’d ever heard. That was her tactic, and one she often used for getting under his skin. 

      Turning, he took in her expression as his blue eyes sparkled with amusement. 

      Putting her hands on her hips, Sharon narrowed her eyes at him. “Who are you and what have you done with Grumpy Cap?” 

      He laughed. Sharon couldn’t help but stare. Maybe he was always grumpy because he just hadn’t gotten laid in a while and now he could stop being such a stick in the mud? In that case, he definitely needed to get laid more often. 

      I volunteer as tribute.

      Cocking his head to the side, he stepped forward and Sharon’s breath caught in her throat. Jake wasn’t a Dom and he insisted he wasn’t a dominant at all, but he was pure alpha-male. After last night she could confirm that he liked to be bossy in the bedroom. She really liked take-charge, bossy men in in the bedroom, which was how she’d ended up in a BDSM club in the first place. 

      He reached out to a tendril of hair that was curled over her shoulder, but instead of brushing it back, he started winding it around his fingers. Why that was so sexy she had no idea, but her whole body felt like it pulsed in response. Her stupid, sore vagina perked up in interest - as if that area could even take another pounding right now. 

      “I thought we were working our attraction out of our systems,” she said, a little breathlessly. 

      “Mine’s not worked out yet,” he murmured, his blue eyes meeting hers with a hot, intense look that made her insides twist and clench. “How about yours?”

      “No, not yet.” Her lips quirked. “Are you suggesting Round 2?” 

      Jake shifted his big body closer, crowding her in a way that she really liked. Her eyes darted back and forth, but the only people moving through the hallways were nurses and doctors, none of whom were paying the least bit of attention to her and Jake. She didn’t back up and she could practically feel the heat of his body as he was less than an inch away from her. Her nipples stiffened, as if trying to rub themselves against him. If she swayed just a little bit, they would. 

      “What are you doing today?” he asked. 

      The side of her lip curled up in a slightly disappointed smile. “I’m heading over to Kate and Andrew’s. I’m probably going to be there the rest of today. Tomorrow evening?”

      “I’m free.” The corners of his lips tipped up, heat flaring in his eyes. Damn it. He really was sexy when he wasn’t a grumpy, judgmental jerk. That crooked little smile did all sorts of things to her insides, none of which were going to lead to good decisions and she knew it.

      She pointed her finger at the center of his chest. “We’re not telling anyone, got it?” She wrinkled her nose. “We’re the last two singles in our group and I don’t want any of them getting expectations.”

      “So, we’re just… What? ‘Netflix and chill’ buddies?” he asked, sounding amused.

      Sharon rolled her eyes. “I would just call it ‘fuck buddies,’ but sure. Whatever you want to call it as long as we keep it between us.”

      That was really the only way this was going to work. It wasn’t a bad deal either. She could scratch her itch, have phenomenal sex, and… Well, a more relaxed Jake didn’t seem like a bad thing to her. Hell, he’d just said ‘fuck’ and didn’t even wince when she said it now.

      “All right, short stuff,” he said, turning away so they could keep walking. “It’s a deal.”

      Since he couldn’t see her expression, she stuck out her tongue at his muscular back. If he thought he was going to bother her by giving her a nickname based on her small stature, he was going to be super disappointed. That was really kind of a sad effort when it came right down to it. The nicknames she came up with were so much better.

      “Sounds good, Captain.”

      She smiled innocently as he shot her a look.
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      Since Sharon hadn’t been free, Jake said yes when his mom texted to see if he wanted to come over for dinner that night. His dad had a yearly tradition of making Hoppin’ John for New Year’s Day and, even though Jake followed the exact same recipe when he tried to recreate it, it never tasted quite the same as his dad’s. Plus, his mom wanted the family together to celebrate Lexie and Patrick’s engagement.

      So maybe it was for the best that Sharon couldn’t come over tonight.

      It would also give him a day to try and get his head on straight when it came to her.

      He didn’t think he’d ever had a ‘fuck buddy’ before. One night stands here and there, sure, they happened. Especially when he’d been deployed. But a non-relationship relationship with someone he saw on a regular basis? That was new and different. He didn’t think it would be too much of a problem though.

      While he might lust after her, she was not the kind of woman he saw himself ending up with. He wouldn’t want to bring her to a family dinner. Just the thought of her being her usual blunt self or even dropping an ‘f’ bomb in front of his mom made him want to cringe. It wasn’t that he was a good-two-shoes as Sharon liked to say, but he did feel there was a time and a place for everything.

      Still, he couldn’t pretend this wouldn’t be a little strange for him, especially since she was part of his group of friends. He was used to being pretty affectionate with the women he dated.

      It was going to be weird to be regularly sleeping with a woman he wasn’t dating.

      Maybe he could be kind of traditional and even a little rigid… but he didn’t see that as a bad thing either. The army had instilled a lot of discipline in him and he’d thrived in the regimented lifestyle. Being out had him at a bit of a loss. Life was messier now, and Sharon was the messiest person he’d ever met in a lot of ways. He didn’t understand why he was so drawn to her, but he was willing to enjoy it while it lasted. 

      Fighting his attraction had gotten pretty old, if he was being honest. Sure, they wouldn’t work as a couple, but she seemed down for enjoying the chemistry between them while it lasted. And it was a hell of a lot more fun than constantly bickering with her.

