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    Chapter One – Starting Over




    CLAIRE RYAN PUSHED open the door to Bibliophile and struggled to calm her racing heart. Once inside, she rushed over to a large, square table covered in the newest bestsellers and leant heavily against it as she struggled to regain her balance. Closing her eyes tightly, she breathed deeply and silently chanted “In two, three, four. Out two, three, four. In two, three, four. Out two, three, four”. She continued the breathing exercises she’d read about in her latest Zen book as she fought the panic rushing through her veins.




    Fifteen years. That’s how long it had been since she’d done anything social by herself, and she wasn’t sure if she was going to be able to do this. She’d waffled all day about whether or not to come before finally becoming thoroughly sick of herself. It was just a goddamn book club meeting. It wasn’t like she was running the gauntlet. Well, not literally.




    The last year had been spent in near isolation with only Chester, her Pitbull, for company. She had no friends, she was estranged from her family, and her relationship of 14 years had ended, leaving her alone. Claire had been determined to take the time to figure out what she was doing with her life, and the last year had been spent laying the foundation for living. For the first few months, she’d fooled herself into believing that she was actually living. She worked, she ate, she read, she went to sleep and she took care of Chester. That was it. That was the sum total of Claire’s life for the last 365 days. Today was the anniversary of her break-up with Charlie. It was no coincidence that she’d chosen it to re-enter the living world.




    Slowly, Claire felt her chest loosen and her breathing slow to normal. Once she was certain she wasn’t going to pass out, she stood and smoothed her sweater down over her hips before standing straight and taking one last deep breath. On the exhale, she finally took a look around the store. Bibliophile was a small, local bookstore that catered to hardcore readers. It offered services for locating hard to find and out-of-print books and held regular readings, book clubs, and author events. For over ten years, Claire had walked by the store, but never once been inside. She’d done all of her shopping at the local Barnes & Noble, online, or simply checked books out at the library.




    The store was actually a converted townhouse in the growing urban district of River Rock, Vermont. It was cosy, with row upon row of shelves housing books of every genre. The front of the building was dominated by a huge bay window with a clever display of books set up like a house of cards next to a sign announcing the store’s monthly event calendar. Perpendicular to the window was the checkout counter, which held a smattering of pens and bookmarks along with a Dell flat screen monitor and computer. The counter was neat and free of the usual clutter one tended to find in such places. In fact, as Claire scanned the entire store, searching out the club meeting, it was neat as a pin. The floors were oak done in a parquet style where the grain alternated direction. Cheery yellow paint covered the walls, which were lined with classic movie posters and playbills. The overall effect was modern vintage.




    Hearing voices coming from the back, Claire headed in that direction. Just as she stepped into the aisle between New Releases and Popular Fiction, the single most gorgeous man she had ever seen stepped out of the row closest to the register and walked behind the counter. That fast she lost her breath all over again.




    He was tall, well over six feet, with close-cropped, black hair that showed just a hint of grey at the temples. His face was almost harsh, with a strong chin and straight nose. Given the heavy shadow he was sporting at just past 6 p.m., Claire guessed he probably had to shave twice a day if he really wanted to stay smooth. He was older, probably in his late 40s, but extremely fit. His lean firm body was accentuated by the black T-shirt and black jeans he wore. The T-shirt lovingly accentuated his broad shoulders and narrow waist. Rugged. That was it. If she had to find one word to describe him, it was rugged. He had her body tightening in places she’d forgotten about.




    Claire watched as he set down the stack of books he was carrying and reached for the mouse. She felt rooted to the spot. She knew better than to gawk, but he was stunning. She could stand there and watch him for ever. He moved with an unconscious grace that was almost erotic. His fingers were long and his hands were large yet surprisingly deft as he moved the mouse, clicking every now and then. From her angle, Claire could see that his eyes were a dark brown and she bet that if she got close, she’d probably have a hard time discerning the iris from the pupil. He mesmerised her. She couldn’t remember ever being so taken aback by a man. Not even Charlie, and he was the best looking man she’d ever dated.




