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        Dedication

        

        To my sister Michele Moulyn.

        

        If there is anyone in this world

        who knows the value of striving to achieve,

        determination, and sacrificing

        for those you love…it’s you.

        You’ve set an amazing example

        of what it means to work hard.

        

        With gratitude and love, this one is for you.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Note to the Reader

        

      

    

    
      Everything in the Lotus House series has been gleaned from years of personal practice and the study of yoga. The yoga positions and chakra teachings were part of my official schooling with The Art of Yoga through Village Yoga Center in Northern California. Every chakra fact and position description has been personally written by me and comes from my perspective as a Registered Yoga Teacher following the guidelines set forth by the National Yoga Alliance and the Art of Yoga. The Tantric references are my personal understanding of the teachings through hours of research.

      If you want to attempt any of the positions within this book or as detailed in any of the Lotus House novels, please consult a Registered Yoga Teacher.

      I suggest everyone take a yoga class. Through my yoga schooling and teaching the gift of yoga to my students, I have learned that yoga is for everybody and every body. Be kind to yours, for you only get one in this lifetime.

      

      Love and light,

      

      Audrey
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        The official Sanskrit name for the third chakra, or the solar plexus chakra, is called Manipura. It is located in the area of the abdomen and digestive system. Strengthening our body’s energy balance, the third chakra centers our vitality and health.

      

      
        MILA

      

      “Mila, my God, it’s incredible!” Moe gasped and hovered one delicate hand over her full lips. “Lily will love it. Thank you for doing this.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Moe, stop thanking me. You’re my best friend, and Lily is my niece by proxy. Of course Auntie Mimi is going to paint a beautiful mural on her wall. Who better?” I cocked a brow to let her know I meant business.

      Moe, short for “Monet,” was Chinese American and insanely beautiful. The woman was a dead ringer for Lucy Liu. She had long, black hair that cascaded down her back and trailed against the top edge of her white capri pants near her ass. She sat cross-legged on the floor and inspected my work.

      A few more leaves in the far right corner and some additional work on the bridge, and my three-year-old quasi niece would have a secret garden fantasy mural covering an entire wall in her bedroom. Since Moe’s nasty divorce, I’d spent more time over here than I should have, but when my best friend needed me, I made time. Besides, I knew she’d do anything for me. I’d spent years perfecting the skills to do just about anything I needed on my own. Working at Village Yoga Center as their core female Vinyasa Flow teacher paid well as long as I continued to teach ten plus classes a week. Of course, now that they’d hired that new male teacher, one who was “supposed to bring a fresh perspective” and a unique new class to the schedule, I had a bit more to ponder.

      Should I start teaching at other places?

      Branch out and open my own little studio?

      Would that go against the goals I have set for my art?

      I sighed and looked at the garden-inspired mural I’d painted on Lily’s wall. I knew I was a solid artist. Better than most even, but talent wasn’t what I lacked. It was time. Even my weekends were busy teaching the brunch painting class I’d coined “Monet & Mimosas” after my best friend. She thought that was clever. The side job definitely brought in the extra money I needed for art supplies and to keep the lights on in my studio apartment.

      “What did La Luz Gallery in Oakland say about a showing?” Moe asked, her gaze still focused on the mural.

      I took a slow breath and picked at the threads in the carpet. “They like my work. A lot actually.”

      She flung her hair over one shoulder and stared at me. I hated when her black eyes sparked with laser accuracy, as if she knew what I was going to say before I said it. Moe had always been intuitive. More so when it came to me.

      I clucked my tongue and patted the wooden end of the paintbrush against my lips. The scent of paint was sharp enough to tingle the sensitive tissues in my nose. I sneezed into the back of my hand. “You know what they said, Moe. We’ve had this conversation before.”

      Her eyelids relaxed, covering her pupils while she glanced down and away. The gesture was enough to make me smash my lips together and consider all the reasons to avoid any more of this conversation.

      “Mila. You have to set aside time to work on your art.”

      I groaned and flopped back onto the plush carpet. “They said I didn’t have enough pieces to show. I need at least twenty-five, unless I wanted to show with another three artists. Ten a piece.”

      She pursed her lips. “Well, that’s an option. I mean, in order to make some money, you need to sell some pieces. But I also know that’s not your dream.”

      The weight of my “dream” felt like an anvil on my chest, crushing my sternum and pressing my rib cage into my heart. If I focused hard enough, I could imagine the subtle cracking of each bone as my dream destroyed me from the outside in.

      “No, it’s not. Then again, who says you have to have it all at once. Maybe dreams are meant to be something that you achieve bit by bit. Like climbing up a ladder. You can’t just jump to the top. It takes effort and hard work. Right?”

      Moe slouched before leaning one arm back and sliding to her side on the floor next to me. She rested her temple on her hand. “How long have we known each other, Mila?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Uh, since high school. I was a freshman, you were a senior.”

      “So close to a decade then,” she summarized.

      I smiled. Moe the therapist was always so precise. I had a feeling she was going to start psychoanalyzing me the way she did her clients. Being best friends with a woman who could analyze every facet of your brain was not always ideal. Usually she kept her head shrinking to a minimum. I wasn’t sure that today would be one of those days. “Moe…” I warned.

      She waved her hand in front of her face. “No, no. Just hear me out.”

