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      You can't bang your boss.

      Dalia, you can. Not. Sleep with him.

      That's what I tell myself as his breath skirts along my throat, his teeth brushing my skin until I'm on fire from above and below. Until I can think of nothing but Lyle's lips on mine, especially after he stops teasing me through my panties then eats me out—like I'm positive he will--letting me taste my own sweetness on his tongue.

      He's your boss!

      Off limits!

      The thing is... that would be so much easier to believe if I didn't already have years of fantasies built up around this man. Because he's not just my boss, not just some sexy guy in a suit that hugs his muscles. Oh no. This man who is making my nipples strain against my bra is so much more than a powerful stranger.

      He's the boy I went weak-kneed for in high school.

      My boss is my childhood crush.

      I'm so fucked.

      

      
        Present

      

      Looking up across the street at the crosswalk sign, I wait for the walk signal. A hoard of people surrounds me like a cloud of bugs, all of us heading in the same direction. I'm squished between some guy who looks like he's talking to himself and a woman wearing a neon yellow jumpsuit.

      Her arms are still moving, knees bending one at a time as she stays moving at the corner. I watch her for a second, wondering why she doesn't just keep going straight, or even down to the park, so she doesn't have to stop at all.

      I'm bumped from behind as the waiting crowd grows with people eager to get on with their day. No one in this city likes to wait.

      Taking a small step forward, my feet hang half off the sidewalk, anxious for the light to change so I can get out of this cluster. It's my first day at my new job, and I'm ready and excited to finally start the life I've always pictured for myself.

      The screech of tires hits my ears, causing me to cringe, and tuck my ear against my shoulder. A horn blares behind the bus, and some guy yells out his window, shaking his fist as if the bus has done something wrong.

      New York City is worlds away from the small town in New Hampshire where I grew up. I traded the tall trees for mile high buildings, and quiet streets for a symphony of noise. But I'm finally here and loving every second of this crazy new world.

      A cool breeze blows between my legs, sweeping up my chest, and sending a ripple of goosebumps down my body. The light turns, and I move with the hoard of people like we're a single unit.

      My new building comes into view, spearing the sky proudly. It's almost the tallest building on Thirty-Eighth Street, dwarfed only by one other skyscraper.

      An overwhelming sense of accomplishment heats me on the inside, filling me from head to toe. I've never truly been proud of myself—until now. This is the culmination of everything; the long nights in college, the crap jobs, all of it to get right here, right now.

      Every step brings me closer to living my dream. A big time job, in a high profile advertising firm, with famous clients, it's what every graphic designer wishes for.

      I'm here. I'm finally here. I made it.

      Stepping up onto the curb, I stop and take a deep breath. I can feel my nerves start to buzz. The knots in my stomach twist harder, the sweat on my palms gets thicker, and the pounding in my chest becomes an atomic bomb.

      You got this.

      I'm bumped lightly, it's fleeting, and I almost don't give it any thought. But I glance down briefly anyway, and find a small boy crying beside me. He's rubbing his eyes, looking up at everyone as they go by with terror on his face. Heavy tears stream down his cheeks, and his skin is flushed from crying.

      Looking around him, I expect to see an adult. But there's no one around him. No one even close enough for me to question.

      He's all alone.

      Leaning over, I smile big and friendly. I don't want to frighten him. “Hi there. I'm Dalia.” He's sucking in huge pulls of air, weeping loudly. I'm quiet for a moment, letting him steady his eyes on my face. Once he seems to focus, I soften my smile. “What's wrong?” I ask, dropping down to his level to look him eye-to-eye.

      The boy doesn't answer, he just stares at me with huge brown eyes.

      “Are you lost?” I ask, looking around behind him, hoping to see some sign he's with someone, and not out here alone.

      He nods, rubbing his eyes in long sweeping circles. “I can't find my mommy.” Each word is pushed out on hiccups of air as he's inhaling.

      You have to be at work soon, Dalia, a voice inside reminds me. It's the first day, you can't be late.

      Only, my heart breaks for this little boy, and the thought of just leaving him here alone turns my stomach. I can't do it; I can't abandon this child. It's wrong. This little boy needs help, and I'm the only who seems to give a shit. No one else has even slowed down to check to see if he’s all right.

      It's an easy decision, and I don't need one more second to think about what I'm going to do. I'm helping this child.

      “How about I help you find your mommy? Does that sound good?” He nods, his sobs slowing down a little. “What's your name?” My voice is calm and soothing. He's freaked out enough, he doesn't need me panicking too.

      “Tim. Timothy Frederick Swanson.”

      “And how old are you, Timothy?”

      “Seven.”

      “Do you like muffins?” He shakes his head yes. “Me too. How about we go get breakfast, and then we go to the police station so they can help get you home. What do you think of that?”

      Tim smiles bashfully, shaking his head yes again. “Can I get a chocolate chip muffin?”

