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        Chapter one


      


      

        

          He seemed so annoyed. With her. That could have been alarming, if she knew who he was. 


          Nora dropped her chin in her hand, studying the stranger through the office’s wide window. He was at the bus stop across the road, which wasn’t so far away that she couldn’t pick out details about him. It was a narrow, quiet street, whose bus stop mostly served the commuting office workers in the tall buildings on either side.


          She’d seen a few buses come and go, but he was still there. Slumped casually on the bench with his hands shoved into the pockets of his leather jacket, as he watched her behind his sunglasses.


          Nora hadn’t realized that the office windows were two-way. They must be, because he was most definitely looking at her. She also wasn’t sure how she’d decided he was annoyed, but again, there it was.


          And so, they both sat there – Nora at her desk, and he, at the bus stop – while she watched him watch her. Or rather, she’d glance up occasionally to find him still there, looking at her like she owed him money.


          Well. If that was the case, he could get in line.


          Chewing her lip, Nora returned her attention to the numbers she’d scribbled on a sticky note, calculating how short she was on rent.


          Her shoulders drooped. There was no way around it; she had to work tonight. She hated working Thursday nights. Not because the money was bad. But because she’d only catch a few, scant hours of sleep before she’d have to put in another full day at the office.


          Nora would need twice the makeup to not look like a zombie at work tomorrow. She’d need even more that evening, after grabbing a quick nap, and then working the late Friday evening shift.


          She balled up the sticky note and tossed it into the waste bin. Nora had already memorized those numbers anyway, along with every stray dollar in her purse.


          A man’s voice drifted down the hall, and the sound of it had Nora sitting tall and straight at her desk. Maybe she even pushed her chest out, just a little.


          “…this department, you’ll find the Market Research team. Whether it’s data on emerging markets, mergers, or just a little background on your clients, this is where you’ll get the info you need to close the deal.”


          Justin, an account manager from the Sales department, was leading a group of new sales recruits on a tour. Nora busied herself with the open binder on her desk, which she’d partially filled with fact sheets about executives at the top five sporting goods companies.


          He was still at the far end of the room, but when Nora looked up, Justin’s eyes were on her.


          Fighting a smile, she dropped her gaze. She squeezed her thighs together, a small thrill racing through her fluttering stomach, and straight to her pussy.


          Nearly six months working here, and Justin’s effect on her was still the same. If anything, it’d gotten worse, recently.


          Though he’d been busy lately training a new sales team, he seemed to visit Nora’s department more often. Two or three times a week, even, and he always went straight to her with every request.


          With all the random facts she’d looked up and compiled for him, his desk must be stacked with fact sheets by now.


          Her stomach clenched, followed by another round of butterflies. She’d thought she was imagining things, before. Now, she was tentatively certain: there was something there. A glimmer of interest, in his warm eyes.


          “And here we have Nora. The best researcher in the entire department.”


          Nora dragged her thoughts back to work, and gave a bright smile to the group of new employees shuffling toward her desk.


          Justin’s eyes twinkled as he held her gaze. “If she’s assigned to one of your accounts, count yourself lucky.”


          He glanced at his watch. “Take ten, everyone. You’ll be sitting in the conference room for the next hour, so grab some coffee if you need it.”


          The group quickly dispersed, leaving only Justin. It took Nora a moment to realize she was returning his smile with a stupid grin of her own.


          She choked back an embarrassed laugh. “Whatever happened to underpromise, overdeliver?” Secretly, she applauded herself on the ease in which she could speak to him, now.


          When Nora first laid eyes on Justin six months ago, it’d felt like a stack of books had dropped on her head. With his brain-melting smile and low voice, she’d stayed tongue-tied for weeks, barely managing coherent replies to his requests.


          She didn’t understand how he didn’t leave a trail of dumbstruck women in his wake, wherever he went. Or, maybe he just had the right combination. Her lock’s secret combination, leaving her breathless and weak-kneed.


          “There’s no exaggeration about it,” Justin told her. “You’re amazing.”


          Nora flushed with warmth, her heart racing. Thankfully, an email notification flashed on her computer screen, giving her a reason to turn away.


          “You like acrobats?” Justin asked when he caught sight of her colorful desktop wallpaper, of a group of performers in the middle of gravity-defying leaps. “I’ve seen an ad for that group, before. What are they called?”


          He leaned closer to see, and Nora almost moaned at his scent. He always smelled so good. She felt her brain cells beginning to burn away.