      “Okay, shoot, Dr. Holland. Bust out your psychobabble. Go ahead. Do your worst.” I canted my head to the side.

      Moe smirked. Oh man, was I in for a doozie.

      “Seems to me that you’ve found any way possible to stay busy. All of which is doing things not related to creating additional paintings.”

      “Seriously?” I scoffed. “That’s what you’re going with? Moe, you know I have to work. I have a mouth to feed. Mine! And bills. Let’s not forget about those pesky things that come on set days every month.”

      She sighed long and low. “You drive me crazy. I’ve invited you to move in here plenty of times. Since Kyle left…” Moe grimaced and swallowed before continuing. “Well, it’s just me and Lily. You know she’d love having her Auntie Mimi around more often. And the three-car garage could work great for a painting space.”

      I grumbled low under my breath, “Moe, I’m not your charity case.”

      She sat up like a snake had sneaked under her and bitten her on the ass. “Don’t you dare call yourself my charity case! You just spent three weekends in a row on your one day off painting Lily’s room. I’m just asking to repay the favor.”

      I snorted through my laughter that time. “Yeah, right. A mural does not constitute a place to live, Moe. Maybe dinner and a movie but not a rent-free ride!”

      Her lips compressed into a flat white line. Oh man, I’d pissed her off, which was not an uncommon occurrence. I had a habit of rubbing people the wrong way. Moe, though, would handle it with her usual respect and grace. Kindness like hers was innate, a personality trait that couldn’t be taught. She was good right down to her core. That’s probably why I loved her so much. She was everything I wasn’t. Gave me something to work toward. Not that I didn’t have enough on my plate.

      “Be that as it may, I’d love to have you live here. The house is big enough for a family of six. You know that Kyle and I had planned on having a big family, but then, well, the rest is history.”

      “Yeah, it is. That reminds me. Where’s that ax? Out back? I just remembered some chopping I have to do.”

      Moe caught me at the wrist. “I know you hate him. I do too, but violence is never the answer.”

      “Really? I’d feel better with some violence right about now.” I gave her one of my big-cheeked smiles.

      Moe laughed. “Just think about moving in with us, will you? I’ll even let you pay rent. Say two hundred dollars.”

      I shook my head. “Room and board, plus utilities and a workshop is worth way more than two hundred.”

      Her eyes narrowed into an expression of aggravation and frustration. She hated being tested and absolutely despised discussions of money. When her husband screwed her over in a way that could never ever be forgiven, he’d had the gall to go to the judge for spousal support. Bad idea all the way around. Moe had more friends in the county courthouse than strangers.

      She not only had a very successful private practice as a psychologist and therapist, but also served as a court mediator. Every judge and most attorneys loved her and would never have allowed her to get taken for a ride by her scumbag ex. Aside from her own success, Moe was the sole heir to the Holland family fortune. As the only biological blood relation in the Holland family line, she’d gotten everything her grandparents had in their import and export business. To the tune of millions. Though most people in our lives would never have a clue she was worth that much. She didn’t flaunt her money.

      “You know money isn’t an issue for me.” Her tone was flat and agitated.

      “I know, but what you need to understand is that it is…to me. Thank you, though.” I stood up and prepped my tools for cleaning, wanting to drop the subject.

      “Just promise me you’ll think about it. I’d much rather you were here with us, keeping us company, not working your fingers to the bone. You need those fingers for your art.”

      “Moe, I love yoga; it’s not too much.”

      She cocked her head to the side. “No, but ten classes a week, plus teaching painting to drunk lushes every weekend, along with trying to paint your own projects is. If you lived here, you wouldn’t have to use your weekends for work but for art. Think about it. You know I’m not going to give up on this until you swear you will.”

      I walked over and wrapped my arms around her, pulling her into a hug. She smelled of fresh jasmine right off the vine. I think it was her lotion, but in all the years we’d been friends, I’d never asked. I’d always just enjoyed the familiarity of her scent.

      “I promise. And take a video of Lily seeing her room for the first time, will you? I want that texted to me.”

      She grinned. “For sure. She’s going to just die when she sees it. She’s been obsessed with the book The Secret Garden and how the kids escape into a private world. I love that her little mind worked out that it was special. You doing this for her…” Moe sniffed, and her eyes turned glassy.

      Oh no. She was going to cry. “No tears! Gah! No, don’t even. If you cry, I’ll cry.” I shook my head and threaded my hands through my shoulder-length hair. “Just don’t.”

      Moe sniffed and wiped her nose on a handkerchief she’d pulled out of her back pocket. Did all moms carry those things? Weird.

      “I know, I know. After the divorce, though, and the fact that he doesn’t want anything to do with Lily because she’s not technically his biological child…I just…” A tear slipped down her cheek. I lifted my hand and wiped it away with my thumb.

      “He’s a real piece of work, Moe, and his karma is going to get him in the end. You know that. Her too.” I didn’t have to even say the name. We were both all too aware of who she was.

      Moe nodded, wiped her eyes and nose once more with her handkerchief, and then shoved it in her back pocket. “Okay. So go on, get ready for class, I’m going to finish the room before I pick up Lily from playgroup. Wish me luck!”

      I hauled my bag over my shoulder. “Luck is not necessary. Lily loves her mommy, and she’s going to love the room. Dinner soon?” I said while heading to the front door.

