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THE SCORPIO LEGEND






Scorpio is the only sign that has three different animal symbols, each of which represents a different stage of the Scorpio transformation. First, the scorpion, symbolizing the raw energy of the sign. The scorpion’s sting is defensive and reactionary, and often, because of its selfish nature, it is completely unaware of its own power and impact. As the scorpion learns to control its sting and hold its instincts at bay, it becomes the eagle. The eagle, though still cold, has more perspective; it flies high above the ground, using its power deliberately and purposefully. Finally, the eagle becomes the dove. The dove is a tranquil creature, recognized as a bringer of peace and worthy of leadership. The dove becomes the dove only after it gets what it wants most in the world. Scorpios, above all others, have the ability to transform selfish poison into universal love.
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CHAPTER 1



Grace





Las Vegas, Nevada


As I walked into the luxurious Bellagio Resort and Casino, tired and rumpled from my flight, I saw two signs directing guests to the conferences being held that weekend. There was the one I was in town to attend, the International Law Students Association Conference, and then there was another one, the Adult Entertainment Expo. Well. I guess that’s Vegas for you, I thought. Where you can see everything from law students and tourists, to porn stars, and perhaps even aliens from distant planets. It hadn’t taken me long to realize—just walking through the airport actually—that when it came to the City of Sin, shock value was practically nonexistent.


If I didn’t figure that out from the pantless man the cops were chasing through the airport upon my arrival, then I definitely got it from the G-stringed Elvis impersonator who flew by me on roller skates as I stepped from my shuttle in front of the hotel. “You’re not in Kansas anymore, honey,” the driver had said, laughing as my head swiveled to watch the rolling, half-dressed Elvis glide away.


Apparently not.


As I walked farther into the lobby, my mouth dropped open and I halted as my head fell back. The ceiling was filled with the most stunning glass blossoms—hundreds of them in every color imaginable. I moved in a circle, my breath halted, unable to look away from the gorgeous, overhead art. Wow.


When I finally tore my eyes away from the ceiling, I realized there was beauty everywhere. I was so completely awestruck by the stone pillars and gallery of fresh flowers and floating hot-air balloons behind the check-in that I almost didn’t hear the woman desk clerk call out to me. I wheeled my small suitcase up to the counter and smiled brightly at her. “Grace Hamilton. I have a reservation.”


The desk clerk smiled back. “Okay, let me just look you up… Okay, here we go. You’re here for the law student conference starting tomorrow?”


“Yes.”


“What school do you go to?” she asked as she took my credit card and swiped it quickly.


“Georgetown,” I said, returning the card to my wallet.


“Great school! Well, have a good time. You’re on the twenty-sixth floor, checked in until Monday. Checkout time is noon. Here’s a folder for those attending the law student conference. You’ll find a schedule, a name tag, and some other information you might find handy for this weekend.”


“Thanks,” I said, taking the folder and then grabbing my suitcase handle before turning to walk toward the elevators. As I rounded the corner, I ran smack-dab into a hard, male chest. “Oh, gosh! I’m so sorry!” I exclaimed.


“No, I’m sorry—” he started to say at the same time. Our eyes met and we both fell silent, me blinking as he steadied me with both hands on my upper arms.


He was about my age, twenty-three or so, with sandy-colored hair that was just a little too long and curling up at the ends, and one of those handsome faces that manages to be both manly and boyish at the same time. Simultaneously rugged and pretty. Double wow. His hazel eyes were fringed with thick, dark lashes, and his full lips were curved into a half-smile.


I cleared my throat, pulling myself together as I managed to quickly take in his frame. He was lean but muscled, clad in dark jeans and a conservative, button-down, white shirt, sleeves rolled up.


He stared at me for a couple beats and something in his expression seemed to soften as my eyes moved back to his and his smile grew bigger, revealing a small dimple to the left of his bottom lip. He bent to pick up the key card I had dropped when we collided.


As I watched him scoop up my card, the strangest feeling washed over me, almost like déjà vu, like we had met before. I frowned, confused by the odd sensation, wondering if he was a law student that I had seen in passing at school, here for the same conference. Yes, that had to be it.


He straightened, holding the key card out to me, and I caught sight of the name tag clipped to his shirt. “Oh, you are here for the conference,” I exclaimed. “I thought I might—” And that’s when I read it: Carson Stinger, Straight Male Performer, Adult Entertainment Expo.


I stared at the words for a couple beats, re-arranging them, digesting them, and then meeting his eyes once more. He was smirking now and his eyes no longer held that softness I had seen just a minute before.


I pulled my shoulders back. “Well, then, I’m sorry again for the…uh, not watching where I was…” I let out a small, uncomfortable laugh, beginning again. “Well, have a good time…er, a nice time, um, enjoy”—I gestured toward his name tag—“the show. Or rather, not the show, but the…well, enjoy the weekend.”


What the hell was wrong with me? I was never flustered like this! I was going into law because I was good at finding the right words under pressure. And here a good-looking, straight-male, porn star rattled me so much, I could barely form a coherent sentence?


And that’s when he burst out laughing, deepening that tiny dimple by his mouth. “I will, buttercup. And you enjoy your weekend too. Let me make a wild guess, law student conference?”


I had started to walk around him but stopped when I heard the clearly condescending nickname and the amusement in his voice. “Yes, actually. Is there something wrong with that?”


“No, not at all. Looks like we’re both here to hone our skills when it comes to getting people off.”


My brows snapped down. Ah, a double entendre. How clever. “Well that’s…that’s a disgusting way to put it.”


He moved closer to me until I was forced to step back. “Why? Getting people off is such a rush, buttercup. Don’t be ashamed of wanting to do it well.”


I coughed and narrowed my eyes. Eww.


I tapped his nametag with my index finger. “I do a lot of things well, Carson, none of which I’m ashamed of,” I said, leaning into him so that he knew I wasn’t going to be intimidated by his blatant, juvenile, sexual innuendos.


He stared at me for a beat, that amused glint still in his eyes, and then grinned, slow and sexy as his eyes dipped to my cleavage. “I bet.” He took that full bottom lip between his teeth and looked back up at me.


I gawked at him for a second because I felt my nipples get hard under my white blouse and I did not appreciate that. Not one bit. I was going to have a talk with my body later and lay down the law. There was absolutely no getting turned on by porn stars purposefully trying to shock and intimidate for no apparent reason. Porn stars! People who had all kinds of sex in front of cameras! It was indecent. The fact that any small part of him turned me on pissed me the hell off. I saw his eyes travel downward again, this time to my puckered nipples showing easily through the thin material of my blouse, and his smirk got bigger. I flushed in irate humiliation.


I made a frustrated, angry sound in my throat and marched away from Carson Stinger, Straight Male Performer.


__________


A cool shower helped me calm down from my lobby run-in. When I felt levelheaded again, I toweled off and then changed into my brand-new black bikini and white crochet cover-up, before heading out to the pool. My conference didn’t officially start until the next morning, so I planned on spending several hours lying in the sun, reading and relaxing. The life of a law student didn’t leave a lot of room for R & R and so I was going to take advantage of it while I could.


It took me about twenty minutes to simply walk through the pool area and decide where I wanted to sit. There were five pool courtyards, luxurious cabanas, umbrellas over plush seating, and rows of lounges, all with the same Mediterranean design. It was breathtaking and I tried my best not to walk through with my mouth hanging open at all the opulence.


My dad was a police officer and a single parent, who raised me and my two sisters on his own after he and my mom divorced. We never wanted for anything, but we certainly didn’t have the money to vacation. In fact, until I left for college, I had never been out of Dayton, Ohio, where I grew up.


After stopping at the bar for an oversized virgin daquiri, I parked myself on a lounger with some shade and started lathering my pale skin with sunscreen. I had been holed up in libraries and classrooms for months, not to mention the desert sun was no joke.


I had just read a couple pages of my book when my phone rang. Abby came up on my screen.


“If you saw where I was right now, you’d be so jealous,” I said in greeting.


