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      She is forbidden fruit.

      My best friend’s baby sister.

      But the night of his funeral I tasted Briar and realized my mistake. She was too young for me, and I couldn’t betray his memory.

      So, I broke it off. Little did I know that I fired her up to try to destroy my company and kept a secret from me.

      I let her believe that I didn’t desire her, when she’s the sexiest woman I’ve ever seen.

      Now she’s challenged me, and I won’t give up until she is under me again. Until I can sip from her lips and fix what I broke.

      But has she moved on or will I break her irrevocably this time.

      From award-winning author E.M. Shue comes another installment in the Ramsey University Series. This second chance, BBW, secret child, brother’s best friend, redemption story is not only sexy and steamy, but action packed.

      For more from E.M. sign up for Consent for Suspense.
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      I carefully juggle the coffee mugs in my hands as I pop the bedroom door open with my hip. The shirt I pulled on falls past my panties and is the one he wore last night at the wake. My full breasts jiggle more than those of the women I’ve seen he dates, but he loved them last night. He said he couldn’t get enough of them.

      I have a couple of the buttons done up between my breasts, and he can see my white panties if I move just right. I’m hoping the whole effect is sexy and turns him on so he’ll make love to me again. I want to spend the whole day in bed with him. I want him to fulfill the promise he made last night. He said he was going to fuck me so much I wouldn’t be able to walk properly for days. He said other things to me last night too.

      “What the fuck are you doing, Briar?” His husky voice hits me, and I slosh the coffee across my hands, burning my skin. My head flies up to see him sitting on the side of the bed. He’s got the sheet pulled across his hips, covering himself. His hair is disheveled, and his eyes keep blinking like he can’t focus. I know he drank quite a bit last night, but he told me over and over that he wasn’t drunk. He knew it was me, and he said he wanted me.

      “I got you coffee.” My voice sounds weak and soft, lacking the husky tone my voice usually carries. The one that drove him crazy last night. He wanted me to whisper dirty things in his ear while he moved inside me.

      “What the fuck are you doing in my shirt? And nothing else?” He jumps from the bed, dragging the sheet with him. He fastens it around his waist in a tight knot. He then turns and sees the evidence that we made love last night. There’s a slight pink tint on the bed from where he took my virginity. He groans and shoves his hands into his hair, pulling at the strands. I watch the sheet as it starts to slip, but his next words have me looking up to his face. “What the fuck did I do?”

      “We made love,” I say, trying to hold the sob in. My heart is tearing apart right here in front of him. I told him I loved him. That I’ve always loved him. He didn’t say it back, but I know he felt the same way. He looked in my eyes when he made love to me the first time. We made love so many times last night. He was insatiable.

      “We didn’t make love. We couldn’t have made love. I mean, look at you.”

      I gasp at his bitter words, and the sob finally breaks free. My worst fears flash in my mind. I am the fat chick the kids at school called me. I’m never going to find a man to love me because of my weight, just like my mother told me.

      “Bri, I didn’t—” Thor starts, but I block out his words and hold up my hands still holding the mugs of coffee.

      “No. Don’t. You don’t have to say it. Go fuck yourself, Thor.” I throw the coffee mugs against the wall. I snatch my skirt off the floor and pull it on. My mother made me wear the round black one. I wanted to wear a slimmer skirt, but she said no one would want to look at my fat ass. “All my life I’ve been told how big I am. But I didn’t expect it from you.” I spit the words at him.

      “Bri, it’s not that. It’s⁠—”

      “No.” I shake my head as a knock sounds on the front door in the other room.

      “Hey, Thor, your girlfriend is here,” Chase yells, and I stand up straighter with my head held high. I won’t let her see what he did to me. How broken I am now.

      I’m the other woman.

      “I’ll make you pay for this, Thor. I know I’m only good for a fuck.” I spin around and storm out of his bedroom. I slam into her shoulder as I race past her. She’s not as tall as I am and nowhere near as large. She’s a size four, wearing a tight bodycon dress and spiked heels. Who dresses like that at nine in the morning?

      I grab my purse off the counter where I left it last night. Barefoot and not caring who else is in the room to see, I commence my walk of shame.

      “Bri, is that you?” Chase’s voice breaks into my thoughts, but I keep moving out of the condo. I can’t let him see it too. The fact that I’m just the fat chick no one wants to have on their arm at parties. I’m only good enough to have behind closed doors.