    Pain stabbed through her at the thought of Charlie. She had no right to stand there and ogle this man. After what she’d done, she knew better than to indulge in such a pointless endeavour. In obvious approval of her decision, a wave of cool air swept across Claire as a bell rung and another patron entered. The breeze fluttered her hair and pushed her gently toward the back. Taking it as a sign, Claire scurried into the stacks to find her club meeting.




    ‘My biggest issue was that this was more book porn than romance. I mean, the author used the c-word relentlessly and they were always doing it. It was a real turn-off,’ the woman said for what had to be the fifth time. Inside, Claire couldn’t help but wonder at the paradox between her appearance and her prudish sensibility. She was rail thin, with bottle black hair, deep red lipstick, and a sparkling silver chain connecting the hoops in her upper lip and outer eyebrow. If anything, Claire would have been expecting her to champion the carnality of the book. It was judgmental, she knew, but there you have it.




    ‘Book porn. Hardly,’ scoffed the club moderator, a slim, middle-aged woman with long, blonde hair pulled back in a simple ponytail that hung down her back. ‘Book porn has no plot. It has no conflict or crisis. It has no character development. It simply jolts from one sex scene to the next. This had it all. The characters were well drawn. The plot was involved. The sex was graphic, admittedly, but given the fact that the main character was a vampire assassin, I think it was appropriate.’ She punctuated each phrase with large, round gestures as she warmed up to the topic.




    Claire tuned out again at this point. She’d been only half listening to the discussion and she hadn’t been participating other than the one time the moderator had deliberately attempted to draw her into the conversation by asking her which of the book’s characters was her favourite. Thank God she’d actually read the book. It was J. R. Ward’s Dark Lover, and Claire had absolutely loved the story. She was already well into book two, but after that one answer Claire had only been half-heartedly tuned into the discussion.




    It wasn’t that she had a problem with the group; she just had never been much of a joiner. She’d chosen this particular club because the one and only thing she had consistently done over the last several years was read romance novels. It had been the only outlet for her frustrated desire for sex. And, in the year since she and Charlie split, she’d read so many romance novels she’d run out of space on her shelves and had maxed her Nook’s memory out twice. So it had made logical sense to join a book club for romance readers. She figured she’d come out, maybe see if she could meet some nice, like-minded people, and just force herself to be around humans at least once a week. She wasn’t particularly optimistic, but she’d vowed to attend at least four meetings before giving up.




    The group was an eclectic mix of young and older women. There was one lone man in the group, though Claire suspected he was gay. Unlike most gatherings of people, this group was very participative and she was sure she was coming off like a wallflower, but she just didn’t have it in her yet to really participate. It was a lot for her to even be at the meeting. What she really wanted to do was get up and browse the store. It had been so long since she’d been inside a real bookstore and not a revolving book-warehouse, she’d forgotten what a sensory experience it was, with the colourful book jackets and the smell of paper, ink, and coffee. Bibliophile was riding the trend of the 21st century bookshop and had coffee and snacks available. The sharp, chocolaty aroma of the brew was making Claire’s mouth water, and it looked like chocolate chip cookies to boot, but she could be patient until the meeting broke for refreshments.




    Unlike the large, faceless chains with their impersonal cafes, Mr Rugged from the front of the store had made several pots of coffee during the meeting and stocked out muffins and cookies. There was a small, clear acrylic tin on the side table where everything was neatly arranged asking for donations to the coffee fund, and even from her seat across the meeting area, Claire could see that it was stuffed full of bills and coins.




    The area where they were meeting was cosy, with a large rug and a low coffee table surrounded by big, overstuffed armchairs and plenty of folding ones to accommodate the group members. Claire suspected that if she came back when there were no meetings, just the table and armchairs would be in the centre, as neatly arranged as the rest of the store.




    ‘OK, everyone. Great meeting. Next time, it’s The Devil Who Tamed Her by Johanna Lindsey. Evan has been kind enough to offer a 20 per cent discount to all club members on their purchases, so don’t forget to register at the front.’ The moderator stood up, signalling an end to the meeting.




