
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Tempted Beyond Reason

    

    




      
        Christa Wick

        C.M. Wick

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Book Description

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Thank You For Reading & Reviewing!!!

      

      
        Sign-Up to Get Review Copies of My Books

      

      
        Also by Christa Wick

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2019 by Christa Wick

      

      

      
        
        All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, this book and any portion thereof may not be reproduced, scanned, reverse-engineered, decompiled, transferred, or distributed in any print or electronic form without the express written permission of the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review. Participation in any aspect of piracy of copyrighted materials, inclusive of the downloading and obtainment of this book through non-retail or other unauthorized means, is in actionable violation of the author’s rights.

      

        

      
        This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, media, brands, places, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. The author acknowledges the trademarked status and registered trademark owners of all branded names referenced without TM, SM, or (R) symbols due to formatting constraints, and is not claiming ownership of or collaboration with said trademark brands. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or events is purely coincidental.

      

        

      
        Published by Evergreen Books Publishing

        Copy edits and line edits by GBI Author Services

        Proofreading by Rosa Sharon

        Cover design by Violet Duke

      

        

      
        Previously published as Waking Up Her Curves (c) 2015 by Christa Wick

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Book Description

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        She’s gentle, innocent, and sweet—everything I’m not.

      

        

      
        There’s a reason I was hired to protect her by one of the few former military buddies I consider a friend. Because I’m the man people call to get the job done, even if the job is guarding the lushest, sexiest body I’ve ever laid eyes on.

      

        

      
        I’ve somehow been able to keep my hands off her these past months as her bodyguard, but that’s before I learn why she’s avoiding the biggest decision of her life. The surgery could either restore her sight or take away what little she can see forever; and I’m the reason she’s been holding off.

      

        

      
        She says she wants one night with me—her first time, no less—while she still has a fraction of her vision left. Hell, I don’t know what the right thing to do here is. But what I do know is that protecting her isn’t just a job for me anymore.

      

        

      
        And one night? That’s damn sure not going to cut it.

      

        

      
        The Far Too Tempting Collection

        Tempted Beyond Reason (Wake & Lacey)

        Tempted Beyond Relief (Wylie & Rhea)

        Tempted Beyond Recourse (Logan & Lily)

      

        

      
        Previously published as Waking Up Her Curves (c) 2015, revised throughout with newly added content and an extended ending.

      

        

      
        Note: This is a steamy & sweet standalone with character cameos from the even steamier standalone, Tempted By Trouble, formerly titled Black & Gold, which has similarly been republished with revisions and new content.
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      I left the car idling, prepared to shift into reverse at a second's notice, as I used my iPhone to swipe through all the feeds from the extra security cameras I’d had set up around the perimeter of the estate.

      The guesthouse was situated at the back and the acreage was completely fenced in, patrolled by three mature bull mastiffs weighing over a hundred pounds each and two adolescents that were almost as large. Perimeter cameras monitored by the gatehouse guards gave a full view of the fences and the exterior of every building on the property.

      Given all the safeguards in place, the probability of an attacker or kidnapper lurking inside any of the buildings on the estate was as close to zero as possible, absent an insider coerced or paid into betraying my employer.

      Still, I couldn’t stop being paranoid.

      Billionaire Austin Long had hired me as a bodyguard months ago, a relatively straightforward job, given my training. But the job had proven to be anything but simple, given that the soft, lush body I was being paid to guard belonged to his far too sweet—and legally blind—younger cousin Lacey Addams Long.

      Even with the small percentage of sight available to her in each eye, Lacey couldn't run from danger. For her, a van with a driver ready to yank her inside presented the same shadowy profile as a large boulder or garden shed, and any man who could be standing right in front of her with a rifle wasn't distinguishable from an ornamental tree. And forget her being able to spot anything on the ground that would trip her up.

      Or worse.

      I swiped through each of the view screens one last time then quickly made my way back to the garage. Watching my rearview and side mirrors the entire time, I waited for the garage door to shut behind me before turning off my vehicle and letting my guard down a fraction.

      Even in this veritable fortress though, my fingers itched with the need to take one more trip through the camera views.

      But a quiet sigh from the young woman in the passenger seat stopped me before I could.

      "Is all this really necessary?" she asked, facing me fully. "It seems like the precautions grow more excessive with each new day."

      It was true, over the last two weeks, the time it took me to ensure the premises were safe enough to let Lacey out of the car and secured in the house had grown considerably.

      The probability of an attack against her was a constant variable that kept me on high alert at all times. While Lacey was financially dependent on her billionaire cousin, she was also one of his heirs. That made her a prime target for kidnappers and crazies.

      And the crazies were coming out in force lately.

      "Austin thinks it’s necessary," I answered, avoiding giving her my own opinions and explanations on the subject of her safety, especially since my personal opinion was quickly becoming less professional each day.

      Simply put, the near constant, isolated care of Lacey Addams Long was turning me into a lust-struck idiot.

      How else could I think of myself when I grew hard in a heartbeat the second I was alone with the sweet, utterly innocent young beauty next to me?

      Shifting restlessly in her seat, Lacey fixed her worried blue gaze in my general direction, between the top of my head and my shoulders, around where my eyes would likely be by her estimation. "Is something wrong? I mean Austin has never been this careful with my visits before."

      "There's just been a lot of news coverage lately..." I evaded, looking for any rationale that would justify my overly-cautious routine without scaring her. "Some of the trashier papers and gossip websites have been going crazy about a billionaire, white oilman from a deeply southern family stepping out with a poor, black, tree-hugging hottie with a law degree. That raises the security profile of Austin and everyone around him because it catches the attention of the paparazzi, crazies and professional criminals."

      She didn't need to know about the death threats from the far ends of both sides of the political spectrum.

      A wry smile pulled the corners of her mouth downward. "So, I'm some kind of collateral damage risk?"

      "Not when I'm protecting you," I answered, my voice dropping low to squeeze at my balls as my eyes locked on those voluptuous lips of hers.

      Feeling the too-familiar hardening of my cock, which always happened when I didn’t keep my thoughts in check around her, I flung my door open without another word and quickly stepped out of the vehicle.

      I circled the car and opened her door, my hand touching lightly at her shoulder to signal that I was ready to assist her, per our established protocol. Watching over Lacey had more routines than my usual protection details because of her lack of sight. And this particular one, which entailed having her skin touch mine the entire time as I guided her, was one of the ones that put the most strain on my sense of duty, not to mention the fit of my jeans.

      Her fingers wrapped around mine and then she put one foot outside the car. She turned in her seat, the other foot touching the garage floor as her free hand sought the door's interior grip. I braced myself, but she only leveraged my hand a little as she rose into a standing position.

      As close as we were, with her shorter height placing the top of her head even with my lips, it took only a shallow breath to fill my lungs with the apple crisp scent of her shampoo.

      My mouth started to water and my fingers twitched again, this time with the need to tilt her head back and bring her lips close to mine.

      You're here to guard the girl, Wake, not fuck her!

      I exhaled quickly to clear my lungs of any lingering temptations just as she brushed lightly against me.

      The contact made my gut kick, but it was over almost as soon as it began as she inched her way toward the rear passenger door then stopped.

      Dutifully, I retrieved her bag and cane from the front floorboard and handed them to her. With one hand on the handle of the car door, I closed it slowly, my other hand hovering next to her full hip to ensure there was enough clearance between hard metal and tender flesh.

      The unexpected, casual intimacy of these touches and almost touches had worn me down over the four months I had been assigned to protect Lacey. The last month had been pure torture. I had discovered that the live-in aide her mother, Amanda Long, employed for Lacey had been spying on the girl and Austin and reporting to Amanda the entire time.

      Needless to say, after the interrogation of the aide was finished, she was fired. And Lacey didn't want, or really need, a replacement. The cleaning crew from the main house came by once a week for the more intensive and detailed work, the rest she did for herself with a pinch of my help in preparing meals—when she would allow it.

      In the last month, we had turned into a regular Ward and June Cleaver, straight from their fifties television sitcom, only without the kids or Ward's smoking pipe and with a hell of a lot more curves on Lacey's sweet body than ole Ward ever could have handled.

      "Uhm...is everything okay?"

      Her question instantly yanked me out of my thoughts. Hell, lately I just couldn't keep a security mindset around her once we were alone. I kept thinking about what I shouldn't be thinking about. Her, in bed, naked, wet, my fingers between her legs as I made certain she was ready to take my cock.

      "Sorry," I answered and began moving her toward the door that separated the garage from the house. “Today was just a long day.”

      “My fault. If we hadn’t had to go all the way out to New Orleans today—” Her throat strangled the last of her reply.

      “Lace, your eye appointments could be on the other side of the world and I’d take you to every last appointment.” Lucky for her though, she didn’t have to travel that far. Austin had found a world-class specialist nearby who could do the surgery to possibly restore her sight. But Lacey had been delaying the decision of whether to do the surgery for a while now. The choice would have been easy, except there was a chance she would lose what little sight she had left.

      “We’ll keep going until you’re comfortable making your choice,” I told her as I held her hand while she took the short step up from the garage floor to the side entry hall. “A thousand times if that’s what it takes.”

      Once we were in the guesthouse, she didn't need my help or her cane so I stepped back to let her do her thing. Every time we returned home, the process was the same. She had memorized every last inch of the place and went through each exacting step like a careful choreography.

      Moving to the narrow table that hugged the wall, she put her bag on the left side of the surface, all the way to its edge. She placed her cane next to it and then shrugged out of her light jacket and hung it on the leftmost peg above the table.

      Everything in the house was arranged just so—no changes allowed. With all the time I had spent in the military, the requisite precision of her living environment comforted me.

      Following from behind, I watched her measure her distance from the wall with an outstretched arm and then she started down the hall. As she proceeded through her routine like clockwork, I found myself relaxing a little more. Seeing her comfortable and barricaded away from danger was the only way I could stop being on alert.

      She had on a soft, flowy skirt, same as most days. This one was a pale blue transparent layer over a slightly darker, closer fitting bottom layer. The scalloped edges of the outer-skirt bounced with each step, her broad hips whipping the fabric left and right in a mesmerizing pattern I just couldn’t get enough of.

      Damn, that ass. That luscious, luscious ass.

      Hell, her entire body gave me ideas that would no doubt get me fired and ruin my friendship with Austin. But the job and friendship were only secondary controls on my behavior. I couldn't stand the idea of hurting Lacey. She had a tender heart and an innocent outlook despite being raised by a woman who had all the warmth and charm of a swamp full of gators.

      She deserved so much more than I could give her.

      Suddenly, a surprised squeak a second after Lacey rounded the corner had me sprinting in her direction, my hand moving beneath my jacket to my pistol.

      I had the holster unsnapped with my fingers around the grip when I all but slammed into her and pinned her to the wall behind me.

      I scanned the room, looking for the person or object that had startled her, but found that we were totally alone.

      "What happened?” I asked, checking her from head to toe before scanning the room again.

      She edged a foot forward and nudged the ceramic pot of a large fern that was supposed to be against the other wall.

      With a shaky exhalation, I secured my pistol in its holster. "Damn cleaning crew," I growled as I circled her body and shoved the pot into place. "They must have pulled it out to plug in the vacuum and didn't put it back. I'll talk to them, make sure it doesn't happen again."

      Returning to her, I wrapped a hand around the opposite side of Lacey's waist and the other around the elbow that she had tucked against me. My eyes searching the floor ahead of us for any other objects out of place, I led her to the couch in the living room.

      "I need to make sure they didn't screw anything else up," I said as I sat her down. "Stay."

      "Woof, woof."

      Her reply came out good-natured, but I still felt bad when the small, sweetly delivered reprimand registered. "Lace, that's not how..."

      "It's okay." A forgiving smile curled her lips and she reached toward me. "You're just trying to keep me safe. And I’m getting used to your terse commands."

      Three fingertips, polished and sporting a French manicure, pressed lightly against the middle of my thigh. My breathing ceased and a fresh surge of blood raced to fill my cock.

      Since she couldn't really make eye contact, touch was how she communicated with those close to her. I'd had four months of her fingers whispering against some part of my body, my muscles flexing with the impulse to shift her hand a few inches in one direction or another.

      Like up to my cock or higher still so I could kiss the dainty fingers or turn her hand palm up and press my lips against its center.

      Having her touch me now while she talked about my giving her commands…

      I knew my limits and she had me with my back flat against the wall and no place to run as it was.

      Taking a step to the side, I broke contact and went off to do what I told her I would—whatever the hell that was—promising I wouldn't take long.

      Eventually it came to me when blood started returning up north to my brain and I started moving through the three-bedroom guesthouse room by room, checking the precise placement of objects while I did my standard check of all the locks on any doors or windows leading to the outside. I walked with my phone in my hand, texting the security team with a request for a playback review for the time we were out.

      That way, not only would I be able to identify which member of the cleaning crew needed a reprimand, but I would have a task at hand to keep me occupied—and away from Lacey.
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      My plan for a distracted evening was solid.

      That is, until I reached her bedroom and saw the nightgown and tomorrow's change of clothes in their tidy folded squares on the bench at the foot of the bed.

      Seeing two garments, I ran through three emotions in rapid succession. An unflattering, pervy curiosity came first. As I fingered the thin cotton shift that would be molding itself to her body tonight, I tried—and failed—not to imagine lifting the hem while she wore it, my hands drifting up her thighs to tug the panties down to her ankles, the fabric tangling to keep her legs hobbled and her body in place.

      Lust slammed low into my gut next, which is why I turned my attention to the day clothes she would put on after her shower tomorrow morning.

      That's when the anger started to boil up inside me.

      The clothes were cheap. Not dollar store cheap, but still. Amanda Long went around dressed in expensive, tailored outfits, shit she'd purchased at the kind of stores that populated Rodeo Drive or Fifth Avenue. Every last piece of the nicer outfits in Lacey's closet had been purchased by Austin since the start of her visit six months ago.

      Suppressing a growl, I checked the bedroom's patio door then headed for the adjacent bedroom, the one I'd been sleeping in every night since the live-in aide was fired. When I emerged, I heard the sound of water running in a metal sink and dishes being moved around.

      So much for thinking she'd stay put when I told her to.

      I stopped at the threshold to the kitchen for a moment's guilty pleasure of watching her. She had pulled her long, blond hair into a pony tail. Thick curls wound around one another, reminding me how easy it would be to fist a handful of them and rein her in for a slow, deep kiss.

      "Everything secure?" she asked.

      Caught, I flinched.

      "Yes," I answered, my gaze searching the surfaces around her to see which one might have given my presence away with a change in shadows or a flicker of light that was just enough to be noticeable despite her near blindness. Nothing suggested itself as the culprit. I decided she had to have heard me despite the quiet walk I had after eight years in the Army and another four in private security.

      She turned, one hand reaching for the edge of the kitchen island while the other held a colander of washed vegetables. She placed the food next to the cutting board. The graceful way she moved distracted me from the fact that her fingers were inching up the butcher's block to grab a paring knife.

      "Let me," I suggested, trying to keep the anxiety out of my voice.

      I had a moment's sympathy for Lacey's mother—how she must have had to harden herself against the constant worry of injury to her daughter. Then I remembered that Amanda was, by my personal observations and all accounts other than Lacey's, a greedy bitch who paid the hired help a bonus for spying on her daughter.

      "Not a chance," she answered. "I need something to focus on or I just might go crazy."

      Right—the doctor's visit. I had no idea what the man might have said in the exam room because I wasn't invited in beyond a quick look to make sure there was no second entrance. But in the four months I had been guarding Lacey, she had made five other trips to specialists for consultations. Each time, she was tense the day before and worse after the visit as the afternoon turned to evening and then night.

      The first three times I had to knock on her door to make sure she was safe and alone because I could hear pacing and low murmurs as she talked to herself.

      I hated that she had only two options—continue with her degrading vision for however many years until she was completely blind or risk losing her sight all at once with a surgery that had less than a fifty percent chance of successfully restoring her vision. Her window of opportunity was closing fast, too. If she didn't have the surgery within the next year, none of the specialists consulted expected it to be successful.