      “You can get any kind you want. Hey, did you know that some of the police around here ride horses?”

      “They do?” His eyes light up, big as saucers.

      “Yup, they do.” I smile and nod my head, holding out my hand. “Come on, let's go.”

      Tim takes my hand, and we walk side by side. He's a lot calmer by the time we get to the police station, and he’s able to give the police his mother's name and the street he lives on.

      I give them my information if they need anything else, and when I leave, Tim is brushing one of the horses in front of the station.

      Smiling to myself, I check my watch.

      Shit! I'm really fucking late!

      Darting out into the street, I stop the next taxi that comes by. “Vox Design, please, on Thirty-Eighth.”

      The taxi rolls up to the building, and I jump out before it stops completely, throwing money at the driver as I slam the door shut.

      Shoving my way through a few people on the sidewalk, I run into the building. There are a few angry looks thrown my way, but I don't care. I'm late and it's my first day.

      This is not how I want to start.

      Come on. Come on. Open up already.

      Slamming the elevator button with my palm, I hit it until the doors finally open. People spill out as I force my way on. The panel of numbers blinds me for a second as I stare at them.

      My mind is blank. I can't remember which floor Vox Design is on. What the hell is it? Racking my brain, my heart starts to race. This is terrible, this is absolutely terrible.

      'Forty-five,' the voice inside my head says. “Yes,” I say out loud to myself as I tap the button.

      The elevator jerks into motion, but I wish it would go faster. After what seems like an eternity, the doors open, spitting me out into a fancy foyer. There's a receptionist sitting behind a giant desk, the word Vox etched into its hard wood in a design that makes it seem like the name is being carried on a wave.

      It's gorgeous, and I'm tempted to reach out my hand and trace the design.

      My interview was in the HR department, one floor down, so I didn't get to see this part of the office when I was here for orientation and paperwork.

      Marble tile shines under my feet, and a wall of windows looking out onto the city frames the receptionist.

      “Can I help you?” The receptionist is looking up at me with a perfect smile on her face.

      Swallowing hard, I smile back. “Yes, hi, good morning. I'm Dalia—”

      “Dalia Greene, yes, of course. Welcome to Vox Design, I'm Giada.” She stands up from her seat, picking up a thin stack of folders, and holding them to her chest. “Did you get lost coming in this morning?”

      “Oh, no, not exactly.” I want to tell her what happened, but I don't. I don't want to be that girl, the one with excuses, the one who can't take responsibility for her actions.

      It doesn't look good being late, but it looks even worse coming in with a mouthful of an explanation that even I probably wouldn't believe.

      Who finds a lost child on their first day of work?

      No one except me.

      She nods, still holding that perfect smile. “Follow me. I'll show you to your office.”

      “Wait,” I say, holding my hand out. “I have an office?” My voice lingers in the air, stuck between a dream and reality.

      I didn't expect to have an office. I thought I'd be working in a cubical or something. Trapped between twenty other employees, all vying for a chance to be noticed and rise to the top.

      “Of course you have an office.” She chuckles softly, giving a little tick of her head to follow her. “Come on, this way.” Turning on her heels, she starts down a hall to her left.

      Pulling my purse higher on my shoulder, I follow behind her. There are people milling about, walking in and out of doorways, heads down in folders, eyes smiling as they talk to some invisible person in their ear.

      “You're right over here.” Giada stops just before the door and holds out the folders. “This is yours for today.” Pointing further down the hall, she says, “There's a break room with a coffee pot and fridge, a microwave, and other stuff you might need in the last door on the end to your right. And don't hesitate if you need anything, I'm extension four.”

      “Thanks,” I say, thumbing the folders, and glancing inside.

      When I look up, she's gone before I can say another word, already halfway back to her desk. I stand idle for a moment, just trying to grasp this new life I have. My own office, at my dream job, for a very reputable company.

      I've made it. I've finally made it.

      Opening the door, I step inside, and stop in my tracks.

      You've got to be fucking with me?

      Is this some type of sick joke?

      Leaning against my desk is a woman I know all too well, Sandy Vox. She has the same dirty blonde hair, the same thin face with sharp cheekbones, and the same shitty frown I remember from high school.

      Moving my eyes to the other figure by the window, my heart stops inside my chest.

      It's Lyle, her twin brother. Holy shit. Holy fucking shit.

      Vox Design. . . How did I not put two and two together?

      It didn't click in my brain when I applied online or came for my interview. Not once did either of them cross my mind when I saw the company name.

      The brother and sister duo are the epitome of my fucking nightmares. Sandy the bully, and Lyle, my high school crush, who left me behind all those years ago.

      What the fuck is happening right now?

      Sandy glares at me with hard eyes, the same angry eyes she's always had. “You're late,” she snaps, crossing her arms over her chest as she tips her chin up.