          “T-that’s the Moon Circus.”


          “Right, of course.”


          Nora hesitated, then added, “Actually, I was a gymnast, before high school. I guess I like the Moon Circus because I can appreciate how difficult some of their moves are.”


          “A gymnast?” Justin stared at her, openly stunned, before he laughed. “Everything I learn about you proves my point even more.”


          She smiled in confusion. “What point?”


          “How amazing you are.”


          Nora looked down again, hoping her face didn’t look as stricken as she felt. He certainly hadn’t learned everything about her, yet.


          Justin cleared his throat. “Are you going to the company summit, next month? I still haven’t booked my flights.”


          She sighed, then lifted her employee badge, which was yellow, unlike his green one. “I’m a contractor, so I don’t get invited to those.”


          He winced. “I’m sorry, I forgot. You’re temp to hire, right? You must be pretty close to getting hired on permanently.”


          Nora crossed her fingers. “Here’s hoping. I’m not the only temp gunning for a permanent role.”


          Getting hired on full-time would come with health insurance and a notable pay increase, enough to comfortably cover her bills every month. She’d been growing more jittery as her contract approached its end date. Justin had no idea how badly she wanted that permanent job.


          Almost as much as she wanted him.


          Justin frowned. “I’ll make sure to put in a recommendation for you.”


          “You… you don’t have to –”


          “Of course I do.” His voice dropped lower. “We’d be fools, not to hire you.”


          He winked before he strode away, giving her a parting wave. Nora returned it, before she allowed herself to stare after him, almost sick with longing.


          She inhaled a lungful of his lingering cologne with another sigh. If she kept a list of what she wanted in a guy, she knew Justin would check off every box.


          Hell, he checked off boxes she hadn’t known she’d had, until she’d met him. Like a future. A wedding.


          And a cozy little house, complete with Nora happily barefoot and pregnant in the kitchen, and everything else that her mother had said should wait until after she’d established her career.


          Yet, she wouldn’t have any of that. Nora had been down this road before, with more than one boyfriend. She’d rather break her own heart by never having Justin, than watch another relationship implode the way her last one had.


          Hardening her resolve, Nora opened her binder again. A flash of movement caught her eye, and she looked up, out the window.


          Mystery Guy was still there. Though now, he seemed…


          Disappointed? Annoyed, and disappointed?


          Could any of that be conveyed, through a pair of sunglasses and across the street? Nora drummed her nails on her desk, wondering why she thought she could detect a stranger’s emotions from so far away.


          When she glanced up again, he was gone.
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It was only eleven-thirty, and it was already shaping up to be one of those nights. 

Nora peeled off her top, working her hips to the beat while she ran her hands down her body. She bent low and straightened slowly, flashing her thong under her tiny skirt as she winked over her shoulder at the men gathered around the stage.

One guy waved a handful of singles, beckoning her closer. Nora pretended not to see as she sashayed on her tall heels back to her pole, and pulled herself into the air.

As she spun around the pole, she surveyed the bar for upsell prospects. A large group of businessmen took up the premium seating, but were apparently too preoccupied with talking to spare more than an occasional glance toward the stage.

It could be a good hour before any of them loosened up enough to consider a lap dance, or a VIP room. None of the other girls were making money off them yet except the waitress.

A better prospect was the group of hesitant, inexperienced college guys hovering near one corner of the stage. They looked ready to bolt, despite the wadded money in their fists.

Nora shimmied out of her thong as she slid down the pole to her knees, and crawled over to them with a soft smile. She lowered herself to the floor, wiggling her rump in the air and teasing glimpses of her pussy lips between her legs.

It wasn’t long before the first guy stumbled forward, lust overtaking his shyness as he tucked bills into the waistline of her skirt with shaking hands.

His friends joined him, their jaws slack as their eyes roamed over her body. Nora rolled her hips enticingly to the song’s bass until they were elbowing each other out of the way in their hurry to shove cash her way.

“Bring that over here, sweetheart,” a man on the other side called, in a heavily slurred voice. He leered at her in a way that guaranteed she would never get closer to him than the stage.

Nora flipped onto her back, pushing herself across the stage with her heels. She caressed her bare breasts as she pumped her hips into the air, letting men add more money to the elastic band of her skirt.

She quickly shoved away the drunk’s lingering hands as she rose, and danced against the pole. As the song drew to a close, Nora bent slowly again with her legs spread, feeling the cool air on her pussy as she touched her ankles.