    Claire stood and started to make good her escape, only to be thwarted by the moderator.




    ‘Hi there,’ she held out a slim, well-toned arm. ‘I’m Jean. We didn’t get a chance to meet before the meeting started. It’s always good to have a new member and I wanted to be sure to welcome you.’




    ‘Thank you. I’m Claire,’ she said a bit awkwardly as she shook Jean’s hand. The woman’s grip was firm and warm. It had been so long since she had to interact socially that she didn’t really know how to continue. ‘I’m sorry I didn’t really join in that much, I …’ She shrugged as she ran out of anything to say that wouldn’t force her to lie to the woman.




    ‘Oh –’ Jean waved a dismissive hand ‘– no worries. You’ll warm up to us. We tend to be very vocal, and after a while you won’t be able to resist us.’ She grinned widely. ‘Well, I have to get home. My husband will be waiting for me. We’ll see you next time, right?’ She looked at Claire with a quirked eyebrow.




    ‘Yes,’ Claire said with a definitive nod. She would tough this out.




    ‘Good.’ she patted Claire’s arm as she moved off, calling over her shoulder, ‘Next time, you’ll lead the discussion.’




    Claire stiffened and her eyes widened. ‘What! Oh no. Jean, wait.’ She started off after her, only to stop up short as she stubbed her toe on the coffee table. ‘Dammit!’ she muttered as she plopped down into the nearest seat and hugged her abused toe into her lap. Thank God for the boots she was wearing, otherwise she was willing to bet she’d have broken it.




    ‘Shit,’ she grumbled under her breath. She’d wanted to ease back into socialising, not get booted into the spotlight. She’d just have to talk with Jean about this next week. Right now, the coffee was calling her and she wanted to pick up some new books, including the club’s next selection.




    *               *               *




    Claire wandered Bibliophile browsing the various aisles and acquainting herself with the layout. Her fingers danced along the colourful spines the way children ran their fingers along the pickets of a fence as she absorbed the swish of the book jackets under her touch and her eyes swam with the colours and type. She was waiting for that spark, that hint saying this one. She felt the overwhelming need to connect to something, anything. She’d been alone for a long time now with just her books and her dog and she was tired of her own company. Surely one year completely alone was sufficient penance. Surely she could try to find a friend if nothing else.




    The 14 years she’d spent with Charlie represented the absolute worst experience of her life. The relationship had been abusive on so many levels, and she hadn’t found enough scalding water to cleanse her of her crimes. She’d put him through the worst kind of hell and she’d done it wilfully. When he’d finally left her, the biggest relief had been knowing that she couldn’t hurt him any more.




    At first, she’d been content to be by herself. She’d recognised that the world didn’t deserve her baggage. She was never going to do to another human being what she’d done to Charlie. It wouldn’t be fair to anyone. Watching someone slowly come to hate you was a chilling experience and one that haunted her. She had only to look in the mirror to see the evidence of his pain and she was determined to go it alone rather than take the risk of hurting anyone else.




    Being alone was easier said than done. She’d made it through the year she had vowed to do, but now there were some days where simply breathing hurt. Everything about her life was isolated. She lived by herself and didn’t know her neighbours. Her only companionship was Chester and as much as she loved him, he couldn’t talk to her. Her work as a diamond grader and jewellery appraiser was solitary and she could go days without interacting with a single co-worker beyond the perfunctory communication necessary to perform the work. She was no longer just alone, she was profoundly lonely. Hence the book club. She needed human interaction. If nothing else, she needed to be around people.




    Claire continued along the last aisle spanning the wall at the front of the store until she found what she was looking for, the romance section. She quickly scanned the author last names until she found “L” and picked up the club’s selection for the next meeting. That done, she scanned the titles and randomly picked up books from her favourite authors. As she reached for one paperback, a book on the next shelf over caught her eye. The title, Finding Herself, all but jumped up and smacked her on the face. Its large, bold script against a plain black book jacket fairly blinked “look at me, look at me”.