      My eyes move from her to Lyle, then back to her. I don't know if I should smile and introduce myself, or if she's having flashbacks of her own right now.

      Lyle shifts away from the window, his movements easy and relaxed. Then he notices me, like really notices me. Stopping in his tracks, he sucks in a quick breath of air. I watch him as he freezes, his chest, arms and legs, all staying nervously still.

      Does he recognize me?

      Does she recognize me?

      I don't know what to do right now. I don't know if either of them remembers me at all. The look on her face says no. The way she's holding herself, the way her eyes have no depth or recognition.

      I'm sure if she did, she would have busted out laughing, maybe thrown some of her horrible nicknames for me out, then fired my ass.

      But Lyle, Lyle's eyes are different. He's not just looking at me, he sees me. His cobalt blue eyes are bright as the sky and deep as the ocean. I'm trapped in them, falling hard and fast.

      My heart flutters with the same energy it used to when I was a teenager, when my feelings for him controlled the pace of my heart and woke up the butterflies in my stomach.

      “This is not the way you want to start with our company—to be honest, it's fucking terrible—” Sandy leans her face closer, her brows crinkling into her nose. “Do you even know who I am?” Her jaw hangs to the side as she glares at me. “I own this fucking place.” Her head jerks on her shoulders as she points a finger at the floor. “Every wall, every room, every piece of furniture here belongs to me. And now you, you belong to me, too, for as long as you work here. But how long? Well…” she throws her arms out to the side, knocking a cup loaded with pens to the floor. “That's all up to.”

      Sandy glances down at the pens, then back up to me. I tilt my head, unsure what she expects me to do. I'm certainly not going to clean up her mess, that's not what I'm here for. I wasn't hired as her maid.

      Crossing my arms over my chest, I kick my leg out, and clear my throat, angling my chin higher. I'm not that shy little girl anymore who's just going to bow down because she gives me the stink eye.

      I have a backbone.

      Taking a step closer to me, she kicks a few of the pens with the tip of her shoe, sending them rolling across the floor.

      “Do you want this job? Like, really want this job. . .” she's fumbling with her words, searching for something, and suddenly it hits me. I know what she's looking for—my name.

      She really doesn't remember me. . .

      “Dalia,” I say. “My name's Dalia, and yes, I wouldn't be here if I didn't want this job.”

      I breathe a sigh of relief. I don't have to worry about her bringing up all the shit from our past, and everything that has no place in my life now. We can just leave high school where it belongs, in the past.

      Although as I'm standing here, staring into her stale pupils, listening to her snarl at me like I'm a maid and not the new employee of a high-end graphic design company, I'm not sure what's scarier: being in her shadow now or being in her shadow back then.

      Lyle's watching, not saying a word, just lingering in the background, listening to his sister's tirade. But that look, that look on his face is more than enough for me to know he doesn't recognize me either.

      He can't, it's not possible. The Lyle I remember would never look at me the way he is, not with this much lust, this much heat, this much desire.

      Because this Lyle, the Lyle that I'm meeting here, is looking at me like hungry jaguar ready to pounce. His eyes rake my body, devouring every inch with greedy blinks.

      Leaning against the wall, he tucks his arms under each other, and I'm floored by how strong he looks. The muscles under his sleeves threaten to bust free as they roll into solid mountains. The seams strain to stay connected, and the buttons bite into the fabric.

      His eyes pierce me where I'm standing, squeezing around my lungs and making it hard to breathe. I'm trying, I'm trying so hard to not let my skin turn crimson. But Lyle Vox is a man who's never made that easy.

      And right now, there is no doubt in my mind that he has more than just thoughts about work going through his head.

      Sandy takes a step toward the window, crossing her arms over her chest again. She lets her eyes drift to look out through the window as she keeps talking.

      She hasn't changed at all, that's easy to see. Talking is something she's always been good at. She always had a comeback for anything. I swear, she just likes to hear herself most of the time.

      “If you want this job like you say you do, and you expect to go places here, I suggest you don't start off by being late.” Scoffing, she looks down at the street. “If there's one thing I find fucking rude and disrespectful, it's an employee who thinks they can make their own schedule.”

      I'm half listening to her, half watching Lyle from the corner of my eye. I feel like he's undressing me with his eyes. They keep moving around my body. Over my face, down my chest and belly, then traveling back up.

      Every sweep makes me excited, causing butterflies to explode and my nerves to jitter. I can't focus on what she's saying because I'm getting lost in the deep blue of his stare. The same blue that stopped my heart at seventeen years old is stopping it now.

      Sandy turns in my direction quickly, causing me to stiffen nervously. She walks across the room, one hand on her hip, the other perched like a raptor.

      Stopping a foot away from me, she tilts her head. “Don't think I won't fire your ass, remember that the next time you come through my doors half an hour late. I liked your résumé and your portfolio, but that doesn't mean I need you. There are a million other people out there that can do what you do. It's simple: you need me, otherwise you wouldn't be here.” Sticking her nose in the air, she brushes past me.