      My mom has been on me all my life about my weight, but until today I thought it was just her. Rowan had told me I was what they call a bombshell, but he’s gone now. I won’t ever hear him tease me again. I can’t tell him his best friend just fucked my brains out and we had unprotected sex. It’s a good thing my brother is no longer here because he’d kill Thor for that. My heart breaks into tiny pieces at the thought of Rowan dead and Thor betraying me.

      When I reach the street, the rain is raging around me. Seattle weather is like my mood. I walk down the sidewalk until I get to the pier. I look over the side at the churning water. For just a moment, I think about jumping and sinking to the bottom. Never coming up for air. But then I think of Rowan and the fact he won’t get to live his life. That he’s gone forever.

      A plan forms as I look at the water.

      Revenge.

      I won’t give up until I own everything that means something to Thor. I’ll show him and everyone that the fat chick can be more than a fuck buddy.
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      My heels click against the tiled floor as we move through the campus building. The shuffling and other heels clacking behind me lets me know I haven’t lost my upper hand here. I’ve waited so many years to watch him squirm, and today is just the beginning. I won’t be happy until I own most of the shares of his precious company.

      “Bri, this isn’t a good idea,” my best friend and the chief executive officer of my company says. Everyone thinks she’s the owner, but that’s because I made her pretend she is.

      Most people take one look at me and think I can’t run a company. They are disgusted with how I look. I'm a curvy girl with a bit of extra weight. My boobs are a good double D. My hips are full and not just because of my son, but because I was born this way. I’ve learned that I’m healthy and this is the way my body was made. It still sucks that others call me fat. Society has an image of the perfect Barbie size, and I’m not that.

      Once we all board the elevator, I can’t help but take a look at myself in the mirrored doors. I’m in a custom pantsuit today that accentuates my curves. I didn’t plan on this meeting. After receiving a call from an inside man I have on the board, followed by a text message from Summer that something was going down, I dropped everything to be here.

      I stand tall and take a deep breath. I haven’t had many encounters with Thor since he broke me all those years ago. I do everything I can to avoid him, but now I have no choice. Chase is in trouble, and I’ll protect him with everything I can. He was there for me after Rowan died and my parents abandoned me. He is family to me. His mother not only took me under her wing and helped me form my company, but she also supported me as I got my multiple degrees and became a single parent. Yvonne had been more of a mom to me than my own mother, and I miss her every day since her passing. Orion even called her Grandma. So, for Chase, I’ll do anything.

      “Are you really sure about this, Bri?” Chase’s stepdad asks. He married Yvonne a few years ago, and he’s been a great support through the years too.

      “I have to protect Chase. It’s what needs to be done.”

      We step out of the elevator, and I see the open door for the conference room, where Thor is squaring off with Chase and Laya. Okay, so sleeping with one of his students wasn’t Chase’s brightest idea, but they had met before he became her professor. He loves her, and I’m sure she loves him too.

      “Wait here,” I tell my entourage and move toward the door.

      “You can stop right now, Mr. Prentrick. No actions will be taken against Chase or Laya,” I say before I drop a ream of paper onto the conference table. Just like every time I see Thor, my body trembles and the fine hair on my arms stands at attention. I loved this man the moment I first saw him, but he broke me when my heart was already shattered from the death of my beloved brother, Rowan. Thor took my virginity and told me things I thought were true. What I didn’t know at the time was that not only was he drunker than I had thought, but he was also engaged to another woman.

      “Bri—Briar, this is a private meeting. You can’t help Chase anymore. He sealed his fate.” Thornton stands tall. He’s one of the few men who makes me feel feminine and small. He’s not as wide as Chase, and he’s about an inch or two shorter, but he’s still a force of nature when he walks into a room. “Your boyfriend was screwing around on you with a student.” His words are bitter, and Laya gasps.

      Most people think Chase and I are a couple because they don’t understand our connection. He’s like a brother to me. He’s my best friend, my person. And I won’t let Thor ruin Chase’s career.

      I straighten my spine. The fabric of my silk camisole strains across my breasts, and I watch as his eyes drop to my cleavage. “Thornton, sit your ass down. Now. You have no idea what you are talking about.” I can’t keep the venom from my voice. For a moment, I thought he actually sounded jealous, but that would be ridiculous.

      “Briar.” He raises his voice and remains standing. “This has nothing to do with you.”

      “Yes, it does. As legal counsel for BUTEE Corporation, I represent both Ms. Laya Clark and Professor Chase Ryder.” I swing my arm back to them as I stand over the board of directors and face off with Thor. My heels almost bring me up to his height and allow me to look him directly in the eye.

      “How? When did you start working for them? I would have hired you, Bri?” I can hear the hurt in his voice, but I must be mistaken again. He doesn’t care. He only wants to look good because he and Rowan were such good friends.