      Metal collided sharply with glass as she made her first slice through the carrot she had pulled from the colander. Using the flat of the knife, she pushed the end piece with its withering leaves off to one corner of the cutting board.

      "Are you sure you won't let me do this," I asked before she positioned the knife for its next cut.

      "Positive," she answered, an impish grin turning her chin sharp and pushing the lips into a pout that made me forget, for a second, about the knife in her hand.

      She made her next cut, my heart beating in slow motion until the slice was complete. I stopped myself before I could say something stupid—like how I was surprised her mother didn't have a head full of gray hairs from Lacey using sharp objects. Amanda Long couldn't be bothered to worry over her only child. She had staff to take the girl to the hospital in the event of an accident and a stylist to make sure the nonexistent maternal worries left no evidence on the woman's scalp.

      "Do we still have boiled eggs?" Lacey asked, her knife hovering above the tomato she was about to dissect.

      "Yes," I answered, my gaze never leaving her hands.

      "Could you peel a few?"

      "Certainly."

      She smiled and I felt like I had won the lottery.

      Shoot me, shoot me now. This wasn't lust, or at least it wasn't merely lust. There was affection and admiration mixed in with whatever I was feeling. I didn't like it, not one bit. It wasn't professional or practical. Never mind what her family would say.

      I moved to the refrigerator for eggs. My phone buzzed with an incoming text. I swiped the screen and noted the temporary access code to review the security playback. That reminded me that I still hadn't turned the cameras off now that we were securely inside. A few more swipes and taps on my screen and the electronic eyes of the house were shuttered until we left again.

      I returned the phone to my pocket and opened the refrigerator door.

      "How many do you want peeled?"

      "Three." The sharp tapping of her dicing the tomato muted Lacey's words.

      Grabbing the eggs, I turned around and kept my eyes off the cutting board and her vulnerable fingers so I wouldn't have an anxiety attack. Her knife clattered to the counter. Immediately, I looked for blood but there wasn't any. She hadn't cut herself, just stopped abruptly.

      I looked at her face, saw the tears lining up along the rim of her eyes.

      "Want me to finish?" I asked softly.

      She gave a short nod, her throat bobbing but no words issuing. I wanted to take her into my arms, tell her everything was going to be okay, whatever she decided. But I knew I had no right to hold her or make any promises. She was Austin's kin, not mine.

      I was just the hired help. Here to protect her.

      Falling in love was never supposed to be part of the job.
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      I finished preparing dinner for us and we ate in silence. Afterward, I quickly cleared the dishes and put them in the washer before she could insist on helping me clean up.

      By the time I left the kitchen to rejoin her, I found her still sitting at the dining room table.

      Swallowing a string of curse words, I stepped behind her chair and waited for her to tell me what she needed.

      Wanting to stroke her hair, I wrapped my hands around the wooden finials of the old, ornate chair instead. Truthfully, I didn't know if I could do it again—go through another trip to the specialist with her. It was hard enough when the aide was still with us. The woman's presence had kept me in check, made me choke my tongue so that I didn't offer Lacey a shoulder to cry on.

      In that way, I think the aide inadvertently kept Lacey in check, too, kept her from feeling sorry for herself. Lacey was too proud to let the depression come out in the cold presence of her mother's employee.

      Usually, she just kept her chin up, a determined smile on her soft lips—at least until she retreated to her room to pace and mumble to herself through the night.

      This time, it was clear she needed someone.

      "Do you want me to call Austin?" I asked.

      He was her family, her only real family. He knew what she was going through and I had confided to him how hard these visits were on her. Wherever the hell he was at that moment, it was the wrong place to be.

      "No," she whispered. "He's at some charity event—for rescue horses, I think. With Gina..."

      I frowned at the mention of the woman I knew would one day be Austin Long's wife. I had no quarrel with her, even though she could be a bit prickly on the few occasions we were alone together. I'd probably given her enough cause to find me irritating, but she was always kind and engaging around Lacey. Still, she was a distraction in Austin's life at a time I felt he should have been looking more carefully after his cousin instead of following her mother's game book and handing her off to the help.

      "Let's get you into the living room." My hands slid down the sides of the chair and waited for her signal that it was okay to pull it away from the table.

      She didn't move, just drew a ragged breath in. The sound killed me, made me drop to my knees next to her. I placed one hand lightly atop her forearm while the other gripped my knee hard, the fingertips digging deep and painful.

      "Lace, you can't keep doing this to yourself."

      You can't keep doing this to me, I thought a second later, hating that I was a selfish bastard.

      "Let me call Austin."

      I don't know how I kept my voice calm. Training, I guess, but it felt like all those years of learning to be the best, to always be in control, couldn't stand against the threat of another round of tears from a twenty-two-year-old woman.

      "No!" She shook her head so hard that the blond curls bounced against my cheek. She turned her head to face away from me, shielding her expression. "I'm sorry. I don't want to be a bother to anyone. I'll go to my room."

      "You will not," I said, an unfamiliar heat injecting my voice.

      She tensed beneath my hand. I wanted to kick myself, but enough was enough. She shouldn't be going through the pain by herself. The indecision over whether to get the surgery was like a stab wound from an ice pick. The weapon might make only a small hole, but it would strike deep and eventually bleed her dry. Even after the time passed for the surgery to have had any chance of success, she would still be bleeding over the question of whether she should have had it done.

      "If you won't talk to Austin," I said, gaining my feet. "Then you're going to talk to me."

      Her shoulders had started to tremble. They stilled. I watched her draw a long, quiet breath in and then she held it. I didn't know what that meant, what she was thinking. Had I frightened her? Had I overstepped the bounds of a relationship defined only by an employment contract?

      I didn't care anymore. She wouldn't willingly let me help her in this any more than she would let me cut up the salad we had for dinner. If she was going to move forward in her decision, I would have to push her.

      Pushing was something I was good at. Pushing new recruits through training, pushing opposing forces out of cities and valleys.

      I wrapped one hand around her elbow, my grip firm. My other hand fastened around the side of the chair as I ordered her to stand.

      "I mean it," I said when she didn't move. "Stand now or I will rip you out of that seat and carry you to the couch slung over my back like a five-year-old throwing a tantrum."

      She stood, her movements jerky. The hard edge to my voice had sliced away the careful precision with which she usually moved through life. Part of me felt like a bastard, the other part recognized her standing as progress, no matter how minor.

      "We're going to the couch," I said, counting off three one hundreds inside my head to give her time to prepare for the first step away from the table. I took a side step, my hand gently tugging at her. She shifted, her feet sliding reluctantly.

      At the rate she was moving, it would be morning before we reached the couch.

      "Stop," I said, my voice straining to convey a patience I didn't feel. "I'm picking you up. Bend your knees a little for me."

      Surprising me, she complied. I leaned down, felt the weight of her body sagging against me as she lost the will to stand. I scooped her up. Her arms circled my shoulders and she buried her face against my chest.

      I knew I was one hell of a bastard, but for the second time that night, I felt like I had won the lottery.

      I placed Lacey on the couch, intentionally crowding her up against the armrest so she couldn't wiggle away after I sat down next to her. Pulling her back into my arms, I coaxed her head into a position that had her face sheltering against my neck. I stroked her hair, trying at first to think of something to say but then deciding to let her just take comfort in my arms for a time.

      Eventually, she adjusted her position so that her cheek was softly against my chest. She brought one hand up and placed it next to her face, the open palm resting over my heart. She spoke first and I knew what the words would be as soon as I heard the small intake of air that powered them.

      "I'm sorry, I..."

      "Don't say that," I reprimanded lightly. "You are the last person on earth who needs to apologize to anyone."

      She shook her head and I scolded her a second time.

      "You better not be disagreeing with me, baby girl."

      Pushing her cheek harder against my chest, she closed her hand into a fist and drew it to her lips. I wrapped my hand around the fist and pulled it up to my mouth. I was deep into dangerous territory, but I'd been there before. My lips brushed her knuckles and then I pressed a firm kiss against them.

      The tension in her body doubled. Sighing, I released her hand and felt her place it against her face again.

      "Lace, walk me through why you cannot decide whether you should get the surgery."

      "Duh," she whispered and I had to chuckle.

      "You could wind up completely blind," I answered for her. "But you're almost there and heading that way fast, aren't you?"

      "Yes," she answered and dug a little deeper against me. "But the post-surgery blindness is most likely irreversible. New techniques might extend the window of chance or even make it possible to reverse the blindness if it occurred from the natural decline..."

      I waited for her to trail off.

      "That's a whole lot of 'likely' and 'might' and 'possible.'" I said. "Might it also be possible or likely that new techniques could also reverse the post-surgery blindness?"

      Her shoulders sagged at my question and I knew she was holding back.

      "What else is bothering you about the surgery, baby? Is it the possible pain or the recovery period, or—" A small flash of understanding offered a specific fear that might be driving her indecision. "You think you'll be entirely on your own after the surgery, that you'll have to go back to that mother of yours totally blind, don't you?"

      The only hint I had that I was on the right track was Lacey fisting my shirt.

      "If Austin knew you were thinking that he plans on kicking you to the curb, he would spank that bottom of yours straight to Sunday," I teased, hoping to ease her tension. "Do you want me to talk to him about it?"

      "No!" She grabbed my shirt tighter, her body vibrating like a violin string. "Please, can we just stop discussing this?"

      "Can you please just answer my question?" I shot back, my frustration growing. I knew how to talk to soldiers about their problems, which more often than not could be solved by a boot to their ass and the order to suck it up and move on.

      Lacey didn't need tough love. She had spent most of her childhood with her vision disappearing more each day and then her father had died when she was fourteen. That, as I understood it, was when things really became hard for her.

      But she would never admit it. She'd just apologize for being a bother and offer to go to her room.

      I bit at my lip before I could say something I would regret her hearing. Telling her she'd been raised by a bitch would only result in Lacey sticking up for the woman. And that would set me off completely.

      "Okay," I breathed out as I decided on a different plan of attack. "Let's say you have the surgery and the worst that can happen does. Then what?"

      "I tell Austin I don't want to go back to my mother and I ask him for help," she answered, her voice cracking on the last word.

      "Good, but you're going to ask him tomorrow, not after the surgery. If you don't ask him on your own, I'm going to have to tattle on you. Understand?"

      Feeling her nod against my chest, I pulled back the tiniest bit and planted a kiss on her forehead, my sudden relief making me reckless.

      "He'll say 'yes,' just like he said he would cover all the medical costs, so there won't be any obstacles left," I said, trying to move on quickly with the hope that she wouldn't notice the absolute lapse in my professionalism with that kiss. "Meaning you have no reason not to call the doctor this week and schedule the surgery."

      The room was so quiet that I heard her swallow.

      I had missed something. Her indecision had more than one factor.

      "What else is holding you back, Lace?"

      No way in hell could I have imagined the answer she gave me…
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      "You are,” she whispered. “You’re my reason for not going through with the surgery.”

      I shook my head, forgetting for the moment that the motion would probably go unnoticed.

      I pulled back and moved far enough down the couch that we no longer shared the same cushion. I knew my reaction could only hurt her, but I needed space to figure out the right thing to say so I wouldn't unknowingly hurt her even more.

      Crap, for one crazy second, I wished I was back in the Middle East with an opponent I could use weapons to defend myself against instead of facing a young woman I could break with one careless word.

      "That's no kind of reason, Lace."

      Make that five careless words...

      She drew a deep breath in and for the first time in four months I heard a sharp edge to her sweet voice. “It’s the only reason that really matters to me, Wake. If it turns out that I lose my vision permanently, I’ll miss what little I can see of you."

      This was a fucked-up kind of crazy.

      "Lacey, you cannot mean that." I put a stern hand on her shoulder as I fought the urge to shake some sense into her lovely head. "And even if you think you mean it, I'm not going to be here forever. The risk level around Austin will go down and I'll be off somewhere else. Maybe even out of the country. I'm no reason for you to not have the surgery."

      Fat tears welled in her blue eyes.

      Right—stupid me. She was young enough—inexperienced enough—that a crush on a man was serious. Still, I hadn't seen this coming. Lacey was sweet on me and I had been oblivious to the development. And I didn't want her affection. It was hard enough keeping my distance from her lush form thinking the attraction was one-sided.

      She sucked a long, ragged breath in before more words exploded from her mouth—words that sent me reeling to the far end of the couch.

      "I just want one night with you, Wake," she said, tears running hot down her pale cheeks. "While I can still see something, before I face the possibility of nothing but darkness in front of me if I ever take a lover. After that, I can have my surgery."

      I've been tortured, beaten, had molten lead push its way through my stomach before. And all of that hurt less than what this beautiful, fragile girl was telling me.

      "Sex isn't going to happen between us, Lacey." I tried to make the words come out softly, but my panic turned them into a bark. I would have to talk to Austin in the morning—if not tonight after she went to bed. He would have to find someone else to watch her. A few weeks or a month and she would forget she ever liked me and then she would be free to decide on the surgery with a clear head.

      I could read the hurt in her expression, the instant retreat. Her chin lifted with a defiant pride for a brief second, but then dropped and all I could see in the way she held herself was pain and defeat.

      "I guess I'm as ugly as everybody says," she said, her voice so muted that she was probably talking to herself. "But I thought you could see past that."

      "Who the fuck said you’re ugly?" A vein throbbed along my temple at the thought of someone telling this sweet, giving woman that she was anything less than beautiful. "Your mother wouldn't know real beauty if—"

      She stopped me with a shake of her head.

      Damn it, she was going to defend that bitch Amanda Long again.

      "It's not just her." She rubbed at her cheeks with both hands, erasing the tears only to have more leak from her eyes. "People think blind means deaf, too. They shout at me—have a seat, dear, I'll tell Mr. Long that you're here, would you like a drink?"

      She swiped at her face again, her fast, jerky movements revealing an anger her calm voice had masked. "They shout at me and then they talk about me without even bothering to whisper."

      I catalogued the secretaries and receptionists that had cycled through Austin's office while his regular executive assistant was in Texas helping her daughter recover from a rough labor and the arrival of triplets. I had a pretty good idea which set of ignorant bitches had done this.

      "Fat," she whispered. "Moon faced, pasty, a dull expression—"

      "That's enough," I bit out.

      She flinched and I wanted to punch myself in the face.

      I moved along the couch until we were about a foot apart. I didn't trust myself to touch her, not when she was hurting like this and all I wanted to do was make the pain stop. But if I touched her, I would fuck things up even worse, replacing a pain that would fade with a memory that would haunt both of us for a long time.

      "They talk about you, too," she said, her shoulders slumping and her arms circling herself in a solitary hug. "Riding the Wake, they call it."

      Suddenly, punching myself in the face didn't seem like punishment enough.

      I'd fucked more than a few among Austin's apparently chatty staff—hell, I'd fucked one in the supply closet just down the hall from his office.

      But I hadn't touched a single woman since being assigned to Lacey.

      "I'm a dog," I admitted. "A piece of shit who doesn't deserve your affection. And that's exactly why I'm telling you 'no,' Lace. And, baby, you have to believe me when I say that you are beautiful...desirable."

      I sucked a breath in and held it before I went too far with my praise. Either she wouldn't believe me or she would use it as ammunition against my rejecting the chance to spend the night in her bed and between her legs.

      Don't think about her bed or her legs, asshole.

      "So, do you see why you cannot base your decision on me?" I risked touching her by trying to slide my hand over hers, but she pulled back.

      She stumbled upward, arms wild and disoriented. She stepped forward, hitting her shin hard against the coffee table. That was my fault—I had upset her worse than she was before. All her precision, all her years of navigating by memory and light touches were lost in a storm of raw emotions.

      I stood, tried to capture her arm, but she shoved at me.

      "Don't! You've made it clear you don't want to touch me—"

      "Lacey!" I growled at her the same way I'd growl at a junior member of my team who was about to lose his shit and get himself, or someone else, killed. "I will not let you throw a fit and hurt yourself. You want to be pissed, fine, you deserve to be pissed, but you can't try to bulldoze your way through the house."