      My eyes drop to the floor as she glares at me on her way by, and I'm trying not to make eye contact for fear she'll turn around and snap at me. Her heels click as she walks out the door and disappears down the hall.

      The air in the room is stifling hot, and I'm suddenly aware that Lyle is still here. He’s still standing in the same spot, his hands tucked into his pockets. He's staring at me. . . Staring at me like I have something he wants.

      Jesus, why is he staring at me like that?

      Lyle takes a few slow steps in my direction, stopping at the edge of the desk. He drops to his haunches, picking up the pens on the floor, and putting them back. Keeping one, he rolls it between his fingers, and rests back against edge of the desk.

      “So, tell me, why were you actually late today?” Arching a brow, his fingers keep spinning the pen around and around. “And be honest, let's not make this worse with a lie.”

      I'm mesmerized, suddenly oblivious of everything around me that isn't him. He's like a hypnotist, and his muscles are the secret words making me go numb. Everything I know is gone, blown away as if it never existed.

      My eyes lick his torso, tracing hard ridges and sharp angles. He crosses his legs with thick thighs, and his package bulges behind the tension of his pants.

      “Well?” he asks, moving the pen around as he talks.

      My eyes jump back to his. He smiles, letting that second of silence linger as if he's reading my mind. Did he see me looking?

      Tapping the pen against his palm, he dips his chin into his chest. “This is where you give me some sort of story, something at least mildly believable.”

      Biting on my bottom lip, I fiddle with the strap on my purse. Come on brain! Get it together!

      Lyle's brows raise to his hair line as he tilts his ear in my direction. I'm stuck, unsure if the truth is more believable than a lie.

      I can't lie, I won't. I'll tell him the truth, and he'll either believe me or he won't.

      It's a risk I need to take. I'm already on their shit list for being late, I don't want to cement myself there longer because I lie about why.

      Believing me, well, that's up to him.

      “Actually, it was something pretty serious. I was on my way here when I came upon a kid who was lost. The poor thing was only seven, balling his eyes out on the sidewalk. So, I did what I thought I should do, I helped him. And because of that, I ended up late my first day.” Clapping my hands together, I smile through thin lips. “I'm really sorry for being late, but to be honest, if I had to do it again, I would.”

      Splaying my arms open, I stand still. I'm not lying, I'm not making up some elaborate excuse to get a free pass. I give him exactly what he wants, the truth.

      “Really?” he asks, so I shake my head with a closed smile on my lips. “Huh, well. . .” He opens his eyes wide, looking back over his shoulder. “Let me get you familiar with our systems. At least let's get you doing some work to keep Sandy off your back for a bit.”

      Lyle walks around to the other side of the desk, drops the pen into the cup, then lifts his eyes up to mine. I just smile awkwardly, moving my purse to the other shoulder.

      He flicks his eyes down, then back up. It takes a second to register that he wants me to come over there.

      “Oh, yes, of course,” I say, taking quick steps to his side.

      He pulls out the chair, and fans out his arm. “Please,” he says with a tender smile.

      Sitting my purse on the floor, I take the seat, and he helps push me in. Lyle grabs the mouse with his huge hand, clicking it to turn on the computer screen. He leans over, his shoulder almost brushing mine.

      My heart skips inside my chest, lurching into my throat. I can smell his cologne, and it takes me back to the night of the party when we were seventeen. A flutter skirts through my belly, coalescing into a heat between my legs.

      Shifting in my seat, the side of my arm brushes against his shirt. I can almost feel how strong his muscles are beneath his blue button-up. Thick, firm, hard as stone.

      I thought he was a man back when we were in school, how fucking wrong was I?

      Lyle is definitely a man now. No doubt about it.

      With his dirty blond hair tousled on top, and his jaw clean shaven, that little dimple in the corner of his left cheek really stands out. He stands up briefly as he waits for the screen to load, and rolls up his sleeves. His chest flexes as he moves, making his abs ripple like waves in a pool.

      I'm trying not to get flustered, but he's making it really difficult. I don't even know if he realizes. He's too close. And he's too hot. Too fucking hot.

      Swallowing hard, I keep shifting my eyes around his body, trying to maintain some form of composure.

      My mind can't grasp any real thoughts. I'm not thinking about the job, or the way Sandy threatened to fire me. I'm not thinking about making a good impression, or how badly I want this job.

      All I can think about is letting him have his way with me. Bending me over this desk, yanking my skirt up, and kicking my legs apart so he can fuck me.

      I want to feel his strong hands grip my ass, using me any way he wants. I want to feel his lips on my neck, and his tongue slip up the center of my chest, circling each nipple and plucking them between his teeth.