    Claire picked up the book, flipped it over, and scanned the blurb, only to thrust the book right back onto the shelf and turn away. That wasn’t a romance novel; it was an erotica anthology – about BDSM. She hadn’t bothered to pay attention to the tag on the shelf indicating the genre. She wasn’t interested in reading erotica; at least, that’s what she was telling herself since her fingers were almost itching to pick that book back up.




    Over the last year, her reading selections had become more and more risqué. She’d grown up on the likes of Barbara Cartland where there was no sex at all or, if there was, it was a discreet sentence where the heroine very pristinely offered up her virginity. During her relationship with Charlie, when sex became less and less frequent, and especially after it was nothing more than participatory masturbation, she’d begun to read progressively more sexually explicit novels.




    J.R. Ward’s Brotherhood series had been the answer to her dreams. Lots of graphic sex tied up into a love story. She’d masturbated a lot after reading one those books. If you could call what she did masturbation. Applying steady pressure to her clit outside her panties didn’t rank up there with what she’d heard of other women doing, but it got her off and that’s all she really cared about. However, racy romance novels were one thing, but erotica was something else entirely. But that blurb; it was as if it were seared into her brain. One sentence in particular had made her tingle … Join us as these women submit to their secret desire to be ruled by that one man, the one who sees inside her and pushes her beyond her inhibitions to pleasures she’s not even dared to fantasise about.




    Every cell in her body was screaming for her to buy that book. So many times she had wanted to ask Charlie to do something to her only to be embarrassed and bite her tongue. So many times she had been frustrated at his tendency to just keep it simple and fuck her lying on their sides, rubbing her clit until she came, when what she really wanted was for him to get rough and fuck her like he couldn’t breathe if he didn’t take her. She craved hot, jungle sex, but had never had the courage to demand it. And truthfully, after a while, he’d only had sex with her because she was there and he wasn’t a cheater. She didn’t blame him for not putting any effort into it, but that didn’t do anything about her frustrated desires.




    Almost against her will, she found herself backtracking and pulling the anthology off the self. For long moments, she just stared at it. The cover was compelling. The image was in shadows and quite artistic. A naked woman knelt in profile with her hands behind her back, tied with what looked like a scarf. Her nipples were hard and her lips were parted. She was blindfolded and her head was bent. Her posture epitomised supplication, but her arousal was obvious. Claire gripped the book so hard her knuckles showed white. She wanted to read it, but she was nervous. What if it was really perverted? Imagining what might be inside those pages, however, had her breath hitching just a bit and a slow flush sweeping through her limbs.




    Claire darted a glance toward the front of the store where the cash register was located. There was no way she was going to walk up to Mr Rugged and ring that book out. That was like having to buy tampons or yeast infection medicine and the only cashier in the store was a gorgeous guy. She couldn’t do it. She might not be willing to talk to him, but she damn sure wasn’t going to embarrass herself in front of him.




    With a sigh, she started to put the book back, only to stop abruptly as she caught sight of Mr Rugged finishing up his rearranging of the armchairs in the reading area. The flex and flow of his muscles as he moved made her palms itch to touch him. He didn’t notice her perusal as he took the last two folding chairs into what had to be a store room in the back corner, leaving the four leather club chairs as Claire had imagined they would be – perfectly lined up, one at each edge of the low, square coffee table.




    Tingles flew through her body as the idea over took her. She could read it here. Bibliophile catered to readers. It was encouraged even. She’d just spend some time reading a few of the selections and make sure she put it back before she left. She didn’t have to buy it, and she didn’t even have to feel guilty because she was going to buy several books before she left.




    Decision made, Claire slipped the book into her stack and headed back to the reading area. Settling into the furthest chair from the front, she set her intended purchases on the table and flipped to the first story.