She laughed. “Well, hello. If you saw where I was, you so wouldn’t be jealous. I won’t make you guess—I’m still an itchy, calamine-spotted vision of loveliness, splayed out on the couch.” I groaned on her behalf. Poor Abby had gotten poison ivy while hiking with her boyfriend, Brian. “But back to you,” she went on. “Let me see… I swear I smell coconut and hear the gentle lapping of water—poolside with a drink in hand?”


I laughed. “Bingo.”


“But wait, what is that? What is that I see? A textbook in your hands instead of a steamy romance? The horror. Please tell me I’m wrong.”


I looked down at the large textbook sitting open in my lap, Concepts & Insights Series: Administrative Law. “Oh stop, you know that I have to study this weekend if I’m going to ace this summer course. Anyway, this place, Abs, it’s outrageous. Truly. We have to come back here and stay for longer than a weekend. And I’ll promise not to bring my textbooks, okay?”


“Hmmm. The reality of getting you away for a weekend that doesn’t involve textbooks? I’m skeptical. But a girl can dream. What happens in Vegas stays in Vegas, right? The debauchery sky’s the limit—I’m in.”


I laughed again. Abby and I had met on a roommate search site when I had first moved to DC and not only hit it off as roommates but had become best friends as well. She was funny and sweet and just slightly outrageous when she wanted to be. She was good for me. I considered her my third sister.


“I’m sure you are,” I said. “Speaking of which, there’s another conference at this hotel. You’ll never guess what it’s for.”


“What? Do tell.”


I looked around quickly to make sure no one was listening in on my call and then mentally shook my head at myself. This was Vegas; no one was going to blink when I said the word porn. Still, I whispered, “A porn convention.”


Abby let out a loud guffaw. “Oh my God, Grace, you’ve gotta get me some autographs. Please!”


“What? Whose autograph do you want exactly?”


“No one in particular. I just want to be able to say a porn star wrote a note to me.”


I let out a short laugh. “Actually, I ran into one in the hotel lobby. Literally. He was a total ass.”


“Why? What’d he say to you?”


“Ugh. Just made some disgusting suggestive comments and then gave me a look that made me want to take a shower.” A cold shower. But she didn’t need to know that, and I was trying to forget.


Abby laughed. “Was he a greasy-looking Ron Jeremy type?”


I paused. “Actually, no, he was a jerk, for sure, but, well”—I lowered my voice to a whisper—“he was hot. I actually didn’t know porn stars were hot. I guess I figured if you were doing a job like that… I don’t even know what I thought. But he is not what I pictured a porn star to look like.”


“Why, Grace, I do believe you’re blushing.”


“Oh, shut up, you can’t even see me.”


“I know you, girl, you’re blushing. Now get off this phone and go find you some hot porn star. I bet he could teach you some new tricks up in your hotel room tonight.”


I groaned. “Oh God, no, Abby. I wouldn’t touch a porn star with a borrowed body. Especially one as cocky as him.”


“You’re no fun.”


“When it comes to porn stars, no, I’m not.” I laughed. “Seriously, you doing okay?”


“Yeah, I’m fine. Brian’s coming over in a little bit and we’re gonna see how sexy we can get using nothing except our privates and our feet—the only places I’m not covered in rash.”


I laughed out loud. “Oh God, did I need that visual? Okay, have fun. I’ll see you Sunday, okay?”


I heard the grin in her voice as she said, “Okay, babe, talk tomorrow.”


“Bye, Abs,” I said, still smiling as I hung up the phone.


__________


I spent a couple hours at the pool, finishing my studying and taking notes so that I could review them on the plane home. Even though I was doing schoolwork, just sitting out in this gorgeous location, sipping a frozen cocktail, felt decadent. I never did things like this. I had been pushing myself like crazy for the last five years and I barely had time to breathe, much less sit by a pool for an afternoon. First, I had had my head in a book for four years through college, pushing myself to graduate magna cum laude and earn a scholarship to one of the top law schools on my list. Once that was accomplished and I had started at Georgetown, I began pushing myself yet again—only this time it was because my goal was to graduate in two years, take and pass the bar on my first try, and be recruited into a top law firm in Washington, DC. It was The Plan. I’d always had a plan, and I never strayed from it. Never. And once I achieved one, I moved on to the next.


As I lounged, my damn mind drifted to Carson Stinger, Straight Male Performer, several times. It still irked and confused me that he had frazzled me so much. And in only about two minutes! What was that about anyway? No one frazzled me. I was un-frazzle-able. I was frazzle-less. I prided myself on being cool, calm, and collected. And suddenly, a porn star who looked at me lasciviously had me stuttering and stammering and running for safety? It was beyond irritating. And the further fact that he had turned me on was completely maddening. Seriously, Grace, is that how desperate you are? That a good-looking porn star whispers a few allusive sentences to you and your panties are wet? God! I lay back on my lounge chair, crossing my arms, frowning and squinting up into the blue Nevada sky. After minute, I shoved my sunglasses on my face, and closed my eyes, forcing my mind to go over the material I’d studied.


After a little bit, I got up and started to gather my things, and pulled my sundress on over my suit. My shoulders had a definite pink tinge and I needed to get inside and start thinking about dinner plans.


As I walked past the entrance to the lounge, the cool quiet called to me. I hesitated. A visit to the bar hadn’t been on my personal itinerary, but the air conditioning inside felt wonderful, and now that my studying was done, a margarita with an actual shot of tequila sounded like just the thing.


I took a seat at the elegant bar and glanced around. It wasn’t very crowded for a late Friday afternoon, but presumably, people were probably still out by the pool or getting ready for dinner. “What can I get for you?” The bartender asked with a smile, placing a napkin down in front of me.


“A margarita, please. On the rocks. No salt.” The bartender turned away with a nod and I took a deep breath and joined my hands in front of me on the bar, smiling a contented smile. This was definitely more my speed than the whizzing, dinging, atmosphere in the casino just beyond.


“No salt?” a voice from my left said. “Who orders a margarita with no salt?”


My smile evaporated and I swiveled my head, leaning around the gentleman a couple stools down and staring at the one just past him. Seriously? “Why, if it isn’t Carson Stinger, Straight Male Performer,” I said. I groaned inwardly. No, no, this is good, Grace. You’ve been given another chance to heal your wounded pride. Come out of this exchange on top—so to speak. Gah. Everything was a porn pun now.


He was staring at me strangely, waiting for me to say something, a look on his face that was amused yet watchful.


I raised an eyebrow. “If you’re considering telling me you’ve got something for me that’s nice and salty, please restrain yourself. Predictability bores me.” I turned as the bartender placed my drink in front of me and I took a long sip.


Carson chuckled. “I doubt it.”


He doubted it? He doubted what? That predictability bored me? I opened my mouth to say something but snapped it shut. He was right. I loved predictability. I lived for it, actually. Before I’d come up with a response, he was moving down the bar with his beer in hand to take the stool right next to me. I turned to glare at him.


“What I was actually going to say, buttercup, was that you’re really missing out ordering a margarita without the salt. It’s all about licking the salt off the rim and then sucking the sweet liquid through the straw. The contrast of sweet and salty on your tongue is so, so good.” He leaned closer to me as he lowered his voice. “Try it once, just once. You’ll never want it any other way.”


Okay, now he was just trying to get a rise out of me. And why? What exactly had I done to this man? I seethed, even angrier at the fact that his words were turning me on—again. My traitorous body liked his damn, deep, sugary voice and purposefully titillating words. And the way he smelled, that was nice too. Stupid body!


“Let me buy you one,” he offered, his lips curving. “Seriously. Just one drink my way. You can do a taste test and see who’s right. We can get to know each other a little better.”


I rotated my body, facing him fully and taking a deep breath before smiling sweetly. What I was going to give him was the plain, unadulterated truth. And it was going to work beautifully. “I’m going to lay it out straight for you here, Carson. And the reason I’m going to do that is because I have every confidence it will scare you off badly enough that I can then finish my drink in peace, and we can part as mere acquaintances who simply have nothing in common.”


