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			Dear Reader:

			What happens when two of the hottest and bestselling erotica authors team up? You get heat and more heat. The prolific Allison Hobbs and Cairo join forces with Sexual Healing for a fast-paced sexual journey of two lovers who by default end up on an unexpected romantic quest.

			Diva Arabia Knight, who has a penchant for married men and uninhibited pleasure, lives as an advertising entrepreneur by day and a freak by night as she peruses sex clubs. Cruze Fontaine, a former street thug turned suit-and-tie, carries dark secrets while maintaining his bachelor lifestyle with a wild desire for variety. The two connect and find that it’s more than passion between them as they fight the urges for a genuine relationship—something that has escaped them for years. Finally meeting their match, they become vulnerable and open each other’s eyes to limitless possibilities. They both take pride in their self-control but temptation leads to more than physical yearnings, a fact that is frightening but satisfying like they’ve never known. 

			Get ready for the sizzling ride that’s sure to be one of summer’s steamiest reads.

			As always, thanks for supporting myself and the Strebor Books family. We strive to bring you the most cutting-edge, out-of-the-box material on the market. You can find me on Facebook @AuthorZane or you can email me at zane@eroticanoir.com.

			Blessings,
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			Publisher

			Strebor Books

			www.simonandschuster.com
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			“There is a force in the universe that can join together two vulnerable souls. 

			And, in love, two hearts can find healing. And beat as one . . .”

			—ALLISON & CAIRO

		

	
		
			One

			Milk chocolate perfection, that’s what she was . . .

			Wet need stretched through her pussy in a slow-flowing river of heat as she stepped out of her Mercedes S600, handing her key fob to the tall, lanky, good-looking valet in his early twenties. Too young. But still worthy of a sly glance. Sure, she’d fuck him in a heartbeat had she’d been another type of woman, one smutty and unscrupulous. But he was just a horny boy in her eyes, one clearly mesmerized by her beauty. However, he wasn’t worthy to sniff her panties or lick around her cunt, so . . . no thank you.

			She needed someone old enough to know what to do with her and her never-ending curves. She needed a man who knew how to ride her body, and fuck her down into a mattress. She suspected the young valet would be a clumsy-fuck, at best. 

			Still, it was flattering. His ogling, that was.

			A slight smile edged its way over her MAC-glossed lips as she caught his gaze sweeping over her body. Or maybe it was the backless dress with the plunging neckline—red, silky . . . and very clingy—that had him seemingly flustered, and stuttering out a hello. Whatever the case, she found him adorable. 

			She slipped him a ten-dollar bill, then tucked her purse beneath her arm, and strutted toward her destination, her hips swaying, her ass bouncing, every which way. She felt her adrenaline surging through her veins as her strappy heels clicked over asphalt, then concrete, moving toward brick and mortar. 

			Sublime pussy. 

			That’s what Arabia Knight knew she had. 

			Breath-taking. 

			Heart-stopping. 

			Toe-curling. 

			Sweet, sticky slices of wet heaven that melted over a hard cock like warm honey. There was no mistaking it. Her juicy cunt was the crème de la crème. And she had a scandalously long list of lovers and past stalkers to prove it. 

			And she had a few tricks between her smooth thighs that would drop a man to his knees, and have him eating out of the palms of her paraffin-soft hands. And she knew, the minute she slid down on his shaft, rolled her hips, and clamped her walls around his dick that he’d fall in love. 

			They always did. 

			Any time one of her many lovers cried out her name or sputtered out inaudible chants, she became keenly more aware, more empowered, more inspired. Each time her pussy spasmed, and she heard them call out to the heavens or whisper sweet nothings in her ear, she knew. Her pussy was some exclusive, platinum-plus-American-Express-Black-Card-type shit. She had to laugh to herself. Men never wanted to leave home without it. It was, what she liked to call it, that snap-trap pussy. Wet. Juicy. Steamy. Dick-clutching. Skin-sucking tight. 

			And, tonight, she was looking to snap her trap around something good, something dangerously thick. She was a woman on a mission, a woman on the prowl. She’d worn the dress and sexy heels for one purpose and one purpose only: to seduce. 

			Then get fucked.

			She always wore red when she wanted to be wild, when she wanted to fulfill her wanton urges. Tonight was the night. She was a huntress, on the hunt. She knew the drill. All she had to do was use her womanly wiles to lure her prey to her. Then strike. 

			Luckily, she wasn’t on a hunting expedition for another lover this evening, just a one-night stand. So there’d be no need for formalities. Not at this establishment. Just hot, naughty—hopefully dirty—sex. 

			Mmm, yes.

			This was a sex club. Her secret rendezvous place to lose herself to temptation. 

			Sure she was engaged to . . . three different men. 

			And?

			Monogamy had nothing to do with fulfilling her dark desires. She was a woman with insatiable needs. Needs her three lovers oftentimes fell short on fulfilling, which left her cunt weeping, aching, to be skewered by a long thick—

			Her cell rang inside her crystal-studded purse, slicing into her salacious reverie.

			She ignored it.

			It rang again. Then buzzed that a message had been left. 

			She rolled her long-lashed eyes. Whoever it was could wait. Talking on the phone was the last thing on her mind. She was on a quest for some good hard, anonymous dick. And nothing was going to distract her from the quest at hand. 

			Her gaze honed in on the thick mahogany doors that led to the club’s entrance and her clit pulsed. Fierce passion and seduction awaited her, and she couldn’t wait to get bathed in its heat. The mere thought of being awash in pleasure excited her. She felt the fire roiling along the walls of her cunt, and her breath almost caught in her throat. 

			Her ten-thousand-dollar-a-year membership fee afforded her access to her share of freaky fun. Shamefully, it’d been months since she’d frequented the exclusive For Adults Only club. But, tonight, she’d make up for lost time. She wouldn’t squander any opportunities. She’d be the naughtiest of them all. 

			Filthy and wild and indiscriminate. 

			Her nipples tightened as she stepped inside the marbled foyer and was greeted by a tall, chiseled, bare-chested hunk wearing a silken mask. She eyed the prominent bulge beneath his loincloth, imagining her hand reaching out and languorously stretching over its girth, then caressing it. She could tell, fully erect, it would be a deliciously long, thick dick. 

			She imagined herself holding his dick in her hand like an ice cream cone, licking at the tip, flicking her tongue over the precum she imagined already gathering there, before swirling her hot tongue around the whole engorged head. Damn him. She felt herself on the verge of dropping to her knees and begging him for his cock.

			As if reading her scandalous mind, he smiled, his gaze flickering over her swelling breasts. “Welcome, beautiful,” he said in a deep timbre, his voice melting over her body like hot fudge, thick and rich. A fresh burst of heat shot through her cunt. She bit her lip. Then slid her hand into her clutch and handed him her gold membership card. Her gaze drifted from his eyes to his mouth, imagining her clitoris and nipples being sucked into its wet heat. She let her eyes linger on those sweet lips longer than she probably should have feeling her clit vibrate with want. 

			He caught a glimpse of her cleavage, again, before reaching for her card. Then he glanced at it, and she wondered what he did for a living. Perhaps he was a suit-and-tie guy by day, or . . . maybe a professional athlete. She quickly dismissed the thought. How he made his money really didn’t matter. Whether or not he was a good fuck did. 