      My second attempt to snag her arm was successful. She fought me. I dug my fingers in, the pad of my thumb and index finger hitting the pressure points on her elbow. My grip wasn't hard enough to damage her flesh, but the temporary pain on those two sensitive areas was enough to calm most people down.

      It worked. She grew still and quiet except for harsh breathing. A dozen angry puffs and then she ground out a few words. "I'm going to my room."

      "Which way is it?" I asked with no intention of letting her go until I knew she could safely reach her destination.

      Uncertainty clouded her features for a second. Her free arm searched slowly at her side until she found the armrest of the couch. She lifted a finger and pointed dead center of the hallway.

      "Fine," I relented. "But tomorrow you are talking to Austin about what happens after your surgery and then you are going to make your decision—without any reference to…us. Agreed?"

      Eyes closed, she offered a curt nod then jerked her elbow from my grip.

      I watched her walk away, her shoulders back, her chin up, angry but carrying her pride with her. She would be okay, I assured myself. I would talk to her in the morning, after I worked through the best way to soften the harsh words I had spoken tonight.

      Returning to the cold comfort of the couch, I buried my head in my hands and tried to figure out just how in the hell I could fix what I had broken.
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      A rough hand on my shoulder jerked me awake.

      I looked up from where I slumped on the couch to find one hell of a pissed off billionaire glaring down at me, muscles bunching beneath his expensive dinner jacket. His bedraggled tie looked like he had tried to rip it off with the idea of using it to hang me from the tallest tree on his estate.

      Sighing, I straightened in my seat. Austin was a former "18A"—a Special Forces officer with active missions. He'd been my team leader for a year before he resigned his commission to run the company after his father's death. So, the man had the access code to the front door, stealth skills, and I had already kicked myself enough that day to feel any guilt over him sneaking up on me in his own guesthouse.

      I looked at my watch. Less than ninety minutes had passed between Lacey leaving the room and Austin waking me.

      He bent over the back of the couch, his forearms bracing his big body. A watch that cost more than most people's cars flashed at me with the light from the table lamp. When he spoke, his voice rumbled hard enough to lift the hairs on the back of my neck.

      "You want to tell me why a girl who could probably find at least one kind thing to say about Hitler doesn't want you on her security team anymore?"

      "Not my place to say," I answered. Even though I had planned on quitting the assignment the following morning, it still cut that Lacey wanted me gone. It wasn't my poor feelings that were the casualty—it was the realization that I had hurt her so badly that she had taken the very uncharacteristic step of complaining.

      "Not even to defend yourself?" he huffed.

      I ran my hands together then placed each palm down against my thighs. "I don't need words to defend myself."

      A barely veiled threat probably wasn't the wisest career move, but it was time for a change anyway. I had gotten sloppy watching Lacey, probably even before that. It's bad form to get friendly with the client you were being paid to protect. With Austin, it had started out that way because of our prior history.

      With Lacey, it was unforgivable, but at least no one had died from my lack of professionalism.

      Yeah, it was time for a change, even if I didn't have my next move figured out.

      "Besides," I said, smoothing my hands down my jeans. "I quit."

      "Don't be an idiot." Austin slid over the back of the couch to land next to me, his movements slow and unthreatening. One of his giant mitts came up to latch around the back of my neck and squeeze lightly in a show of dominance.

      I was too tired to take insult, and him going all alpha dog on me wouldn't change my mind.

      "She texted me," he explained and gave another squeeze. "Wouldn't reply to my text back or attempted calls and didn't say why, just to please remove you from the team and that she didn't really need anyone to watch her beyond a driver. So, tell me what happened."

      I shook my head. Lacey would be mortified if I told Austin that she'd asked me to spend the night in her bed doing anything and everything other than sleeping. I had embarrassed her already by rejecting her. I wouldn't make it worse.

      This time, the sigh was his.

      "Let me guess, she finally admitted she had a crush on you."

      I turned my head to find the smug bastard grinning at me. How the hell had he seen it when I hadn't? Had she told him or otherwise hinted sometime earlier?

      "And you told her nothing could happen..." He pulled his hand away, his brows knitting in confusion. "Why? I know she's not your usual type of female, but you're never going to marry any of the women you've fucked in the past."

      "I'm never going to marry, period." I twisted out of the hold he had around my neck, my elbow lightly raised to ward off any further attempt to secure me, and then I stood. I swiped my palms down the side of my jeans then realized just how clammy my skin was.

      Why? This would either blow over with Austin or it wouldn't. I'd lost a lot of friends over the years, some in combat, some afterwards when they couldn't leave the war behind. Some just faded from my life as they went back to their families or forged new families. One day or another—one way or another—I'd lose Austin as well. Nothing to do about that but keep on.

      So why the clammy hands and racing heart?

      He shook his head, stared at the floor for a second then nailed me with those ruthless eyes of his. "It's okay to fall in love, Wake."

      Right—love.

      I dismissed the possibility with a rough swallow and stared at him.

      "This is about Pike, isn't it?" he asked.

      Pike was a ghost and he'd made more ghosts in the minutes before he had died. Nothing to do with life was about Pike—only death.

      With no furniture close to me, I sat down on the floor before I passed out.

      My heart knocked against the back of my ribcage, the sound growing louder and sharper until it sounded like mortar fire. I could almost see Pike frozen in the middle of a dusty, debris-filled street in Mosul.

      I promised her I would come back...

      I shook my head, dislodging the vision. "Fuck Pike."

      Austin wiped at his face. He hadn't been there. His father had already died and the Army had released him to come home and run the family fortune, which had been small enough back then that his dad had been willing to let him play hero.

      "Look, even Gina thinks you're a decent, respectable human being when you've got Lacey by your side. So don't try to sell me on you not having any feelings for her."

      I shifted from sitting on the floor to laying on it, my kidneys aching with the need to take a long piss. I ran my fingers through my hair, trying to avoid answering or even thinking about what Austin had just said.

      "I can't do my job if I have feelings for her." I dragged my fingers along my forehead, down the sides, the tension beneath the surface of my face unrelenting.

      "Irrelevant—you just said you quit," he chuckled, his amusement at my predicament loud enough that I worried Lacey, with her sensitive ears, might hear the sound even if she was sleeping.

      And I doubted she was sleeping.

      He stood, walked over to where I rested on the floor and gave my hip a sharp nudge with the tip of his dress shoes. "I'm not doing anything about this tonight. I don't want to have to do anything about it tomorrow, either. So get your shit fixed before I have to kick your ass for making her cry."

      With that, he left.
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      I stayed on the floor another half hour until my kidneys and bladder got the best of me.

      I walked down the hall to my room, moving slow and listening for any sounds coming from behind Lacey's door.

      The house had two bathrooms. One was en-suite in the master that Lacey stayed in. The other had three doors and opened onto the other two bedrooms and the hall. I snagged a pair of boxers and track pants from my dresser and went into the second bathroom.

      I stripped all the way down, emptied my bladder then stepped beneath the shower head, the water on full blast and as hot as it would run without blistering my skin. I turned my face up, the sides of my nostrils pinching tight to keep the water out as I thought about what had just happened with Austin.

      Apparently, my boss and friend not only approved of something happening between me and Lacey, he had been trying to herd me into it. Why else had he thrown us together in near isolation these last two weeks since the termination of the live-in aide? He knew as well as I did that an overworked bodyguard was a significant risk. And in the four months I'd been watching over Lacey, there had been other members of the security team relieving me two days a week and four hours a day when I didn't have the full day off.

      They had all disappeared with the aide.

      I hadn't complained, of course. Still, it seemed like he had ulterior motives for withdrawing resources he could easily afford and keeping himself absent, too.

      With a short snarl, I swiped the bottle of body wash off the shower shelf and lathered up. No one likes being manipulated, me least of all. Isolation, her tears, that soft, luscious body...

      I switched the water to as cold as it would go and rinsed the soap off. Out of the shower, I grabbed a towel, my gaze on the mirror as I dried my body. Three inches to the side of my actual belly button was what looked like a second navel—a scar from the bullet I had taken in the gut ten minutes after Pike literally lost his head.

      Pinned behind a vehicle, I wasn't the only one injured among my team. The team leader was dead and I cradled a dying Jonah Frank in my arms. He had his hand wrapped around his St. Christopher's medallion. Deeply religious, it had freaked the kid out the first time we drove through the city in which he would eventually die. Mosul, home of the Tomb of Jonah, both the one that the whale swallowed and the Missouri farm boy that died in my arms because Pike had lost his shit, lost his focus because of fear he would never see his wife again.

      Pike—breaking his promise to her and to our team.

      Turning from the mirror, I tossed the towel over the top frame of the shower and slid into my boxers and the track pants. Back in my room, I sat on the bed and looked at the closet door. My luggage was inside. I figured I had two choices. I could pack my bags and go, informing the gatehouse guard on my way out to send someone to watch Lacey.

      Or I could stay and give Lacey what she wanted.

      But only for one night.
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      A soft knock at Lacey's bedroom door went unanswered. I knocked again, a little louder, and called her name. I doubted she was asleep, which meant she was hiding. Instead of knocking again, I pushed the door inward and stepped into the room.

      She had left the curtains open. A full moon lit the curves of her body. I followed the sensual hills and valleys up to where they disappeared beneath the pillow that covered her head. She had an arm over the pillow, hugging it to her face.

      Distracted by the intimacy of being in her room at night, I had missed the subtle way her body jerked. Seeing the repeating movement at last, I realized she had the pillow over her head to muffle the sound of crying.

      For a moment, I almost chickened out and retreated before she could discern my presence. I was certain that giving her what she wanted would eventually result in more tears. Having her heart broken by what she thought was an unrequited crush would be a shorter hurt.

      I approached the bed, my footsteps slow and dragging. What I was doing was wrong, but everyone else around me seemed to think it was right. And I wanted it, really, really wanted it. Even knowing her body was wracked by tears because of me, my own flesh responded to the idea of what might come next.

      My hand brushed softly over her hip. She froze for a second but she was too deep into crying to not shatter with another outburst. Wrapping my hand around her wrist, I slowly drew her arm away from the pillow. She resisted and folded her arm tight against her chest when I released my hold.

      I lifted the pillow. She turned her face into the mattress, the blond hair wet and stuck to her cheek. On her side, facing the window, she had her knees bent. I tucked myself into the hollow they formed. My hand securing the dip in her waist, I rested my upper chest and head against her. She hadn't stopped crying, but I could tell she was struggling to do so.

      She held her breath until another sob broke through. She sucked in air and trapped it in her lungs until the process repeated. More than two hours had passed since she left the living room and it killed me to think she might have been like this the entire time.

      "Lace, it's been two hours," I said, my tone gentle and concerned. "You're going to make yourself sick if you keep it up."

      She was already doomed to wake up with one hell of a headache.

      Trying to escape contact with me, she jerked her body toward the center of the bed. Fine with me—I stretched out behind her, pulled the blanket over me and drew the hair away from her neck. I pressed my face in the hollow between her head and shoulder then draped my arm over hers, my hand seeking the one she had pressed to her chest.

      The crying continued. I wanted to bang my fucking head against the wall for making her feel this way.

      "Baby..."

      Not knowing what to say, I let my hands and lips try to soothe her with a whisper of kisses to her neck and the stroke of my fingers over her curves. My body responded far sooner than hers. The random jerks as she tried to control her tears caused mini-collisions between our bodies. Only, with my cock hard and in need, each soft spasm that ran through her felt like a hammer hitting me.

      My hands stopped, my fingers dug into her hips. I released a hot breath against her ear. Nothing was working, not the soft strokes to quiet her, not my tongue or brain to form words that could hope to draw Lacey out of her present state of mind.

      Rolling away, I sat up, the action evoking a sharp cry from her.

      Okay—so she didn't want me to leave.

      I reached for the bedside lamp and turned it on before I stood and closed the curtains. Returning to the bed, I started to peel the blanket away from her. She didn't resist, just curled protectively around her core.

      Looking at her pained me on two fronts. I hated that she felt the need to shield herself from me. Then there was the too thin nightgown that was both virginal and sexy as hell—making it dangerous with the way my emotions overflowed. I was angry at myself, angry at Austin, aroused just by being in the room with her and having spent a few short minutes pressed against her warm, soft body.

      I wanted to comfort her.

      I wanted to sneak my hand under the hem of her nightgown.

      I wanted to dry her tears.

      I wanted to stroke a finger or a firm thumb between her legs...

      "Lace," I said, need and frustration turning my voice to a growl. "You started this. I need you to face me and deal with it. You're not weak, so stop curling up in a ball and hiding."

      She flounced onto her back, the abrupt movement causing the bottom of her nightgown to twist and ride high up her thighs. She quickly shoved it back down then hugged her arms against her chest, her face directed at the ceiling.

      The whole thing was entirely too cute and eased a little of my tension. Lacey wasn't the kind of girl to throw a hissy fit. Not even a mild tantrum. The flounce was completely new behavior. After the life she'd been through, especially the years living with her mother after her father's death, the girl had earned the right to show a little attitude.

      Her plump bottom lip disappeared between her teeth, re-emerged sparkly then disappeared again as she bit at it.

      "Something to say?" I asked.

      Her face scrunched. "Austin came by, didn't he?"

      "He did."

      The scrunch tightened then she blew a puff of air to blow away a few strands of hair clinging to her cheeks. "I wasn't trying to get you fired. I just don't know that I can—"

      Her hands stopped hugging her long enough to jump up and make air quotes.

      "Look at you anymore," she continued.

      "He didn't fire me," I assured her. She relaxed for a second before I eradicated her newfound ease with two words. "I quit."

      That plump bottom lip started to quiver. Fresh tears swam in her eyes. A few more seconds of building or a slight tilt and they would certainly spill down her round cheeks.

      "I'm sorry," she whispered. "You shouldn't have done that. I'll explain to him it was all my fault—"

      "Nothing is your fault, baby." I leaned over her, one hand braced against the bed and brushed my lips across hers. "Regardless of what happens or doesn't happen next, it was time for a change."

      She had resumed hugging herself after that air quote. Her hands unwound. She pressed her palms lightly against my chest. I could feel the tip of her manicured nails and sensed her need to dig into my flesh. I let a little of my weight settle against her. She had a frequent habit of chewing at that bottom lip of hers and I had been wanting for so long to take a little bite—so I did.

      A bite, then a soft kiss and an upward sweep of my tongue so that the tip curled under her top lip, letting me suck it into my mouth. Her nails pressed into me, but so did her hips. Her breathing instantly accelerated. When that sweet ass of hers hit the mattress again, she started to squirm.

      I broke the wet kiss and studied her face. Her cheeks were flushed a dark rose. A light sheen of perspiration slicked her forehead.

      "Wh-what happens next?" she asked.

      Good question.
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      Even after I had made my decision to come into the bedroom and give Lacey what she said she wanted, my thoughts kept swinging wildly back and forth. My body was fully on board with the idea of giving her what she had asked for—me, her, me in her, after I'd tasted every inch of her lush flesh and driven her to climax half a dozen times.

      But that damn brain of mine kept interfering.

      "I can't take your flower, Lacey.” My chest had to squeeze the oxygen out of my lungs just to get the words out. My aching balls fought each syllable's release. "But I am going to give you one hell of a night—one we'll both enjoy."

      A small laugh erupted from her. Slightly shocked by the sudden change in her mood, I raised up a little for a better look at her face.

      "I can't see," she started, a soft smile curling her lips, "but I'm pretty sure there's no flower hiding down there."

      My chest and throat tightened with the need to correct her. She was sweet and innocent, but she sure as hell knew what I was talking about—my cock inside her sweet folds, slick with her cream.

      With a growl, I dipped my head and nipped lightly at her ear. "I'm saying I don't think you have a lot of experience. Your decision-making is clouded by emotions and I'm trying to make sure that you'll have fewer regrets in the morning."

      "I know." Her hands, warm and moist, found the sides of my waist. She wrapped her fingers around me as she took a deep breath. She extended her neck, exposing her throat to me as she tried to put our bodies in closer contact. "But you're putting too much value on my flower being saved when you're the one I want to have pluck it."