He looked at me dubiously as I joined my hands in my lap, tilting my head as I continued. “I’m the kind of girl who wants to get married in a big, white dress, wearing my grandma’s pearls. I want a husband who loves me faithfully. I want him to come home to me every night, and I don’t want to have to worry about whether he has his secretary bent over a desk because he’s the kind of man who has too much honor for that kind of disloyalty. I want to wait a year and then start trying for the two kids that we’ll eventually have, a girl and a boy. And when we have those kids, I do not want, one day, to have to look in their little faces and explain why their daddy is on the internet having relations with everyone from college honeys to cougars gone wild for cash. I want to throw a cartoon-themed birthday party at a jump house for my six-year-old, not mark the occasion by explaining what a ‘money shot’ is. I have a feeling your life goals are somewhat different than mine. And by ‘somewhat,’ I mean utterly and completely. Does that explain why it would be a waste of time for both of us to continue being in each other’s company?”


He appeared thoughtful for a minute, turning back to the bar and taking a drink of his beer. Finally, he faced me again. “How did we make those two kids?”


I pulled my head back. “Uh, you might want to rethink your career choice if you don’t know—”


“What I mean is, what position did we make our two kids in? Doggy-style? Reverse cowgirl? The Garfield? Flying circus? Butterfly? Table lotus? Bended knee—”


“Stop!” I put my hand up and then dropped it just as quickly, giving myself a shake. “Okay, first of all, I have no idea what some of those are, nor do I want to know. But secondly, what does that have to do with anything?”


“Oh, believe me, you want to know. Why it matters is because someday when Princess is screaming at three in the morning with a loaded diaper, or Junior gets expelled from preschool for punching his classmate, I want to be able to think back to the moment that we created them, and I want to smile and remember why it was the best fuck of my life and why whatever shit—literal and figurative—I have to deal with later on is worth it.”


My mouth dropped open against my will. “You’re disgusting.”


“You’re the one who had my baby. Twice.”


“I did not, nor will I ever have your baby. That was my point.”


“So you’re just going to abandon Princess and Junior? Nice mom.”


I stood up, throwing a twenty-dollar bill on the bar. “Done. You enjoy your drink, Carson Stinger. I look forward to seeing you again, um, never.” And with that, I grabbed my purse, turned tail, and started walking away as Carson called out, “Also, babe, you play hot secretary for me when I get home at the end of the day, and I’ll have no need to do my real one.”


I raised my arm and flipped him off. His throaty chuckle followed me out the door.


_________




Carson


I heard the slap of her flip-flops fade away and took another swig of my beer. Uptight, little brat. Hot, uptight, little brat but a brat nonetheless. I knew her type. She could get all indignant, stick that haughty little chin in the air, tell me why she was better than me, and walk away, but I saw the way her body reacted. She wanted me. Most women did, if I was going to be honest. Everyone was given one gift or another—mine was a smile women creamed their panties over and a body to match. Why be humble about it? It’s not like I could take any credit—I just knew how to use my God-given assets. The girl though, Grace Hamilton—I’d seen it on her luggage tag—she’d never let herself indulge, not knowing what I did for a living anyway. But just the fact that her body responded should have been enough for me. So why didn’t that thought make me happy? It usually did. I folded my napkin in half and then folded it again. What was different here? I downed the last of my beer and frowned at the display of bottles behind the bar, trying to solve the riddle.


It had been the strangest thing. I’d been walking to the front desk to leave a message for my agent, who was flying in from LA the next morning, and I had crashed into someone, her blond head colliding into my chest, just under my chin, and I was able to smell her clean, flowery-scented hair, gathered up in one of those twists.


As she’d looked up at me, flustered and breathless, my own breath had caught in my throat at the beauty of the heart-shaped face gazing back. She had the biggest, blue eyes I had ever seen, a cute little nose, and the prettiest damn mouth—full, light pink lips with a pretty bow shape on top. So… sure, she was pretty, beautiful even. But I saw pretty girls all day long. Why did one glance at this one have me staring, trying to memorize her face like a lovesick schoolboy? I had no damn clue. We had both paused before moving back from each other, and I’d taken in her slim body in a fitted, black skirt and a silky, white blouse. I loved that look. Hot schoolteacher. I had looked into her face and I could see a slightly confused warmth shining from her crystal-clear eyes. In that gaze, I had almost forgotten who I was. Almost. And that never happened.


But then her eyes had moved down to that stupid name tag, and I saw the disappointment and judgment fill her expression. And so I had purposefully made her uncomfortable, and I had enjoyed the look of disgust and then anger that filled her pretty face. I had enjoyed the way she stomped away from me, shaking her sweet, little ass. I had just done it again in the bar for the same reason. It meant I had won, so why didn’t I feel like a winner? Why was I still sitting here actively thinking about it? About her? It was completely pissing me off. I should probably go and find some willing female to come back up to my room with me for an hour or two so I could distract myself from whatever that feeling was. Yeah, that sounded like a plan.


My phone rang as I was placing money on my tab on the bar and I looked at the screen. “Hey, Courtney,” I greeted my agent as I walked out.


“Hey, Carson, love, you all set for Monday morning? I have the address of the shoot and some details. I’m gonna send them to your email. Can you pull it up on your phone?”


“Yeah, that’s fine. I’ll let you know when I get it.”


“Okay, good. It’s at the Four Seasons in Beverly Hills. A balcony shoot, followed by a shower scene.”


I groaned. “Shit, Courtney, This’ll only be my fifth film, and already my second shower scene? I told you I hated the first one.”


“Oh please. Am I supposed to feel badly for you that you get to do Bambi Bennett in a shower? Poor thing.” I could hear the sarcasm dripping from her voice.


“Shit, it’s awkward—there are two cameramen and a mic in that tiny space. From where I’m standing, it’s not hot. Also, Bambi Bennett? Christ. Am I fucking a deer?”


“I know. It’s a stupid name. She’s new to the site. Look her up. She’s all kinds of gorgeous. Lucky you. Kisses! Text me when you get the info.” And with that she hung up.


Courtney owned the site I had recently signed a contract with—ArtLove.com. It was supposed to appeal mostly to women, the largest growing porn-watching demographic. Most of the shoots were in exotic locations and we were encouraged to look like we were really into each other—different than the wham, bam, thank you ma’am type of porn that men tended to like. The first shoot I had done was in Belize, in an outdoor shower, and despite what it might have seemed like to the viewer, I was just hoping I could stay hard through it. A film crew of sweaty dudes all up in your business wasn’t exactly a wet dream come true, no matter how gorgeous the girl was.


Apparently, though, after only a couple films, I had a small fan following. And so my agent had all but insisted I show up this weekend to make an appearance. I had stayed at the meet-and-greet bullshit for as long as I could stomach, and then I’d snuck out and run straight into Miss High-and-Mighty. It wasn’t that I didn’t appreciate my fans…but rather, I guess I tried not to think about my fans too much because let’s be honest, they admired me for reasons that made me think it was better that I not shake their hands.


I started toward the elevators that would take me up to my room where I could get ready for the pool. It was the easiest place to pick up a girl, one who didn’t care to know who I was or what I did—and the feeling would be mutual.


“Whoa, hold the elevator,” I called. I flashed my room key to the security guard standing at the front of the alcove as I jogged toward the elevator I’d spotted going up, doors just beginning to close.


The doors bounced back open as an old woman stuck her purse out, and I stepped inside. “Thank you so much.”


“You’re welcome, honey,” the old woman said with a smile, both of us facing the closed door as the elevator began its ascent.


“The Lord is testing me,” I heard a quiet voice whisper under her breath. I glanced to my left and two people over to see who had muttered those words, and there stood Grace “White Wedding” Hamilton. Go figure. I chuckled softly to myself at her tight expression.