			Boldly, she allowed her gaze to roam his muscled body. She felt her body heating and wondered if her nipples could be seen through her dress. His smoldering brown eyes met hers as he handed back her card, and she felt her pussy rapidly warming to the possibility of fucking him. 

			He smiled again. “Enjoy.”

			“Oh, trust me,” she said saucily, reaching out to touch him. “I plan—” 

			Before she could get the rest of her words out, or her hand on his cock, he surprisingly grabbed her by the arm and quickly spun her around, the heat of his muscular body pressed into hers, then—oh, God, yes . . . mmm—his growing erection nestled against her ass as he snaked his strong hands up under her arms and cupped her breasts. The sudden act caused her to drop her clutch, her membership card, and moan. She leaned her head back, surrendering to his touch, suddenly oblivious to the onlookers. 

			He moved against her, sliding the length of his now-hard dick up the crack of her ass. “I should fuck the shit out of you,” he rasped near her ear, before biting into her neck. 

			God, yes. 

			It was a threat, but felt so, so promising. 

			She heard herself panting as his arm came around her torso, anchoring her to him as he cupped her right breast. She swallowed back a moan as he ran his right hand down over her hip, while his left hand kneaded her right breast, and then . . . mmm, yes, yes, yes . . . his right hand eased under her dress, up her bare thigh.

			She purred low in the back of her throat, losing herself to his sizzling touch. She rocked into him now, grinding her ass deep into his crotch. She felt herself on the verge of an orgasm, especially when his thick fingers slipped into her panties, from the back, beneath her ass, and into her wet, sticky folds. 

			“Unh . . . mmmm, yesss,” she breathed—and then he used his other hand and flicked his thumb over her turgid nipple, peaked with lust, then pinched it over the flimsy fabric, making her whimper. And then—yes God—he slid two fingers up inside her as he teased her nipple. And, as he began thrusting those long, thick, dick-like fingers up in her, he nibbled on her neck, and she cried out. 

			He rasped near her ear. “You like me finger-fucking this wet pussy?”

			“Mmm, yes. Uh, fuck me . . .”

			“You want me to ram this dick in your ass, don’t you?” Her pussy clenched around his fingers. She hadn’t had anal in several years—well, not the kind that involved a man’s dick fucking into it—but she was open to the possibility of having her ass fucked to shreds. “Oh, fuck yes!” she cried out, breathless now.

			“You have a hot little cunt, baby.” He rocked into her, then pinched her nipple again, while his fingers curled into her heat, stroking over her sweet spot. 

			Mmm, God—his dick felt so big and long and hard up against her ass. She wanted desperately to get on her knees and suck him into her mouth, taste him, savor him, swallow him whole. 

			Then take him deep in her ass.

			But that wasn’t his plan. 

			Teasing her, taunting her, toying with her desires, preparing her for what awaited her on the other side of the club’s walls . . . those were his intentions. 

			Her breath came heavy, hot. She was on the edge of an orgasm. Within a few heated seconds, she would come. Oh, God—yes! She moved her pussy in rhythm to his fingers, greedily clutching them, wetting them; drenching them in her cunt’s hungry need. 

			“Yes, yes, yes . . .”—she licked her lips—“mmm . . . fuck the back of my pussy,” she breathed, rocking her hips with the sudden ache to have him inside her, his dick wedged deep between her folds.

			She dug her nails into his arm in response to the sensations sizzling through her core. She didn’t know him. Didn’t know where his fingers had been—probably buried in tons of wet, horny cunts—before her. But that didn’t matter. All that mattered was . . . right here, right now—his fingers plunging and probing her pussy, his cock raking over her ass. 

			White-hot bliss rolled through her body in heated waves, spilling out of her body, and splashing out onto his hand. “Ooh . . . ooh, ooh, ooh, ooh . . . oh God! Oh, fuck. Yes, yes, yes . . .!” 

			When the pleasure ebbed and she was finally able to stop moving, he pulled his fingers from her body, leaving her empty and wanting. This was a start. A very good one, but she needed something more. This was merely an appetizer that hadn’t quite whet her appetite. It left her voraciously starved for more.

			Catching her breath, she gathered her things from the floor, then turned to him as he slid his wet fingers into his mouth. He sucked them in deep, tasting her, then pulled out and licked his lips. “You’re ready, baby,” he told her with a wicked grin. 

			And ready she was.

			“You owe me some of that big dick,” she warned teasingly. “I’ll be back for a taste.” 

			He smiled at her. “It’ll be here, baby. Waiting.”

			Too drunk with yearning, there was no need to pull her dress down over her hips. It would be off in a matter of moments. She simply glanced up as she stuffed her gold card back into her purse, then proceeded toward the threshold to decadence. Her cunt clenched, and she grew wetter, hotter, as she read the sign overhead. 

			PLEASURE AWAITS YOU...ENTER IF YOU DARE...

		

	
		
			Two

			The central air was on full blast inside the apartment, yet the place felt muggy and stifling. Sitting at his old friend, Moody’s bedside, it was difficult for Cruze Fontaine to keep up his end of the conversation with his friend coughing and wheezing and struggling to choke out every word. 

			It had been thirteen months since Moody had narrowly escaped death. Caught in a hail of bullets, several had ripped through his chest and pierced both his lungs. Since then, his respiratory health had rapidly declined. And so had his finances.

			Moody’s wife, Ramona, interrupted the visit, telling Cruze it was time for her husband’s oxygen therapy. Eager to escape the desolate environment, Cruze quickly rose to his feet. “It’s time for me to bounce, man. We’ll kick it again, soon.”

			“When?” Moody rasped.

			“Soon, man. Real soon.”

			Cruze hadn’t seen Moody since the fateful day of the shootout, and it wasn’t likely he’d see him anytime soon. It wasn’t easy witnessing his once-energetic friend lingering at death’s door. But Cruze was grateful that Ramona had stuck it out with his boy. But it was obvious that being an around-the-clock caregiver had taken a toll on her. Ramona used to be one of the hottest and best-dressed chicks in Brownsville; now she looked haggard and drained.

			Cruze cut an eye at her right arm, which was riddled with bullet wounds that zigzagged from her wrist to her forearm. Her pants covered the rest of the scars that trailed down her right thigh and leg. The bullet that shattered her ankle had left her walking with a limp. 

			Moody and Ramona had suffered tremendous losses in a single tragic day. 

			Within the narrow confines of the cluttered sickroom, Cruze squeezed past a set of oxygen tanks, a wheelchair, a portable commode, and other depressing medical equipment. When he reached the front door, he gave Ramona two bundles of cash, more than enough to cover household expenses for a while and afford them a few luxuries, as well.

			“This should hold you and Moody for a while. Make sure you buy yourself something nice.”

			Ramona’s eyes darted downward as if it embarrassed her to have to accept money from the man who used to be her husband’s second-in-command. “Thanks, Cruze. This really helps.” 

			Cruze nodded. “Take care of yourself, Ramona.”

			“You do the same,” she replied.

			Outside the building, Cruze threw up his hoodie and lowered his head. Security cameras were everywhere nowadays and he didn’t want to end up on any of them—not in this neighborhood where he was very much a wanted man.

			He took a deep breath, but the air he inhaled seemed as stale and oppressive as it had been inside Moody’s apartment. It was the location—a section of Brooklyn where crime and concentrated poverty seemed to have suctioned out the oxygen. Crisp, cool air didn’t travel to the ’hood. And like the flow of fresh air, Cruze also avoided his old stomping grounds. 