      “I’ve worked for BUTEE since the beginning.” I can’t tell him the truth. It’s not time yet. “Now, back to the matter at hand. Chase came to me months ago and disclosed that he and Ms. Clark were involved before she became his student. He doesn’t grade hers or any student’s coursework. There is no way you can say he did anything wrong. Yes, he should have disclosed their relationship with the university. But I don’t see why you have to know everything.”

      Thornton slams his fist onto the long table. “Briar, you can’t walk in here and save the day. Chase screwed up. She probably faked that attack to get his attention.”

      Laya gasps, and Chase moves around me and pushes between us to get to Thornton. His long legs quickly eat up the distance.

      “I quit,” Chase growls before he slams his fist into Thornton’s nose.

      Laya screams his name, and he moves back to her. I turn and watch them argue. She denies that she loves him, but I know what she’s doing. My heart clenches because I hurt for both of them. I suspect there is more going on here. Maybe her attack has something to do with her past and wasn’t random like she tried to make us believe.

      Chase falls to his knees hard when Laya bolts from the room. Tears spring to my eyes for him and his broken heart. I know what rejection feels like.

      I move toward him and put my hand on his shoulder, but he’s still staring off after her. I have to get his job secured before I figure out what she is up to.

      “Chase, get up.” I lean down and whisper in his ear so only he hears me. “I have more to tell you. She’s probably lying.” His head whips toward me so fast I need to step back so he doesn’t hit me. He stands up and takes me in his arms and holds me tight to his body.

      “I’ve had enough. You’re fired, Chase,” Thor growls.

      Chase lets me go, and I quickly move around him because I know he’s going to go after Thor again.

      “No, he’s not. I’m sick and tired of you bossing everyone around. I’m tired of you jumping to conclusions. You sit your ass down in that chair and listen to me for once.” I point at the chair at the head of the table. I’m ready to give him a taste of the pain he’s caused me.

      “The board voted on it before he even stepped foot into the room. He no longer has a position here, and because he was never really an employee, we didn’t have to give him this notification.” Thor raises a brow and smirks at me.

      Refusing to back down, I stand in front of him and look him in the eye. My hands are on my hips, and we’re standing so close my breasts brush against his chest. I try not to sigh at the contact. His jaw tightens as if he’s clenching his teeth.

      “If you voted with this board, it’s moot.” My smile is deadly and serious. “Four of the members of this board have been replaced.” I step away from him because the contact is almost too much. I point at the four and address them, “Get up and leave, now.” My entourage that was waiting in the hall all step into the room and take a seat as the old members file out.

      “You can’t be in here. You aren’t a member of this board.” Thor advances on Elora as she reaches her chair. She’s an inch taller than me and slimmer with a slight curve to her figure.

      “I have every right to be here, Mr. Prentrick. I’m a board member as of last week.” Elora smiles at him and takes a seat.

      Thornton starts to sputter until he sees Elias behind her. Chase’s stepdad would do anything for me. When I went to him with my plan to save Chase, he said he was in but only temporarily. He’s hoping to retire soon and leave the company to Chase to run like he’s supposed to.

      “What are you doing here?” Thor turns to Chase when Elias doesn’t answer, but Chase doesn’t know. I did all this behind his back because I knew he’d stop me. “What is going on, Chase?”

      “I honestly don’t know.” Chase looks at me.

      “Thornton, these are the new members of the board. You lose.” I laugh like I’ve got him.

      Thor advances on me, but I don’t see hate or anger in his eyes. Instead, I see raging desire. Chase steps between us, stopping him from getting close to me. Just like a brother would do for his sister.

      “Watch yourself,” Chase growls.

      I hate that because of me these two men no longer have the relationship they had before.

      “I knew you were fucking her!” Thor erupts, and it’s like he slapped me.

      I gasp. My hand goes to my mouth to hold back the sob as tears brim my eyes. Why does he think that?

      “I should kick your ass, you dumb motherfucker. I’d never sleep with her, not because she isn’t beautiful, but because she is like my sister.” Chase defends me.

      I try to push between them, but Chase won’t let me.

      “Stop opening your mouth.” I look into Thor’s eyes. I see pain in the green depths, but I don’t understand it. “Just stop right now, Thor,” I beg him softly.

      “You don’t win. It’s a tie.” He smirks as blood drips from his broken nose.

      I laugh at him because he thinks this is over. He thinks he won. I look at a fifth board member.