I leaned forward and grinned at her. I could tell that she saw me in her peripheral vision by the way her spine straightened, but she continued to stare straight ahead at the door in front of us. What a total brat.


The old woman standing next to Grace leaned around her and grinned back at me, waving a flirty, little wave. It was cute and so I laughed and waved back. Grace’s head swiveled to me and her eyes widened as we made eye contact, me still smiling. Then just as quickly, she turned to look straight ahead again, tension so thick you could cut it with a knife.


The elevator stopped at several floors and began to empty out, and pretty soon, it was just me and Grace and the old woman. We all stood quietly, staring straight ahead.


At the next floor, the old woman moved to the front and Grace and I both automatically stepped backward to let her pass. As the old woman stepped through the open doors, she turned and winked at me and then shot Grace a wink too. When I looked over at Grace, her head was tilted, and she wore a small smile on her pretty, pink lips.


The doors slid closed and then she glanced at me, the smile morphing into a frown.


“So we meet…” I trailed off as the lights in the elevator flashed, and then stepped forward when the car gave a huge jolt. “Holy shit!” I exclaimed as Grace let out a high-pitched squeak.


The elevator slammed to a stop, groaning loudly, and the lights flickered. I looked across the small space into wide, terrified eyes. We were stuck.















CHAPTER 2



Grace





As the elevator groaned to a stop and the lights flickered one more time, fear trickled through me like acid. I didn’t like small spaces. Not at all. Dark. Tight. No air. I sucked in a deep breath and practically threw myself at the phone cubby, yanking open the small metal door and pulling the handle of the phone. I pressed zero and as it rang, my eyes darted to Carson who was standing in the corner, leaned against the wall, watching me carefully.


“Maintenance,” a gruff voice answered.


“Hi, hi! Yes, hi, this is Grace Hamilton. I’m a guest here this weekend.” I pulled in another breath. The air was starting to feel thin. “We’re stuck in an elevator. It just stopped suddenly and…” The phone crackled and then died. No, no, no! “Hello? Hello?” I made a panicked sound in my throat, dropping the phone, and then taking three big steps over to my large purse, abandoned in the corner. I pulled out my cell phone and looked at the bars at the top of the screen. No service. Shit!


Breathe. Breathe.


No room. No air. It’d be gone soon. All of it.


Carson was still staring at me, unmoving, just watching me with an unreadable expression on his face. He was useless!


“Don’t just stand there! We’re trapped! Do something!” My breath hitched in my throat and I could feel my heart beating out of my chest. I lifted my fingers to my throat and felt my pulse racing wildly. I attempted to take a deep breath, but my throat suddenly felt as if it were swelling shut. I can’t breathe. Oh God, I can’t breathe. No air. No air.


I stumbled back against the wall, making eye contact with Carson, who now had his brow furrowed as he moved toward me. I gripped the bar on the wall behind me, knowing I was about to die of asphyxiation, here in this elevator, the last eyes I saw those of Carson Stinger, Straight Male Performer. Oh no, no, no, no. Not like this.


“Hey, calm down, buttercup,” he said smoothly, wrapping his hands around my upper arms just like he did when we collided in the hotel lobby. “Deep breath, take a deep breath. You’re okay. They’re going to get us out of here, all right? Just take a deep breath. Keep your eyes on me.”


I blinked rapidly as his face swam before me, my breath now coming out in raspy exhales as I fought to take in oxygen. The walls were closing in. I wanted to cry but there wasn’t enough oxygen in my lungs for that.


“Shit, buttercup, come on, you’re not going to pass out on me in this elevator. Deep breath.”


For several minutes we both stared into each other’s eyes, the worry in his deepening as he watched me struggle and begin to flail.


Oh God, Oh God, air, air!


The wall of the elevator met my back and Carson stepped away and started looking around the elevator, eyes wide, panicked now, searching for what, I didn’t know. He flew over to the phone and lifted it and listened for a second, and then slammed it back in its small box and kicked the door shut. “Shit!”


I’m dying. Oh God, please, air.


He turned back to me, and my eyes were tearing up in my effort to take in what little oxygen was making it down the tiny passageway that was now the inside of my throat. I was sure I was turning blue.


“Sister Christian, oh the time has come!” Carson suddenly belted out.


Even in the midst of my panic attack, I startled. What the—


“And you know that you’re the only one to say, okay.”


He took a step back as my eyes followed him, my breath still sticking in my swollen throat as I struggled to draw in air.


He pointed at me. “Where you going, what you looking for?”


What the hell is he doing? What the HELL is he doing? Oh! A little air. That’s good, that’s good, Grace.


“You know those boys don’t want to play no more with you. It’s true.” At the last two words of the stanza, he lowered his chin and gazed into my eyes.


Better, better. More air, better. Okay, okay. I’m okay. Why is he singing while I’m almost dying here? He actually has a really nice voice—deep and slightly throaty. Figures he’d have a really nice voice. Figures he’d have a SEXY voice. Ah, air. Okay, I’m okay.


My arms lowered, my splayed hands coming away from the base of my throat. My breathing slowed marginally and I realized that the instrumental of “Sister Christian” was playing over the sound system. Carson was singing along to the elevator music. And doing it well. To distract me from my panic attack. And it was working.


I took in a large inhale, my vision clearing as I now watched him. He was in the middle of the elevator and as what would have been the drum solo came up, he started playing the air drums furiously, closing his eyes and bobbing his head to the beat, biting his lower lip. This couldn’t be real. I had passed out and was having some strange out-of-body experience.


“You’re motoring! What’s your price for flight? In finding Mr. Right? You’ll be all right, tonight.”


I couldn’t help it, I let out a very small laugh. When he heard it, his eyes snapped open and he looked up at me, and relief washed over his features before he grinned. It was the same grin that had almost knocked me on my ass when he gave it to the old woman. It was real. And maybe my mind was still oxygen deprived, but in that moment, something told me that even though he smiled an awful lot, a genuine one from Carson Stinger was rare.


His expression turned serious and he walked toward me singing slowly, “Babe, you know you’re growing up so fast. And Mama’s worrying that you won’t last to say, let’s play.”


As he finished the last few words, he held his fist up to his lips, pretending it was a microphone and then he thrust it in front of my mouth.


I blinked momentarily, but now adrenaline was racing through my body at the sweet relief of air flowing freely into my lungs, and so I did something I’d never, under ordinary circumstances do: I grabbed his fist and sang into it, “Sister Christian, there’s so much in life. Don’t you give it up before your time is due, it’s true.” Then he leaned in and we were both singing together, “It’s true, yeah!” He jumped back and played more air drums before jumping forward again and singing into his fist with me. “Motoring! What’s your price for flight? You’ve got him in your sight. And driving through the night.”


Our faces were mere inches apart now, and I could smell his minty breath as he sang with me: “Motoring! What’s your price for flight? In finding Mr. Right? You’ll be all right tonight.”


He stepped away from me again and, this time, mimicked the electric guitar solo, moving his hips forward with every pretend riff, swiveling them to the chords as I watched, laughing out loud now at his ridiculous antics, and the fact that he was actually good, and we were singing at the top of our lungs in an elevator wedged between floors in a luxury hotel on the Vegas strip.


He grinned at me as he continued singing the chorus a couple times over. Then as the song slowed, he started walking slowly to me again singing, “Sister Christian, oh the time has come. And you know that you’re the only one to say, okay. But you’re motoring. You’re motoring, yeah.” He trailed off as we both stood staring at each other, his breathing harsher than mine now from all the furious air playing. I was breathing steady even as his chest quickly rose and fell. The bizarre nature of the situation rolled over me again and I burst out laughing, and then so did he. As our laughter faded, he tilted his head to the side and said, “If you wanted to hear me sing, buttercup, you could have just asked.”


I let out another short laugh, but it quickly faded. I looked at him seriously for several moments. “Thank you for that. Who knew Night Ranger could cure a panic attack? But it worked. Thank you.” I took a big, deep breath. “Thank you, Carson.”