      “ ’Course. To the moon and back?” she said.

      “To the moon and back.”

      
        ATLAS

      

      “You want to teach what?” Jewel asked, her facial features leaving nothing to the imagination.

      “Tell us again how you think this would work, without us getting sued for sexual harassment or public indecency,” Crystal, co-owner of the center and the more level headed of the two, stated calmly.

      I paced back and forth along the length of the small administrative office of my new employer, Village Yoga Center. “I know it’s a very radical and new concept that at first is hard to get your head around.”

      Crystal laughed. Jewel scoffed.

      “Okay, clients would have to sign a waiver that would release the center from liability for sexual comments, lewd behavior, et cetera. I’d handle each waiver personally prior to them entering the class.”

      Jewel frowned. “I’m just not sure this is the way we want to go. I mean it’s definitely out there, even for the yoga community, and we’re probably the most open-minded if you compare physical and spiritual fitness centers against one another.”

      I pointed at Jewel. “I couldn’t agree with you more. This class strips the client bare of any of their misgivings, allowing them to truly go inward in a way that is freeing and liberating, not only spiritually, but physically as well.”

      Crystal chuckled. “I’ll say. And you’ve seen this type of class work before? In New York?”

      I nodded and leaned against the bookcase that held yoga DVDs and meditation CDs for patrons to purchase. “I studied under a guru last summer. At first, the clientele is awkward about it, but the ones who make it through the first class are sold. The experience is beyond unique. Shedding all the layers that weigh you down is like finding your own personal salvation.”

      Jewel pursed her lips. “I don’t know, Atlas. What do you think, Crystal? Is Lotus House ready for something this hip?”

      Crystal took a deep breath. “What if we tried the class for a short time? Like a four-week plan. If people see it on the schedule, sign up, and love the new style, then we expand, adding more time slots. Fair?”

      I wanted to jump over the desk and kiss her dead on the mouth. If she didn’t have the all-of-her-staff-are-her-children-type nature, I would have.

      “Eight weeks. I’d need at least eight weeks to get the class off the ground. Dash told me that his Tantric yoga workshops took months to catch on, and those are now sold out with a waiting list. I know this is just one class a week, but I need to build up the hype, get people interested. I was thinking of putting a flyer together that we could keep at the front desk. I could design the promo myself.”

      Jewel and Crystal sat silently, staring at me. They were polar opposites in coloring and features. Crystal looked like a modern-day angel with her long, golden hair, clear blue eyes, and one of the softest smiles I’d ever seen. Jewel had more waiflike features, with blazing red curly hair and skin as pale as a freshwater pearl. Her eye color was harder to determine through her ever-present black-rimmed glasses.

      While waiting for them to speak, I swear I could hear the faint sounds of the yoga class down the hall. Heck, I could hear my own inhalations and exhalations as if they were blaring through a megaphone.

      “I’m thinking six weeks,” Crystal offered.

      “Agreed. But you have to do all the leg work to get this concept off the ground,” Jewel added.

      I clapped my hands together. “You will not be sorry.”

      Both women looked at one another and smiled. “Don’t let us be,” Crystal said.

      “So what’s your plan?” Jewel placed her elbows on the desk and cocked her head to the side.

      Now that I knew they were going to allow the new class for a minimum of six weeks before committing, I sat down in the loveseat. “Well, I’m going to start by asking each of the teachers here to commit to attending at least one class that I hold in the first couple weeks. My thought is that if the clientele know one of their regular teachers, someone they trust, is going to attend, then maybe they will. Plus, I was hoping the teachers would enjoy the experience and share the new concept in their classes.”

      Jewel frowned. “That’s a lot to ask. As you know, we pay a flat twenty dollars per class to start, regardless of whether you have one or thirty people in your class. However, you know for every person after five in attendance, you get an additional two dollars per person. That means if that person is not going to their class, they are adding to your weekly income versus theirs.”

      I let out a long, hot breath. “I see. Makes sense, but still. I’d want to help get a friend off the ground in a new class. All the teachers here seem willing to help one another.” As I said that, I immediately conjured an image of one wildcat hottie—Mila Mercado, whose mere existence set my blood on fire in the best possible ways. But she’d be a tough sell for sure. “I hope to connect with them and offer the same shared promotion in my classes.”

      “Fair enough. Do your homework and preparation. I’ll have my husband add the new class to the schedule,” Crystal said. “We’ll need a working description e-mailed to us by the end of the day. Also, make sure you rework one of our disclaimers and send that through for us to review and approve.”

      I made notes in my cell phone of everything they said. I didn’t want to forget or let them down. Besides, I had a gig tonight. I’d need to knock out all of these things right after leaving so I could get over to the club for a sound check. And, first thing tomorrow morning, I had a heated Vin Flow to teach. The night would be long but worth the extra work if I could get this new concept off the ground.

      “Thank you, ladies. Really. I know this is outside of the box, but I just feel it deep in my bones that the clientele at Lotus House will take this new concept and share the experience with their friends and colleagues, and hopefully, a horde of new clients! I’m certain this concept will go over smashingly with the college kids, and you’re always looking for new ways to bring them in each year. This one…this is the golden egg!”

      Crystal smiled, and Jewel stood and held out her hand. “We’re counting on you.”