      A small giggle escaped her, the sound reminding me just how damn young she was—eight years my junior and barely old enough to legally drink alcohol. Never mind that I had killed more than one man in combat by the time I was twenty-two.

      I managed to escape her hold on me despite the temptation of just letting her suck me into something she would eventually regret. Studying her face for deception, I decided to find out how much experience she already had.

      "Have you kissed a man?" I asked. "Not a boy and not some affectionate peck on a relative's cheek, but a man."

      "Yes," she answered, slow to respond.

      I've spent time interrogating enemy combatants—but never when I was crowding their body, looking down at them. All the little physical gestures, a turn of the shoulder, a micro-jerk of the finger, were lost because of the position of our bodies. And I couldn't look in her eyes to see if she was lying because all I would see was a beautiful, bright blue with thick, dark blond lashes. So I only had her slow response, the flush of her cheeks and that slight forward push of her mouth to go by.

      But those signals, as discrete as they were, told me she was lying.

      I didn't really care about a kiss. That was no experience at all, even if she had spoken the truth. "Has a man touched your breasts?”

      Her cheeks went from a pale flush to a dark, flaming red.

      "That's a 'no,'" I chuckled.

      She huffed at me. "Maybe I'm just embarrassed to admit someone has?"

      I grinned, strongly suspecting she was completely inexperienced. Her mother had kept her shut up most of the time. And no matter how plastic Amanda Long was, she had to know a great many men would find her daughter beautiful. As much as the woman complained about looking after a blind child, I was certain she didn't want to add a grandchild to her obligations.

      "If you say so, baby girl. What about heavy petting? Have you allowed a man to do that?"

      Her face pinched together in pure confusion.

      Shifting my weight to my other arm, I reached down and placed my palm over her mound and gave a short rub followed by a rough squeeze.

      "Heavy petting," I repeated.

      Lacey gasped and then her eyes rolled upward. Her thighs relaxed, letting me secure a better grip on her flesh down there. I gave another kneading, hard squeeze. She shook and the very visible effect on her sanity had my cock hard as hell.

      "Baby, no man has touched you like that, or caressed your breasts or even given you a heated kiss," I said, my head diving down so I could speak directly into her ear. "If he had, you wouldn't be so quick to dissolve into a wet pool."

      A little whimper told me I was right.

      Damn me, but I wanted to be first in. Wanted to be the only man who spent his nights sampling her lush body and his days basking in her warm, airy presence.

      "I won't take you all the way," I promised with a growl. "For more reasons than one. I'm set up here to work, not play. I don't have anything to protect you against pregnancy."

      Of course, there was always the possibility of pulling out, but I knew once I was in her, I would stay in her until we both came—more than once.

      I exhaled, her skin reflecting my hot breath back at me. "I promise you will be enjoying what I do too much to think about what I'm not doing. Kissing, licking..."

      My hand tugged up the hem of her nightgown. I pushed my fingers under the band of her underwear before I continued convincing her with my words. "Fingering, more licking and sucking...a lot of sucking, Lace."

      She was trembling so hard that I knew it wouldn't take much more to trigger her first orgasm of the night. I stopped talking and kissed the line of her jaw as I stroked one index finger against her clit. I started at the bottom, under the hood where that small pearl of pleasure had hardened, then up all the way to the top split of her labia. Then down to the small hollow of flesh filled with her excitement. I slicked the wet juices up, wiggled my finger against the pearl then a hard line up to the top split again.

      Lacey gasped at the sensations. My mouth slid quickly to cover hers. My tongue pushed in, explored the contours of the wet cavern as I fingered the line of her pussy with alternating strokes of hard and soft.

      She bucked beneath my hand. I palmed the flesh, rubbed, kneaded, kept the pressure hard and forced another buck and then another.

      "First one was free," I said, breaking the kiss to place another, gentler one against the center of her forehead. "The rest you have to pay for by agreeing to just two things."

      The air left her lungs with a reluctant surrender. "That you won't take my virginity."

      "That' number one. The second requirement is that you don't let tonight make your decision for you. This isn't some bargain where I spend the night with you and you have the surgery. You have to decide based on what you think is the best choice for the rest of your life."

      "I agree," she said, her fingers lacing behind my neck.

      Her wet, choking voice signaled that fresh tears were imminent. I didn't want to lose her to crying again. I kissed my way out of her embrace and told her to stand so I could remove her nightgown.

      Reaching the edge of the bed, she hesitated, her head turning in the direction of the bed lamp. Remembering what Lacey had said in the living room about the descriptions of her body she had overheard, I figured the light was making her nervous.

      Gently, I pressed two fingers beneath her chin and directed her attention towards me. "You said you would miss seeing what little of me you can—do you want to lose that?"

      She drew a deep breath but didn't answer.

      “Baby,” I coaxed. "You're so fucking sexy and beautiful. From the first day, looking at you has had an effect on my body."

      She tilted her head. I recognized confusion in her expression.

      "An effect?" she asked.

      Damn, she was seriously sheltered.

      "Give me your hand."

      I couldn't keep the smile out of my voice. She lifted her arm. I guided her fingers toward my rock hard cock and traced the prominent edges of my erection. She drew back, escaping my grip, and then she slowly reached forward and made contact on her own. She ran her fingers up and down, the tips spread, and then she palmed as much of it as she could. She stroked down, cupping my balls...

      And squeezed.
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      I almost choked on my stomach.

      Wheezing, I removed her hand and brought it to my lips. "Baby girl, if I’ve ever squeezed you like that, I'm truly sorry," I teased with tears of pain blurring my vision.

      At her confused expression, I explained gently, "The...uh…male bits are more vulnerable than a woman's."

      She jerked her hand away, her expression horrified. "Did I injure you?"

      "No," I half-lied, stepping in close. "Just something to remember."

      My hands drifted down her sides, memorizing her curves as I searched for the bottom hem of her nightgown. Finding it, I started to lift.

      All the blood drained from her face and her legs went wobbly. She sucked a hard breath in, quickly released it and drew another. She would be hyperventilating in a few seconds if she kept breathing like that.

      "Sit down, Lace." I kept my hands on her, controlling the edge of her gown so that it wasn't trapped beneath her. I wanted to alleviate her anxiety, but that thin layer of cotton was coming off before the night was over.

      "Tell me what you're thinking," I ordered.

      "I'm scared," she answered, her breath still coming too fast. "Dizzy...I'm nervous that I don't know what to do, that you won't enjoy it."

      I ran my hands along her thighs and nosed the erect tip of one breast. Finding the top of her thighs, I eased a thumb under the band of her panties. The anxiety hadn't dried her up. She was still wet from her climax. "Just be you and know that I'm nervous, too."

      She curled her palms around my face and dipped her head down until our mouths were in kissing distance. "Really? But you're experienced."

      "Not in this," I answered, voice shaking as I pulled my hands out from under her nightgown and held her hips. "Not with the way I feel."

      "What way is that?" she asked and I silently cursed myself.

      How could I tell her that I felt exactly like I had when the honor guard at my father's funeral played Taps or when Jonah died in my arms?

      I cleared my throat and tried to play down what I had said.

      "It's just that most sex is like going to the gym. There's the physical release, the pleasure, but it doesn't go any deeper than muscle."

      I rested my head on her lap, my arms around her bottom in a loose hug. Suddenly, I felt very tired and suffocating in my memories. She stroked the edge of my jaw then ran the back of her fingers against my cheek.

      "Are you okay?" she whispered. "Is the idea of being with me what’s making you sad?"

      "No." I squeezed her. I didn't want to elaborate, but she would withdraw if I didn't. "It's just that I know being with you is going to change me permanently—that's what I've never experienced with a woman."

      Looking up, I read fresh hurt in her face. She didn't believe me. Still on my knees, I straightened my body so I could capture her face. I kissed her softly on and around her mouth as I reassured her.

      "Baby, I'm not sad and I don't want you to be sad. I want you soaked in pleasure."

      My lips moved down her body. Words wouldn't work because she couldn't see how sincere I was, how earnest I was to give her what we both wanted. I kissed, sucked her nipples through the thin cotton shift, turning the material transparent so that I could see the rosy circle of her areola.

      "It's time to stop talking and start loving, Lacey. Let me take your gown off."

      Shyly, her movements awkward, she lifted her arms and let me strip away the fabric, leaving only her damp panties. Tossing the nightgown over my shoulder, I sank onto my knees again, torso bending so that my lips were once more level with her voluptuous breasts.

      I cupped each one, lifting, tugging, sucking. I moaned against each nipple as I suckled. She squirmed against my hold, sometimes pushing into it, sometimes pulling back. Her thighs parted. I dropped one hand to tease her pussy. My finger under her panties, spread in a V, I rubbed them up and down the sides of her clit until she was thrusting against my touch and groaning, the sound moving through her throat in a slow, insistent twist.

      "Oh," she whispered. "It...it's happening again."

      My chest swelled with a cocky pleasure that I was bringing her to a second climax. I slid the tips low to capture her pussy's lubrication so I could rub faster. Then I slowed, eased the pressure so that she scooted her bottom forward to the point she was perching on the edge of the mattress, her pelvis canted downward, the weight of her body changing the internal force against the back of her clit.

      I resumed rubbing slow and hard as my mouth alternated from a sweet sucking of her nipples to the hard tease of teeth around the sensitive tips.

      Her hands seized my shoulder. Nails threatened to penetrate the skin as a slow cry of release ripped through her throat. Her body hovered, ready to plunge off the bed. I cupped her mound, supporting her and squeezing as she rode out the last of her orgasm. Her cream filled my palm and I realized how parched I was from the need to taste her sweet pussy.

      "That was amazing," she said, her voice soft and floating as I moved her to the center of the mattress and pushed her onto her back.

      I took a few, long minutes looking at her beautiful body. A light sheen of perspiration coated her flesh, making everything glossy. Her cheeks were flushed, her lips swollen. The hard nipples kept piercing the air above her as she took sharp, uneven breaths. Her stomach tensed and rolled as her lush bottom dug against the mattress and her spine arched upward.

      Growling with need, I stripped the wet panties off, spread her thighs apart and bent her knees, planting her heels against the mattress. My lower body between her legs, I braced an elbow alongside each of her shoulders and gave her slow kisses until she quieted.

      "Did I say how amazing that was?” she asked dreamily.

      "Mm-hmm, but I can do better," I teased, chewing at her ear. I dipped my pelvis so that my cock, still safely barricaded behind my track pants and briefs, pushed against her slick pussy.

      "Oh!" Her greedy hands seized the sides of my waistband. "When are you going to be naked, too?"

      If I could avoid it, not at all. The temptation was too great, uncaging my cock would make it even worse. But I didn't want her to surface from the pleasure coursing through her body.

      "Patience, baby girl." I started to kiss my way down her body, mouthing and kneading the ample flesh until my head crossed the border line of her belly button. Placing a big palm on her inner thighs, I stretched her wide open.

      "Wh-what are you doing now?" she asked, her thighs and mound beginning to quiver.

      Mesmerized by the way her pussy danced with anticipation, I was slow to answer. I pushed my face close to her flesh, but not so close I touched the skin. I drew a long breath, sampling the humid, arousing smells of her sex. They were fresh and light even though the clear juices were thick and sticky.

      "You want to know what I’m doing?" I teased.

      "Yes," she breathed. "I really, really want to know."

      I chuckled at her enthusiasm then blew a cold draft of air the length of her pussy. The flesh was colored a dark rose from the blood that infused the capillaries. The hood sheltering her clit was swollen and throbbed with her pulse. Before I answered, I blew another line of air, the flow focused on her thick, aching clit.

      "What I’m doing is looking for that flower we were talking about earlier."

      A nervous sound escaped her. "Okay."

      "Is it here?" I asked then slicking my tongue under the hood, teasing the sensitive flesh it concealed.

      Another breathless "oh" and then she said, "maybe."

      "Mm-hmm." I buried the whole of her clit with my mouth, my top lip rubbing up and down its spine while my tongue and bottom lip slurped and sucked at the pearl.

      The top half of her body tried to levitate off the bed. Her hands wrapped around my skull to hold me in place.

      "I think it's there," she rasped. "I really, really do."

      Managing to free myself of her strong grip, I snaked my tongue lower—to the source of all that fresh cream that tickled my nose. I ran the tip around the circle of her pussy.

      "Could be there, could be here."

      My tongue plunged into her, thick and questing. I heard all the air leave her lungs in a whoosh. A sharp cry followed and her mound searched against my face. Bracing my forearms against her thighs and pressing on her mound with both hands, I held her down and splayed.

      "Baby, this is mine and you're going to stop wiggling and bucking so much so I can sample every inch of this sweet pussy."

      "Oh, yes," she sobbed, needy tears making her blue eyes sparkle. She threw her arms against her face and the instant before my head disappeared between her thighs again, I saw her bite her flesh in search of control.

      Teeth, tongue, lips—biting, licking, sucking. I used my whole mouth and more, my thumbs stretching to rub and push and pinch at her thick clit when I wasn't tasting her there.

      I wouldn't fuck her with my cock, but my tongue filled her, stroked inside hard and insistent. She spoke like a soul possessed, little kittenish growls ripping through her throat when I intentionally eased the pressure against her sex to no more than a whisper.

      Growling back, I devoured her pussy like a man eating his last meal. She was so fucking hot, so sensuous. My cock throbbed with its own, separate pulse that demanded I stop the charade of being a gentleman. I wanted in her, wanted to pound the hot, wet pussy creaming beneath my mouth.

      But I kept control, kissed and sucked and licked over and over until she bucked against me, her cream flooding the sheets as she screamed loud and high enough in her pleasure that I was certain the mirror would shatter.

      Slowly, I brought her back down to earth. I surged up the bed, hungry for her kisses and the salty taste of the tears she had shed.

      "Naked," she demanded, pushing at my track pants. "Please, I know you won't use it, but..."

      She drew a ragged breath, her frustration bringing a fresh, wet shimmer to her eyes. "It's not nice to tease a blind girl, you know that, right?"

      I barked a laugh. She wasn't pulling any punches.

      "Is it nice to spank her when she's being bratty?" I shot back.

      I made the mistake of looking at her face. She didn't say a word but her expression told me that something about the idea of my spanking her had cranked her arousal another notch higher.

      Yeah, it definitely turned her on.

      It turned me on, too, more than I wanted to admit or thought I could control. If she asked me right then to spank her, I would have. And then I would have fucked her—completely.

      "Okay, you win, Lace.” I jumped off the bed and quickly stripped the pants and briefs off. "I'm naked, but our deal isn't changing. Do you understand?"

      A tantalizing pout shaped her mouth.

      "I'm serious, Lacey. Tell me you understand."

      She nodded, reluctantly, and then she added. "I understand. But just so you understand, I am touching it."

      I grinned, climbing back onto the bed and settling between her legs. Even knowing it was reckless, I pushed the fat head of my cock down and let the hot flesh soak up some of her cream. Then I ran the tip up and down her pussy, teasing the line of her clit, testing the tight seal of her entrance.

      She spread her thighs wider, but she was so tight and had my cock so swollen that there was no danger of me slipping in. I pushed just a little, enjoying the throaty moan my teasing drew from her. Then I pulled back and hovered over her voluptuous body.

      Her hands sneaked their way between us to touch my shaft.

      She gave me another one of those sexy little "oh" sounds that pushed me closer to the edge.

      "Is this normal?" she asked almost reverently.

      The question checked me for a second, but then I laughed. "Are you talking about the size?"

      Her head bobbed and she had to swallow before she could speak. "Yes...it’s so thick and..."

      With her palms pressing against the sides she swooped her hands down toward my balls and sighed. "And long—very long."

      She bit at that plump, juicy lip and then another blush heated her cheeks. “Also, I don't understand how I can be so wet down there. Is that normal, too?”

      "Your pussy?" I teased as I let the length of my shaft settle against her clit. "It's incredibly sexy how wet you are for me, Lacey. It's not something to get embarrassed about. You're meant to get wet like that so it won't hurt if you have a big cock sliding into you."