			Overly cautious, he’d parked near a deserted factory, about a quarter-mile from Moody’s place. Walking swiftly along the uneven pavement, he appeared to look neither left nor right, yet his watchful eyes were carefully taking in his surroundings. On high alert, Cruze became keenly aware of the sound of footsteps that suddenly crept behind him. 

			He cursed at his stupidity for thinking he could slip in and out of Moody’s crib without detection. No matter how much time had elapsed, his enemies were ever vigil. Hell, for all he knew, Ramona could have tipped someone off. In the world of crime, no one could be trusted.

			Adrenaline flooded his system. He could take off running and risk a bullet in his ass or turn around and try to reason with the muthafucka who wouldn’t let go of an old grudge. But Cruze knew better than to believe he could negotiate with a killer.

			Surrendering to his fate, he slowed his stride, and he wasn’t surprised when the footfalls behind him sped up. His luck had finally run out. Surprisingly, instead of fear, he felt an odd sense of relief. And acceptance. 

			The looming presence was directly behind him and Cruze braced himself for a bullet to the back of his dome.

			“You know what it is, man, gimme your watch,” the voice behind him demanded. “Give it up, and . . . and don’t try nothing, either. Oh, yeah, reach in your pockets and gimme your money . . . and your phone, too.”

			I’ll be goddamned. This isn’t a hit . . . it’s a fucking stick-up! Cruze almost laughed, but he was too infuriated to crack a smile. Quick as lightning, he pulled his piece and wheeled around and came face-to-face with a big bruiser who was almost as tall as Cruze, and as wide as he was tall. Chubby cheeks and a youthful face revealed an overgrown kid, seventeen or eighteen. Maybe younger. 

			The chubby-faced teen gawked at the gleaming Glock that was aimed in his face, and then his gaze drifted downward at the metal pipe in his own hand. 

			Cruze cocked the gun. With a simmering rage, he fixed hard eyes on the juvenile. “What’s wrong with you, young nigga? You ain’t got nothing better to do than try to rob hardworking muthafuckas, huh, fuck boy?”

			In Cruze’s darkened eyes, the would-be robber glimpsed a chained beast that was so angry and frightening; the youth couldn’t help taking several steps backward. “Yo, man, I was only fuckin’ with you. I ain’t tryna rob nobody.” Proving his harmlessness, he smiled dumbly and unfurled his fingers. The metal pipe, as ineffective as a water pistol, rolled out of his hand and clattered to the pavement.

			In swift motions, Cruze grabbed the pipe and struck the teen in the kneecaps. The oversized boy pitched forward with a loud groan and then stumbled backward, hitting the ground with the force of a massive tree.

			Cruze leapt on him. He pistol-whipped the boy unmercifully before pressing the gun against his forehead. “Your punk-ass is a few seconds from dying . . . was it worth it, stick-up boy?”

			“Nah, it wasn’t worth it. Don’t kill me, Mister. Please. I’m sorry,” the youth cried through bloodied lips.

			Cruze fingered the trigger and then caught himself. What the fuck am I doing? This fool ain’t nothing but a dumb-ass kid. He stood up, cursing as he returned the Glock to his waistband. 

			Looking down, Cruze noticed blood on his Air Yeezys. With renewed anger, he kicked the boy in the ribs. “That’s for bleeding on my shit, bitch-ass fuck-boy!” 

			Leaving the bungling thief wallowing on the ground in pain, Cruze took off through the park. When he reached his nondescript rental car, he sparked a blunt before pulling off. As he merged into traffic, the calm that came over him quieted his pounding heart. But the violent altercation with the young punk had awakened something that weed couldn’t appease. Feeling strangely energized by the murder he’d almost committed, Cruze made a sudden U-turn.

			It was crucial that he got out of New York and returned to Philly, but the stirring in his groin was relentless, demanding that he make a pit stop, first. There was a long list of candidates to choose from, but Laila Stanley was the closest in proximity. 

			• • •

			Head down to obscure his face, Cruze trotted up the steps of the Brooklyn brownstone and rang the bell. The door cracked open, and he flashed a smile that displayed the set of deep dimples that were sure to melt away any resentment Laila might have harbored against him. 

			“Hey, baby,” he said in a low, sensual tone. 

			Eyes wide, Laila gasped, covering her mouth as if she’d seen a ghost. “Cruze? Oh, my God, Cruze!” 

			“Are you gonna invite me in?” he asked, looking over his shoulder.

			Nodding, she moved aside, allowing him entry. Then, after closing and locking the door, she fell into his arms and buried her head in his chest. Clinging to him, she murmured his name over and over. Her slender body trembled and when she lifted her head, Cruze saw the tears that streaked her face.

			“Aw, don’t cry, Laila. Shh,” he whispered, stroking her hair. “Come on, baby, don’t cry.” 

			“How could you?” she sobbed, looking up at him, her eyes filled with pain and relief. “Leaving all of a sudden, the way you did . . . you hurt me to my heart, Cruze.”

			Shit. He wasn’t up for a bunch of damn tears. He felt like dipping on her crying ass, but the slow throb in his pants reminded him of why he was there in the first place. For some pussy. 

			“Shit got crazy,” he said apologetically, “and I had to get ghost, but I never meant to hurt you.” He wiped her tears and then brushed his lips against her cheek and her neck, then cupped her ass as he smoothly walked her backward down the hall toward her bedroom. 

			In her room, he stepped back from her and came out of his hoodie and pulled off his shirt. Sniffling, Laila cried harder. “It’s been over a year, and not once did you ever try to contact me. How could you do me like that, Cruze?” She angrily pounded his chest with her fists.

			Cruze caught her wrists, and held them tightly. “I didn’t have a choice. I had to wait until the air cleared. But I’m here, now. I’m back.”

			“Are you here to stay?”

			Cruze bit his bottom lip and nodded. “Yeah, baby.” He hated to have to lie to her. Laila was a sweet girl and had been hopelessly in love with him for years. Although the feelings weren’t mutual, she deserved better than being treated like a random ho, but with his dick on lump, he had no choice. He wanted to fuck.

			Figuring he’d done enough talking, Cruze began to unzip his jeans.

			Insulted, Laila scowled. “Really, Cruze? After all this time, you’re still as disrespectful as ever—coming here thinking I’m supposed to just spread my legs and let you fuck me. I can’t believe you! Without any explanation of where your ass has been, you come up in here and start stripping out of your clothes, expecting me to let you jump back into the pussy—with no questions asked. I’m not giving you shit until I know where the fuck you’ve been.” Eyes narrowed, hand on hip—she waited. 

			Cruze reached for her. “Come on, babe, it’s not like that. With my lifestyle . . .” He paused and shook his head. “You already know the kind of world I move in, and there’s a lot of shit you don’t need to know. I’m not deliberately being cold. Do you think I like keeping shit bottled up inside? I’d love to be able to come home to you and share my troubles, but right now, the less you know, the better off you are.”  

			Cruze watched as a range of emotions crossed Laila’s face. He was certain that his remark about coming home to her had given her hope and weakened her resolve. When her features finally relaxed, it was clear he’d successfully torn down the barriers she’d put up.

			“The only thing I can tell you, Laila, is that I missed you so bad, it hurt,” he added to speed up the process of getting some dick relief. 

			She swallowed as her anger subsided and her heart softened. “I missed you, too,” she confessed. Her voice cracked and she seemed to be working herself up to more tears.