  




  

    Chapter Two – Finding Herself




    EVAN LANE STEPPED out of the stacks leading to the back of the store and stopped short as he saw the newest member of the Romance Readers Book Club settled into one of the leather club chairs, engrossed in whatever it was she was reading. Her long, honey-brown hair hung like a satin curtain hiding her face, but as he watched she tucked the hair on the side closest to him behind one ear, giving him a tantalizing view of clear, creamy skin, elegant cheekbones and delicate features. She was so small only her head was visible over the top of the chair, but Evan already knew what she looked like from the neck down. Petite, with a trim frame and small, pert breasts encased in a simple, pale green sweater and form-fitting blue jeans. She wore high-heeled, leather boots that gave her a few inches in height, but he was willing to bet she barely reached his chin without the heels.




    He’d been surreptitiously watching her since he first saw her walk in and grab the display table like her life depended on it. She seemed so delicate and skittish, as if she’d run at a moment’s notice. His first instinct had been to go to her and make sure she was OK. His breath had caught at the sight of her and his stomach had lurched, which had made no sense, but then, when she grabbed the table, he’d understood. He had obviously sensed her distress.




    Evan considered himself a fairly empathetic man. He liked to believe he was tuned into other people and able to sense intuitively what they might need. It was a quality that had served him well over the years. Her fragility had called to him the moment he’d seen her. But, unless she passed out in the middle of his store, he was leaving her alone.




    He needed to clean up the coffee area and put away the snacks in preparation for closing, but that was going to put him right behind her and part of him wanted to stay as far away from her as possible. The entire time she’d been in the store, he’d made sure to be at the opposite end. She made him twitchy, like ants were crawling under his skin. It was almost as if she were dangerous. Which, of course, made no sense. She was simply a customer and a small, fragile-looking one at that. Hell, she probably didn’t weigh more than a hundred pounds soaking wet and, God knew, she couldn’t actually harm him, so this weirdness really needed to end. With a decisive shake of his head, Evan moved over to the coffee area and began emptying out the filter and wiping away crumbs.




    Evan wasn’t trying to compete with the Barnes & Nobles and Amazons of the world. He simply wanted to offer dedicated readers a place to come where they could find unusual selections and enjoy the atmosphere while reading a good book. Bibliophile had been his dream since he was a teenager. He’d always been bookish, but had wanted to get out of the small, podunk town he’d been raised in, so he’d joined the military and never looked back.




    After spending sufficient time in the service to have racked up several combat tours, multiple injuries, and enough nightmares to last a lifetime, he’d been honourably discharged and had opened Bibliophile. It was the culmination of his dream and he loved every minute of building and running the store. Bibliophile was really the only that kept him going after … No! He wasn’t going there. He took a deep, steadying breath and resumed his task until everything was arranged to his satisfaction.




    Turning, he planned to remind the woman that closing time was in 30 minutes; however, the sight before him knocked the wind out of him. The book she was reading was open in her lap and she gripped the edges as if she’d fight anyone who tried to prevent her from reading it. Her lips were parted and her breathing was ragged. Before he could ask if something was wrong, she brought one hand to her chest, pressing in hard as if to steady herself, and that’s when he noticed. Her nipples were hard, jutting out in stark relief from behind the thin knit of her sweater. He’d noted before that her legs were crossed, but now he saw she was clamping them together viciously. She was excited.




    Whatever she was reading, she was aroused. There was an empty book jacket lying on the table, and a quick glance at the book in her hands confirmed that she’d removed the cover. It was upside down, but Evan was intimately acquainted with his stock and he knew that cover. It was Finding Herself; she was reading dominance and submission erotica, and if her body language was any indication, she was close to coming.




    Evan’s body reacted violently to the knowledge. His cock punched into an erection straining mightily behind his zipper and his chest clenched hard as what breath he had left dissolved in his lungs. He fell back against the coffee bar, hard enough to rattle the contents, and she jumped as if she’d been shocked. Whipping her head around, she gazed up at him with wide, glossy hazel eyes. Her pupils were dilated and her cheeks were dusted pink with the flush of arousal. Evan’s cock twitched hard and he felt himself beginning to leak. Horror shot through him. No fucking way. This wasn’t happening.




    Before he could stop himself, he pushed off the coffee bar and growled out, ‘We close in 30 minutes. You’ll need to check out.’ He stalked off toward the front, ignoring the flush of humiliation that stained her cheeks as he left her there.