      Another "oh" slipped past her lips and I thought for a second, she might faint on me.

      "Do you think you might ever put it in me?" she asked, her tone shy and aching.

      I wanted it in her right then, but the rules were clear. "That's not open to discussion tonight, baby. But I can still make you come with it."

      Before she could ask for an explanation, I started to rock against her. She was so slick that my erection slid easily between her swollen labia. With her fingers between my cock and my stomach, she molded her grip and her body around its length.

      I rocked a little faster, then harder, then slow. She was moaning again, her teeth worrying that bottom lip. Spreading her thighs wide, she dug her heels into the mattress and rocked upward against me, altering our pace until I was slamming through the grip of her labia and hands, my heavy balls slapping against her exposed pussy, battering the exterior of the sensitive flesh.

      Sweet, fuckable, beautiful Lacey. She started to come again, her eyes rolling back, the press of her fingers more insistent so that, when her climax hit her full on, I exploded across her stomach at the same time.

      Sagging against her, our bodies still humming with a sweet, rocking rhythm, I kissed her neck and lost myself in the light cooing sounds that echoed through her throat.

      When her sweet murmurs faded completely, I rolled onto my side. She turned toward me. Reaching between us, she secured my hand.

      "Will you stay the night in bed with me?"

      "Absolutely," I answered. 

      I had told Lacey that being with her would permanently change me. I could already feel those changes settling into my bones, infusing my blood.

      "Just let me get the light." Rolling so my back was to her, I reached for the bedside lamp. Her fingers smoothed across my shoulder blades then down the center of my spine.

      The tattoo she touched was intricate. Two battle axes merged into an anchor, the style a network of Viking knots. To Lacey, it probably looked like an inkblot or something from a Rorschach test, what she saw an interpretation, perhaps, of her feelings for me.

      "Do you want me to describe it to you?” I asked.

      "Maybe one day I'll let you build a picture of the lines," she whispered, her hand trembling as it withdrew. "Tonight, it's enough to touch them."

      She traced my back for a long time, her fingers still touching my tattoo as she finally drifted off to sleep.
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      Waking up, I never wanted to let go of Lacey. She fit perfectly in the crook of my arm, her head against my chest and the calm breaths she took as she slept warming my skin. But there were things to do—she still needed to talk to Austin.

      Not wanting her to think I had abandoned her when she woke up to find me out of the room, I roused her with a gentle massage and a few strategically placed kisses along her throat and face.

      Her eyelids fluttered then her expression widened as she stifled a yawn.

      "The sun is up, beautiful," I whispered against her ear. She tried to burrow against me, but I wasn't going to surrender to that sweet temptation. "I'm going to take a quick shower and then start breakfast."

      "I'll make breakfast for you," she said, still trying to bury her face against my shoulder.

      "You can cook me dinner," I countered, my hand searching for the top of her thighs. I eased my hand between her legs and gave a short squeeze. "You're going to want a long, hot shower to work the kinks out. And you are talking to Austin this morning, remember?"

      Neck craning, I watched emotion sweep across her face as I reminded her of the talk she had to have. I caressed her cheek, hoping I could soothe away the anxiety. The way her body molded against me, I figured she was as reluctant to let go as I was.

      "You don't have to worry about his answer. Whatever it takes, I'll make sure something is worked out." More words wanted to spill out, like how I would take care of her for as long as she wanted me to if Austin said "no." But I knew he wouldn't deny his sweet little cousin a secure, comfortable future that didn't involve any support—or interference—from her mother.

      "I believe you," she answered. "But I want a good morning kiss before you go."

      "I couldn't live without one," I confessed before rolling her onto her back. A couple dozen carnal ways to kiss her fluttered through my mind, but I kept it mostly chaste and with only a little lingering. A slow kiss on her lips, a sucking on the hollow of her shoulder, a little bite followed by a soothing lick—all as I slid a little more off the bed.

      "French toast with apple maple syrup and a touch of powdered sugar," I promised, knowing it was her absolute favorite breakfast. "And some crispy bacon to aid all those muscles we worked last night."

      A wicked grin whipped across her face and I was glad, for a second, that all she could see of me were blocks of light and dark because my cock surged that last little bit to become fully erect.

      Lifting her hand from the mattress, I bowed over it and gave her one last kiss before retreating to my room for clothes and then into the kitchen to start breakfast. While I cooked, I texted Austin, reconfirming that he was no longer my employer but also telling him that I was sticking around as long as Lacey wanted my company. I also told him she wanted to see him before the day was over.

      He set the time for a late lunch.

      When Lacey entered the kitchen half an hour later wearing a white dress with pink sunflowers, I felt so light that I could have floated to the ceiling. She had always been beautiful, her presence uplifting, but she had been holding back the full power that she possessed. The surgery had clouded her thoughts, weighing down her natural exuberance. But all the stress disappeared that morning.

      She seemed happier despite how much of her future remained unsettled. Seeing her happier made me happier.

      Finished with breakfast, we spent the time close to one another while we waited for the appointment time with Austin to arrive. We sat on the couch for a while, my arm around her shoulder, her face against my neck, the manicured fingers dancing lightly against my chest. We walked the grounds, sunshine soaking into our bones and further lightening our mood.

      We didn't talk about the night before or the days ahead of us. I expected her to, but she didn't and I was grateful for that.

      I knew what I wanted, what I had long wanted and long denied the truth of. But I also knew it would be too easy to pull her into giving me everything she was. She had experienced so little of the world, even less of it on her own. She had lost most of her sight before she was old enough to be independent. I didn't want her to commit to being tied down at the same time that a whole new world might be opening up to her.

      So we talked about everything else, carefully. I didn't talk about the horrors of combat, just the brothers I had made while serving and the family I still had in Tennessee. She didn't tell me about the pain of living under her mother's crushing, but indifferent, thumb. Instead she told me about her father and how Austin had been before he joined the service, getting into more shenanigans than I could have imagined.

      We learned about all the positives of our life before we first met and spoke of none of the negatives.

      Lunch rolled around and the talk with Austin went exactly as I expected. He promised she would never have to go back to her mother. He even called his trust attorney while we were there, revealing that he already had a fund set up for Lacey in the event of his death. Now he would set the process in motion so that she could draw what she needed while he was still alive.

      She waited until the following morning before she called her doctor and scheduled the surgery a week out. Then we waited together for that day to roll around.
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      The surgery came and went.

      It was never expected to be a fast or even a predictable recovery; we all knew that going in. After the surgery, the bandages had to stay on for an entire week to avoid overstimulating the eye while the optic nerves healed. That meant no post-op tests, no way of knowing anything.

      It was the longest damn week of my life.

      Waiting. Wondering. Hoping. Worrying.

      Preparing.

      For whatever outcome.

      And I know it was infinitely harder for Lacey.

      She didn't want anyone but me to take her to that follow-up appointment. She had a death grip on my hand as she sat on the examining table, the doctor side-eying me as he navigated around my bulk to remove all the wrapping.

      Before he unwound the last length, he told Lacey to keep her eyes closed until he directed her to open them. I had a few seconds to look at her face. There were sutures at the outer corner of each eye. Faint bruises ringed the lids, most of them already yellowing.

      "It looks horrible, doesn't it?" she whispered and squeezed my hand a little harder.

      "No, baby. It's almost all healed." It wasn't an outright lie. Seeing it made me hurt for her, but she wasn't any less beautiful to me. She could never be anything other than beautiful to me.

      "I'll know in a second if you're fibbing," she said.

      She was wrong.

      The doctor told her to slowly open her eyes. She complied, lifting the lids so slowly that a snail could have run laps around her.

      Once the lids were fully open, the determined line of her mouth collapsed and I knew.

      Lacey couldn't see anything.

      The doctor droned his reassurances.

      "It's to be expected when the bandages first come off, Miss Long."

      The read I had on his face told me the total lack of sight was a bad sign. Before the surgery, she had been able to see at least a little—blocks of grey and black and white with a whisper of tint in stronger lights.

      Now…nothing.

      Finished flashing his little light at her, the doctor grabbed his clipboard and scribbled along a sheet of paper.

      "I'm ordering a scan for you to complete before you go home today. You'll also need to schedule an appointment for two weeks from now, with a scan the morning of the next appointment, before you see me."

      Her dark blond brows danced for a second at the doctor's poor choice of words.

      "Well," she said, once we were home and curled up on the couch. "At least now you can see my blue eyes again."

      Her mouth trembled and her voice wavered when she spoke, but she was done crying about her sight.

      She leaned into me and I tilted her head up for a kiss.

      "Yes, baby, I can," I agreed, "and that's all I'll ever need."
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        * * *

      

      The doctor had been quite explicit about Lacey not exerting herself the first week post-surgery. She had been equally explicit before leaving his office at that second post-surgery visit on whether the prohibition was lifted.

      "Let's wait until today's scans are back," he had cautioned.

      His answer and the three-day wait for the results had frustrated her, but the restrictions were modified from no exertion to light exertion. That left things a little weird between Lacey and me. I had been happy for the prohibition. While I spent every night in her bed, no more than light petting had occurred since our first night together.

      I wanted more, and her tricky fingers tried to tease me out of my gentlemanly ways, but I held my ground. We needed to wait for the full results. Then she needed to decide what she wanted from me.

      No matter how clumsily I phrased the need to wait, she never accused me of trying to keep my distance so I could abandon her later. But I could sometimes see the worry in the way her mouth quirked or how her shoulders tensed. I did everything beyond renewing our sexual intimacy that I could to ease her unspoken fear.

      It wasn't that I had any intention of abandoning her if it turned out she was permanently blind. I was only trying to avoid her feeling stuck with me because of that intimacy if she regained enough vision to live independently.

      My cock and my heart called my head a damnable fool twice a day—three times on Sunday.

      Two more weeks passed, another scan, another doctor's visit, same results other than all restrictions on activity were lifted. She could run a marathon—if she wanted to run it blind.

      She let me cook her dinner after that final post-surgery follow-up. She disappeared into her room while I did so. Even if I had been a complete idiot when it came to reading body language, which, admittedly, I sometimes was when it came to Lacey, I knew she had to be a little depressed.

      I didn't expect her to emerge from the bedroom wearing a grin as I was waiting for the timer to run out on dinner.

      "Tell, me, Wake Robinson," she said, stopping to pull a stool out from the kitchen island. "Now that my chances are pretty much nil that I will ever see again, do I get a pity prize from you?"

      "Lace, I've never pitied you," I corrected. "Only admired."

      "Mm-hmm," she responded with a grimace pulling the corner of her lips down. "Well, then, do I get an admiration prize?"

      I fully knew where she was going with this. Tonight had been building for five weeks. Only I had been hoping for encouraging news from her doctor, and stopping by the pharmacy to pick up condoms would have been unconscionable after he all but proclaimed her permanently blind.

      "Baby, I'm ready to move in that direction, but a little slower. There's still the issue of protecting you against pregnancy."

      Her nose scrunched playfully as she shook her head. "Got that all taken care of, cowboy."

      My cock perked up at her playful tone while my brain wondered what the hell was she talking about.

      "Come again?" I asked, the timer on the casserole distracting me.

      "And again and again," she teased, reaching into her pocket and pulling out three wrapped condoms.

      Forgetting all about the dinner, I turned back to her and confiscated the shiny squares of cellophane. "You haven't been anywhere without me. How did you manage to get ahold of these?"

      My first suspicion was Austin, but I couldn't imagine Lacey asking him. And whether or not he thought we might be doing the dirty already, he would expect me to have this issue covered.

      "You left me with the nurse to get the car," she volunteered. "She thinks we make a cute couple. She says you're all googly-eyed when you look at me, so I explained my predicament. Luckily, she likes to have fun and had some in her purse."

      She took the condoms away one by one then giggled. "A lot of fun, apparently."

      "Okay," I answered, my lungs squeezed so tight I could barely get the words out. "Looks like we both get our prize tonight."

      "Not so fast," she teased, shaking her head at me. "I have a condition."

      "Anything you want, Lacey." The words came out like automatic fire. I had been walking around with blue balls for far too long. Once I knew what her feelings for me were, I abandoned my prior means of alleviating any sexual frustration. If I wasn't giving her all of me, then any quiet jerking off in the shower to keep sane had become off limits.

      "I want you to spank me first."

      When I said I would do anything she wanted, I hadn't expected her to ask for that.

      I mean, I had done it to plenty of women. I liked doing it. But Lacey was different—she couldn't see my face to know that it was only about pleasure, not punishment. She couldn't—

      "You said 'anything,'" she reminded me, her tone still playful but with an edge ready to spill into being sharp. "I want you to make love to me just like you would with a sighted woman."

      The breath I had been holding in escaped. I nodded, then mentally kicked myself for forgetting that she couldn't see my agreement.

      "Okay, baby. I'm going to spank that sweet ass."

      I leaned in for a hot kiss to seal the promise.

      And that's when the fire alarm went off.
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      With dinner burnt, we settled on a long evening of dessert.

      I spoon fed Lacey black walnut ice cream, kissing the full lips between swallows. Watching her mouth, the lingering of her tongue, the licks and smiles—it all drove me crazy. I could barely see straight following her down the hallway to our bedroom that night.

      My cock had been erect for hours, the intensity of my arousal causing me physical pain.

      “Lacey,” I groaned, sitting her on the edge of the bed, "you are so fucking hot. Sexy, voluptuous curves made just for me.”

      Getting light headed, I had to sit down next to her. I had a short laugh at myself, wondering for one fleeting second where the badass bodyguard and former Special Forces soldier had disappeared to before I realized I didn't miss his dumb ass at all.

      "I love you, Lacey," I said, all my reasons for holding back gone.

      "What?" her body turned toward me, her fingers gently searching the air between us until she made contact. "What did you just say?"

      "That I love you," I repeated, my tone growing more serious.

      "And you're just waiting to say it now?"

      I frowned. Was I in trouble? Did she not want me to be in love with her?

      Finding my arms, she grabbed ahold of me and gave a hard shake. It wasn't violent, but neither was it playful.

      "I'm sorry I didn't say it earlier, but I just didn't want you to feel trapped if your sight returned and things changed between us after.”

      Her eyes misted instantly, the tears already erupting past the barrier of her bottom eyelids to wet her cheeks.

      "You're not happy..." I trailed off, realizing I might have greatly misjudged her infatuation with me.

      "No," she started then shook her head. "I mean I am happy. Of course I'm happy!"

      She slugged my arm then crushed her body against me. "It's just that waiting to say it until tonight made me think I really was getting a pity prize."

      Now it was my turn to shake her—for thinking something so ridiculous—but I didn't. I gathered her up in my arms and rolled until her back was flat against the bed.

      "I've been crazy for you far longer than I've let on," I confessed, kissing the tears that hadn't yet dried. "And I'm serious when I say I never pitied you. You can't pity amazing, and that's what you are."

      "Pfft!" She playfully tapped her fist against the side of my arm. “Clearly I'm awesome, but I'm not that awesome."

      I laughed, slightly incredulous at her reactions throughout the day. Most people would have been curled in a ball and crying at the news the doctor gave her. She was laughing, smiling like nothing could keep her down.

      I gave voice to my thoughts.

      Her smile deepened.

      "Because I have you with me, Wake," she said, all the teasing gone from her tone and expression. "I won't lie and say I wasn't worried these last few weeks. I worried sometimes that, no matter what happened, you weren't going to stay around much longer. But you kept lifting me up. Deep down I didn't think it was possible that you would ever leave. But..."

      She paused to inhale deeply. Her cheeks flushed and I knew whatever she was about to say would be momentous.

      "I love you, too, to my core and in every imaginable way," she said, spitting the words out fast before anxiety claimed her capacity for speech. "So I thought I might be deluding myself and interpreting every kind, sweet thing you did as love because I couldn't imagine going forward without you."

      I buried my face against her neck, hiding my tears from a blind woman. She sniffled against my ear then wrapped her arms around my shoulders.