			Oh, shit. Please don’t start crying, again! 

			Horny as fuck, Cruze swallowed hard as his intense gaze roamed over her pert breasts and down to the crotch of her yoga pants where a pussy print was evident. Filled with raw yearning, he uttered a primal sound from deep in his throat. “Come on, baby. Take your clothes off for me. Let me see that pretty little body that I’ve been craving.”

			Laila’s expression suddenly hardened and she stubbornly folded her arms across her chest. “You ain’t right, Cruze. It’s been more than a year—”

			Yeah, okay. And? You already said that shit. He wasn’t trying to repeat himself explaining why again. He moved closer, shutting her up by rubbing on her titties and whispering, “I’ve been having wet dreams about that pretty pussy of yours.”

			Laila gazed up at him and swallowed as heat swept through her. No man had ever had that effect on her, except for Cruze. Damn him! With a look of defeat mixed with sexual yearning, she began tearing off her clothes.

			As Cruze finished undressing, he could feel Laila’s eyes burning into him. Anticipation scorched through her veins. He was her only desire. And as angry as she was with him for abandoning her, she couldn’t deny herself him. Standing at six-foot-four, his body was sculpted like a Nubian god, and Laila couldn’t help running her hands over his bulging biceps and rippled abs. She’d missed the feel of his hard body.

			“You ’bout to find out how much I missed you,” Cruze warned, before licking his lips. He enveloped her inside his brawny arms and with his lips, he traced a moist path from her neck to her breasts, nibbling and sucking on her nipples, and coaxing desperate little moans from her. 

			His hand wandered downward, moving past her belly button and then stalling. A long finger made circles around her rigid clit, and then moved a little lower, caressing the seam of her pussy, where hot juices had gathered. 

			Cruze didn’t tongue kiss or eat pussy because most bitches put their mouths on too many dicks and raw-fucked way too many different niggas. But he had no problem playing in a batch of hot pussy. One finger explored the pooling wetness between Laila’s legs while his thumb orbited her juice-slickened clit.

			“I love you so much, Cruze,” Laila whimpered, her mouth hungrily seeking his. Cruze pulled away. “You know what I want, Laila . . . suck it for me, babe.” He applied pressure to her shoulder with one hand and held the base of his hard, throbbing pole with the other.

			Without hesitation, Laila sank to her knees and opened her mouth. 

			“Mmm,” Cruze moaned as he slid the smooth head between her plump lips. “Suck it good,” he coaxed. She pulled him in deeper, and the moment she applied suction to his hardened shaft, a fire erupted inside him and tiny sparks raced up his spine.

			He could have easily lost control and released a hot load of cum right then and there, but he composed himself. With concentration, he was able to stroke in and out of her mouth, slowly and rhythmically. 

			“Damn, you suck a good dick, girl. That juicy mouth of yours drives me crazy.” Cruze’s dick glided along her tongue in a leisurely fashion, but when Laila puckered her lips around the middle of his shaft, tightening and releasing her hold like a quick-gripping pussy, Cruze’s breathing intensified and he went wild, banging against her tonsils, 

			Laila deftly relaxed her throat muscles, allowing him to force-fit his lengthy cock down her tight windpipe. Realizing he was close to busting, he reluctantly pulled his burgeoning manhood out of Laila’s neck and smeared his leaking pre-cum all over her mouth.

			Looking confused, Laila licked the salty substance from her lips. “What’s wrong? You used to love it when I sucked the first nut out of you.”

			“You can suck out the next one, all right? But right now, I gotta bust inside that hot pussy.”

			Laila stood up and Cruze roughly tossed her on the bed. Grunting with desire, he mounted her. Knocking her legs apart with his knee, he guided his swollen cock toward her creamy slit.

			“Uh,” he groaned as he pumped dick into her depths. Her satiny walls contracted around his thickness, possessively clutching at his manhood as if trying to keep him trapped inside her pussy, forever.

			The lock-tight grip Laila had on his dick felt amazing. But he wouldn’t last long if he didn’t put up a fight. Grinding his hips into her hers, he took control, feeding her pussy slow, measured thrusts of rock-hard dick. 

			After a few moments, he increased the tempo, stroking in and out at a much faster pace. “Ooo, this pussy is so damn wet, I can tell you’re ready for me to gut you. Are you ready, baby?”

			“Yeah, I’m ready for you to gut-fuck me, bae,” Laila replied breathlessly. 

			Cruze let out a groan as he pulled his dick out of her hot snatch. Coated with Laila’s juices, his long, thick meat pulsed with readiness. He yanked Laila by her legs and pulled her into position. Stretching her flexible thighs wide apart, he situated himself in the V-shaped space. He looked down and saw that her dripping-wet cunt was gaped open invitingly. 

			Showing no mercy, Cruze rammed his dick in so deeply, his nuts slapped against Laila’s ass. With every thick inch that he jammed into her gut, he’d pull out a little before pressing in more. 

			“Oh, God, I love this big dick. It’s so good,” Laila cried out in passion. “Can’t nobody gut me like you do, Cruze. My pussy needs you, bae. Promise that you’ll stay this time. Please, don’t leave me, again.”

			“I’m not going anywhere,” Cruze mumbled, steadily stroking.

			In a euphoric zone where the only thing that mattered was the sensation of plowing through the heated slush that flowed from Laila’s pink, hot gash, Cruze said whatever she wanted to hear. Sweating and straining, he pounded her pussy so hard, Laila curled her toes and her hands gripped the sheets. Driving in hard dick at a rapid speed, her head knocked repeatedly into the leather headboard.

			“That’s right, fuck my brains out, daddy. Tear me wide open. Goddamn, I love you, so damn much. You can’t leave me no more, baby. Mmm. You gotta fuck me like this every night. Promise me . . . uhn . . .please,” Laila pleaded as Cruze plunged deep inside her, fucking her in hard strokes, the head of his dick bumping up against the mouth of her cervix. 

			With every lunge inside her lush body, she grew slicker around his dick. Against her flesh, he rasped, “Come for me, baby. Let me feel your wet pussy melt all over my dick.”

			“Yes, yes, yes!” she screamed as she tightened her legs around Cruze’s back. “Fuck me! Mmm, yes—God! Fuck me!” 

			Her nails dug into his back. Spiraling closer to nirvana, a spasm of delight gripped her pussy. She gasped, grabbing the sheets around her.

			Then cried out his name as all the love and arousal she had for him flowed from her body. 

		

	
		
			Three

			"Mmm, yes . . . goddamn you, yesss!” Arabia moaned over a sensual beat that poured out through the club’s speakers. She was on her hands and knees, her ass cheeks pulled apart, her pussy splayed open. Behind her stood her six-foot-one anonymous lover, his face hidden behind a black spandex three-hole hood. A mask he wore for extra protection from anyone knowing his real identity despite the fact that every club member was not only interviewed vigorously, but also required to sign a nondisclosure agreement before being accepted into the adult playground.

			Whatever. 

			She didn’t care who or what he was out in the real world. Tonight, he was simply a random fuck. Tall. Dark. And sexy as hell—from the neck down, that was. She didn’t care what he looked like behind that mask. Hell, a gorilla could have been hidden behind the latex for all she cared. All that mattered to her was the way his muscles rippled as he fucked into his lover’s body, and the shrill cries of joy she emitted with each thrust. 

			It’d taken her nearly thirty minutes to find him. Up on the third floor. Fucking. 