He smiled and then did a slow bow that was interrupted by the sudden ringing of the phone.


__________


“Hello!” Carson said after he’d grabbed the receiver from its box. I stared, my hands pressed together in the prayer position. After listening for a minute, he groaned. “That long?” he asked. My hands dropped. Damn. “Isn’t there anything that can be done to get that part here more quickly?” He listened for another minute. “Yeah, okay. Keep us updated, all right?”


“What’d they say?” I demanded after he’d hung up.


“Well, the good news is that they know we’re in here, they know the problem, and the part to fix it is on its way. The bad news is that it’s two hours away.”


“Two hours?” I screeched. I took a deep breath. “Two hours?” I said, more calmly. “We have to sit in here together for two hours?”


“Afraid so,” he answered, walking to the wall and sliding down it to sit on the floor with his feet drawn up and his forearms resting on his knees.


I stared at him for a minute and then walked to my side of the elevator. I sat down on the floor as well, bending my knees to the side, glancing over at him and pulling my sundress down over my legs, all the way to my ankles. When I glanced up at Carson, his eyes lifted from my legs to my eyes. I saw the small frown on his face right before his expression went blank and he raised his eyebrows, smiling suggestively. “A lot of things to do in two hours, buttercup. Any ideas?”


And he was back. Carson Stinger, Straight Male Performer. I cocked my head to the side, looking at him through narrowed eyes. “Why do you do that?” I asked.


He pulled his teeth over his lower lip, looking bored. “Do what exactly?”


“Pull that ‘sex in your face’…mask on?”


He stared at me thoughtfully for a minute. “Mask? A mask would imply that I’m hiding something beneath it. What would that be exactly?”


I looked away and shrugged. “The guy who just made a crazy fool of himself singing ‘Sister Christian’ to me to help me cope with a bad situation?”


He chuckled. “I just did what was necessary so that you didn’t die on me. If I’m gonna be stuck in an elevator, better that it’s not with a corpse. I’m into a lot of crazy shit, but necrophilia isn’t one of them.”


I made a gagging sound. “God, you’re really…” I chewed on my lip for a moment, thinking. “No, you know what? I’m not buying it. I call your bluff, Carson Stinger. You’re a phony.”


He laughed, looking truly amused. “Well, who exactly do you think you are, buttercup? You know me so well after being with me for what”—he looked down at the watch on his wrist—“fifteen minutes?”


I sighed. “You’re right. I don’t know anything about you. Just that you’re a phony, that’s all. Call it a gut feeling.”


He put a hand under his jaw and moved it back and forth for a second. Then he slid his long, muscular legs down and crossed them at the ankles as he continued to stare at me. “What I think is that you’re into me. And you’re trying to make me the good, sensitive guy that I’m not, so that when you slide across this elevator and climb onto my lap, you’ll be able to justify it to yourself.”


I choked on my own laugh and sat up on my knees to glare at him. “You arrogant asshole! The only way I would crawl anywhere for you is if my very life depended on it.” I glared at him for a minute and then fell back onto my haunches. I pointed at him. “Wait. You did it to me again. See, that’s the mask. You made me angry so that I’d forget my point. Which is…you’re a phony.”


He laughed. “Still on that, Dr. Phil? Okay, then, what about you, Miss Perfect Princess? What are you hiding behind that hair pulled back so tightly it’s about to strangle you and that high-and-mighty attitude?”


“High-and-mighty?” I scoffed. “I’m hardly high-and-mighty. And I’m hardly perfect either.”


“Oh, I don’t know. I think that’s exactly what you are—perfect. Why? Why do you need to be so damn perfect? What has you strung so tight that as soon as you lost control, you couldn’t even breathe? What’s under your mask?”


I laughed loudly, overdoing it to show him how ridiculous he was. “My mask? Please. Now you’re just making stuff up to distract me. What you see is what you get here, Carson. I hardly wear a mask. Now you…” I brought my hand up and studied my nails.


“All right, buttercup,” he said after a moment. “I’ve got a proposition for you. How’d you like to play a little game? It’s called, Sink One for a Secret. It’s not like we’ve got much else to do. Especially if you planting yourself on my lap is off the table.”


“It was never on the table. What exactly does this Sink One for a Secret game entail?”


He sat up. “Do you have anything in your purse like a cup or a bowl or something?”


I gave him a look. “No. That’s not exactly the type of stuff I carry around in my purse.” I opened my large bag and looked inside. “Wait—what about the top of my hairspray?” I pulled it off. It was plastic and roughly the size of a Dixie cup. I held it out to Carson.


“That’ll work,” he said, snatching it out of my hand. He reached in his back pocket and pulled out a dime and held it up to me. Then he placed the hairspray cap in one corner of the elevator and went and stood in the opposite corner. “The rules are, if one person sinks the dime into the cap, the other person has to reveal a secret about themselves. No lying. No making something up. A genuine secret—something they’ve never told anyone else before.”


I crossed my arms, looking from the cap in one corner to Carson in the other. “That’s an impossible shot. The distance and the size of the cap—it can’t be done.”


He raised his brows. “Are you in or not?”


I exhaled. “Fine. Whatever. Go.”


He paused. “Wait. Do you agree to the rules?”


“Yes, yes, a basket for a secret. I’m in.” I knew it was impossible, and so why not? I’d play his dumb game.


He held the dime up, lining up his shot, moving to the right slightly, a look of pure concentration on his face as he tossed the dime overhand. It went straight in the cup, didn’t even bounce. A solid swish. What. The. Hell?


I gasped. “You cheated! That’s not even possible!”


“I cheated? How in the hell did I cheat? No way. Don’t try to get out of this. You owe me a secret, buttercup. Let’s hear it.” He leaned his shoulder against the elevator wall, crossed his arms, and tilted his chin down, looking at me expectantly.


I glared at him. “I mean, it’s not as easy as that! I don’t have any secrets.” I raised both arms up and let them drop.


He kept staring at me, not saying a word, expressionless now. “Tell me why you’re so perfect, buttercup.”


I made a disgusted gurgle in the back of my throat and crossed my arms again, looking away from him. I thought about what he was asking me. Did I really come across like that? Perfect? I felt the furthest away from perfect as a person could get. I was always trying not to rock the boat…trying to be enough…trying to make up for…


“My dad has had enough disappointment in his life. I’m just trying not to let him down anymore,” I blurted out.


Carson tilted his head, his eyes filling with…something.


I looked away. “Anyway, that’s all. My dad’s had a hard time of it. He’s a great guy. A great dad and I just want him to be proud of me. Is that so weird?”


“What disappointment has your dad had?” he asked quietly.


I stared at the wall for a minute, suddenly, inexplicably, wanting to say what came next. “When I was eleven, my little brother died of non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma. He was the only boy. I have two sisters.” I looked down at my feet. “My dad is a cop…a real guy’s guy. I guess me and my sisters always felt like maybe…like maybe…”


“Like maybe one of you were expendable because there were backups?” Carson asked quietly.


My eyes snapped up to his and I just stared at him for several seconds. I had never thought about it in those terms but… “Maybe. Yes.”


He nodded, still looking into my eyes. Then he walked over to the cap in the corner, plucked the dime out, and held it up to me. “Your turn.”


_________





Carson



My throat had gone dry and I felt a strange itchiness just under my skin when Grace told me about her brother and her dad. I didn’t really stop and think about the feeling. I had never really talked about emotions with anyone other than my granny. But she had passed away when I was seventeen, and since then, I didn’t go there much. I had initially suggested this game to take Grace off balance. I could throw a dime into a cup from farther away than across an elevator. I’d had hours and hours of practice. It’s what I had done to distract my mind while waiting for my mom to get off set.


But then Grace had actually shared with me and just like that, I was the one off balance.


I handed her the dime and stood back as she glanced at me and took her place in the opposite corner from the small cap and lined up her shot, underhand.