      These thoughts flood my body, allowing old, buried feelings to bubble up in my gut. My cheeks flush the closer he gets, my nipples pebble as my breathing intensifies, causing my breasts to scrape the inside of my bra.

      Lyle clears his throat as he adjusts on his feet. His eyes are on the computer screen, watching the system updates as they load quickly. He looks so calm, so relaxed, so definitely not in the same head space as me.

      He's thinking computer programs and upcoming projects, while I'm thinking about sex and his cock.

      Cool down, Dalia. It ain't happening.

      “All right, let me show you what project we want to start you with.” He lays a flat palm down on the desk, lowering his face so it's hovering over my shoulder. “Did Giada give you the folders?”

      “Yes, she did.” Leaning over to pick them up off the floor, I look up to catch Lyle peering down my shirt.

      He doesn't notice that I spot him, or the little smile on my face as he's taking a peek. Swallowing slowly, and with very timid movements, Lyle lets his gaze slip back up to my eyes. He doesn't look embarrassed that he's been caught.

      He looks empowered, as if he's glad I caught him. There's a glint in his cobalt blue eyes, one that makes me nervous and excited all at the same time. But I don't know how to react. I'm not sure if I should smile or slap him.

      Do I want him to know I enjoy the fact he looked?

      Do I want him to see the desire seeping from my body?

      He's your boss!

      You can't fuck your boss.

      Leaning back in my chair, I try to put a little space between us. Lyle's off limits. Nothing can happen between us because my brain is right, he's my boss. Period.

      Teetering in place, I lean back a little too far, and the chair starts to tip. Throwing my hands out to grab at anything, I reach blindly catching nothing but fists full of air.

      Lyle reacts instantly, lunging forward and grabbing the back of my chair. He's holding me up by the head rest, his face hovering inches away from my neck. I can feel his hot breath against my skin, and a rush goosebumps cascades down my arms, making the hair stand on end.

      I can't move, and I don't want to. I'm caught between this god of a man, and the floor. I'm trying so hard to keep myself in check, to not give him the slightest hint that I'm turned on. But God damn, things are happening to my body that haven't happened in a long time.

      “You should probably get up before someone sees us and thinks we're doing something wrong.” My words come out all breathy and soft. I sound like I've been running, and I can't catch my breath.

      We're eye to eye, cheek to cheek, a hair away from kissing. Lyle licks his lips, drawing my eyes down his face. And that's when I notice—he's hard. It's not just an outline, or a bulge, he's fucking erect.

      Oh shit. Oh shit.

      My pussy drips with need instantly. So many dirty thoughts run through my mind, but I know it isn't going to happen. Not here. Not like this. Rubbing my thighs together, I try to soothe my throbbing clit.

      He leans in a little more, then a little bit more, our lips a paper width apart. His eyes flick back and forth between mine as the tip of his tongue settles on the inner edge of this lips.

      He's going to kiss me. Holy shit, he's actually going to kiss me.

      Lyle hovers there for a single breath, and I ready myself for the kiss. My eyes start to close, head falling into position so I can kiss him back.

      Then he's gone, the space between us is suddenly empty. But it's still warm, the air around me is holding the heat that built between us.

      Lyle runs his fingers through his hair and takes a long step back.

      “Excuse, Mr. Vox?” Giada is in the doorway, her arms full of long rolls of paper and more folders.

      What is he, a fucking psychic now too?

      “Yes?” His voice is thick and cold all over again. “What do you need?” he asks, his gaze turning to ice.

      He shut it down so easily while I'm sitting here like a wet noodle, unable to straighten my back. I can barely catch my breath or look at the figure in the doorway. I'm too flustered to even make eye contact, so I peer at the computer like I'm concentrating.

      “Your ten o'clock is here. I set him up in the conference room like you asked.”

      I can feel the sweat on the back of my neck, and I can't seem to stop my heart from racing. If we’d have gotten caught kissing, I can't imagine what his sister would do. I'd be fired on the spot, no doubt about that.

      “I'll be right there,” he answers, his voice steady. It's like none of that just happened. Like he wasn't about to kiss me. Like we weren't inches from sucking face. Like his cock wasn't hard and my pussy isn't still wet.

      Turning to me, he says calmly, “I look forward to working with you, Dalia.” Taking long, commanding strides to the door, he stops in the doorway, and wraps his hand around the frame. Looking back at me one last time, he gives me a comforting smile. “And I apologize for my sister, she doesn't like when things don't go her way. Just don't be late anymore.”

      Then he's gone. He's gone, and I'm left with wet panties and fire burning in my veins. Lyle Vox is intoxicating, leaving me completely unable to function.

      It's obvious to me now. Nothing has changed over the years. It's only been dormant, idly waiting for the commercials to end, and the hero to show up again.

      Dropping my head onto the desk, I groan to myself. This is a mess. A sloppy fucking mess.

      We almost kissed, and it's only day one.