      I shook her hand, smiling like a loon. “Oh, I’ll make it happen. I have faith.”

      At that point, Crystal stood up, came around the desk and hugged me. “Faith is all anyone needs in life.”

      Boy, she was not wrong. I felt as though I’d spent all my twenty-eight years on this earth hoping and praying for things to happen. This was the first time I felt like I was using my creativity for something magical. Unfortunately, my music gig wasn’t happening as I’d hoped, even after spending the last decade attempting to become a somebody in a sea of nobodies.

      The music industry was beyond tough. I’d come so close to being signed I could now count them on both hands and feet. And that didn’t include the drawer full of rejection letters I’d received from countless producers telling me that my voice worked, the lyrics were stellar, but the entire package was lacking. I still hadn’t figured out what that “it” factor was, but I was driven by the desire to make my dreams come true. I’d never stop until one day my passion became my job. For now, yoga gave me an outlet not only to make money, but also to find myself. Yoga helped to bring it all inward to a place where things were simple, easy, balanced. Now I just needed to take that same Zen spot and merge it into my music.

      One day at a time. That’s what my buddy Dash told me all the time. He’d be the first person I would talk to about attending my class. Maybe he’d get Amber on board, and she could get her best friend, Genevieve, who teaches hatha and prenatal yoga, to come. Although she just had a baby. Then again, maybe that celebrity baseball-playing man of hers would come out and show support. Having him, in particular, come to this class would bring the ladies in droves.

      Yeah. That was it. I made a mental note to talk to Dash and his wife about the idea and the special request to involve their friends. It was all coming together. I could do this. Then, once I got things settled and my income on solid ground, I’d work on figuring out what the “it” factor was that I needed to add to my repertoire. I tugged on the key that hung around my neck, a talisman I carried with me. The key was the very last thing my father gave me before he up and abandoned Mom and me twenty years ago. I still didn’t know what it opened, but like all things, I figured one day the answer would present itself.

      “Ladies, thank you. Thank you for giving me a chance. I’m going to work hard at making this successful. I promise.”

      I opened the door to exit the office and ran right into a pint-sized wildcat. “Hey, hotness.” I glanced at the small Mexican American fireball from her medium brown shoulder-length hair to her perky breasts. She’d covered the girls in a tight black sports bra type top. Her midriff was bare, leaving a scandalizing swath of brown sugar-colored skin I’d like nothing more than to bend down and press my lips to. I just knew she would taste of the sweetest honey. Her knee-length black yoga pants dipped low, well below her navel, making my mouth water. The pants fit her like they were painted on, leaving absolutely nothing to the imagination. Thank the good Lord above for women’s athletic attire.

      “Curly,” she addressed me flatly.

      I ran a hand through my messy curls. Her caramel eyes watched in what I hoped was fascination. For a scant second, her mouth opened, and her pink tongue licked her bottom lip. The instant sexual tension that crackled and zipped between us was heart-stoppingly magnetic. If I were a lesser man, I’d have walked her backward until she was up against the wall opposite the office door and taken her mouth right here, right now. But I wouldn’t. Not only could the action get me fired, but she also might actually backhand me. Not the best way to get in good with a girl, though I’d experienced worse during my late teens when I was wild and out of control.

      She planted her hands on her rounded hips. “Did you get a good look?”

      The woman had an insane body. Tiny but built. Her breasts were small, high, and enough to fit in the center of my palms. However, her perky tits were not her best feature. Hands down, it was the ass. Tight, shaped like a perfect heart, with enough bubble to it that I wanted to bite it. Hard. Mark it as my territory. Damn, I’d always been an ass man, and this woman could bring me to my knees to worship at the cheeks of her fleshy heaven.

      I petted my bottom lip with just my thumb as I tilted my head and glanced at her finest attributes. “Maybe if you’d turn around.”

      “Pig,” she mumbled and pushed past me.

      For a sprite, she was strong as an ox. “Mmm…even better from the back. Not as much chin wagging either to distract from the view.”

      She huffed, flipped her hair, and lasered her gaze on mine. “You want to do this here?” She hooked a thumb over her shoulder at the two women who had mysteriously gone radio silent. Once I saw Mila, I’d pretty much forgotten my name, and the fact that I was standing in the admin office at Lotus House with my bosses in the background.

      I responded without thinking. “I’d do you anywhere.” Crass but true. She was my current walking wet dream.

      “You disgust me,” she growled, her teeth obviously clenching, providing a sharp contrast to her cheekbones.

      “You love it.”

      “I do not!” Her huff was indignant, but her erect nipples, labored breathing, and dilated pupils said otherwise.

      “No, but you will.” I smirked and then jutted my chin toward Crystal and Jewel. “Thanks again. I’ll be in touch this evening.”

      Crystal waved and Jewel crossed her arms. Crystal, I’d been told, was in love with love and probably enjoyed the show. Jewel, on the other hand, I had to watch out for. I didn’t know enough about her to determine whether or not I was in trouble. Time would tell.

      “Catch you later, wildcat,” I quipped while closing the door and heading out, purposely not waiting for her retort. I’m sure whatever she’d have said would have been great.

      Sparring with the feisty woman would be the highlight of any day. I needed to plan more time at the center to take her classes. Operation Hotness would commence this week.