			She’d stood back quietly, viewing intently for several moments as he rammed his dick—in rapid, piston-like strokes—in and out of the cunt of a pretty brown-skinned woman. He’d slammed his rock-hard cock into her body hard, harder, harder, again and again and again—each powerful stroke making the woman sob with exquisite pleasure. 

			Arabia had bit her lip, drunk in the sight of the two lovers, feeling her blood heat with desire. She could smell the woman’s pussy as he sliced into her wetness. And mmm, it’d made her mouth water as she watched on with a wicked joy that made her own cunt tingle with need. 

			She wasn’t a lesbian, but she’d wanted so desperately to snatch him out of his lover’s sex and suck him into her mouth, licking his lover’s cunt cream from his cock. Yes—oh God—yes. She wanted to taste it. Taste her on him. 

			Times like this—when carnal desire seeped through every part of her—was when she wanted to be unanchored and out of control. It was when she felt the freakiest, the dirtiest. 

			She stood there, watching, wanting—watering, for what seemed a long while before she’d boldly slipped out of her dress, allowing the garment to flutter to the floor. The club’s music pulsed over her body as she stepped over her dress, and—in her panties and come-fuck-me heels—sauntered over to the couple, her gaze transfixed on the stretch of muscle covering her prey’s back, his ass, the back of his thighs. Ropes of sweaty muscle tightening with his every thrust. His hips beat against Brown Skin’s soft rounded ass, his dick pummeled and hammered deep inside her. 

			The Masked Man watched himself disappearing into his lover’s hole, reemerging from each thrust wetter and wetter. Arabia licked her lips, feeling her veins flood with envy. She’d wanted what that bitch was getting.

			She’d wanted a good hard dick down.

			She’d felt the blood throbbing between her thighs as her gaze danced all over his body. Sweet heavenly Father, that beautiful ass of his. She’d wanted to bite into each cheek, inhale his musky scent, then chew into his flesh. Her pussy had flared at the thought. She’d trembled, her body hot and sizzling from a burning need to be stuffed with cock as she made her way over to them. She’d been so aroused, her nipples deliciously tight, her cunt aching. She hadn’t cared if the two of them were a couple in real life, or not. She’d planned on stealing Miss Brown Skin’s lover away from her, and having her way with him. 

			She’d slid out of her panties, then tossed them over to a tanned Italian who’d been eyeing her as he stroked his dick. He’d caught her panties—lacy and red—in midair, then brought them up to his nose and sniffed. She’d licked her lips, sliding a hand between her legs and brushing a delicate finger over the hood of her clitoris. Pleasure had splintered fiercely through her body until her clit swelled. She’d bitten back a low moan as she slowly slid two fingers inside the folds of her pussy. Her slit closed around her fingers as they lost themselves deep inside her arousal. 

			Her eyes fluttered, only for a brief moment, before she’d brought her fingers to her lips and sucked them into her warm mouth. Mmm. She licked her lips, then swallowed the saliva that had begun to gather in her jaws. 

			She hadn’t minded the eyes that had watched her, hungry and wide, as she stalked closer, beginning to talk dirty over the music, telling Mr. Masked Man to fuck that pussy, telling him how badly she wanted him to fuck her, too, with his big, juicy dick. 

			And, she’d wasted no time reaching between him and his lover and grabbing him at the base of his wet, sheathed cock, fisting him, her hand hitting the back of Brown Skin’s stretched sex. Each time he thrust forward, then pulled back, her hand glided along his shaft. 

			She licked over his sweaty skin, then rasped close to his encased ear, “Come fuck me. My pussy wants you more.” 

			Finally aware of her presence, he’d turned his head toward her, still thrusting into his lover, and through the eye slits of his mask, she’d seen a flash of hot hunger. The mysteriousness of him wearing a latex hood had made him that more desirable. And she’d wanted him even more now that she was close enough to feel his raw, masculine heat. 

			Miss Brown Skin—her face flushed and jaws clenched—had glanced over her shoulder and shot Arabia a dirty look. Who is this cock-blocking bitch? All these men up in here, why can’t this thirsty bitch go find another dick to play with? She’d thrown her ass back harder at Mr. Masked Man, reminding him of whose pussy he was still in. But it hadn’t seemed to no longer matter as he slowly pulled out of her. Then, for good measure, he’d drawn back his hand and smacked her ass. Then, without another thought or second glance, was being snatched away by Arabia.

			The nerve of that bitch!

			Now here she was . . .

			Naked. 

			On display. 

			Ass up, face down; the masked man’s fingers grazing the soft brown flesh surrounding her cunt. She shook her ass. Made it clap back. And he still hadn’t stuck his dick in and fucked her mercilessly. What the hell was he waiting for?

			She glanced back over her shoulder. “Put your dick in me,” she urged impatiently. 

			In response, he cupped and caressed her ass, then slapped it. Hard. Ooh, yes. He slapped it again. Harder. The sting cracked fiercely through her body until her clitoris swelled, threatening to burst open with pleasure.

			Oh, he wanted to fuck her sexy ass, but not yet. His balls ached, his dick was long and hard and so goddam ready to explode. He wanted to be buried deep inside her. But he fought it. He wanted her to beg. Wanted her to cry out for it. 

			Arabia wiggled and bucked, demanding he fill her. In spite of her surging frustration, she’d gone unbelievably wet from the waiting. And now she wanted action. She didn’t beg for dick, goddamn you; thank you very much. Not from any man. 

			Ever.

			And she wouldn’t start now. Especially not with this masked man. He reached underneath her to stroke her engorged nub. “Your ass, your pussy, is so fucking beautiful,” he said huskily. “You want me to fuck you in it?”

			She wasn’t sure which hole he wanted. But she’d gladly give him either, or both. The choice was his. Just fuck her already.

			“Yes,” she hissed, lifting her head from the sofa, and glancing over her shoulder again. “Fuck me. Now.” She felt herself becoming agitated. This sweet torture wasn’t what she wanted. She hadn’t chosen him to toy with her cunt. She’d picked him to fuck her. Hard. 

			Yet this masked fucker wanted to tease her. 

			He pinched her clit again, and she gasped as wires of pleasure shot from her throbbing sex. “I’m gonna fuck you until your sweet pussy flutters and clenches around this big dick. Is that what you want, this dick to bust your guts up?”

			Yes, yes, yes—Lord God, yes!

			Promises, promises . . .

			He slid his fingers through her wet folds, testing her arousal. She twisted restlessly, pushing back against his probing fingers, clutching them as he withdrew. Her patience was wearing thin. Her cunt was growing angrier by each finger stroke, his fingers grazing the back wall of her sex. Oh how she wished her pussy had teeth. She’d gnaw his fucking fingers off.

			That would learn him. 

			And as she was ready to get up and dismiss him to seek out a more compliant, more willing, more aggressive lover, he was grasping his dick with one hand, rolling a condom down over the rigid column of flesh with the other hand, before spreading her, then positioning himself at the mouth of her pussy. 

			Then, then . . . mmm—thank God—she felt the thick head of his dick push against her, teasing her, testing her, then in one forceful thrust, he buried himself inside a burst of wetness, the plush walls of her vagina blanketing him, caressing his cock, wetting him. 

			“Fuck,” he hissed. “This pussy tight. And wet.” He pushed in deeper until his balls flattened between her ass and his thighs, and he felt her vibrating around him. 