I studied her as she focused. Damn, she really was a beautiful girl. Sexy but with a classic beauty that made me want to stare at the perfection of her features. She was slim but had curves in all the right spots. Just exactly what I liked. I could tell she would be just as pretty stepping straight out of a shower in the morning, without a stitch of makeup on. I twitched in my pants at the image. Shit, this I did not need. I bit my own tongue to distract myself from thoughts of Grace stepping out of a shower, just as she let the dime fly. My head turned to watch it land with a plunk straight in the cap.


I laughed out loud as she whooped and threw her arms in the air in a victory pose. Wait, shit, this was not funny. Only, the look of pure excitement on her face made me want to scoop her up and hug her. Until I remembered that I didn’t hug. Anyone. Ever.


I sighed and tried to look as bored as possible. “All right. What is it you want to know about me?”


She tilted her head, narrowed her eyes, and scraped her teeth up her full bottom lip in a way that had me biting my own tongue again.


She walked back to her side of the elevator and slid down to the floor, pulling her legs up and covering them with her sundress like she had done before. I waited.


“A secret that you’ve never told anyone else, right?”


I nodded.


“Okay, why do you do porn?”


I gave her a suggestive smirk. “The answer to that question isn’t exactly a secret. It’s fun and it pays great.”


She furrowed her delicate brows and stared at me for a minute. “Why do you really do porn, Carson?”


I chuckled, but it came off as uncomfortable as I suddenly felt. “Not everyone who does porn has some screwed-up childhood and dark past. The industry is a lot different than it used to be. There are all kinds of safety measures in place…”


She continued looking up at me silently, as though she wasn’t buying what I was selling, even though what I’d said was true. But maybe not the whole truth. After a few moments, I sighed and slid down to the floor. Was I really even considering going there with this stranger? This princess? I sat staring straight at the wall for a minute or two and then almost against my own will, I started talking, “My mom was a porn star in the nineties. From what I know, it doesn’t happen often, but when it does, it’s taken care of pretty quickly—she got pregnant. She decided not to have it taken care of. I’m the bastard of any one of a hundred hired dicks. How do you like that fairy tale, buttercup?”


Her eyes widened and her lips formed a silent O. We stared at each other for a quiet minute. “That doesn’t explain why you do it now too.”


“I was practically born to do it, babe. Created in lust and sin. Destined to do the same.”


“It’s not your fault how you were—” And fuck me if those big, blue eyes weren’t filled with pity. I felt something inside me squeeze in a way that I didn’t fucking like at all.


“No, and it’s not your fault you have a pretty little mouth, but maybe if you crawl over here, we can both use our God-given assets to make the next few hours go by a little faster.”


She stared at me, her cheeks flushing. “That’s why you do that. You pull that sex-on-a-stick, asshole mask on to hide the fact that you’re ashamed of who you are.”


Her words hit me like a punch. I wanted to flinch but I didn’t. I never flinched and I wouldn’t now. Not for her or anyone. “There’s my little Dr. Phil again. Tell me, where did you get your clinical psychology degree from? Oh, that’s right. The University of Bullshit. Tell me this, buttercup, are you as good at diagnosing yourself? Do you realize that that perfect-princess gig you have going on is all an attempt to make up for the fact that you believe you should have been the one to die instead of your brother? But guess what? Your brother did die. And all the perfect-princess crap in the world won’t change that.”


She sucked in a loud gasp, her eyes filling with hurt. I immediately felt like shit. “You bastard!” she hissed, getting up on her knees and “walking” on them toward me, anger almost instantly replacing the hurt I had first seen flash in her eyes.


I got up on my knees too, the bastard comment making my chest tight. She had used my own word against me and I didn’t like the way that felt. “Prude,” I hissed back.


“Man-whore!”


“Oh, real inventive, ice queen!”


The air in the small space had suddenly turned red. We met in the middle of the elevator, both on our knees, her neck bent to stare up at me, rage etched across her features. I knew my expression said the same thing.


“Piece of ass!”


“Sellout.”


She balled her fists up and straightened both of her arms at her side, making a frustrated, angry, growling sound. I leaned in slightly, daring her to hit me. Do it. I wanted her to hit me. Why, I didn’t know, but I did.


And suddenly we were kissing. Hardcore, angry kissing, our hands everywhere, groping and grabbing. And damn it if she didn’t taste like sunshine and everything sweet and fresh this world had to offer.















CHAPTER 3



Grace





We groped at each other’s bodies, moaning and panting and practically crazed with anger and lust. Or was it just anger? No, no, anger didn’t feel this good. My body was on fire, every nerve ending zinging with the need to be touched by Carson. Oh God, I am being touched by Carson Stinger, Straight Male Performer! No! Yes! Yes! Yes! Three yeses to one no. Majority rules! God, he tasted so good. He tasted minty and like something that was just him. After one small taste, I was already craving more, sweeping my tongue around his mouth trying to get as much of it as I could, desperate with hunger for it. For him. He seemed just as desperate to taste me as his tongue tangled with mine, and his hands grabbed my ass and pulled me up hard against his erection. Oh God, he was big. Really big. And I was rubbing on him like some crazed cat in heat. A crazed cat in heat that had gotten ahold of some crack. Or catnip…or whatever notched up the level of a crazed cat in heat. That was me.


Meow!


I almost laughed at the way my mind was melting when I suddenly realized Carson was pulling me up to a standing position. I followed him willingly, our lips never once breaking contact. He walked us backward to the wall, and when my back hit solid surface, he pressed up against me, a growl coming up his chest. He let go of me and I heard both of his hands hit the wall on either side of my head as he caged me in. He kept working my mouth, licking and sucking my tongue as he pressed into me again, groaning once more. The sounds he was making and the feel of the wall behind me, anchoring me, cleared the lust fog just a little. Oh my God, this was crazy. What was I doing? A couple minutes before, we had both been tearing each other apart emotionally. How did this happen? Sure, he was great at what he was doing with his mouth and his body, but that was because he was a professional! Oh my God! He’s a professional! He’s good at this because he does it a lot. As in a lot, a lot. Again, what in the hell was I doing?


I opened my eyes and seeing his face millimeters from mine, his eyes closed and his long lashes fanned over his cheeks, brought me fully back to reality. I made a strangled sound in my throat and tore my mouth off of his, turning my head and putting both my hands against his chest, pushing him away from me. He staggered back, looking dazed, and we both stared at each other, shocked, panting.


“Shit, I’m sorry,” he finally said, giving his head a shake.


“For what?” I asked angrily. “The insults or the kissing?”


“The insults. Not sorry for the kissing.”


Oh.


He took a deep breath and ran a hand though his messy hair. Had I done that?


I blew out a breath. And damn it if, even though I was still a little angry—more so at myself now—a part of me wanted to dive right back in to the kissing part.


I shook my head, clearing away the last of the fog. We’re in an elevator. He’s a porn star. We just told each other a secret, and then viciously threw it right back.


I laughed a small, humorless laugh and looked up at the ceiling, pulling in a long breath and letting it out again.


When I looked back at Carson, he was staring at me, a look of confusion on his face. “What’s funny?” he asked.


I turned and sat down, banging the back of my head against the wall lightly. He came over and sat against the back wall of the elevator, directly to my right, drawing his knees up and resting his forearms on them again.


I groaned. “Us. We’re awful people. We each shared a secret, and then used it against each other within five minutes flat.” I shook my head and looked over at him. “I’m sorry too.”


He took a deep breath and looked down for a minute before bringing those beautiful hazel eyes back to me. “No, that was me. I made the rules and then I attacked you instead of playing by them graciously. I was a sore loser.”


I tilted my head, surprised at his response. “That game had high stakes.” I paused. “How about if we just talk for a little bit?”


A grin spread over his face, that little dimple showing itself, and the true beauty of him momentarily stunned me.


I studied him for a moment. “Why aren’t you a model or an actor or something? You have the looks for it.”


He chuckled. “I know.”


“Modest too, aren’t ya?”


“I don’t need to be modest. I didn’t do anything to earn this face. It just is what it is.”