      I walked out of the center into the California sunshine with the Mission: Impossible theme running through my mind.
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        Lotus Pose with Arm Extended (Sanskrit: Padmasana)

        There are a wide variety of modifications or variations on the standard lotus pose in yoga. A teacher may have you raise your arms from heart center while in prayer position to start the gentle stretch of your back and spine. A great upper body stretch is to extend the arms full and lean ever so slightly to the right and hold, come back to center, and then lean slightly to the left and hold. You can place a hand on the ground if you feel unbalanced.

      

      
        MILA

      

      “Can you believe him?” I pointed at the closed door. My entire body was alight with a heat that couldn’t be tamed. That man set everything within me aflame, and all I wanted to do was put it out. Immediately. Too damn bad my traitorous body didn’t agree. Every time I laid eyes on the tall hunk of studliness, I lost my ability to think straight. Probably why I defaulted to threats and sarcastic remarks. It felt like the only defense I had against the infuriating male.

      Atlas Powers. What kind of name is that anyway? Sounded like a superhero. And he was not super. Not even close. At least that’s what I kept telling myself. His six feet of pure male muscled perfection could lead an unsuspecting woman with a Barbie doll-sized IQ to believe he was heroic.

      “Yes, I can. What I’m finding entertaining, however, is how much you let him get to you. I think, Ms. Mila, you’re smitten with the new yogi. Am I wrong?” Crystal observed with a soft smile adorning her pretty face.

      I scoffed. “So wrong. If smitten means string him up by his toes and toss water balloons at him until he cries uncle? Then yes. Otherwise, absolutely not. The smug, insanely—”

      “Gorgeous,” Crystal supplied.

      “Yeah, that.” I recalled the way his hair fell enticingly into his eyes. “Frustratingly egotistic—”

      “Sexy,” Crystal added.

      “Uh-huh.” So sexy. If I were a stupid woman, I’d climb him like a tree, build a nest, and stay awhile. A long while. “Downright overconfident and devastatingly—”

      “Proportionate,” she supplied once again rather unhelpfully.

      I closed my eyes and remembered his body when he’d stood before me moments ago. His form was beautiful. The epitome of a fit, healthy male who was active and took supreme care of his body. He’d worn loose, black men’s-style yoga pants that clung to a pair of thick muscled thighs. A black-and-white marble-esque painted tank top hung low enough in front that his defined pecs were clearly visible in all their sculpted glory. A mop of curly, dark brown hair flopped in ideal bunches along his head in that classic, lackadaisical, hot boy way women couldn’t get enough of.

      “Inviting,” I whispered and then opened my eyes, realizing I was daydreaming in my boss’s office. A sense of dread rippled up my spine and out my pores as I covered a gasp with my hand. “No, I mean I despise him!” I swallowed, straightened my spine, and locked my hands into fists.

      Crystal chucked, and it sounded like church bells. “If by despise you mean crave in a way that any woman alive would, I understand. Sweetheart, there’s nothing wrong with being interested in a fellow yogi.”

      “I am not interested in anyone.” I compressed my lips together, wanting to keep my retort simple. Do not allow my lack of restraint more recognition than it needs.

      Jewel stood up from her seat behind the desk. “Mila honey, we basically watched you both verbally and mentally caress one another. You’re hot for Atlas Powers. Just admit it. There’s no shame in being attracted to a man. Especially one that looks like a male fitness supermodel.”

      And he did. Look like a supermodel. He could easily grace the pages of any men’s magazine and have the girls drooling. Just pretty enough to be photogenic and a heaping dose of rugged, raw male that made women stupid. I crossed my arms over my chest and glanced out the window. “I’ll admit he’s attractive. But he’s smug…”

      “Overconfident and egotistical. I know, you said as much.” Crystal’s blue eyes were as bright as a cloudless sunny day and sparkled with mirth.

      “Well, it’s true.”

      Crystal came over to me and took my hand. “Sweetheart, you’ve worked here for four years, and in all that time, I’ve never seen you date anyone. Any particular reason why you’re holding your heart to yourself?”

      “Dating is not my thing, Crystal. I don’t have time for a man in my life.” Which wasn’t altogether true. What she didn’t know, and what I’d never told anyone, even Moe, was that I was the queen of one-night stands.

      Every few months I’d hit a bar in Oakland, find an attractive guy, and let him buy me a couple drinks, which would lead to me following him home. We’d have sex, and I’d be on my way. Like scratching an itch. We both got what we needed and went about our lives. Unattached. Simple. No complications. And through it all, I was the one in control. Always.

      Crystal frowned and cupped my shoulder. “That’s a very lonely way to look at life, my dear. Don’t you want someone to come home to? A person to say good night to at the end of a long day?”

      I tried to hold back the choked retort and failed. “I have more going on than the lack of a man. I’m perfectly capable of hooking a man if I wanted one. Really. You needn’t worry about me.”

      Technically, I could probably score a man in my life. I hadn’t tried in years, but it was easy enough to nail a hookup for a night. Didn’t matter, though. A regular man would just cause more problems. They needed the one thing I didn’t have to offer. Time. Surviving as a single woman in her mid-twenties without a college education and no support from family was hard enough. Adding a man into the mix, someone who would want me to give up my weekend activities, or the number of classes I taught, or prevent me from working on my paintings until well into the wee hours of the morning… Not an option.