    Claire felt the colour burning her skin as if it were a brand. She cringed with the humiliation of Mr Rugged having seen her in that state. She’d almost climaxed just from reading the story. In truth, she’d been considering finding the bathroom and taking care of herself.




    It reminded her of the time she had gone over to her friend Katie Shannon’s house for a slumber party. Katie had found her father’s porn stash and they’d watched a video after he’d gone to bed. It had been very mundane in retrospect, just a whole lot of rough doggy style, but Claire had been so affected by the video, she’d had to go into the bathroom to relieve the tension. When she was done, she’d gone back out, but the video had been over.




    She’d never forgotten that movie. Oscar-worthy cinematography it was not, but it had still changed her life. She’d used it as fodder for her burgeoning fantasies for many months until she’d discovered romance novels. It remained the only porn she’d ever seen. Reading this book had been almost like that. Oh, her physical reaction had been exactly the same, but that story had resonated with her in ways she didn’t quite understand.




    The story was quite simple. Carol, a woman recently separated from her lover, finds herself being dragged to a local sex club by her best friend. There she meets a man who tempts her with promises of sensations and experiences she’s never had before if she agrees to follow his every instruction. The woman agrees and proceeds to submit to the man’s every whim.




    Reading it had been like feeling as if layers of her psyche she hadn’t even known existed were being unwrapped. She felt exposed and somehow vulnerable. She’d expected to start the book, get hit by some graphic deviant sex, and then put it down. Curiosity satisfied. Instead, it had been as if the book were glued to her hands. As if she were drowning and that book was her lifeline. She could no more have put it down without finishing that story than she could have told her heart not to beat.




    Everything faded as the words painted erotic images in her mind. She lost track of her surroundings, of the very time passing. Claire had been drenched and on edge within the first five pages, and she’d been hovering on the brink of climax throughout every paragraph since Sir had told Carol to strip for him.




    Claire had literally begun to ache. Her nipples had hardened and she’d flooded her panties. She’d always wanted to have rough, animalistic sex, but she’d never considered submitting to anyone so completely. She didn’t see herself as submissive. But she did want something more than your garden variety sex. To this day, she dreamed of having her lover grab her and have his way with her. Making love to her as if his life depended on getting deep inside her and fucking her senseless.




    She couldn’t remember a single time in her life where she hadn’t had to resort to the fantasy of rough sex in order to have an orgasm. She couldn’t relate to the romance novels she read where women got so caught up in the moment with their lover that all it took was sensation alone to make them climax. She’d always wondered if something was wrong with her because not once in her entire sexual experience had she ever been so lost in sensation or caught up in the moment that the grocery list or some other chore wasn’t running through her head.




    She couldn’t even get away with faking an orgasm, because Charlie wouldn’t let her. He wouldn’t come until she did, but she’d always had to be the one to ratchet the tempo up between her and Charlie and she’d always felt foolish doing so. Over time, she’d grown to dislike gentle sex, and it was the only kind she’d had for the entirety of her adult life. Charlie was a skilled and attentive lover in the beginning of their relationship; after she’d betrayed him one time too many, he’d been a bystander just lying there while she rutted over him to get them both off. Or just sticking it in and pumping for his own gratification. Her orgasm had become her sole responsibility.




    After a while, it was easier just to suck him off and take care of her own business in the shower where she didn’t have to face his silent resentment during such an intimate act. It had taken 14 years for her to get up the courage to finally give him his freedom.




    But, oh my God, she’d almost come just from reading the words. She literally had been so caught up that she’d forgotten everything around her. It was as if she’d become Carol and it had been Claire submitting to Sir. She shivered as tendrils of sensation whispered through her at the memory of his domination. But, just her luck, Mr Rugged had witnessed her arousal and obviously been disgusted by her. It didn’t take a genius to figure out what her ragged breathing and hard nipples meant. Claire just prayed he didn’t know which book she’d been reading.