      But I don't want another half-finished kiss like when we were kids. I can't do this again. I can't let these feelings actually come alive.

      Lyle is my boss. That's all the reason I need to stamp out these feelings before they burn into something hotter, stronger.

      Besides, after what happened between us, after what he did to me in high school. . .

      I'll never forgive him. I can't.

      Sometimes, there are too many cracks to fix. Too many wounds to heal. Too many actions that can't be undone.

      And Lyle, he tore my heart out, and stomped it into the dirt.

      It wasn't always that way. There once was a time that I thought he was different. That I thought maybe he isn't too good for me.

      That maybe I stood a chance. . .
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      Back and forth, back and forth, back and forth.

      My eyes bounce like a ping pong ball as I watch him move around the field.

      Sitting in the bleachers with my sketch pad, I doodle while I admire the hottest guy in school at football practice.

      He's running sprints, moving with an intense speed as his body explodes with muscles I didn't know existed. His biceps tighten as he swings his arms with each step, and his chest firms when he hits the ground, tapping it swiftly, before running back to where he started.

      My mind is going a mile a minute, imagining what I would say to him if I had the chance. Lyle Vox will never give me the time of day, but a girl can dream.

      'Hey, Lyle, you look good out there. What's that? I look good too? Maybe you should kiss me then. . .'

      'Lyle, wow, your muscles are so hard. Do you train often? Oh, what's that? You want to kiss me?'

      'Lyle, hey, you looked good out—'

      “What's up, bitch!” Hands are on my shoulders, shaking me hard. Kira pops her face over my shoulder with a giant grin from ear to ear. “I see you're watching your man-meat out there. How's he looking today?” She drops down beside me, taking a bite from an apple, and looking out onto the field. “His butt looks a little smaller today. Is he not doing his squats like he's supposed to?”

      “Shut up,” I say with a giggle. “I wouldn't know because I'm not watching him.”

      She bumps my shoulder playfully and takes another bite of her apple. With her mouth full, she says, “Yes you are, who are you kidding? You think I haven't noticed the way you look at him? Shit, you spend all of math class just gawking at him.”

      “No I don't. Just because some of us actually pay attention in class, doesn't mean we're staring at boys. I do not like Lyle Vox.” My voice is stern, and I try to be as convincing as possible. Does she believe me yet?

      “Dalia and Lyle, sitting in a tree, K. I. S. S. I. N. G—”

      No, she isn't.

      “Ew,” her voice scratches through my head. Turning to look up, Sandy Vox is right behind me. “You like my brother? Are you kidding me?” Sandy laughs, tipping her head back and closing her eyes. “You must be delusional. My brother would never like a loser like you. He'd never even give you the time of day.”

      “Shut up, Sandy,” Kira barks.

      “What was that?” Sandy yells loudly, causing the entire field to stop and look at us. “Dalia wants to marry my brother, Lyle? She loves him, you say?”

      A few boys begin to chuckle, pointing in my direction. The world around me starts to shrink, getting fuzzier and fuzzier. I'm trying to breathe, but it's hard. My chest hurts, and the laughing is getting louder and louder.

      Sandy is smirking and making kissy faces. A few other girls start to laugh along with her. I want to shout at them all, I want to tell each and every single one to go screw themselves. But I can't. My mind is blank, and I don't have the balls to give it back to her.

      Because everyone, all the kids on the field, all the kids in the bleachers, they're all laughing at me. I feel so small right now. So alone. So embarrassed.

      Gathering my stuff, I take off down the bleachers and across the field, making my way toward the school. I'm done. I can't stay here and be made fun of like this.

      Shut up! Leave me alone! The words stay in my head, captured behind a wall of teenage silence. I should stand up for myself, but how do you stand up to the most popular girl in school?

      “Dalia, wait!” Kira calls out to me, but I ignore her.

      I don't stop. I pick up the pace and start to jog. I just want to be away from here, and away from Sandy. My eyes are on the bright, red double doors, when out of nowhere, the ground is gone from under my feet, and I'm looking at the ground, quickly coming up to me.

      Stumbling over my own feet, I lose my balance, face planting into the dirt. I lay there for a second, because now everyone is laughing even harder. I don't even want to get up. I can feel my skin turn red, and the tears I'm trying so hard to hold in are starting to fall. Dirt is sticking to my face, getting sucked into my nose as I try to breathe.

      “Oh my God, I was right!” Sandy blurts out from above me, her laughter bordering on hysterical. “Wow, you really are such a loser.”

      Lifting my head, I see my sketchpad splayed open on the ground, pages of my book spilling across the grass. And right on top, right there for everyone to see, are the doodles of mine and Lyle's names together in hearts, complete with arrows and lips, and all kinds of little loving designs.

      No, no, no. This can't be happening.

      “You all right?” There's a hand in front of my face, open, with wiggling fingers. “Let me help you up.”