      Seeing his parents just confirmed that Sharon wasn’t the right type of woman for him. Maybe it was weird, but he wanted a woman who was just as classy, calming, and put together as his mom (not that he’d ever say so out loud, it sounded a little too Oedipal). His mom was awesome and he was just like his dad in a lot of ways. His parents were old-school and Jake knew he wanted a relationship like theirs. 

      Although, he could do without his mom’s obsession with getting him married off. 

      “So, are you seeing anyone?” she asked. It was the second thing she’d said to him after hello and kissing him on the cheek. 

      Behind her, his father chuckled. “At least let the boy in the door before you start the inquisition, Wendy.”

      Sighing, his mother stepped aside so Jake could give his dad a hug and greeting. Unfortunately, she was only delayed, not deterred. 

      “So?” she asked, putting her hands on her hips and peering up at him. The blue eyes that both he and Lexie had inherited were piercing, demanding an answer from him. 

      Jake groaned as his father laughed again and then abandoned Jake, making his way back to his chair and whatever show he was currently watching. Okay, so Jake’s mother wasn’t perfect. 

      “No, I’m not seeing anyone,” he said, deliberately pushing the memory of raven hair and luscious curves out of his mind. There was no way his mom would understand the idea of ‘fuck buddies,’ and even if she did, it wasn’t an appropriate topic to talk about with his mother. “Isn’t the fact that one of us is getting married enough for you?”

      She harrumphed, giving him one of her patented motherly looks as she turned away, heading back toward the kitchen. Whatever she was making smelled amazing. Any other time Jake would join her in there, because he found cooking to be relaxing, but considering her current line of inquiry... He made his way over to sit in the armchair opposite his dad instead. 

      “Doing all right?” his dad asked as Jake sat down.

      “Yeah. I’m good.”

      “Like your new job?” 

      Jake had started working with Olivia’s boyfriend a few weeks ago. Luke owned LD Construction and Remodeling. It was hands-on and keeping him physically active, which he appreciated. He liked his co-workers and the teamwork, as well as the fact that the job was at least a little bit different every day. Initially, Jake had been trying to find an office job through Adam’s temp company, but this suited him better.

      “Definitely,” he said, and he could hear the satisfaction lacing his voice. He’d felt pretty aimless his first few weeks of civilian life but having a regular schedule and responsibilities had grounded him. 

      “Good, good.”

      Having apparently exhausted his interest in conversation, Jake’s dad settled back in his chair and they watched the golf game in companionable silence until Patrick and Lexie arrived.
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      “Oh, hell no,” Sharon said, shaking her head emphatically. She yanked the bridal magazine away from Kate. “You are absolutely not putting me in that.”

      Kate cackled, looking across the coffee table at Andrew, who was watching both of them with amusement. Even though he had no opinion on the bridesmaid dresses, he seemed to like just being around for all the aspects of wedding planning. Sharon thought it was adorable. 

      “I told you she’d hate it,” Kate said, still laughing.

      “What’s wrong with it?” he asked patiently. The man had an abundance of patience, which was a real virtue among their group of friends. Especially since when Sharon and Kate got together they were loud. Andrew always took it in stride.

      Sharon rolled her eyes. “Look, I get that this might be hard to understand when you’re marrying real-life-Barbie, but not all women look good in all clothes.”

      “Hey, I don’t look good in everything,” Kate protested. Sharon raised an eyebrow at her bestie, who really did look like a Barbie doll. She was tall, slim with big boobs and rounded hips, and had long white-blonde hair and bright blue eyes. The California tan had faded since they’d moved to Maryland, but it would be back in the summer.

      By contrast, Sharon looked like the Italian princessa that she sometimes liked to pretend she was. Short, curvy, thick black hair, black eyes, and olive-toned skin. Although she’d paled quite a bit since they’d moved to the East Coast too. She was Snow White to Kate’s Cinderella… At least she didn’t usually feel like one of the dwarves.

      She might if she had to wear the dress Kate had just shown her though.

      “Ruffles – especially tiers of ruffles – do not work on short, curvy ladies,” Sharon informed Andrew, ignoring Kate’s ridiculous statement. If there was something Kate didn’t look good in, they hadn’t found it yet. The closest it ever came was that she didn’t look as good in some things as she did in others. Lucky bitch. “I would look like a cupcake.”

      “Huh.” Apparently, Andrew didn’t have an answer for that – which was just as well.

      “I wasn’t really going to put you in that,” Kate said, giggling and tugging the magazine away from Sharon’s fingers. “I just wanted to see your expression.”

      “Bitch.”

      “Ho.”

      “Ladies,” Andrew said firmly, cutting into what could have easily descended into an insult war. He’d been around them often enough to know exactly how fast they could get going. Sometimes it amused him, sometimes it exasperated him. Today it looked like it was going to be the latter. 

      Sharon stuck her tongue out at Kate. 

      “I saw that,” Andrew said sternly, wagging his finger at her. 

      “And if I actually thought you’d do something about it, I would be worried,” she bratted back at him. 

      “You need a play session,” Kate said, laughing as Andrew narrowed his dark eyes threateningly. ‘When are you at Stronghold next?” 

      “I don’t know... Probably this weekend,” Sharon said, although she had to admit to herself that a play session didn’t sound nearly as interesting now that she had a seriously hot fuck buddy. 
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