    Remembering his brusque admonishment to check out, her cheeks flamed again. She’d go ahead and buy the books, since she’d spent several hours taking up space in his store, but it looked like she’d have to find another club. There was no way she was coming back here.




    Evan sat rigidly behind the counter waiting for the woman to come and buy her books. He’d already straightened up the front tables and begun the nightly paperwork. Now, if only his goddamned dick would cooperate he could calm down. He was disgusted with himself. Getting a fucking hard-on like he was a teenager at the sight of a woman’s erect nipples. What the hell was wrong with him? OK, so he hadn’t had been with a woman since Marianne had died, but so fucking what. He hadn’t wanted to. It wasn’t that he no longer had the urge; he just couldn’t bring himself to be with some random woman or to take a casual lover. And what could this woman be to him, other than something casual? She wasn’t Marianne. Enough said.




    He’d tried once to be with a woman, about six months after Marianne died, and it had been a disaster for both of them. He hadn’t even been able to get hard. He’d simply given her a session and used toys on her until she came. She’d asked to see him again, but he’d turned her away as diplomatically as possible and then proceeded to drink himself into a stupor to forget.




    At first, it had been hard to go without sex. He’d get so horny he wouldn’t be able to sit still, but it always ended the same way – he’d masturbate in the shower to images of Marianne and by the time his come was jetting the tears would be streaming. After a while, he just couldn’t take the pain any longer. Now, he was just numb.




    At least, he had been until tonight. This was the first spontaneous erection he’d had in the two years since her death, but what he and Marianne had shared had been soul deep and, having had that, he didn’t want a poor substitute who would only remind him of how empty he already was without her.




    Marianne had been his wife, his lover, his soulmate, and his submissive for ten years before she’d died of ovarian cancer. Evan had known the moment he’d met her that she was going to be his. She had taken a bit more convincing. She was a fiery and fiercely independent woman who had nonetheless taken to submitting to him like a duck to water once he’d dared her to stop being a coward and try it. Marianne had been a sucker for a dare.




    Pain squeezed Evan’s chest at the memories flooding his mind. He missed her so much. They were supposed to grow old together. He wasn’t supposed to be here by himself. She wasn’t supposed to abandon him. Evan’s eyes burned and he clenched his teeth against the grief that threatened to well up. Evan took a deep breath and pushed memories of Marianne away. No time for that now.




    He flicked a glance to the back of the store, but there was no sign of her. Jesus! What the hell was taking her so long? Evan just wanted her gone. He wanted her out of his store, and the sooner, the better. He stood up to go remind her, again, to check out, knocking his stool back and almost tipping it over in his haste to run her out of the store. By the time he’d righted the stool, however, she was there setting her books gently, almost hesitantly, on the counter without looking at him and then digging in her satchel for her wallet.




    ‘Driver’s licence,’ he gritted out as he put out his hand palm up. About damn time.




    ‘Huh?’ She looked up, flushing slightly as she met his gaze, and delicately arched brows crinkled over her large, hazel eyes. ‘I’m sorry, why do you need my driver’s licence?’ Her voice was soft, tentative almost, but with a smoky, deep quality. It rubbed his skin like silk and he gritted his teeth in aggravation.




    ‘For the discount. For the book club.’ His tone all but screamed “Duh!”, and he knew he was being rude, but he didn’t seem able to help himself. He wanted her gone.




    ‘Oh, um, no thanks.’ She shook her head, sending the honey-brown curtain swinging, and waved a dismissive hand. ‘There’s no need.’ She flushed deeper and looked back down into her satchel where she appeared to finally locate her wallet and pulled it out.




    ‘What do you mean?’ he snapped. ‘You’re a member of the book club. You’re buying the next book for discussion –’ he pointed to the paperback on the top of the stack ‘– and I gave my word that all members would get the discount. Now, your driver’s licence, please, so I can put you into the system.’




    ‘No, really. It isn’t necessary. Please just ring me out and I’ll be on my way.’ She seemed to flush even deeper, if that were possible. She also seemed to be very fixated on a spot over his shoulder since she was refusing to look at him.