      God. I needed to paint. Running into Atlas, having this conversation with Crystal, the nagging of my best friend. It was all beginning to form a heaping pile of crap I didn’t have the time or energy to deal with.

      “Look, not to be rude, but I only came in here to confirm my schedule for the next two weeks. I didn’t expect to get a life lesson.” My words were clipped and short.

      Crystal flattened her lips into a thin line. Ugh. I was such a weasel.

      “I see. I apologize if I overstepped my bounds,” she said flatly.

      “No, no, it’s fine. It’s just everything is okay. Perfect. I mean it.”

      “And Atlas? Does he bother you with his comments? If you feel he’s being inappropriate, I can have a talk with him,” Jewel offered.

      I shook my head. “No, really. I can handle him. He’s nothing more than a pest.” A ridiculously handsome pest. A man that I honestly loved battling, for no other reason than the entertainment value alone. He shook up the monotony of the day. Of course, I’d never breathe a word of it to a soul. It was better that everyone thought I couldn’t stand him. Maybe if that was the case, I’d come to believe it, too.

      “Then you wouldn’t mind attending his new class for us and reporting back?” Crystal was smiling like her normal happy self. Briefly, I wondered if they sold pills that could make a person that happy.

      Why me? I didn’t want to take any of the sexy bastard’s classes. It was better that we just ran into each other on occasion. “I guess, if you need me to. Were you expecting me to give you details on his methods for Vinyasa, the instruction, the overall flow?”

      Crystal smirked and Jewel smiled before glancing away. There was something brewing between the two of them, but I had no idea what, only that it had to do with me and Atlas in what would likely be some cosmically twisted way. “Why do I get the feeling the two of you are setting me up?”

      Jewel blinked and pursed her lips. Crystal’s face didn’t change. “Whatever would give you that impression? Have we ever had nefarious purposes for anything?”

      “Well, no, but…”

      “Then we’d appreciate one of our veteran yogis taking the new class that’s offered and reporting back to us on the experience, instruction, class environment, how the clientele reacted. You’ve done this for us before. Remember when Genevieve started a couple years ago?”

      I sighed. “Yes, but…”

      Crystal shook her head and picked up a stack of papers. “No buts.” She straightened the stack into place against the desk. “The first class will be held next week. It’s going to be scheduled alongside Nicholas’s aerial yoga class and Genevieve’s evening hatha. Will that be a problem? Of course, we’re happy to pay for you to attend.”

      I blew out a long breath. “Not a problem. I’ll be there, and you don’t have to pay me. I’ll attend as a professional courtesy.”

      Crystal’s delight bloomed across her face. “Thank you, sweetheart. I look forward to hearing your thoughts.” She leaned over and wrote something in blue pen on the piece of paper sitting on the top of her stack. “And here’s your schedule.” She handed me the paper she’d written on. It had my name scrawled on the top. Farther down the page in her very descriptive penmanship she’d written, “Yoga with Atlas” on Wednesday evening. Guess I wouldn’t be painting that night.

      “Thank you, ladies. I’ll be sure to follow up.”

      “I can’t wait.” Crystal tipped her head to the side and blinked amusingly.

      I turned slowly and made my way out of the office and toward my room. An uneasy feeling followed me. What were those two plotting?

      For a few minutes, I started yoga breathing, attempting to center my mind and overactive thoughts. I had to teach a class in the next twenty minutes, and I’d planned on grabbing my schedule and reviewing it over a cup of coffee at the bakery. Now, I didn’t have time.

      Time. The bane of my existence. And now I had even less of it since I had to go babysit Atlas Powers. Damn sexy yogi. Why couldn’t he be a dog-faced man? I hadn’t planned on sitting through any of his classes, mostly because keeping my eyes off his body was like asking an art student not to look at a Van Gogh or Picasso. A person needed to inspect the classics in order to know where it all began. And, oh goodness gracious, Atlas’s body was something to behold. Now I’d have to stare at it through a ninety-minute class. Maybe I could skip out of it early?

      I groaned and sat down on the riser where I’d set myself up to teach today’s class. No, Jewel and Crystal were counting on me. They’d always been kind to me, and they’d been amazing bosses. The last thing I wanted was for them to think I was an ingrate. I could take the sexy man’s class, tell them how it went, and move on with my life. Easy. No problem.

      
        ATLAS

      

      I felt her presence before I saw her. Somehow, the candlelit room brightened just a hair, as if the flickering light followed her essence through the rustle of air as she moved. Her eyes didn’t meet mine when she laid out a mat in the front right corner of the classroom. A few other patrons near her set up their mats and continued to the back of the room. I’d closed the thick curtains over the window that separated the hallway and the class that allowed patrons to view the class from the hall. Usually, the owners wanted the curtains open unless it was a private session or one of Dash’s Tantric couples’ workshops. However, for today’s class, privacy was of the utmost importance.

      The entire room came alive with new clients, most of them women. I had to admit, going with Dash to walk the Berkeley campus and promote the class in person worked like a charm. We’d secured so many phone numbers through winks and smiles, I felt like I was carrying around a pocketful of confetti when the night was over, and I tossed them all into the circular waste bin. Amber, Dash’s wife, had frowned when he told her about our day. Then she offered to take the class in support of her husband’s friend.