“Fuck,” the drunkard groaned. He tossed his remaining wad of bills onto the stage. “Take all of it, baby.”

“Let’s give it up again, for our sexy Charity,” the DJ intoned over the mic, sounding even less enthusiastic than she felt. Not that Nora could blame him. She couldn’t afford to tip him more. Not with rent looming.

She scooped up the stray cash and hurried off the stage with a final wave before disappearing backstage.

Another girl was in the dressing room, muttering over a broken heel. Nora collected the bills from her waist and tucked them into the hidden pouch she’d sewn into the inside of her skirt.

It was a good start. Between her two remaining stage rotations and a few VIP upsells, she could close the deficit on rent by tomorrow night, after tip-out to the bar.

Still, the tension running through her limbs wouldn’t subside, and for good reason.

Nora shrugged back into her top and a new shimmery thong, then finger-combed her wig. Her heavy makeup and the different hair might make her a little difficult to recognize, but just being here was a risk.

The Sales department at her new job was still very much a boys’ club. While there were plenty of other strip joints in the city, the odds of eventually getting recognized were too high.

Nora had been fortunate enough to get back into this club, after quitting. She’d stripped here for two years, first to keep a roof over her head during college, and then while she’d struggled to land a job as a new grad.

When Nora had first run into one of her old competition teammates in college, she’d been shocked to learn how the other former gymnast was paying her tuition.

It wasn’t so different from gymnastics, the other girl had told her. Their training on the bars gave them an advantage on the pole. The floor work was less tumbling, and more sex appeal. She’d sold Nora on it, in no time.

But when Nora had shown up at the strip club for her audition, and was asked to perform her routine naked, she’d quickly learned that was where the similarities ended.

“I heard you were back.”

She turned to find Miranda in the doorway, one of the club’s owners, and a former dancer. The older woman smiled sadly. “I was hoping it wasn’t true.”

Being a gymnast may have gotten Nora in the door, but Miranda had taught her how to dance. How to build a persona, and slip into it like a pair of heels. A persona that would let Nora set herself aside, and turn on the charm she needed to survive and make a living, in a strip club.

Nora tossed her makeup bag into her locker. “I’m just a little shy of rent. That’s all.”

“The new job didn’t work out?”

“No, I’ve… I’ve still got it.”

For now.

She lifted her chin, giving Miranda a smile that was more determination than confidence. “This is only a temporary setback.”

Miranda studied her face, and finally nodded. “Make sure it stays that way. Another couple months can turn into another couple years, all too easily.”

“Not that I don’t love having you as one of my dancers,” she continued, as Nora followed her down the hall back out into the club. “I’d just rather have you out there saving the world with that degree you earned.”

Nora laughed. “I’m not saving anyone with an economics degree.”

“There she is. Hey, Charity!”

Nora’s smile faded when she spotted Mr. Drunk & Handsy standing at the bar. Miranda took one look at her face, and signaled the floor manager.

“That’s the girl I want. Get me into a VIP room with her.”

“Maybe later, hm?” The floor manager patted his shoulder, and led him away. “She’s already booked. Charity, you’ve got a request for the champagne room, from one of your regulars.”

Nora tensed, looking around, before she spotted an elderly man in a suit waving to her from the premium seating area.

Relief washed over her. “Mr. Appleton,” she gasped in surprise, and hurried over as quickly as her tall heels would allow. She gave the retired businessman a genuine smile as she helped him to his feet. “What are you doing here?”

He tucked her arm in his as she led him across the club. “A little bird told me that you were back. Of course, I had to come see for myself.”

Nora looked back at Miranda leaning against the bar counter, but the other woman only winked.

She owed Miranda, big time. Mr. Appleton preferred a confidante to a striptease. He’d comfortably shell out hundreds in the champagne room for the chance to prattle on about his cats, neighborhood gossip, and his stubborn, grown children.

He was closer to a deep-pocketed grandpa than a customer. A naughty grandpa, who sometimes patted her ass when he thought she wasn’t paying attention.

Nora signaled to the DJ to take her out of the stage rotation as she guided the old man to the private room.

She settled Mr. Appleton on the plush, velvet couch, and poured a glass of champagne for him from the bottle waiting on ice. Stepping onto the mini stage, she swayed softly to the music as she wriggled out of her top.

He watched her mini skirt swish over her upper thighs appreciatively. “That’s a new costume, isn’t it? Very nice.”

“Thank you.” She turned in a slow circle, granting him a full view.