			Arabia eagerly pumped her hips, fucking herself into him until he got with the program, wrapping an arm around her waist and pounding into her, opening her up. Moving faster and harder as she went slick around him; finally giving her what she’d come for, what she craved. 

			“Yes, yes, yes—fuck me! Give me that big black cock, motherfucker! Oh, yes, yes . . . mmm, yessss . . .”

			She ran her tongue over her upper lip, ecstasy sweeping through her. She rhythmically rocked her hips in greed to get more of him inside of her, her juices dripping down her thighs. Yes, God, yes. This was what her pussy needed. A pounding. 

			“Mmm, harder . . . harder.” She reached in back of her and pulled her ass cheeks open wider. “Spit in my hole,” she rasped, “and stick a finger in my ass while you fuck me.”

			The masked man groaned as he eased back and eyed her clenching asshole. Fuck a finger. He wanted to put his dick in it. But he obliged her, spitting down into her ass—once, twice, then shoving his middle finger in. Greeted by tight heat, his finger retreated, then sunk back in. In and out. In and out. His finger stirred her ass juices as his dick pumped into her pussy.

			She gasped, and her cunt gripped him wildly. She couldn’t deny it. His dick felt good inside her, real good. But it wasn’t the kind of toe-curling, spine-tingling cock she’d hoped for. She needed a sex beast whose dick could make her whole body pulse nonstop, long after he’d been inside her with his tongue, fingers and dick, ravishing her cunt, fucking her to shreds. 

			She needed to feel herself swirling outside of herself, crying out in pleasure, the world blurring around her, lost in the white heat of passion.

			Yes, Lord.

			What she needed was a reformed thug-daddy who knew when to slam her up against a wall, rip her panties off, then choke the everlasting life out of her while he seesawed his roguish cock in and out of her, pillaging through her core, fucking her raw and swollen. 

			Dear God . . .

			That was exactly what she wanted, no, needed. A man who’d pound her walls and fuck her guts inside out.

			So far, she hadn’t found him. No, no. On second thought, he hadn’t found her. 

			All that had found her over the last two years were lazy, uninspiring lovers whose cocks teased her pussy, and left her starved and aching for something more the moment they’d flopped out of her. 

			Lazy fucks. 

			And now this masked man was in back of her . . .fucking her, but not really fucking her. Fucking him wasn’t hot enough, wasn’t dirty enough. It wasn’t rough enough, rugged enough. 

			It was just enough. 

			Enough to stroke the ache in her cunt, enough to feed her craving, enough until the next time, until dirty need pierced her core.

			He groaned. “Aaah, shit, yeah . . . mmm . . . I’ma tear this pussy up, baby. Uhhh, fuck . . .”

			“Then tear it up,” she urged huskily over her shoulder. “Stop all this silly shit and bang my pussy up.” She lunged back against him, prodding him with more nasty talk, taking everything he had to give and, yet, craving more. “Feed my pussy that big dick. Fuck me. Fuck me. Fuuuck. Meeeee!” She grunted, and fiercely pumped her pelvis. Her walls squeezed him tightly, her orgasm coming around the width of him. 

			“Ah, shit, baby,” he groaned as her asshole pulsed around his still probing finger. “Unh. Mmm. You about to make me nut.”

			“Pull your finger out of my ass,” she demanded, “and stick it in my mouth. Then I want you to lick inside my asshole, then fuck me in it.”

			Damn, this bitch’s nasty, he mused as he pulled his middle finger out and brought it to her lips, but I ain’t licking no ass. She flicked her tongue over the tip of his finger, then parted her lips and slowly sucked it into her mouth—until she was knuckles deep, tasting her ass on it, then groaning as if she were sucking on a dick. The sensation made Masked Man’s dick twitch inside of her. 

			She leaned forward more, stretching her arms so that she could clutch the side of the plush leather sofa. “Harder,” she demanded. With raised hand, she reached behind her and smacked her own ass. “I watched you fucking that other bitch. Now give me the dick like you gave it to her. Fuck me like you hate me.”

			Masked Man didn’t answer in words, but his hands dug into her hips, and he finally pounded her in rhythmic thrusts that made her nipples tighten. 

			“Yes. Mmm. Yes, yes . . . that’s it. Get this pussy . . .” She rocked her hips, wanting more of him. Her pussy clutched his cock, tighter, wetter. “Give me that nut.” His hips smacked against her ass, jostling her entire body. The pleasure escalated and she felt herself panting. 

			With each stroke, Masked Man relished in the magnificence of her cunt, its depths, its wetness, its silky walls; she was a good, freaky piece of ass, and he wanted to fuck her again. 

			“This . . . pussy . . .unh . . . so fucking hot,” he muttered, teeth clenched.

			Deeper, deeper. 

			Faster, harder. 

			His vision blurred. He could feel his release low in his balls, roiling through his belly, coiling through his body and then exploding from his cock, loud and hard. He began coming in endless streams, the semen flooding his condom. He closed his eyes and leaned over her, his heated body heaving. He thrust and grunted one last time as her walls clutched around him again, over and over and over.

			She closed her eyes, pussy churning, hot need still clawing at her. 

			And came. 

		

	
		
			Four

			Cruze couldn’t get used to waking up in the morning to the sound of birds singing. Back in Brooklyn, his alarm clock had been the wail of fire trucks and police sirens, the rumble of trash trucks and city buses, and loud, indistinct voices. 

			And now . . .

			He was surrounded by tranquility and deafening silence. But it had been what he thought he needed—at first. Trying to stay off the grid, Cruze had bought a sprawling home in the suburbs of Philadelphia. The gated mansion was surrounded by a vast wooded area. He had sought privacy, but the endless peace and solitude had turned out to be too much of a good thing.

			Many a night, after being jarred awake by the rustling sound of someone skulking around on his property, he’d grabbed his piece from the nightstand. Believing his enemies had finally located him, Cruze would rush down the stairs, gun in hand, prepared to blow a muthafucka’s brains out.

			Pulling back the drapes and squinting into the darkness, he sometimes found it comical that his “enemy” was nothing other than a deer munching on foliage or a family of raccoons scampering around the grounds of his palatial estate. Other times, when his sense of humor had abandoned him, he felt like shooting the shit out of the pesky creatures for fucking with his mindset.

			It was the peacefulness of his location that had become bothersome and fueled his desire to buy a condo in downtown Philadelphia where he could fall asleep to the soundtrack of bustling activity and wake up to the ruckus of delivery vans, horn-honking taxis, screeching tires, and other familiar noises. The mansion, he decided, was too big for one person, and he now only spent time in that lavish environment when he wanted to remind himself how far a young cat from the streets had come.

			• • •

			Two maintenance workers from the Huntingdon Young People’s Enrichment Center (HYPE) came out to Cruze’s SUV with dollies and began unloading the trunk that was crammed with boxes of items that he was donating to the center. 

			HYPE was the vision of former NBA player, Bret Hollis, who used to play for the New York Nets. Through an online article, Cruze learned that Bret had been using his own capital to run the state-of-the-arts center that opened in North Philadelphia in 2012 with the goal of providing a safe haven for inner-city children. But after four years, money was running low, and Hollis was actively seeking outside funding. Looking for a way to give back, Cruze had hopped on the opportunity to do something good. Initially, he’d donated seven thousand dollars, and wanted to do even more, but couldn’t risk drawing attention to himself by making huge donations. However, for the past few months, he had been doing whatever he could to help out and in the process had struck up a friendship with Bret Hollis.