    ‘Look, lady. I’m not having Jean down my back because I didn’t keep my word.’ He glared at her. The rational part of his brain was screaming at him to calm down and stop acting like an ass, but the air conditioning had kicked on and he could smell her now. Her light, floral scent whispered across his nose and his dick had just rejoined the party. It was taking immense self-control not to reach in and adjust himself.




    Rather than hand over her ID, she took a step back from the counter, squeezed her eyes shut, and took several deep breaths, which, of course, meant Evan was once again staring at her tits. Aaaaaaaah! The mental scream resonated around his brain like an echo. He didn’t understand where this anger was coming from. It wasn’t like him to be this undisciplined.




    She opened her eyes, lifted her chin and met his glare, ‘I won’t be back, so don’t worry about it. Now, please ring me up or I can just leave the books here.’




    A flash of panic surged through Evan, followed closely by shame. Not coming back? He wanted her to leave, yes, he needed some breathing room. He wasn’t trying to run her away for good. Evan prided himself on providing a friendly environment and he had a large number of loyal customers. Her hazel gaze never wavered, though; she meant it.




    On the heels of that realisation, as if a pin had been pushed into a balloon, his anger deflated, leaving him cold and embarrassed by his behaviour. Taking a deep, deep breath and blowing it out, Evan closed his eyes for a moment, before looking at her once again.




    ‘Look, I’m sorry.’




    ‘Huh?’ she scowled. His apology had clearly not been what she was expecting.




    Evan blew out another deep breath. ‘I apologise for my rudeness. It’s been, well, it’s been a very trying night for me, but I’m taking it out on you and I apologise for that.’ He pulled his stool closer and sat down in an effort to relax. ‘Please, don’t let my stupidity keep you from coming back. I’m not the asshole I’m pretending to be right now. I just … Well, I’m sorry.’




    ‘Pretending? If that’s an act, you should be on stage.’




    Evan barked a laugh at that and she smirked at him. Not so meek after all.




    ‘OK.’ He smiled at her then. ‘You got me there. Will you please let me process your membership and come back next week? If I have to tell Jean that you didn’t come back because of me, she’ll have my hide.’




    Her face fell and she shook her head. ‘That’s OK. I’m not sure it’s the right place for me. Besides, she won’t even know I’m gone. I barely participated.’




    ‘Oh, she’ll know. Jean is like a mother hen. Once someone steps through those doors for her club, they are indelibly marked in her brain. She knows every member and remembers every drop-out. So, please, let me?’




    She stared at him for several moments with narrowed eyes. Evan could imagine the wheels turning in her mind, but finally she just nodded once – a sharp, quick movement of her head – and dug out her ID which she handed to him, being very careful not to touch his skin.




    Another flash of shame shot through him. He’d really succeeded in being an ass tonight. Marianne would’ve been so disappointed in him. Grief surged through him again and he ruthlessly shoved it down and began to type in her contact information. Once he’d setup her account and rung out her books, he placed the receipt in her bag and handed it to her.




    ‘Thank you, Ms Ryan. I mean that. You really saved me.’ He tried for a smile, but it felt more like a grimace.




    ‘Right.’ She smirked again, her tone faintly sarcastic.




    ‘Will you be back?’ he called after her as she headed for the door. He’d meant every word he’d said about Jean. He did not want to piss her off.




    ‘Yessir.’ It was said in the offhand way people do when they aren’t really thinking about their response and they don’t know the person well enough to address them by name, but Evan’s body didn’t care. All it heard was “sir” and he felt his cock start to leak.




    Mo-ther-fuck-er!




    ‘Evan,’ he growled. ‘Evan, not sir.’




    She stopped with her hand on the door at his tone. Her eyes snapped to his and widened at whatever she saw there. Quirking her head to the side, she contemplated him for a few moments before narrowing her eyes again. ‘Yes … Evan … I’ll be back.’




    Without another look his way, she left the store. A sharp, stabbing pain shot up his arm and Evan looked down to see the pencil he’d been holding was now splintered and digging into in his palm.




    Fuck.
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