“Well, that’s enough of that.” The old man patted his lap as he took his phone from his pocket. “Caroline had kittens, and I know you want to see pictures.”

Nora grinned, and carefully stepped down from the stage. “Of course I do.”

She settled on his lap, and barely contained her squeal at the first glimpse of the tiny balls of fur.

“There’s even a tortoiseshell in this litter.” Mr. Appleton rubbed her bare ass cheek under her mini skirt. “You wanted a tortie, didn’t you?”


      [image: image-placeholder]Mr. Appleton’s tips were good. Too good, even by his generous standards, for what amounted to a two-hour vent session about his sons misusing their trust funds. Nora suspected a possible conspiracy afoot between him and Miranda. 

The money was enough to cover what she was short on rent, as well as food and supplies for the tortoiseshell kitten Mr. Appleton insisted on bringing for her next week. Enough cash to tempt her into skipping work tomorrow night.

But she needed any buffer she could get. Her temp position would end in a few weeks, and if she didn’t get hired on permanently, she’d be out of a job.

And Justin would be out of her life.

The thought was a tiny knife in Nora’s chest. Fleetingly, she considered giving Justin her number on her last day. He would likely even call her. Possibly ask her out.

But if she was out of a job, then this really would be her only gig, once again. It never mixed well with a boyfriend in the past, and never would.

Miserable, she finished changing into jeans and a sweatshirt, and slammed her locker shut. Tugging her baseball cap low, she went in search of Miranda. The least she could do was thank her, for calling in Mr. Appleton.

Nora turned out of the hallway, and stopped dead in her tracks. Mystery Guy from the bus stop was seated at a table just off the bar, in that same leather jacket.

Her stomach dropped, and the implications of his presence hit her so fast that her knees went weak.

Obviously, he was following her. First at her new job, and now here. Possibly even to her apartment, if he’d made the connection.

He didn’t seem so annoyed or disappointed, now. Just slightly amused, at the horror on her face.

The fear, dread, and defeat clawing at Nora’s insides congealed into a reckless anger that propelled her forward until she stood at his table, her hands bunched into fists.

Without his sunglasses, he was surprisingly handsome. Beautiful even, in an insolent, boyish way. He looked as though he should be on a billboard, with fans of his own. Not stalking her.

“Why are you following me?” Her voice emerged in a hoarse rasp around the emotion clogging her throat.

At least he didn’t bother to deny it. Instead, he gave her one final, dismissive glance before he drained his glass and stood, tossing money onto the table.

“Hey.” The anger within Nora had her discarding her own safety as she followed him toward the back exit.

He already knew enough about her to potentially ruin her job at the office. Her chances at a permanent position. Justin.

She had nothing left to lose.

“Wait!” Hurrying after him, she caught his jacket.

He turned partly, and she stared in confusion at the small crossbow hanging from his belt. The belt itself was lined with ammo that looked like small bolts. Some gleamed like new brass, and others, a dull black.

Nora dropped her hold on him in dismay, and took a step back.

“Don’t worry.” He gave her a sour smile while he straightened his jacket, hiding the crossbow from sight. “I won’t be wasting any more of those on you.”

Had security stopped checking customers on entry? Nora looked around, but security was busy on the other side of the club with Miranda, dealing with two rowdy patrons.

When she turned around again, Mystery Guy was through the door, the exit slamming shut behind him.

“Shit.”

She ran down the hall and burst out the exit into the cool night. He was already across the mostly empty parking lot.

A stalker, armed, and fast. Nora knew she was crazy to follow him, but she couldn’t seem to stop herself as she jogged through the parking lot.

“You’re bold enough to follow me to work, but not brave enough to talk?” she shouted at him against the sharp wind.

“We’ll be talking soon enough, Nora.”

His quiet voice drifted easily back to her as he crossed the street to a covered bus stop. “Right now, I’ve got a bus to catch.”

“Yeah? The last bus went by an hour ago. You’ve got plenty of time.” Nora hurried to the curb, her body thrumming with adrenaline and anger. “Come on. Talk to me.”

A bus blared its horn in warning as she stepped off the curb. Nora leapt back onto the sidewalk with a gasp as it sped past.

The bus stop across the street was empty.

Gaping, she looked again at the retreating bus. Mystery Guy stood inside, at the back window. He lifted his hand in a mock salute.

Out of Service, the bus’s display announced. Instead of the city’s transit logo, a stylized winged shoe was painted on the back.

Baffled, Nora stared at the empty bus stop again, and shook her head. “What the hell?”
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