      "I estimated we would be moaning and groaning by now," she said, back to teasing me again. "But I'm glad we're not because this is so much more important."

      Robbed of my voice, I kissed her neck. She let me shelter against her, her warm hands stroking my back and caressing my head. She started singing softly, the words from an old lullaby I half remembered from my childhood.

      "Baby girl,” I said, lifting my head and staring at her serene face. "Why have you been hiding that beautiful voice?"

      Her cheeks turned pink, but the blush was pleased and accompanied by a broad grin.

      "It's not possible to hide just a little of your light under a bushel," she answered.

      I could see she was getting ready to cry again, something about what she had just said turning her sad.

      "Stop right there, love," I said, pulling away. "I don't want to see any of those kinds of tears again tonight, so tell me what I need to do to distract you."

      She laughed, a hiccup interrupting the sound.

      "I told you before dinner what you needed to do," she chided playfully. "You're the one being Miss Emotional."

      "Oh, so that's how you want to play it?" I asked, my mood instantly lightened by the idea of having her across my lap and delivering a few well-earned swats to that luscious ass of hers.

      "Yes." She whispered like she was at confession as another slow blush warmed its way across her cheeks. "That is very much how I want to play it. A spanking and then there's a flower to be plucked, if I recall correctly."

      More than ready to refresh her memory, I exhaled a hot puff of air. Standing up, I stole the pillows from the head of the bed, positioned them, then ordered her onto her feet so I could slowly undress her with a lot of teasing before I removed each piece.

      "I always knew there was a bit of a brat lurking behind that sweet exterior," I said, unthreading the last button of her blouse. She bit at her lip, trying to control a wicked smile so she could appear as innocent as she really was.

      She wore the kind of bra I love, the type with the fasteners up front. I unhooked it and reached under the cups to grab two overflowing handfuls of breast. Bending a little, I lifted one to my mouth and sucked at the nipple until Lacey's knees went weak.

      "A saucy brat," I added, seeing my effect on her. Getting onto my knees, I kissed a line down her belly. Her thighs had started to shake. She had on a skirt and I ran my palms up the back of her calves, skimming up her thighs to clutch her full bottom.

      "Your saucy brat," she answered with a moan.

      My fingers drifted inward. Heat singed the tips, the fabric of her panties damp from arousal.

      "My saucy, wet brat," I amended with a growl.

      Removing the underwear, I lifted the skirt up around her hips and ordered Lacey to part her thighs. Soft mewls gurgled from her throat as I licked at her clit. Flesh that had already been trembling started to quake. She placed her palms atop my head to steady herself.

      Before that evening, I had only penetrated her with my tongue. With her standing there, pussy soaked, I ran the pad of one finger around the muscle that guarded her sex. Her hands knotted in my hair. Her mound pushed forward.

      Gently, I prodded at the opening. Aroused as Lacey was, she remained incredibly tight. I would have to carefully stretch her before penetrating her with my cock.

      Still nibbling at her clit, I eased one finger inside her pussy. She started to vibrate. I eased off. Standing, I ordered her back onto the bed, her skirt still on and the crease of her hips centered atop the pillows.

      I had positioned the pillows far enough away from the edge of the bed that I could brace one knee against the mattress but keep all the leverage of standing. I raised her skirt once more, revealing her firm, voluptuous ass.

      My aching balls contracted so hard I had to remind myself to go slow.

      "The main idea behind a spanking," I said, both of my hands gripping and kneading her cheeks, "is to increase the flow of blood to this area, to heighten the sensitivity, the pleasure."

      I trailed a finger down her perineum, traced the circle of her pussy then caressed the spine of her clit before racing back up to the tight hole and pushing in to the base of my finger.

      My cock jerked from how tight she was.

      I pulled out, cupped her flesh from ass to clit and gave a hard squeeze.

      "Are you ready, Lace?" I asked, a tremor running through my words. "I'll only warn you on the first swat."

      She swallowed hard, her lips bouncing with nervous tension as she shaped her answer. "Yes, I'm ready."

      Her pussy winked as her bottom clenched in anticipation.

      "Baby," I groaned, my head dipping to nuzzle her wet pussy. "You're killing me. How am I supposed to spank you when all I want to do is lick and suck?"

      "Buck up, soldier." Giggling, she tried to crawl forward and escape my mouth. "Or else I'll have to show you how much of a brat I can really be."

      I braced my arm against her lower back so she couldn't get away. Then I pressed my pelvis against the side of her hip to hold her tight. I knew she couldn't really be a brat, but she had earned that first spanking by trying to get away.

      "More than one way to discipline you," I teased, two of my thick fingers rubbing against her perineum before pushing against the opening of her sealed pussy. I had only dared push one finger in earlier, this time I worked two in, gently twisting until they were buried inside her. Then I spread the tips about an inch apart and slowly twisted my way out until just the pads remained hidden. Back in, a little faster and harder, then the tips even further apart as I withdrew.

      Without the warning I had promised a few seconds ago, I smacked her ass hard.

      "Oh!" she gasped, her body surging forward.

      Her pussy started to gulp, the muscles sucking inward. I gave another smack, this time closer to that dancing, winking hole I would soon have my cock buried in. Fingers back in, hooked and tugging, then the slick pads sliding along her clit and finishing with a pinch before I gave another slap, this one a little less stinging and against her labia.

      "Sweet heavens," she moaned and pushed her face against the mattress, her ass lifting higher. She turned her head so that one cheek pressed against the bedding. "You never said you were going to spank me there."

      "Did I neglect to mention that?" I asked with a grin and another slap to the same spot, this one with more force than any of the first three. My fingers plunged back in to fuck her slowly. "I'm going to tap that swollen clit with my cock before I put it in you."

      Her greedy pussy grasped at my fingers. She fisted the blanket with both hands and moaned into the mattress. Just when I thought she might come from all the fingering, I popped her bottom another time.

      She swallowed and her ass started to bob in anticipation of another swat. I gave her three fingers instead, stretching her as much as I could without tearing. It would take a full four fingers before she would be ready for my cock. Pulling out, I dipped my thumb in, made sure it was dripping with her cream then pressed the pad against her ass and pushed the fingers back into her pussy.

      "Wake," she groaned. She was back to having one cheek pressed against the bed, her lips forming a funnel as she puffed air in and out, her cheeks inflating and her tongue flat against her upper lip.

      Fuck, she was beautiful. Sensuous, voluptuous, sweet, innocent, and mine. All mine, every last, luscious inch.

      I pulled out and gave her two hard smacks, one on each ass cheek, followed by a third stinging slap against her protruding clit. She bucked once, the tightening of her pussy telling me she was close to climax once more.

      Cooing at her, I rubbed slowly up and down the line of her sex until her pussy relaxed just a little. One finger, two fingers, three fingers...

      Four fingers.

      Just the tips, her muscle strangling my flesh. A slow rotation and a lot of Lacey's juice got me up to the first knuckle. Shallow fucking, another twist, and her building moans got me in to the middle knuckle. I put the pad of my thumb against the tight star above and pressed rhythmically, each push against her bottom getting me another centimeter deeper into her pussy, her body so tense I could hear the vibration of her flesh hiding below the keening vocalizations of her climax.

      She shuddered to a stop, her mouth moving wordlessly as she tried to gulp in fresh air.

      Merciless, I rolled her onto her back then buried my face between her legs, my tongue soothing the swollen flesh that I had fingered so roughly. Lacey curled her hands around the back of my skull and held on like a drowning woman as I tore another climax from her.

      Truth be told, I was the one drowning. I needed this woman to live. Forget air or water or food. I could survive on her smile and sweet body alone.

      Jumping up, I stripped my clothes away then pawed through my pockets for the condoms she had secured from the nurse. Placing them next to Lacey, I climbed back onto the bed and pulled the skirt off her body and spread her legs.

      I wet my hard cock in her juices then tapped it against her clit, the fast, erratic rhythm matching my racing pulse. She had me beyond worked up and I needed to numb my flesh or I would come before I was even in her.

      "I need a dictionary," she said, her voice all dreamy.

      "Right now?" I asked, laughing but worried that she would say she needed one immediately.

      Her cheeks glowed pink and then she laughed with me. "I didn't think I was saying that out loud. I can wait until later, but I need a word for what is more than amazing."

      "Easy," I said, my fingers inside her, stretching her again before I put the condom on. "That word is 'Lacey.'"

      She disagreed with a furious shake of her head. "Nope, that word is definitely 'Wake.' Has been for a while for me.”

      Damn, she was killing me with how beautiful and generous she was.

      And sexy—couldn't forget that. I had never seen a woman so damn sexy, never been so aroused by any other woman as I was at that second.

      "Let's agree to disagree," I said, my fingers leaving her so I could roll the condom onto my swollen cock. I leaned over, my hips even with hers, my lips ghosting along her forehead with a kiss. Reaching between us, I positioned my cock at her gate and gave that first, tentative push.

      My eyes rolled back in my head as I slid deeper. Her pussy molded around me, gripping and swallowing my cock until my aching balls were pressed tight against her plump bottom. I rested a little of my weight against her soft flesh, my mouth capturing hers as I began to rock inside Lacey.

      Her hands found my ass, her nails digging into the flesh to keep me locked tight. I pushed, she tugged, the synchronicity of our movements so perfect that it felt fated, as if nature had fashioned our bodies for one another and no one else.

      When we came, we came together, and I knew no one would ever keep us apart again.
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      The universe decided to test my bold claim the very next morning. Halfway through cooking an omelet from the ham, peppers and onion Lacey had cut up, a pounding started at the door. The knocking grew in force, the rhythm erratic and clearly not the product of a rational mind.

      I turned the burner off and reached into the kitchen drawer. I pulled out a holstered gun. I had stopped wearing one inside the house, but had placed them in the common rooms and our bedroom, making sure Lacey knew exactly where they were hidden so that she wouldn't accidentally encounter one.

      With my pistol secured, I wrapped Lacey's fingers around the handle of the carving knife and told her to stay put. On my way out of the kitchen, I pressed the panic button near the light switch.

      I approached the door with caution, perplexed by the absence of shouting. Whoever was on the other side had given up knocking and seemed to be hitting the door in a full body attack. A rather slim body judging by the sound of the impact.

      Looking through the keyhole, I saw Amanda Long, a cigarette hanging from her mouth, her garish red lipstick smeared on one corner.

      Knowing how thick the door was and how physically unimposing Lacey's mother was, I unsnapped the holster from my belt and returned to the kitchen.

      "It's just your mother," I said, capturing her wrist and extracting the knife from her tight grip. "I already signaled for the security team."

      "Shouldn't we let her in?" she asked, her brows pinching together, the entirety of her expression suggesting she didn't want to visit with her mother, especially if the woman was acting this crazy.

      "Your call," I said with a shrug she couldn't see. "But I don't think there's any harm in letting her wear herself out a bit."

      "Whatever she's going to say, I'd rather not have Austin's guards hearing it."

      "Good point." I leaned over and gave her cheek a quick kiss before punching the speaker that connected to the gatehouse and telling the team to hold position at the perimeter until I asked for more assistance.

      Returning to the door, I opened it suddenly and watched with an admittedly shameful satisfaction as Amanda Long hit the floor in a sprawl.

      From the rank breeze as she launched herself past me, I could tell the woman had been drinking.

      A lot.

      I looked at the drive to find her little red Porsche with a broken headlight. Turning back, I saw that she had regained her feet. I grabbed hold of the neck of her blouse to keep her from charging into the kitchen.

      She tried to turn on me, all nails and teeth.

      "Don't touch me you filthy pervert! What kind of sick fetish is it to fuck a blind girl?"

      Lacey had made her way out of the kitchen, her fingertips lightly trailing against the dining room table as she approached her mother.

      "She's drunk, Lace. Best if you keep your distance."

      If the woman put so much as a scratch on my girl, I would flatten the bitch.

      "Not so drunk I can't see you've turned my daughter into a whore!" Amanda Long twisted to smirk at me. "Or are you the whore? Austin paying you to bang his pathetic little cousin? I bet that's it."

      I looked quickly to Lacey and studied her face to make sure Amanda wasn't planting any seed of doubt in her daughter's head.

      "Oh," Amanda screeched. "You should see the look on his face."

      She jabbed one bony finger in my direction, her arms too short to have any chance of actually poking me.

      "Guilty as charged, I see. I knew a man that looked like you could never be interested in that great, big blob of afterbirth!"

      Lord help me, I wanted to snap the woman's neck. How someone as sweet and beautiful as my Lacey could come from this drugstore mannequin was one of nature's most terrible mysteries.

      Lacey stopped moving toward us. Her face turned to stone and my heart began to sink like one with the thought that she might take her mother's words seriously.

      "You're never going to stop being hateful," Lacey whispered. "Are you, mama?"

      With my hand still gripping the fabric of her blouse, Amanda whipped her thin frame back in her daughter's direction. "Just like you're never going to be anything other than an ungrateful bitch! I clothed you, fed you, and all you've ever done is embarrass me with your grotesque body and pathetic whining."

      "Clothed me?" Lacey asked, fury building in her voice. "Just because I could never see well doesn't mean I couldn't feel the difference between the clothes I had when daddy was still alive and the ones you put me in after he died. You're nothing but a cheap gold digger, mama."

      A smile cracked my face. A woman like Amanda could heap shit on her daughter year after year, but eventually the girl was going to blossom and that time had come.

      "By the way," Lacey added. "The surgery was a failure and I'm now fully blind. Thank you for checking in ... oh, wait, you didn't."

      Amanda stopped struggling. I had the stupid, crazy thought that maybe Lacey's last words had softened the bitch up a little, drawn out whatever maternal feelings might be buried beneath the layers of noxious perfume and Prada clothing, but I was utterly wrong.

      "Totally blind, eh?" Amanda asked, her voice coated in acid. "You think Austin's going to take care of you? How's that woman he's marrying going to feel having some helpless, sniveling, overgrown brat always around? Because I sure know how it makes ME feel!"

      I jerked Amanda hard in my direction, a growl on my lips and my free hand dangerously closing into a fist. Part of me, what was left of the man my mother had raised, would never hit a woman. But as a soldier, I had killed one. She'd had a bomb strapped to her chest and Amanda didn't, but the woman's words were cutting at Lacey with all the force of shrapnel from a grenade. I could see their effect, Lacey's shoulders starting to sag and the rim of her eyes reddening. She pressed three fingers to her temple, the other hand clutching at the back of a dining room chair.

      "As great as Austin and his bride-to-be are," I hissed, yanking Amanda toward the door, "Someone else will be taking care of Lacey—me!"

      She tried to claw at my face. I pushed her hard against the wall, my palm pressing against her sternum to pin her in place.

      "Your venomous ass is leaving," I warned. "A guard will drive you home and another will drive your car because I'm not letting some drunk bitch kill anyone on the road. But first you're telling me what brought you here today!"

      I had my suspicions but I wanted confirmation before I got anyone fired.

      "There was a witness to that tramp nurse at the doctor's office giving my whore of a daughter those condoms." The slurring of Amanda's words were half from the alcohol coursing through her veins and half from the tight smirk that stretched her mouth wide and ugly. "You all thought you could shut me out by firing the aide, but I've known every move you've made, known the little bitch was completely blind since the bandages came off!"

      "That's all I needed to know." I yanked Amanda outside and handed her off to one of the security team with instructions to take care of her and her vehicle before I went back inside to Lacey.

      I found her sitting in the side chair next to the couch, her hands covering her face. I sat on the chair's flat arm rest and gently coaxed her into lowering her arms.

      She did, but she pulled her hands back up almost immediately, wincing and shutting her eyes tight.

      "Can you draw the curtains," she whispered with an exhausted sigh. "The light hurts."

      Without thinking about what she had just said, I got up, lowered the shade and closed the curtains on the big picture window that looked out on the nearby pond.

      Halfway back to where Lacey sat, I stopped dead in my tracks.

      "Baby, are you saying you can see the light?"

      She dropped her hands from her eyes. Surprise slowly crawled along her beautiful face. She rotated her arms and wrists, brought her fingertips together then separated them.