			After the trunk was cleared, Cruze strode into the building and passed a room where a group of teenage girls wearing leotards and Kente cloth headbands were dancing African-style to the beat of conga drums. 

			He hoped he didn’t seem like a pervert by standing there and gawking at the dancers through the large window, but they were killing it, and Cruze was mesmerized. The rhythmical foot stomps, clapping, drumming, and shouting were all part of the powerful dance that felt like an unstoppable force was vibrating the floor beneath his feet. 

			When one of the girls caught his attention by winking and then plumping her lips together in a pouty kiss, he instantly backed away. Unwilling to participate in any inappropriate interactions with teenage jailbait, he quickly moved along. 

			He strolled to the gymnasium where the youth basketball team that consisted of seven- and eight-year-old boys was hard at practice. Cruze couldn’t hold back a smile as he watched the little guys play. His mind wandered to a time when he used to shoot basketball from morning until night at a broken-glass-littered court where the hoop was nothing more than a rusted metal rim. He had dreamed of being another Bret Hollis or Marquan Naylor, but those dreams ended after he’d earned his first few stacks slinging drugs. 

			Shaking the memory, Cruze returned his attention to the practice area and couldn’t take his eyes off a youngster named Barack, who consistently shot three-pointers. Neither Barack nor his teammates were aware that when they graced the court at their upcoming game on Friday, they’d all be rocking new uniforms with personalized jerseys, and also new pairs of Nikes—courtesy of Cruze. 

			He watched the boys for a while and then made his way along the corridor and quietly observed a group of kids who were in a classroom setting, diligently studying. Every child was using an iPad that Cruze had donated. It felt damn good to give back to the community, and he wanted to do even more to help steer the kids in the right direction. Hopefully, none of them would end up trying to commit a robbery using a metal pipe as a weapon like the punk whose kneecaps he’d shattered the other night. If his money could keep these young innocents away from the lure of the streets, then it was money well spent.

			As Cruze turned away from the study center, he saw Bret Hollis approaching. Bret had been one of his basketball idols while growing up, and he still hadn’t gotten used to the fact that they were kicking it now like equals. 

			“Hey, man,” Bret said, giving Cruze dap. “The kids love those tablets so much, my staff has to search their backpacks every day to make sure they don’t sneak them out of here.”

			“Why can’t they take them home?” Cruze inquired. In addition to schoolwork, he had assumed the children would also be able to use the tablets for fun activities.

			“You know how it goes, man. If an iPad leaves here, it won’t come back. Big bro’ will take over ownership and use it to watch porn. Big sis will snatch it up for her social media activities, and thieving Uncle Teddy will slip it out the crib and sell it for fifty bucks.”

			“Yeah, you’re right,” Cruze acknowledged. “By the way, I was checking out the youth basketball team, and they’re good. That lil’ dude Barack can handle a basketball—he has mad skills.”

			“Oh, yeah, Barack’s the commander-in-chief,” Bret said with laughter, and then his expression turned serious. “Barack won’t be with us after Friday. Poor kid’s mom has been sick. She’s doing better now, but during her illness, she lost her job and now they’re getting evicted. I believe they’re moving in with her sister, or some family member who lives way out in East Jabip, somewhere.”

			“That’s rough. Wherever they go, I hope the lil’ dude finds an outlet for his talent like he has here,” Cruze commented, though he doubted if Barack would find another opportunity to get the kind of support system that was provided at HYPE. 

			He checked his watch. “Yo, I gotta run. I only dropped by to deliver the uniforms and sneakers.” Cruze wasn’t actually in a rush, but he didn’t want to overstay his welcome or act too Joe-familiar with Bret. 

			“I can’t thank you enough for the contributions you’ve made,” Bret said. “As you know, your donations are tax-deductible. Make sure you stop by the business office and pick up the tax forms on your way out.”

			Cruze nodded. “Will do.” 

			Bret placed his hand on the door to the study center, and then turned and faced Cruze. “By the way, my wife and I are hosting a fund-raising dinner at the Ritz-Carlton Saturday night at seven. We’d love for you to attend as our guest.”

			Cruze smiled, feeling honored by the invitation. “Say no more. I’m there. Do I buy my ticket online or can I get it from your secretary?”

			“You don’t need a ticket; you’re our guest.”

			“That’s cool. Thanks. I’ll see you there.”’

			Bret went inside the study center to greet the kids and speak with the afterschool coordinator, and Cruze went on his way, breezing past the business office without stopping to pick up tax forms. Hiding behind several dummy companies, Cruze had cleaned up most of his dirty money since moving to Philadelphia. After years of slinging dope in the black community, he didn’t feel the government owed him any tax breaks for giving back to the people who had been most harmed by the drug epidemic.

			The door to the gymnasium burst open and Cruze had to jump out of the way as the throng of energetic boys stampeded out into the corridor. Their coach trailed behind them, yelling for them to quiet down.

			On his way to the parking lot, Cruze sauntered toward the exit sign, but the bouncing sound of a lone basketball drew his attention. He backtracked, peeked through the circular glass pane on the door of the gym, and was surprised to see that Barack had remained behind and was still practicing. Still perfecting his shot.

			That used to be me. A ball under my arm, arriving at the raggedy neighborhood court at six in the morning. 

			Though dressed for the occasion, Cruze hadn’t planned on getting sweaty in his Alexander McQueen sweats, and he definitely hadn’t intended on getting any kind of marks on his fresh pair of white and metallic gold, limited-edition Air Jordan 10 OVOs. But unable to resist showing the young homie what was what on the basketball court, he stepped inside the gym for a little one-on-one.

			“Aw, you think you’re nice, young buck, but I’ma show you something,” Cruise threatened, wearing a deadly expression as he ran to the hoop and blocked Barack’s shot.

			“Oh, it’s like that, old head!” Barack yelled as he enthusiastically chased the ball. “You got the height, but I got the speed and the moves, man!”

			Cruze towered over the boy, guarding him, but Barack didn’t seem worried. Dribbling behind his back and between his legs, he showed off his flashy moves.

			“I’m watching you, little guy. I got you, I got you,” Cruze cried out, quickly growing breathless as he played defensive, running and repeatedly reaching for the ball. Barack faked him out with a sudden spin move, and maneuvered his way behind the three-point line. Before Cruze could get to him, Barack had elevated in the air, shot the ball, and scored!

			“Yo, I had you. I don’t know how you got away from me, lil’ man.”

			Barack laughed. “’Cause you slow, man. You can’t rock with me. I’m on some next level ish,” Barack bragged with a huge grin plastered on his face. Cruze couldn’t get over the self-confidence and maturity of the trash-talking basketball prodigy. Those attributes would take him far if he didn’t get tripped up by the risk factors associated with life in the ’hood.

			Suddenly, the door pushed open, and a woman who looked to be in her early thirties entered the gym. She was rail-thin, wearing a turban, and clutching a thigh-length sweater around her frail body. With the same nutmeg-brown complexion as Barack and the exact mouth and nose, Cruze figured she had to be his mother.

			“All your teammates left fifteen minutes ago. I’m standing outside waiting for you, while you’re still in here playing ball. Boy, do you realize you made us miss the bus?”

			“Sorry, Mom.”

			“Sorry don’t cut it. Now, we have to wait forty-five minutes for the next one.” With a weak smile, she shook her head as she glanced at Cruze. 