      My eyes move up the arm, and I see the one person I really didn't expect, and really didn’t want to see. Lyle Vox. His eyes are soft, his smile sultry and smooth. The knot in my gut twists hard and fast, making me feel like I'm going to throw up.

      Nodding awkwardly, I take his hand. He pulls me to my feet easily, his eyes moving up and down my body. “You got some good scrapes.” Jerking his head, his eyes keep moving down my legs, and to the pile of papers at his feet.

      Kill me, just kill me now.

      Lyle bends over, scooping up my sketchpad and grabbing loose papers. I know he sees the one with our names, the stupid one I let myself draw while daydreaming.

      Why? Why did I do that?

      I'm such an idiot!

      Closing my eyes, I bite my tongue. I feel like a damn fool, a stupid girl for letting my feelings get etched into paper in little bubble hearts with our names.

      “Wow, I'm impressed. These are pretty good, I'd love to see more some time,” he says, holding out the book with a smile. But it's not a teasing smile or a condescending smile. He appears genuine, like he's actually curious.

      Snatching my notebook from his hand, I attempt to grab all the papers, but some fly out and tumble across the grass. I'm not chasing them down, all I want to do is leave.

      Hanging my head, I start to walk away. I can't look back at him or I may actually throw up all over the ground. He knows how I feel now, and that in itself is scary as hell.

      Holding my stuff close to my chest, I just keep walking.

      Kira runs up beside me and grabs me by the shoulders. “You okay?” she asks, her voice concerned. I sniffle and half nod, keeping my eyes on the ground. “Come on, let’s get you to the nurse, and get those cuts cleaned up.” She wraps an arm around my shoulder and walks with me.

      I'm sitting on the bench in the nurse's office, holding my head in my hands. “I want to die, Kira. Seriously, this is awful. I'm never going to be able to show my face in school again.”

      “Are you kidding me?” she asks, jumping up onto the bench beside me. “Do you even realize what happened?”

      “Uh, yeah. I made a complete fool of myself, and I'll never live it down. I'm going to be the laughingstock of the entire school.”

      “No, dummy, that's not it at all. Lyle literally ran across the entire football field to come help you off the ground. He didn't have to do that, but he did. So, what does that tell you?”

      “It tells me he's not as much of an asshole as his sister.”

      “No, it says he cares. He cares enough about you that he ran fifty yards just to see if you were okay. Lyle was at your side before I was. Tell me that's not a little curious.”

      My eyes meet hers, and she shrugs. Could she be right? Could he maybe have some feelings for me?

      The thought turns my aching heart into a tirade of excitement. If Lyle has even the slightest interest me, just a hint, that's all I need to make my entire fucking senior year worthwhile.

      The nurse comes into the room, and Kira jumps down to the floor.

      “I'm heading back to class. You good?” she asks.

      “Yeah, thanks, Kira.” Smiling, I'm starting to feel a little bit better about what happened.

      Lyle did run across a field to come to my side. He did compliment my art and tell me he'd like to see more. That's more than he's ever said to me in my entire life. Before today, the only conversation we ever had was him asking me if the meatball sub was good in the school cafeteria.

      That was it. A single question about food.

      He never looked at me again after that. But, I saw him, I always saw him.

      I saw him as he struggled with geometry. I saw him as he gave a presentation about the color hues in art. I saw him as he climbed the rope with his steel muscles and thick calves.

      I saw him everywhere.

      Giving me a smile, she walks backward out the door. “That's what best friends are for.”

      The nurse cleans the scrapes on both my knees and bandages them. Once I'm all set, I get a hall pass from her, and start toward my locker to grab my books for my next class.

      Standing at my locker, I flip through the books, pulling out the ones I need.

      “Well, well, well, look who it is.” Shutting the door on my locker, I see Sandy coming down the hall. “It's Dirty Dalia, the waste of air.”

      Lyle is walking beside her, his eyes meet mine, and I wait to see if he says anything to his sister about how she's acting. He shifts his gaze, moving to the books in his hand, then takes a sharp left, disappearing down another hall.

      He just kept going. He didn't say shit to her.

      Maybe Kira is wrong. He doesn't like me.

      “Tsk, tsk,” Sandy says, clicking her tongue against the roof of her mouth as she leans against the locker next to mine. “When are you going to learn, Dalia? When will you finally learn that you don't fit in here? You don't fit in anywhere. I know you like my brother. I've seen the way you look at him, but you need to understand something. . .” Pausing, she lifts her hand to her face, and starts picking at her long, pink nails. “You're garbage, you're trash, you will never, ever, be on our level. My brother and I, we're out of your league, and you just need to stay where you belong. Face down in the dirt.”

      Gritting my teeth, I veer my stare. “Your brother helped me; I don't think he sees me as trash.” My voice isn't as a strong as I want it to be, but I'm proud of myself for not staying silent for once.