      “Next.” The member stands and walks out. “I’m the fifth vote. Chase did everything he could. Punish him with a week off unpaid, but he shouldn’t lose his job.” I pull out the chair, ready to sit down. “Don’t make this battle go to a real court, Thornton. You and I both know I’d win. Let Laya stay. She didn’t do anything wrong but fall in love with a good, kind man. Your best friend.” It kills me emotionally to be here. I hate that my love turned to hate for him. He chose this though. I plead with my eyes for him to stop this.

      “Why do you work for BUTEE?” Thornton’s voice is quiet, but I hear the gruffness in it.

      “Someday I’ll explain that to you,” I say and wave him off. That will be the day I make him really rue hurting me. “Now, I need to finish telling Chase everything.”

      The conference room doors burst open, and Summer and Devin rush into the room.

      “She went with them. Briar, she got in the car and ignored us. Why?” Summer’s voice rises with each word.

      Fuck. I say the curse word in my head because I’ve learned to watch my mouth with a five-year-old running around behind me.

      “Who?” Chase demands.

      “Shit.” The word slips out of my mouth, and I swing to look at Chase as he chuckles at me.

      “Girl, you’ve cussed more in the last half hour than I’ve heard from you since Rion came into this world.” He stops, and both of us realize what he said. My eyes flare wide. I refuse to look at Thor to see if he heard. I’m not ready for that to come out yet. I still have so much to do before that happens.

      “Let’s get out of here.” I get up from my seat and turn toward the doorway as I hear Thor talk to Elora.

      “You win this time, Danvers. But you won’t the next time. I’ll get Briar away from your company. She will be working for me soon enough.” Thor pauses, and I hear movement around the room before I catch Chase nodding in my peripheral. I exposed some of our secrets today. “Why, Elias?” The pain in Thor’s voice is almost too much for me to bear, but I keep moving away. I barely hear the response.

      “Thor, the Ryder Corporation is a managing partner of the BUTEE Corporation. Yvonne had a soft spot for female-owned companies and was the first and primary investor in it.”

      “What?” Thor’s voice rises. “Stop,” he barks at us, but we keep moving. Devin and Summer walk with me, while Chase brings up the rear.

      “Someday I’ll explain,” Chase tells him the same thing I said.

      “You’re on leave for a week without pay. She’s welcome to come back.”

      “I have to get her back first.” I hear the strain in his voice. He’s scared, but he has no idea how bad it really is.

      It’s going to take several hours for all of us to explain everything to him. The plane ride ahead of us should help.
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        Thor

      

      

      

      I watch Briar walk away from me. Her sexy as hell ass sways in those slacks. I think of the one night I had with her. When I tasted all of her body. When she was all mine. The way I dug my fingers into those hips as I bounced her on my cock. But now, she’s someone else’s or has been. I saw her with the boy walking into the building. He’s too old to be hers, but he had her wavy chestnut hair. She didn’t have any kids when we were together. She was just eighteen, and I was twenty-four. I was too old for her. She had so much to live for.

      Briar was so heartbroken over losing Rowan, and I took advantage of her hurt to try to comfort her. I tried to play it off that I was drunk, but I wasn’t. I had a couple of drinks, not enough to fuck with me though. I remember every part of that night. I mostly remember the look of pain in her eyes before she left.

      Movement catches my eye, and I shift to see Elora Danvers watching me.

      “What?” I bark at her.

      “Why won’t you tell her?”

      My jaw drops in shock by her question. She can’t know.

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about. Leave. I’ll email you the board meeting schedule.” I head for the door myself.

      “No matter how much she says she hates you, she still loves you,” Elora says to my retreating back. “Don’t let that shit get away from you. And don’t fuck it up again, or I’ll help her bury you.”

      I turn to face her, but she walks past me and gets on the elevator. I’m shocked again. Today has been full of surprises. First, I learn Chase is fucking a student. Then, I find out Briar, the woman I’ve done everything I could to forget, is working for the woman trying to put my company out of business.

      I can tell Chase, my former friend, is in love with Laya. He was utterly shattered when she walked out. I can’t believe I accused him of sleeping with Briar. I’ve said it many times out of jealousy. He gets to spend time with her. She smiles at him. She talks to him. I want that, but I’ve always kept her at a distance.

      From the first moment I saw her, I knew I had to have her. But she was Rowan’s little sister and six years younger than me. She’s so smart for her age, it’s both intimidating and a turn-on. She was in college when she was sixteen, and she completed it in two years. I’ve kept a bit of an eye on her. Her parents disowned her too, just like they did Rowan, but I don’t know why. I know she graduated from MIT and even went to Harvard Law. However, I didn’t know she got married, had a child, and worked for Danvers.
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