			“How you doing, ma’am? It’s not your son’s fault. I held him up and I apologize.”

			“Do you work here?” she asked.

			“No, I’m a friend of Mr. Hollis’s. My name is Cruze Fontaine.” Cruze extended his hand.

			“Nice meeting you, Cruze. I’m Barack’s mom, Roxanne Cannon,” she said, giving him a quick handshake. Turning away from Cruze and focusing on her son, who was still dribbling and shooting, she said, “Put that ball down, Barack, and go change into your street clothes. And hurry up! Since we have to sit around and wait for the next bus, I want you to go over to the study center and start your homework after you get dressed.” 

			Bret had said that Barack’s mom was doing better, but she looked sickly to Cruze. And with that turban on her head, she had the look of a chemotherapy patient. Maybe she was recovering, but the poor woman looked like she should be resting in bed instead of traveling on buses to pick up her kid from basketball practice.

			“Uh, listen. I’m on my way out and I could give you and your son a ride,” Cruze offered, feeling somewhat responsible for her missing the bus. 

			Roxanne raised a brow suspiciously as she eyed him. She shook her head. “No, thanks. We’ll be all right.”

			“But I feel bad, and like I said, it’s my fault.” Cruze held up his hands. “Yo, I’m not a serial killer if that’s what you’re thinking. Mr. Hollis can vouch for me.” 

			“I’ve seen you around here talking with Mr. Hollis . . . and you probably are a nice guy, but I try not to impose on people.”

			“It’s not an imposition.”

			Cruze and Roxanne sat down on two folding chairs while Barack went to the locker room to change his clothes. 

			“Your son is very talented,” Cruze said as Roxanne shifted in her seat and crossed her legs. “Making it into the NBA is never guaranteed, but his talent could get him a full ride to college if he sticks to it.”

			Roxanne bit her lip, a look of despair brimming in her eyes. “That’s the thing. We’re losing our place and have to move. I doubt if there’re any youth organizations in the town we’re moving to.”

			Cruze studied her for a moment as he carefully chose his words. “Do you want to move?” he asked.

			She shook her head. “No, but I don’t have a choice. I only have ten days before I get evicted.”

			Recalling how frequently he and his mom used to move around, Cruze regarded her thoughtfully, and then asked, “How much do you owe? I know it’s not my business, but your son kind of reminds me of myself when I was his age. I wish I’d had a place like this to hone my skills. Maybe my life would have gone in a different direction.”

			Roxanne looked Cruze over, taking in his expensive-looking watch and leisure wear. “Looks like you made out all right to me.” 

			He shrugged. “Yeah. I guess. But I know all about hardship. My mom was a single parent, who had to struggle to keep us afloat. I wish someone would have helped us out during some of the bad times.” Cruze looked off in thought, recalling his tough childhood. “I realize I’m basically a stranger, but I want to help, if you’d let me. I promise you, no-strings attached. You won’t owe me anything other than a yes.”

			Roxanne took a deep breath. “This is crazy.”

			“Life is crazy . . . and it can be harsh, too.”

			“Tell me about it,” she mumbled, shaking her head.

			“But sometimes, when you least expect it, you can find a little kindness in this cold world. So, um, how much do you need?”

			Thinking, she sighed. She uncrossed her legs, and then bent forward and crossed her arms. Then she shook her head firmly. “No. I can’t. Thanks, anyway, but it wouldn’t be right.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because I don’t know you. And I’m not a ho.”

			Cruze laughed a little. “I’m not asking you to be.” The idea of Roxanne turning tricks was unimaginable. It would take a really cold-hearted pimp to put such a fragile woman out on the track, and any scumbag-trick that paid for her services deserved to have his ass kicked.

			“All I’m asking is for you to let me help you ‘n’ lil’ man out,” Cruze continued. “Nothing more. I promise. So, tell me. How much do you owe?” 

			She heaved a sigh, but relief was evident on her weary face. “I’m four months behind—I owe thirty-two hundred in back rent. Too much to ask of a total stranger.”

			“Nah, it’s all good. It’s not too much. I got you.” Cruze stood up and jangled the keys in the pocket of his sweatpants. “I’ll be right back, let me check the locker room, and see what’s taking Barack so long.”

		

	
		
			Five

			Runway ready and always fabulous, Arabia strode into the sleek Upper Eastside high-rise overlooking Central Park, where one of her fiancés, forty-eight-year-old Theodore Banks, took up part-time residence and rode the sleek private elevator up. 

			Married with three teenaged-children, he was an investment banker who owned one of the two sprawling penthouses up on the top floor that could have easily been featured in any of the luxury-home magazines. It reeked of power and wealth. Things Arabia believed every good man should embody. 

			She glanced down at the three-carat solitaire engagement ring she’d pulled from her safe and slipped on her ring finger earlier this morning. She reveled in its blinding brilliance as the elevator’s lights shone down on it. 

			She smiled. 

			After all, she was worthy of nothing but the best. And she required it. Expected it. And, goddamn it . . . deserved it. 

			Why shouldn’t she? 

			She was exquisitely stunning and, in her mind, a rare gem that should be coveted. No. Arabia wasn’t a gold digger, unlike her mother, Claudia. But she loved a man who dug deep into his pockets, sharing his worth in gold—and diamonds, of course. The deeper he dug, the wetter her pussy became. Still, she never, ever, asked a man for anything. That would be in poor taste. And a woman of her caliber never stooped to such tactless methods. Asking a man. Mmph. Please. Not. She used creative coercion—okay, okay . . . she gently prompted a man when she had to—to get what she wanted out of him. But, truthfully, she rarely had to, though. The men in her life, more often than not, gave willingly. 

			Oh, don’t be fooled by her sexual proclivities. Arabia wasn’t a home wrecker. If anything, she was a peacekeeper. She fucked her lovers with purpose—to keep them happy, then send them home to their wives in a state of sweet bliss. She had no interest in disrupting a cheating man’s life. She simply enjoyed sleeping with men who were sexually frustrated with their home situations, men who needed love and affection, and some stress-free pussy. Yes, she sought them out. Preyed on them. Those types tended to be more giving with their gifts and coins than any of her past so-called single lovers. 

			So all any married man was good for was trinkets and trips and, hopefully, some good hard dick. And if he couldn’t keep a hard dick, a long tongue would do just fine. Truthfully—though she loved gifts, Arabia didn’t really need the treasures men bestowed upon her. She simply loved being pampered and spoiled. So she expected the men in her life—married or not, to keep her kept. 

			Other than that, she didn’t need a man for his money. She needed him for . . .? 

			Hmmm . . . wait. She’d have to think on that for a moment. 

			What did she really need him for, besides his hard dick and wet tongue?

			Umm.

			Well . . .

			She didn’t. 

			Men were simply a means to an end for her, period. They couldn’t be trusted. None of them; yet, she knew she couldn’t not have them in her life. She loved the feel of a hard-bodied man, especially a successful one. She simply loved men who had it going on financially. And she loved them successful—shakers and movers. Hung men who hungered good pussy; that’s what she loved most—powerful men who gave over their control—to her, losing themselves in heat and sex . . . in her. 

			She loved seducing her lovers. 

			Loved mind-fucking them. 

			Loved sucking their dicks deep into her mouth, then watching each one become powerless. Her need for control, at times, could be daunting; something that made some men—hell, most men; especially black men—uneasy. 
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