      At her suggestion, I’d laughed my ass off. I’d known Dash Alexander since high school, and the only time he’d lost his cool was over Amber. The woman had twisted him up with her innocence and intelligence. This time was much like when Amber had told him she was a virgin about six months ago. They were only dating then. Courting her had been the only time I’d seen him react like a lovesick fool. This time was different. He was worse. Positively rife with anger at the mere thought of his wife disrobing in front of a class full of people. In the end, he’d straight out forbidden her from taking my class.

      I tried to act affronted, but I got it. Before him, his wife had been untouched. He owned her body, mind, and soul. Men like me could only dream of being so lucky. But with my daytime schedule and trying to make the music thing work at night, I barely had time for a quick roll in the hay with a willing groupie I’d met at the local bar, let alone a lifelong commitment. Amber, though, she’d been pissed. So upset, in fact, I had to leave in order for him to grovel in peace.

      Walking around the class, I made sure that everything was set up just so. I’d met most of the clients outside so that they could sign the required forms, so the yoga center would not be liable for anything the client might deem inappropriate. From what I understood, none of the paperwork would hold up in court, but it helped to have something to deter legal action. Not that I expected anything to happen. At first everyone would look down, up at the ceiling, shyly glance at one another or only at themselves, and most often, they avoided all eye contact. Then they’d get into the poses, focus their attention within, and it would just be a regular yoga class.

      Unfortunately for me, there was a divine cinnamon-colored, pint-sized goddess who currently held all my focus. I couldn’t wait to drop the bomb on her. I wondered how long it would take her to roll up her mat and walk out of the class. That sass was hard to contain. My guess? Two point five seconds. Testing the theory was going to be a blast.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed people were starting to disrobe. I checked the clock, went over to the door, made sure there weren’t any stragglers chatting outside who needed to get in, and then shut and locked the door. Mila squinted and tilted her head, her gaze revealed the disapproval of the action.

      I walked over to her and was about to welcome her when her scathing tone stopped me short.

      “What are you doing locking the door? That’s against the rules.”

      “Not when it locks from the inside. Any patron can easily unlock it and leave, not to mention the push doors for the fire exits. I don’t want anyone else coming in mid-class. It would be inappropriate and incredibly disruptive.”

      Her head jerked back. “How so? You get paid for any additional latecomers.”

      I smiled. “You’ll see.”

      Mila’s caramel-colored eyes blazed an intense gold. Her high, wide cheekbones filled with a rosy hue. I’d have very much liked to feel those silky cheeks against my fingertips.

      Wow. Irritation looked damn fine on her.

      “Class, we’re about to begin. You know what to do,” I said loud enough for the room to hear.

      She tapped her foot and squinted. “Is that how you start a class? You really should welcome them, introduce yourself.”

      Know-it-all.

      I chuckled behind my hand. Boy, was she going to eat crow. “Oh, I have. Outside when I was having them sign their waivers.”

      Her mouth opened and her eyes widened. “Waiver for what?”

      “So we don’t get sued for sexual harassment, public indecency, or any of the other mumbo jumbo societal norms might consider inappropriate.”

      She pursed her lips. “I’m sorry, I’m not following.”

      I grinned, hooked my fingers into my loose tank top, and pulled it over my head.

      Mila gasped and licked her lips when my chest came into full view. Oh yeah. The sexual tension between us was ripe, and I wanted so badly to bite into her, but the timing had to be just right.

      “Mila, take off your clothes.” My voice was thick with a desire I couldn’t hide. Not from her. Not with her standing in front of me looking like God’s gift to mankind.

      “Excuse me.” Her own tone was low and sultry.

      “Look around.” I held out my arms as if I was displaying a Thanksgiving feast, not a class full of yogis.

      “Oh my God.” Her hand went over her mouth as her eyes flicked from person to person. “What are you teaching?”

      I looked into her brown eyes, grinned, and then pushed down my yoga pants and boxer briefs in one shove.

      Her eyes didn’t start at my feet and take me in slowly. No, her gaze went straight for the gusto landing right on my cock. I could almost feel the heat of her desire searing through me.

      The gasp that came from her pretty mouth that time sounded more like a choked gurgle.

      “Naked yoga.”

      If I could have, I would have paid to have someone capture the look on her face when I bared my body to the sexy wildcat for the first time. Her chest rose and fell far faster than was necessary for a person just standing there not moving a muscle. Her pupils were dilated, and her erect nipples poked through her flimsy sports bra. I had to think of my grandmother and the disgusting bathroom at the club I played to prevent an erection.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      I cocked an eyebrow, lifted both hands to my head, and ran my fingers through my hair so that my naked body was on full display.

      Her eyes blatantly raked my form from head toe.

      “Jesus,” she whispered and bit into her full bottom lip.

      I grinned, took a calming breath, and opened my eyes.

      “Yeah, that’s what I think every day when I see you, and you’re not even naked.”

      “Atlas…” she warned and glanced around.

      The room was quiet except for the lilting, soothing sound of Enya I had playing softly in the background.

      “Class, go ahead and start by sitting with your bum flat against the mat, legs crossed in front of you in lotus position. Press your hands, palms together, at your heart, close your eyes, and think about what you want to let go of today. You’ve already gotten rid of the physical parameters you entered with; now, let’s work on the mental ones.”