I snorted. “Just when I was kinda starting to like you again.”


“Does you liking me translate into more kissing?” He grinned again, shooting me that devastating smile.


“No. Now tell me why you don’t model instead of…what you’re doing.”


“Let people primp me and put makeup on me for hours and then pose in front of them? God, that sounds a thousand times worse than porn. Shit.”


“Worse than porn? So you don’t like doing it then?”


He stared at me for a minute and I could see his wheels turning. Finally he said, “Truthfully, no, I don’t like doing porn.”


“Why?” I asked quietly.


“Because I like to fuck the way I want to fuck. I don’t like being told what to do or moved around like a chess piece in bed. Part of the high of sex for a man is the chase. There’s no chase in porn. And before you get mad, I’m not trying to push your buttons with that wording. I’m just being honest. I don’t find it enjoyable. I mean beyond—”


“Right,” I interrupted, “sex is like pizza and all that.” I studied him for a minute. “How’d you get into it?” I finally asked.


He sighed. “Well, like I said, I kinda grew up in the business. My mom used to bring me on set with her. Not that I watched. I stayed in the dressing room, but I knew what she was doing out there, and it sucked. Pun intended.” He grinned, but I didn’t. I just felt sad.


He stared at me for a minute, his eyes narrowing briefly. I thought he might not continue, but then he began speaking again, “Anyway, my mom had always had a little bit of a drug problem, and when I was fourteen, it got pretty bad. I went to live with my grandma in Massachusetts until my mom got clean, and then I came back to Los Angeles.”


“That’s where you’re from?”


“Yeah. The City of Angels.” He raised his eyebrows, looking away thoughtfully for a second before continuing. “Once I turned eighteen, several of the producers I knew started asking me to make a film. They said it’d get big-time attention. The son of one of the biggest stars of porn, now doing films himself. I said no for a while. I wasn’t interested. When my granny died, she left me a little bit of money. Not a lot, but enough to travel around Europe for a couple years. When I came back, I worked at some menial jobs for a while—doing nothing, partying. Finally, six months ago, I was contacted by one of those same producers who now worked for a company that’s a little more softcore. I figured, why the fuck not? What was the big difference between that and what I was doing with women I didn’t know on the weekends?”


I grimaced. It all sounded so…empty. When I looked up at him, he had his head resting against the back of the elevator and he was studying me. “You a virgin, buttercup?”


I laughed. I was just about to tell him it was none of his business, but I realized that he had just offered up intimate details of his life. It would be like me slapping him in the face to say something like that now. Truthfully, it wasn’t any of his business. But what he had just shared with me wasn’t my business either, and yet he had given it to me regardless. “No. I’ve been with one person. My college boyfriend. I plan on being with one more before I get married.”


“You plan on being with one more before…okay, what?”


“Well, wait, it makes sense and I’ll tell you why. I still have to finish law school. And then I have to get hired by a top law firm and work for at least a year. I don’t plan on getting married until I’m twenty-eight and no one wants to marry a twenty-eight-year-old virgin. He’d wonder what was wrong with me. So I figure, I should be with two men before I meet my husband. One to take my virginity, check, and one to practice on so I can be good in bed.” I smiled, impressed with my own reasoning.


He stared at me for a beat and then burst out laughing. “Shit, that might be even less romantic than my story. And that’s a feat.”


I frowned. “What’s not romantic about that? I’m setting things up perfectly for the man that I’ll spend forever with. I’m already thinking of him, and we haven’t even met yet.”


“What about the poor schmuck who you pick out to be sex partner number two? Destined to be kicked to the curb before you’ve even met him.”


I scoffed. “Please. Like guys aren’t okay with a couple months of sex before they’re set free to move on to the next one?”


He smiled. “Well, true. Still, what happens if you end up falling for him? What happens to your plan then?”


“Falling for him? Well, no. That won’t happen because it’s not part of my plan. Certainly there will have to be an attraction, but—”


“I might have the perfect candidate, buttercup.” He raised an eyebrow and then shot me that devastating grin.


I lgaped. “You?” I shook my head. “That’s impossible, Carson. First of all, we don’t even live in the same city. And listen, how would I ever tell my future husband that I had been with a porn star? No offense. Really. But that—”


“Why would you have to give him any details? Men don’t want details about their women’s past sexual experience.”


“I guess not. But still… Wait! Are we seriously discussing this? That guy is still years away in the plan. I can’t forget everything he teaches me before I meet the One. Sorry. Timing doesn’t work.” I shrugged. I figured he was messing with me anyway, but it was true enough.


“So you don’t plan on having any more sex for the next, what? Four years or so? How old are you?”


“Twenty-three. So yes, he’s about four years away in the plan.”


“You’re going to wait four years to have sex again because of some stupid plan?”


“It’s not a stupid plan! I’ve always had one. It keeps me focused.” I felt my face fall. Now that I had explained my entire plan out loud, it was beginning to sound less rational than it always had in my mind. “Anyway,” I went on, “it’s going to help me achieve my dreams.”


“Your dreams? You sure about that?”


I snorted. “Now who’s pretending to be Dr. Phil?”


He watched me. “Okay, fair enough. Let’s get back to the sex then. You’re planning purposefully on a four-year dry spell? Didn’t you like it the first time?”


I felt my cheeks heat as I looked down. “Sure, it was fine.”


“Fine? Uh-oh. Any man who gets a ‘fine’ from a woman on any topic is in serious trouble.”


I took a deep breath. “Listen. It was fine, okay? Not spectacular. Not terrible. Just fine.”


He studied me for a minute. “So he didn’t make you come, buttercup?”


“God! I can’t believe we’re discussing this. No, he didn’t make me come, okay? For all I know, I can’t come with another person in the room. All right? Why don’t you give me your email and I’ll let you know in four years if things have changed! Dear Carson, I work! Love, Grace. You’ll remember me, won’t you? You’ll celebrate on my behalf?” I banged the back of my head on the elevator wall behind me. I felt embarrassed by this line of conversation, especially considering whom I was talking to. Actually, I was feeling kind of stripped down in a lot of ways. And he was making me question things I never questioned. How had this happened exactly? With this person? I started laughing and shaking my head.


“What?” he asked.


I groaned. “I don’t know. This whole situation is just…funny.”


He nodded like he knew exactly what I meant. “Yeah, I guess it kinda is. All the same though, my offer stands. We could make a weekend of it at least. I think your future husband might be really happy you said yes to me.” He shot me a practiced wink.


“You’re serious, aren’t you? Why? What’s in it for you exactly?”


He just raised his eyebrows, remaining silent.


I shook my head and let out a sound of exasperation. “I mean, don’t you get enough random sex as it is?”


“Listen, consider it a challenge for me, okay? I think I could give you something no one has before and that’s a hell of a turn-on for me. See, we’d both get something out of it and then part ways as Buttercup and Schmuck Number Two.”


I opened my mouth to answer and was interrupted by the shrill ringing of the elevator phone. Saved by the bell once again.


_________





Carson



The phone rang a second time, and I realized that I had been holding my breath waiting for her answer. I was lying to her about my reason for asking to be Schmuck Number Two. Not about thinking I could make her come. I was pretty sure I’d be successful at that. And that was a turn-on. The thought of seeing an expression of pleasure wash over her beautiful face had me swelling in my jeans. But the real reason I was holding my breath for her answer was because I hadn’t wanted anything in a really long time, longer than I could remember, and I wanted her. Not just her body but her. I wanted to see her reaction to my touch. I wanted to hear some more funny shit come out of her pretty mouth. I wanted to hear her try to justify her stupid plan. I liked her. And fuck me, I hadn’t liked a woman in a really long time. It felt good to want something. And that shocked the hell out of me. I couldn’t have her in any real sense, and it’s not like I wanted that anyway. But a day or two of Grace Hamilton in a hotel room? Yeah, I wanted that. I wanted that a lot.


I got up and answered the phone. “Hello?”