      "Oh my god, what just happened?" she asked.

      "I don't know, but we're getting you to the doctor right now!”

      I swept Lacey up and hustled her to the car, afraid that some blood vessel had popped or some other terrifying complication of the surgery had come to pass. I thought about skipping her specialist and taking her straight to the emergency room, but she insisted that she was fine and that each of the scary complications the doctor had warned her about would be accompanied by intense pain, which she swore she wasn't feeling.

      “Do you think?” she asked quietly, more to herself than me.

      “Let’s just get you to the doctor, baby.”
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      Seven long hours later, we were sitting in Austin's study in the main house processing everything that the doctor had said.

      I’d called Austin from the specialist's office and he’d rushed over, getting there just as the fresh scans the doctor had ordered were brought up from the lab for review.

      The doctor couldn't be certain, but he’d suspected that the sudden and extreme jump in Lacey's blood pressure brought on by the scene with Amanda had somehow reduced an undiscovered pinch point on Lacey's optic nerve.

      The scan showed a minute change in the density of the cells where the optic nerve joined a sort of neural crossroads that he called the "optic chiasma." Whatever the hell that meant, Lacey's vision was slowly returning. Hour by hour.

      Already she could see better than she had before the surgery.

      We didn’t have all the answers yet, and we didn’t want to get our hopes up, but the doctor seemed cautiously optimistic. He gave her a heavily tinted pair of glasses and told her to keep her eyes shaded completely for the next twenty-four hours until he saw her again for a follow-up bout of testing.

      Lacey of course prodded about best case scenarios and he finally gave in, saying that if everything looked okay the next day, they’d schedule a second visit with the specialist after another week, and then an optometrist for corrective lenses to address any remaining issues with her eyesight. He warned her that her vision would could continue to change periodically for a while, but that the all signs were pointing to those changes being positive ones.

      Leaning back in his leather desk chair, Austin exhaled. "At last, something good coming out of Amanda’s toxic presence in your life.”

      Lacey frowned for a second, but not over Austin's words.

      She pushed up from where we sat on one of two couches and approached Austin's desk. Turning on the banker's light off, she took a step back and lowered her tinted glasses. "This is great grandpa Addison's desk, isn't it?"

      A sheepish grin flashed across Austin's face before he erased it with a swipe of his hand. "Yes, your mother was selling it off and I had a friend purchase it without telling her I was the real buyer."

      The man they were talking about had died before Lacey was born, so I wasn't sure why she was so interested in his desk given all the other interesting things that had happened that day.

      Rounding the desk, she shooed Austin out of the way.

      "There's a hidden drawer," she said, smiling as she got on her knees. "Daddy always used to leave me something in it when he had a long trip. I was supposed to wait until the middle of the trip and then open the drawer when everyone else was asleep."

      Her voice got weepy remembering her father. I stood and moved to the side of the desk, standing next to Austin and ready to comfort her if she needed it.

      The morning and afternoon had been extremely emotional, but she really hadn't stopped to fully process anything after I kicked her mother off the estate.

      "Lace, you shouldn't be rooting around down there," I warned, my voice hard, but relenting given how excited she was rummaging under the desk.

      "I promise, Wake," she laughed just as I heard a click from whatever latch she had found. "My brain isn't going to explode or anything just because I'm on the floor."

      She’d been like that all through the drive to and from the hospital and the exam. Fearless, and just wanting to take everything in.

      She'd made me stop several times on the trip back to look at countless things she was truly seeing for the first time. Eventually, I refused to stop anymore because she kept lowering her tinted glasses, ignoring the doctor’s orders to keep them on and take things easy until the follow-up.

      She kept rummaging and rooting until suddenly, something landed on the Oriental rug at her feet. A thick letter-sized envelope.

      "Oh," she said, her voice sounding disappointed. “You’re already using the secret compartment."

      "Uhm, no, Lace. I’ve never seen this envelope before,” Austin answered, picking it up.

      He handed her the envelope but she immediately handed it back. "I don't really remember what alphabets look like," she admitted. "I'm going to have to learn to read all over again."

      Austin said nothing for a few long seconds as shock spread across his features. Looking up, he flashed the front of the envelope at me.

      "Last Will and Testament," I read out loud.

      "It's been a long time since I've seen it," Austin said, scratching at his chin with the corner of the envelope. "But I'm pretty sure this is your daddy's handwriting, Lacey."

      "What?" Her head came up and I heard the sharp knock of her skull colliding with the heavy wooden desk.

      My balls jumped up into my stomach and I dropped to my knees. "Do that again and I'm spanking your ass for real."

      Gorgeous blue eyes, alight with mischief and vision, stared at me, their owner wearing the widest grin I had ever seen on her beautiful face.

      "You really want my cousin to know you've spanked me?" she giggled before slowly crawling out from under the desk.

      Letting my flushed cheeks answer, I snatched Lacey and her shades up and deposited her in the closest chair before gingerly sliding the glasses onto her face. Casting a quick glance at Austin, I asked a question that I hoped would distract him from what I had just said.

      "Should we open it?"

      He shook his head. "I want to talk to a lawyer before we break the seal. We don't want to do anything that would make it invalid or even harder to prove its validity."

      Setting the envelope on the table, he reached into his jacket and pulled out his cell phone. As he searched through his contacts, he kept shaking his head in disbelief.

      "I always wondered why your dad didn't draft a new will after Amanda's true nature became apparent. I asked the attorney, but he swore the old man hadn't. Except that Ballinger and your mom seemed to have gotten pretty friendly in the weeks before your father's death and for a few months afterwards—up until what we thought was his existing will was entered into probate."

      He paused while the number he had dialed began to ring. He shook his head and returned to his contacts list. "My estate attorney's number is going to voicemail. I'll see if I can reach Gina."

      He didn't dial his fiancée immediately. Coming to a stop in front of Lacey, he gave her hand a little pat and grinned more widely at her. "Baby girl, you're about to be rich."

      Lacey frowned. "Will the courts even care now that everything was settled?"

      Her frowned deepened. "And mama's pretty much spent it all anyway. She mortgaged the house late last year."

      Austin disagreed with Lacey's assessment. "There are still dividends from the company. They are a different class from what I hold and I've been stingy on voting dividends for that class given that your mother is the only one who holds those shares. She'd been threatening to sue me, but I kept telling her I wouldn't pay unless she started taking proper care of you."

      Like any other sighted twenty-two-year old woman, Lacey rolled her eyes at the suggestion. "Like that was ever going to happen. And doesn't challenging a settled will drag on for years?"

      Austin offered an unconvincing shrug, then excused himself while he dialed Gina. With him halfway across the room whispering an intimate greeting to his lover, I studied my own woman. She stared off into nothing. I wondered what was going through her mind.

      Imagining all the thoughts that might be crowding her pretty head was a mistake. She had her sight back, she was about to be rich or at least have enough money to be independent. Yesterday's worry that she would no longer need me had become today's reality.

      Watching her face slowly alter as if a light bulb had just turned on in front of her, my heart began to sink. Then her features contorted and a new fear shot through my heart. Was she in pain? Was her vision cutting out?

      Please, God, don't let that be taken from her so soon.

      Bounding up from the chair, Lacey snatched ahold of my wrist and dragged me toward the patio doors.

      Austin asked where we were going.

      Lacey didn't answer—I didn't know.

      Flinging open the doors, she pulled me onto the patio and then out onto the lawn. We were facing west and I was slow as molasses to realize that the sun was going down.

      "Do you know what this is?" she asked in a whisper, her voice wet with tears that were ready to fall.

      I couldn't answer, barely managed to shake my head.

      Her fingers threaded their way through mine and then she squeezed roughly. "It's our first sunset together, Wake!"

      I couldn't look at the disappearing ball of fire. I could only look at Lacey. Awe covered her face. Her free hand crept toward the glasses she wore. I reached across and stopped her before she could take them off. “Don't forget what the doctor said,” I reminded her, as firmly as I could manage.

      She blushed then dipped her head and rested it on my shoulder. "Sorry, it's just that I can’t believe I’m actually here with you watching my first sunset ever.”

      My heart felt like it was going to explode in my chest. I couldn't believe that I had been doubting our future a few seconds before, thinking that she might be tempted to walk away from it.

      "Oh," she said excitedly, turning in my arms to capture my face with her hands. "And tomorrow will be our first sunrise! Please can we set an alarm?"

      I barked out a laugh and hugged her tight, kissing her sweet mouth so hard I made her lips swell. As soon as I released her, she spun again, looking away from the sunset.

      "Where's the moon? This will be our first moonrise together.”

      I released another laugh. Grabbing her around the waist, I positioned her back toward the sunset. "No moon tonight, baby, but it'll be back tomorrow. I promise, we can pack a basket with dinner and watch it come up over the pond.”

      Resting her head on my shoulder once more, she tilted her face upward and lightly kissed my neck as the last of the sun dipped below the horizon.
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      We took a late dinner with Austin and Gina, both Lacey and I wanting nothing more than to return to the guesthouse and decompress in one another's arms, but Austin was her kin, her biggest champion before me, and my friend. So we ate, tendered slow goodbyes and promised to keep Austin updated on the return visit to the specialist the following day.

      "Can we set the alarm right now for the sunrise?" she asked the second we entered the house.

      "Sure, love," I answered, my hand against the small of her back out of habit.

      She stopped suddenly and stared at me.

      "Baby, are you okay? Do we need to call the doctor?"

      She shook her head, grinning. "No, I just wanted to watch you while hearing you call me ‘love’. Could I hear it again? I wasn’t ready the last time.”

      Damn, my baby girl kept me smiling when she wasn't giving me a heart attack from the sudden return of her vision or her smacking her sweet skull against the underside of a massive wooden desk.

      “If it’ll have you looking at me the way you are right now, I’ll say it in every sentence for the rest of our lives, love,” I answered.

      Her cheeks pushed ever higher as her grin deepened. I saw a flash of dimples that I'd never spotted before, probably because she had never smiled quite that hard in her entire life.

      Winding her way into my arms, she folded her hands against my back and looked up at me. “But I like all the other names you call me, too. 'Lace, baby, baby girl.' I don't want to lose hearing those sprinkled in among the 'loves.'"

      Matching her grin, I bent my knees and scooped her up into my arms. She responded with a delighted squee and the tight wrap of her arms around my neck.

      "Let's get that alarm set, baby girl."

      I carried Lacey into the bedroom. Placing her in front of the dresser, I showed her how the alarm function on the clock worked then I took out my phone and checked the time given for sunrise.

      She clicked through to the right hour and minute then flipped the switch to activate the alarm. A perplexed squiggle distorting her mouth, she looked at me through the side of her glasses. "How can we be certain I didn't goof it up?"

      I thought about it for a second then realized she would probably spend the next few weeks trying to reinvent her way of doing things despite all the skills she had accumulated to cope with her blindness remaining relevant and, at times, more efficient.

      "You've still got your phone, baby," I reminded her.

      She nodded but didn't seem to get my point.

      "And you know how to use a voice command to set the alarm, yes?"

      She covered her face in embarrassment then pulled out her phone and set a second alarm for the same time. She placed the phone next to the clock before she turned a slow circle.

      "So this is our bedroom?"

      "For now," I answered, my heart skipping a few beats. "With Austin's engagement scheduled to be announced soon, all the security risk is going to be centered on them."

      I squared my shoulders before continuing, a trace of my old worries telling me I should brace myself before I made the suggestion that had been on my mind for the last few days.

      "Gina has a big family, more than the main house can accommodate during the ceremony and the weeks leading up to it. Plus, many of her relatives live out of the area. So, I was thinking it was a good time for us to look for a place to rent."

      "Together?" She practically beamed the question at me and I felt, for a second, that the sun hadn't set at all. It was right there in the room with me and had the most beautiful blue eyes.

      "That's what I want." I melted against her as she stepped back into my arms and placed her head against my chest.

      "Can we start looking tomorrow?"

      Her enthusiasm made me chuckle. Every time I thought I was moving too fast, I quickly discovered that Lacey was chomping at the bit, more than ready for me to move even faster.

      "We can start looking online, baby, and I'll do most of the looking this first week. The doctor said not to strain your eyes and staring at the computer is about the worst thing you can do."

      I knew winning her compliance on the specialist's orders would be a 24/7 undertaking. She was so ready to discover everything in existence. I half expected to wake up in the middle of the night to find her ordering two plane tickets for us to see the Grand Canyon. I thought about saying that out loud as a joke, but I didn't want to jinx myself and really wake up to that exact scenario!

      "Yes, sir," she answered, surprising me with her compliance. Pushing up onto her tiptoes, she grabbed me by the ears and pulled my head a little lower so she could kiss me full on the mouth. Releasing me, she waggled her eyebrows. "You do realize we're in the bedroom, right?"

      Enjoying her playfulness, I pretended to be confused and a little lost. "I think you're mistaken, love. Usually you're naked when we're in here."

      All the mirth in her face froze.

      This time, instead of panicking and assuming something had gone horribly wrong with her eyes again, I tried to think about what would make a sighted woman suddenly look as if she were on the verge of freaking out.

      "Baby, you haven't looked at yourself yet, have you?"

      She answered with a slow shake of her head and a glimmer of horror.

      I exhaled and shook my head. "You really aren't like any other woman I've ever encountered."

      She looked worried. "That's a good thing, right?"

      Always making me smile, always keeping me on my toes. Pulling her toward the center of the mirror and turning her to face it, I gave Lacey my reply.

      "It's a great thing, baby."

      I kissed at her neck while she examined herself in the dresser mirror. My hands wandered her curves, worshipping her flesh as I reassured her.

      "Just because you can see how you look doesn't mean anything has changed about how you look to me. You still have a body that brings me to my knees. Your smile brightens every second of my day, even in the dead of night."

      Realizing something, I stopped long enough to turn her once more, this time so that she faced me.

      "Okay, one thing has changed. As beautiful as your eyes were, I couldn't see through them before. Now I feel...this is going to sound crazy, especially coming from a man who hasn't been in a church in over five years, but now I feel like I can see all the way into your soul. And never will I find anything more beautiful than that."

      The tears that had been building in her eyes finally flooded down her cheeks, but she wouldn't agree with me completely.

      "One day you'll look into the eyes of your son or daughter—"

      "Or both," I conceded before adding, "the eyes of our children."

      Damn, I really wanted that. Really, really wanted that with this woman and no other.

      She pressed her forehead against my collarbone and lightly slapped at my chest. "You're going to turn me into a blubbering fool!"

      Capturing her face, I gently forced her to look up. "As long as they're happy tears, that's okay. I love you, Lacey."

      It took her a very long minute to respond because I immediately covered her mouth with mine and drew her into a deep, probing kiss. When it ended, she parted from me with a sigh.

      "I love you, too, Wake."

      She turned bashful as soon as she said it and her nose scrunched like a rabbit scenting a carrot. "You know, all that talking doesn't change the fact that we are in the bedroom. Well..."

      Pausing, she tilted her head and I could see her scheming behind the dark glasses. "I guess parts of what we said make it highly relevant that we're in a bedroom because that's one of the places babies are conceived if I'm not mistaken."

      My cock had been anything but dormant since I first scooped her up into my arms right after we entered the house.

      "Extremely relevant," I agreed, reaching for the bottom hem of her blouse.

      "Oh, no," she shook her head, the laugh erupting from her infinitely dirty. "Before you can undress me, you have to undress you—slow and sexy, cowboy."

      Leaving my arms, she tapped the base of each bedside lamp until it was as dim as it would go and then she placed her shades on one of the night stands before sitting at the foot of the bed, one shapely leg crossed over the other beneath her skirt.

      "You may commence."

      Loving her cheeky grin, I made a slow show of removing my shirt. I flashed my abs, then lowered the shirt. I rucked it up again and stepped a little closer to her. I drew it up over my nipples, pausing when her hands pushed forward and started to explore the contours of my chest and stomach.

      I pulled away, teasing her with the distance between us as I lifted the shirt off, dropped it to the floor then reached for the front of my jeans.