      “I don’t…I don’t kn-know what to say,” Mila stuttered, her voice filled with trepidation as much as curiosity.

      I pressed my hands together in front of my chest. “There’s nothing to say. Either remove all your clothes and get into lotus position or leave. Your indecision is disrupting my class.”

      A silent war of wills seemed to be fought in the few seconds that passed as I stood in front of her, naked as the day I was born, waiting for her decision.

      Without preamble or a single uttered word, she reached her arms behind her back, and arched her chest delectably. Then she crossed her arms in front of her, grabbed the bottom edge of her sports bra, and lifted it above her head in one swoop. A pair of the most succulent, perky, small breasts came into view. My dick stirred from its sleepy place, wanting to rise up and greet the day.

      Vomit on the floor mixed with torn pieces of pissed-on toilet paper.

      Filmy mirrors.

      Nasty phrases and women’s phone numbers written on tile walls.

      I rushed to think of anything disgusting so that I wouldn’t embarrass myself.

      Mila’s loose brown curls fell back away from the front of her face and her eyes stayed on mine. Then she looped her fingers into her skintight yoga pants and pushed them down. Interestingly enough, this particular female yogi didn’t wear panties. I’d have to ask Dash about it. He’d had more experience with yogis than I had. Though in that moment, when I took in all that was Mila Mercado’s naked body, I swore on all things holy that this woman would be mine. I wanted to sample each golden-brown nipple until she begged for more. I wanted to taste the slickness between her thighs as if she was the finest delicacy.

      I swallowed and stared. Just stared at her body.

      “You gonna teach class or look at me naked all night?” Her eyebrow twitched, and her lips puckered.

      A challenge. That was it. This woman absolutely had the power to break me. Sexy as hell, this fun-sized yogi could end me.

      “Oh wildcat, I’d happily spend all night looking at your naked body. It’s like fine art. You can never get enough. You have to see it over and over to appreciate all the little nuances. Which I intend to do. Another time. But I have a class to teach.” I grinned and clapped my hands together signaling to the class that we were about to start.

      I turned around, leaving Mila and her insanely gorgeous body in favor of starting class. The platform the yoga teachers used had track lighting shining directly on the riser, and there I stood in front of a class full of twenty-five naked people, and I only cared about one person’s opinion of what she saw.

      Much to my dismay, as I glanced around the room at the clients sitting in lotus pose, most of the bodies were young and in shape. Soon I’d get women and men of all shapes and sizes participating, and the experience would be even more profound. I preferred a more diverse audience in this class.

      Mila hurriedly sat in position and closed her eyes.

      “Now place your arms above your head and bring your palms together.” I put myself into position and waited for the class to follow. Everywhere I looked, there were naked bodies. Large breasts, medium sized, small, flat male breasts, so many different nipple shapes it all became almost a game of connect the dots. No two alike.

      When I was teaching a naked yoga class, my imagination turned all of their bodies into clay statues. They were no longer vulnerable naked forms; they were structures with which to create beautiful shapes through the art and practice of yoga.

      “Breathe in and, on the exhale, bring the arms down and let it go. We’re going to cross the knees over one another, lining them up. Take your arms and cross the elbows.” Everyone followed suit, but I had trouble not focusing on the one woman who did not want the attention. “That’s it,” I said when everyone caught up. “This is cow face pose. Focus on the feeling between your shoulder blades, your hips, and breathe…”

      I took them through sixty minutes of a beginning to intermediate class. Eventually, I wanted to offer naked yoga and have it be specific to the type of yoga, such as Vinyasa Flow, hatha, perhaps even some Yin yoga.

      When I shifted the class to the side of the mat and had everyone stand in a wide legged downward facing dog pose, I instantly felt my mistake sizzle through my veins. Mila’s ass came into perfect view. There was no one standing close enough behind her to block it. Jesus Christ, that ass. I tightened my hands into fists, the act preventing me from doing something stupid, like storming over to her, placing my palms on those succulent globes and squeezing to my heart’s content.

      Then she bent over. I groaned as her pink pussy became visible. As she flipped her upper body over at the waist, her small, perky breasts bounced and her head hung between her legs. She was naturally flexible and an advanced yogi. I wasn’t surprised when she rested the crown of her head on the ground. She reached out both arms and grabbed her ankles. Her entire body was folded in half and open. So open. I could easily stand right behind her and impale her where she stood. And it would feel so good. I’d hold her hips and pound into her so that she had no way of escape, could feel every deep thrust intensely, stuck on my cock, only able to take what I gave. Over and over I’d bang her until she convulsed in orgasm. Her pussy milking me for everything I had to give.

      That did it. My dick rose to attention, hard and proud. Mila’s eyes opened and caught sight of my very big problem. She licked her lips and pressed against her thighs, lifting up her head, chest and then the rest of her body. When she stood, she looked over her shoulder coyly, perfect ass on display. My heart sped up, my dick hardened painfully as I glanced around to make sure no others eyes were on me. Just for her, I fisted my cock and stroked it once, so she could see exactly what she did to me. To my extreme surprise, she smirked, faced the wall, and moved back into position, ass in the air, pussy open and ready for the next instruction.

      Truth be told, based on her response, I knew I had my work cut out for me. This woman was trouble. Beyond trouble. She was a damn lit stick of dynamite.
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