“Hey, it’s Rich in maintenance, just wanted to update you and make sure you’re okay. We got the part we were waiting for and now it just needs to be installed. Shouldn’t be longer than an hour.”


“Okay, man. Yeah, we’re fine. Thanks for the update.” I hung up and turned to Grace.


“Seems you’re stuck with me for at least another hour.”


“At least?”


“Yeah, at least. Longer if you agree to spend the weekend together.” I hoped she couldn’t tell that this meant something to me. If she turned me down, it was going to sting.


Her eyes widened slightly and her mouth opened as if to answer, but then she closed it again, looking confused. That’s when my stomach growled. Loudly.


Grace grinned and tilted her head. “Hungry?” Before I could answer, she reached for her bag and dug around in it for a couple seconds and pulled out a granola bar. “Dinner, sir? Hold on. I think I have something here to wash it down with too.” She dug around for another second and then pulled out a bottle of water.


I sat down on the floor next to her. “You’re a goddess. Hand that over.” I had just realized that I hadn’t eaten lunch and it was about dinnertime. I was starving. She handed me the granola bar, and I tore it open with my teeth and then broke the bar in half and handed her one piece. But she shook her head.


“You have it. I’m not really hungry. Plus, you’re a growing boy.” She shot me the same exaggerated wink I’d given her a few minutes before.


I grinned. “Only when I look at you, baby.” She laughed, smacking me lightly on the shoulder. I tossed the granola bar back, and when she handed me the water after taking a drink herself, I drank from it too.


“We better finish the water in this bottle. If nature calls, this bottle is what we’re going to have to use.”


She made a face. “I think I’ll be okay for an hour. I stopped in the ladies’ room right after I left the bar.”


“I think I’ll last too.”


After a minute, I said, “Okay, another game—this one’s called Quick Draw Favorites. I ask a question and you answer it with the first thing that comes to mind. Then you can do the same to me.”


She looked at me suspiciously. “Is this another trick game that’s going to have us kissing in the middle of the elevator again?”


“God, I hope so.” I laughed. “But no, just for fun to pass the time. You in?”


She nodded. “Okay.”


“Okay. Favorite movie.”


“Titanic.”


“No. Pick again.”


She choked on a laugh. “No? Um, I thought these were my answers.”


“They are, but I can’t let you pick a movie as craptastic as Titanic without intervening.”


She turned fully toward me. “How is Titanic craptastic? It’s an epic love story! It’s beautiful! It’s timeless! What problem do you have with Titanic?”


I sighed. “Grace, there was plenty of room on that floating door at the end of the movie. Are you going to tell me you weren’t pissed off after they went through everything they did to survive and then she couldn’t scoot over an inch so he could get up on that piece of wood too, a piece of wood that was plenty big for both of them? She let him die, Grace. I’m sad for you that you think that’s romance.”


She burst out laughing. “Wait, this is brilliant. You actually don’t like Titanic because it isn’t romantic enough for you. That’s sweet.” She batted her eyelashes at me.


My brows snapped down. “No, I don’t believe that’s what I said. What I said was that I like some realism in my movies. That was a cop-out because the writer thought Jack Dawson should sink to the bottom of the ocean.”


She burst out laughing again.


“Are you done?”


She made a poor attempt to wipe the smirk off her face. “Yes. Next question.”


“Favorite color.”


“Cerulean blue.”


I screwed up my face and glanced to the side and then back at her. “I’m going to let that one slide. Favorite season.”


“Fall.”


“Favorite dessert.”


“Crème brûlée.”


“Favorite sex position.”


She paused and a pink color crept up her cheeks. “Um, missionary?”


I stared at her for a minute. “So not only did that college boyfriend not make you come, but he didn’t try any other positions with you, did he? What kind of jackass did you hook up with anyway?”


“Stop! He was a nice guy. Very, um, sweet and, uh, considerate.”


“I bet. Okay, you’re depressing me. Your turn.”


“You’re such an asshole.” But she said it with a small smile on her face. “Favorite movie.”


“Fight Club.”


“Never saw it.”


“You never saw Fight Club? That’s a crime.”


She laughed softly. “Favorite color.”


“Blue.”


“What shade of blue?”


“Just fucking blue.”


“That’s not a shade.”


“Yeah it is.”


She shot me a smile. “Okay. So we might share the same favorite color.”


“Maybe. If I knew what cerulean was.”


She laughed. “Favorite season.”


“Fall.”


“We do have a few things in common! It’s a miracle!”


“Who would have guessed?”


“Not me. Favorite dessert.”


“Bananas Foster—my granny used to make it for me.”


She smiled and then looked straight ahead. “Well, that was fun.”


“Wait, you didn’t ask me the last one.”


“No, I didn’t. I don’t want to know. Really. I’m sure it’s something I’ve never even heard of before. You can keep that one to yourself.”


“Chicken.”


She grinned over at me, and I was momentarily taken off balance by the beauty of her smile. I loved her teeth. I loved everything about her mouth. I wanted to taste it again. I stretched my legs out. My pants suddenly felt a little too tight.


We were both quiet for a minute. I was thinking about how things had seemed to shift between Grace and me. There was almost a…comfort level between us as we sat there listening to the quiet elevator music and sipping on her bottle of water. I was also thinking about how I had told her things about my history that I had never told anyone else before. There were people that knew because they were there. But I had never willingly shared my upbringing with anyone who didn’t already know for one reason or another. But the fact of it was, no other woman had ever asked me to talk. And maybe it was as simple as that. I couldn’t recall another woman who had wanted to hang out with me for my scintillating conversational skills. Maybe it was because I didn’t have any. Or maybe it was because no one had ever been interested in finding out whether I did or whether I didn’t.


We were both sitting there together, comfortable and at ease, but it definitely hadn’t started that way.


“Tell me why you had a panic attack when you first realized we were trapped, Grace,” I said softly, glancing over at her.


Her eyes flew to mine. She took another drink of water, clearly stalling and deciding whether she was going to answer me. After a minute she said softly, “My brother got diagnosed when he was eight. I was a year older than him. He fought for two years, but when the doctors finally told my parents he was terminal, my mom kind of lost it, and my dad took on the burden of planning his funeral without her. She was literally emotionally incapable.”


She paused for a long time and I wondered if she’d continue, but finally she did. “My dad had to take us girls to the funeral home with him a couple times because my mom couldn’t even watch us. One time me and my sisters wandered off while my dad was talking to the funeral home director, and I climbed into one of the caskets while my sisters were looking at something else. I think I just wanted to escape for a little while, you know? But I shut the lid and it latched into place and I couldn’t open it. I panicked and started hyperventilating. I kept thinking something was touching my leg—a ghoul or the undead.” She laughed a small laugh, shaking her head. But it faded very quickly. “But the place was so damn quiet, I was afraid to scream and make the noise it would have taken to get someone to open it for me. I didn’t want to embarrass my dad. He was already barely holding on… And so I stayed in there until someone finally opened it on their own, looking for me.”


“God, Grace. That must have been terrifying,” I said quietly.


“Honestly, I hadn’t thought about it in years. But I don’t know, being stuck in a small space again…I guess it just triggered that same feeling.”


“Makes sense.” I studied her pretty, serious face for a minute and then I smiled. “Plus, this time you had the added horror of knowing for sure that you were trapped with a demonic ghoul.” I widened my eyes and did my best crazed-killer grimace.


She burst out laughing and I grinned at her, happy to see that faraway look of pain clear out of her expression.


After a minute, she raised her eyebrows. “I do believe you just got another secret out of me without having to sink a basket.”


I smiled. “True. Okay, fair is fair—you get a freebie now too.”


“Why do you call me buttercup?” she asked.


I turned my head in her direction and when she turned hers in mine, our faces were only inches apart. I looked into her eyes. I had told her a lot of personal stuff about myself, but for some reason, I felt like I needed to hold back now. “Maybe it’s your hair,” I said, glancing up at her blondness. “Will you take it down for me?”
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