      "Stop!" she blurted.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16

          

        

      

    

    
      Blushing furiously, she said boldly, “I just realized I might be cheating myself."

      She crooked her finger, gesturing for me to come close again. I obeyed, my hips pushing forward like a gunslinger as I took the four steps that brought me back within her reach. Her fingers curled around my waistband and she tugged me in.

      My cock strained against the front panel of my jeans, acting contrary to its own best interests by impeding Lacey as she unthreaded the top button, but helping her by exerting force against the zipper as she eased it down.

      Slowly lowering the curtain of my briefs, she released a big sigh and wrapped her hands around my shaft. Her face innocent and flushed with desire, she looked up at me.

      "You know how you always taste me?" she whispered.

      I thought of her hot, wet pussy, especially the way she squirmed and moaned when I sucked at her clit, and rasped out a rough, "Yes."

      "Is it pleasurable for a man to have a woman do the same with her tongue...and lips...and teeth?"

      I almost came on the spot. Gulping in more air, it took me a few painfully long seconds to respond. "Yes, when it's gentle."

      She scooted along the mattress, pulling me with her and ordering me onto my back. Once I was flat and in the center, I kicked my shoes off.

      Normally, I wouldn't have allowed this kind of intimacy with a partner. It wasn't that the scarring from the bullet wound or the two surgeries that had been necessary to fix what the shooter had tried to ruin embarrassed me. I knew women liked what they saw when my clothes came off. It was the intimacy I shied away from all those other times.

      With Lacey, I welcomed her exploration of my body.

      She started at the bridge of my nose, her fingers whispering over flesh she had already touched but this time with the assistance of her newfound vision. She kissed, stroked, the line of her intent clear but unhurried.

      Down she went, testing if my nipples could be as sensitive as hers (yes, when it was her tongue curling around them) and whether my torso jerked when she stroked down my sides (it did, the light tickling sending a fresh swell of blood to my already engorged cock).

      When she reached the top band of my pants once more, it was a miracle I didn’t erupt at the first brush of her lips over the pulsing head of my erection. Tugging at my jeans and boxers, she glossed around my cock, content to let her hair ghost across the hyper-sensitive flesh that yearned after her mouth as she peppered kisses down my thighs.

      Finished stripping my jeans and socks off, she slow-crawled back up the bed until her head was even with my shaft and the bulbous, demanding head. She pressed the flesh-colored portion of her upper lip against the flat side of the head, her bottom lip brushing the curve where the glans joined the shaft. Hell, the way her eyes fluttered shut as she inhaled soft and slow, it was as if she was taking in the scent of a new wildflower she’d just found out in the garden.

      Pre-cum immediately began pearling at the tip, and she spent her sweet time experiencing that, too. She lifted her head, just the tiniest bit, her tongue darting out to catch the pearl before using her top lip to spread it across her taste buds.

      She groaned—almost as loud as I did—as she swirled her tongue around the head of my cock before sliding her lips a few inches down the shaft. Her hands splayed across my hips and pelvic area, her flat palms flexing and contracting while the points of her nails pushed against my skin then receded like a kitten seeking milk.

      If she didn't stop, she’d be getting a hard shot of my cream overflowing her mouth soon.

      "Baby, that's enough...for now." I speared my hands through her hair and tugged gently.

      She looked up, blue eyes wounded. "Was I not gentle enough? Did I hurt you?"

      "No, love," I answered, croaking out the words as I fought to contain my climax. "You were already driving me over the edge from how great it felt to have your mouth on me."

      "Oh," she colored at the compliment, the impending frown instantly inverting itself. "But I wanted to see what you see, to 'look through you,' too. I don't quite know what that means but I thought this would be clear when it happened and it would feel good for you, too."

      "Baby, if you could only know how fucking great it felt," I assured her. I cupped her ears and gently tugged her upward. "But if you want to see through me right now, you'll let me do the tasting."

      Her body turned completely malleable at the suggestion. I stripped her clothes as I positioned her. Her still exploring hands helped as much as they hindered. She would raise an arm to let me tug part of the blouse off but then her fingers would find my cock, wrap around its smooth, burning surface and softly stroke until my eyes rolled back in my head.

      She had me so worked up, I couldn't finish removing her panties entirely. They wound up as a fashion accessory for one of her ankles. I pushed her thighs apart, famished with the need to visually soak in the beauty of her splayed sex before I let her flowing juices drench my tongue.

      Propped up on her elbows, Lacey stared intently at my face. Her breathing had turned to sharp pants, her body primed for my touch. Faced with all that raw need, I couldn't keep my eyes open at the beginning. I buried my face against her sweet pussy and nuzzled, my mouth tracing quick circles between her labia as my tongue flicked and pushed and bullied from the slick center to her clit and along its length.

      Air rushed from me, the heat of both our bodies and her moist flesh fusing into a thin layer of steam. Groaning, I pushed two fingers into her and opened my eyes for the first time since my lips had found their way between her legs.

      I looked up, met her gaze.

      Tears jumped to her eyes and her mouth formed a lovely O, filled with wonder but so sexy and fuckable I knew I had to have our positions reversed again before the night was through or I would go crazy.

      "I see it," she whispered, her voice jagged and breaking. "I can see into you, too."

      She was crying and the emotions whipping through her were too powerful for me to evade. I broke contact, surged up the bed and curled my hands around the side of her face. I devoured her mouth, rasping that I loved her, too, as my cock found her entrance and thrust inside. I dropped one hand to the mattress to prop my torso up, the other hand wrapped around the back of her head so that she had to stay upright as I pounded into her.

      I loved her, fucked her, loved her some more, my hips moving hard and fast, stretching her, butting deep up inside to the slowly expanding mouth of her cervix.

      Reeling backwards so that my ass braced against my calves, I hauled her up onto my cock, impaling her more roughly. I clutched her to me, one hand controlling her head and the other flat against the small of her back. My ass and thighs worked to bounce her up and down my shaft.

      Up and down, fucking, loving, kissing, hard then harder and harder still until she squirted her release against me and I filled her so full of my cum that it squeezed past the seal of her tight pussy to join the smear of her juices on my thighs.

      Only once she went limp in my arms did I relent and lower her to the mattress.

      Perspiration made her face glow as I tenderly pushed away the hair plastered against her cheeks. I kissed her softly, murmuring how much I loved her, how she was the one that had brought me up from the darkness, not the other way around.

      "You saved me, Lacey," I said as we both drifted off toward sleep wrapped in the other's embrace.

      "We saved each other," she answered, our bodies surrendering at last to the night and to a future together.
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      A gentle spring sun filtered through lace curtains lining the bay window of the house Wake bought after proposing to me. In my arms, I held Jonah, our infant son. At six months, he was still nursing, although his boisterous appetite indicated it would soon be time to move onto heartier fare than mother's milk.

      As the sucking slowed, I stroked once along the corner of his mouth. He released the nipple, nuzzled my fingertip for an instant then sighed with all the contentment a warm body and full belly can bring.

      Tiptoeing through the open door, Wake held my cellphone in front of him. I handed Wake our baby and he handed me my estate attorney in exchange. Seeing the caller ID, I waited until the door to the sitting room softly closed before I took the phone off hold.

      "Gregory, I wasn't expecting a call so soon after the last filing."

      My tone was hesitant. For three years, I’d been battling my mother by proxy, our attorneys squaring off, launching lawsuits and appeals over the final disposition of my father's estate. By all rights, she should’ve been thrown in jail for conspiring with my father's lawyer to hide his last true will and testament. But she wasn’t.

      Thankfully, she didn’t have the probate judge wrapped as tightly around her little finger as she did the county district attorney.

      "Amanda missed her last court filing," Gregory explained. "Seems like she's run out of money…and other options…to pay her attorneys."

      "Oh…" For a second, regret flashed through me as I remembered all the years I spent wanting my mother's love.

      And all the years I spent never receiving it.

      Doing my best to brush aside the past, I returned to the purpose of his call.

      "Will she be able to file for some kind of relief on the missed deadline?"

      "Well," he chuckled, "I learned a long time ago as a lawyer to never say 'never,' but she really has a snowball's chance in hell. The court has twice ruled in your favor. Her appeal was without merit—and I'm told her old buddy Ballinger has surrendered his law license to avoid an ethics inquiry. We get him in a deposition or witness box again, he'll crack like the bad egg he is."

      "How long until it's all final, then?" I asked as Wake returned from the nursery.

      "Thirty days for what's left of the estate," Gregory answered. "Then there's the issue of whether you want to go after Amanda for what she took beyond her statutory widow's share."

      "No. Wake and I have already discussed it," I told him. "We just want to be rid of her and the process."

      Gregory agreed that was the better course of action and ended the call with a promise to keep us updated if anything else unexpected cropped up as we waited for the thirty days to expire.

      Setting aside the phone with a heavy sigh, I looked up at Wake as he sank to his knees in front of the rocking chair and wedged his thick arms between my body and the rocker's sides.

      "You look sad, baby," he murmured, his voice low so as not to wake Jonah. "Your half of the call sounded like the lawsuit is basically over. So why are you sad, love?"

      My eyes drifted shut at the endearment as I rubbed my hands along his muscular arms, drawing on the strength that he perpetually offers.

      "I guess if Daddy had picked a better wife, I wouldn't even be here," I answered. "I wouldn't have you or Jonah. I wish it could be both ways, but I would never trade the husband you are for the kind of mother Amanda might have been."

      Wake stood and pulled me into his arms, part of him beginning to stiffen as my words touched him in more ways than one. His mouth covered mine and I melted into him.

      I worked his shirt free of his jeans, running my hands under the material and over his chest. I raked my nails lightly against his flesh, my body twisting with need as the kisses soon turned to soft bites and long, hard sucks.

      Expertly folding me in half across his shoulder, he carried me into the bedroom quickly, his hand braced across my bottom the entire time. I landed on the bed with a bounce. But instead of covering my body with his, he descended to the space between my parted thighs, pushing them wider, lifting up the simple sundress I’d put on that morning.

      "Wet," he said more to himself than me.

      I was shamelessly wet. Wet pussy, along with a wet bodice from my breasts leaking. Seeing the dark spots forming, he surged upward, sucking me through the fabric as his fingers tested my core.

      A gentle finger, then two. I tightened around them, and groaned for more. More fingers, more teeth and tongue. Eyes rolling with need, I reached blindly up to my shoulders to push the fabric down to my waist so I could feel him fully.

      Wake exhaled a sharp breath then refastened his mouth to my nipple. Lifting my legs, I wrapped them around his back, my torso curling to accommodate both the hard sucking and the probe of his fingers.

      But it wasn’t enough. I wanted his cock in me, filling me with more than the promise of a mind blowing orgasm.

      He stopped sucking, and looked at me with a glow of mischief in his hunter green gaze.

      That look…

      I gently stroked his cheek, so grateful that I’d been given the chance to be able to see his face, so much like the face of our son.

      "Lacey,” he protested, shaking his head. "It's hard to think about what I want to do to this luscious body of yours when you look so damn innocent." Soft kisses moved down to my neck as his hand pulled the ribbon ties off the braid I kept my hair in when nursing.

      Relaxing against the bed, I took a lock of his thick blond hair and sifted it through my fingers, squeezing against the thick fingers invading my pussy. "Do I feel innocent?"

      He groaned, shaking his head more fervently. "You feel like Heaven, Lace."

      Then I watched as lust slowly reignited my husband’s expression. With a hungry growl, he abandoned my breasts and settled his head between my thighs.

      I tilted my pelvis upward and snuggled my pussy closer to his mouth as his tongue laved my clit, my fingers wrapping around his head like it was a football I was about to hike.

      "Fuck, Lace," he rasped, his voice raw with need. He dipped a thumb into my cream, slowly rubbing back and forth before gently pushing it into my ass.

      I gripped his head a little harder, urged him closer as I started a slow, tight grind against his mouth and thumb. My lashes fluttered in time with the contractions squeezing at my pussy.

      He pushed even deeper.

      My teeth sank into my bottom lip to keep from screaming out, but he didn’t let up. His other hand found its way between us until two fingers were buried in my pussy as well.

      Thumb, fingers, tongue—the only thing better would be if I had his cock in my mouth at the same time.

      Thinking of him filling me like that, so completely, was enough to make me pop. A squirt, a quiver, deep groans I couldn’t control.

      His hands eventually released me, but his tongue stayed, gently lapping flesh now raw with excitement. Rolling away, I got my knees beneath me, my wide bottom pushed upward as my breasts pressed against the mattress. "I want you in me," I whispered.

      Wake retreated in silence. I wasn’t worried. I knew he’d be back.

      My ass danced in the air as I waited, my cheek pressed firmly against the bedding.

      "Hands not elbows."

      I jerked at his voice, my senses preoccupied with the heat and contractions still rolling through me. I pushed up as Wake popped the cap on a bottle of lubrication. He squirted some onto his fingers and rubbed the outside of my pussy slick before slipping his fingers deep inside me with slow, deliberate twists and turns.

      My arms started shaking with an unanswerable need to melt into the mattress.

      "Don't go soft on me," he teased, rubbing more lube onto his thick shaft and the fat crown swollen with his desire.

      "You sure you don't want elbows down?" I asked.

      It wasn’t a plea, just a tiny suggestion. But he grunted the idea away, his big hands seizing my hips and pulling me onto his erection in one slow, continuous slide.

      My hips bucked, ready for another orgasm just from him filling me finally.

      Reaching beneath me, his weight lightly pressed against my back, his breath skated softly against my ear as he whispered, "Baby, I've been wanting to hold these while I fuck you just like this."

      My pussy coiled around his cock as he took his first tentative squeeze, his hands half cupping, half gripping the weight of my breasts, heavy with milk and pulled by gravity as I offered myself up to him on hands and knees.

      "Sensitive," he murmured.

      I answered with a groan. My breasts and nipples have never been more sensitive.

      As he began to squeeze and relax, squeeze and relax, I could only squeeze back, tight around his cock as I milked and sucked at him in the same rhythm.

      I felt impossibly tight, fuller than full.

      Soon, I could hear the soft slap of his balls against the back of my thighs as he pumped harder, his breathing like an animal charging through the wild. Virile, locked on target, steamrolling and bulldozing our bodies to oblivion.

      Trembling, I cried out, gripped him as tightly as I could and simply held on as his cock jetted inside me while I collapsed to my side, body shuddering through my orgasm.

      He fell next to me, kissed my neck, my shoulder. Slow and methodical, his hand gently worked me to another pitch, his hard, thick pulse beating relentlessly inside me, against flesh overstimulated from release.

      I gasped, begging for mercy as I orgasmed against his curled fingers one last time.

      He eased up from the bed and went into the bathroom, returning with a warm washcloth so he could clean and kiss me until I sparkled.

      Over the baby monitor, I heard Jonah stir, but Wake gently pressed me back into the mattress.

      "Don't worry, love," he said, glossing one last kiss against my skin before seeing to our son. "I'll take care of him."

      Listening to them over the baby monitor, I drifted off to sleep with a smile knowing that a man like Wake would always be on duty for his family.
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      Thank you so much for reading. I hope you enjoyed the story and will consider taking a quick minute to drop off a review at the eretailer where you purchased this book. Every single review means so much to me, and helps us authors so much in terms of book visibility. Reviews not only affect online presence on eretailer search engines, but also marketing/promotion opportunities as well. And most of all, it helps readers like yourselves find books and authors. It’s one of the best ways you can support us indie authors and help our books find their way into more readers’ hands. Review or not, I appreciate all of you readers for continuing to hang out with the characters in my head and let me continue to do what I love.
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      If you would like to get **FREE** review copies of my books, sign up below to join my brand-new ARC Reviewer Team!

      

      Sign Up >> bit.ly/ChristaWickARCTeamSignUp

      

      As a reader on my ARC Reviewer Team, you’ll have access to review copies of all the 40+ books in my current catalog, which I’m revising and re-publishing all new editions of throughout the 2019 summer, along with ARCs for my future books as well. I’ll be capping the team at a few dozen members so be sure to fill out the google doc form to secure your spot!
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