      “My brother only did that to make himself look better. He's the captain of the football team. He wants to keep it that way. But don't be fooled by his help, Dalia. His kindness only goes skin deep. He'll never like you because he's better than you. The sooner you realize that, the better.”

      Sandy starts to walk again, crashing into my shoulder on purpose, and slamming me into my locker on her way by.

      She's right. I know she's right.

      Sandy and her brother live in a different world than me, with completely different lives.

      But it's not because they have money or because she's the head cheerleader and he's the captain of the football team. . .

      We live in different worlds because I will never be as cold or self-centered as them. I will never let money rule my life, or let it define who I am.

      I will always do what's right.

      Because that's who I want to be.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Come on, Dalia, don't be a prude. It'll be fun. Forget about what happened earlier today, it doesn't matter.” Kira grabs my arm, tugging it in against her cheek. “Please?” She looks up at me and bats her lashes. “Pretty please?”

      Grimacing, my lips fold down. “I don't know. You know I'm not really into those types of parties. Everyone gets all shit faced, and acts stupid—”

      “Exactly, that's the best part!” she blurts out. “Dalia, it's our senior year, we need to make it to at least one party. Just one, that's all I ask.”

      “Yeah, but are we even invited? Did anyone ask you to go? Because no one asked me. Won't it be weird if we just show up?”

      Rolling her eyes, she groans, “Dalia, you're killing me.” Hanging her head, she drops my arm, and throws herself back on my bed. “You don't get invited to these things, no one gets invited. Word spreads, and people just show up. Poof! It's party magic.” She wriggles her fingers like she's just thrown sparkles into the air.

      Sitting down beside her, I fold my hands in my lap. The idea makes me uncomfortable. I've never been a party kind of girl. Why should I start now?

      Kira rolls onto her stomach, resting her head in her hands. “Lyle will be there. . .” she says, drawing out his name. Pouting her bottom lip, she gives me puppy dog eyes. “Please, pretty please.”

      “Why don't you just go? You don't need me with you.”

      Pushing herself up, she grabs my hands and squeezes. “I'm not going unless you come with me. That's how this whole best friend thing works. You have my back, I have yours. You know, connected at the hip.” Kira gives me a smile and scoots a little closer. “Look, I promise if it's weird or awkward, we'll leave. Okay?”

      Letting out a slow breath, I nod. I sit quietly, just holding her eyes with mine. She's still pouting her bottom lip, cupping her fingers together to beg.

      “Okay, okay,” I finally say, cracking. “I'll go.” Pressing my hands into the tops of my knees, I groan. “But if shit gets crazy, or I get uncomfortable, I'm out.”

      Kira jumps up to her knees and squeals. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.” She drives herself forward, giving me a big hug. “This is going to be awesome! I swear, it's going to be so much fun! You have no idea!”

      Giggling, I push her off me. “Yeah, well I hope you're right. Or this friendship. . .” With an open hand, I wiggle it side to side.

      Kira giggles, latching back on to hug me harder. “You'll never get rid of me, sorry.”

      When we arrive at the party, we park halfway down the street, directly behind a row of cars. Kira locks the doors, tucking the single key into her pocket. Walking side by side, she's smiling wide.

      “This is going to be fucking awesome. I'm so excited. Are you excited?”

      Shrugging a shoulder, I try to muster some excitement. “Yeah, this should be really cool.”

      The music starts to pound as we get closer, and I can hear laughing and yelling. We turn up the driveway of Todd Stanson's house, and there are kids everywhere.

      Todd is one those kids whose parents are never home. They travel to their country house almost every weekend, leaving open range for their son to throw parties. It's like they hit their late forties, sent their two older kids to college, and figured fuck the last one, he's on his own.

      I've never seen any other kid have the freedom Todd Stanson has.

      The front door is open, so I follow Kira inside. There are empty cups and beer cans strewn about the room, with drunken kids dancing and laughing.

      She smiles at people from school, and we make our way deeper inside. There's a keg in the kitchen, so she grabs two cups, and fills them. Passing me one, she takes a big gulp from hers.

      “What is this?” I ask.

      “Beer.”

      “Oh, no, I don't want this. I don't want to drink.”

      Kira shrugs her shoulder, taking the cup from my hand, and passing it to some random kid that walks by. “I'm just happy you're here. And if I get too fucked up, you can drive us home.”

      “Consider it done. I'd be happy to get us home later.”

      There's a commotion coming from the garage that catches our attention. She gives me a smile and nods her head. “Come on, let's go see what's going on in there.”

      “Are you sure we can?” I ask.

      “Dalia, relax, it's fine. Take a deep breath, we're not going to get in trouble or anything.”

      I fake a confident smile and follow her to the door. There's hooting and clapping, laughing and yells. Stepping down into the garage, there's a big circle of kids all crowding a bottle. A couple of them are in the middle of the circle, making out with each other.

      Spin the bottle. Seriously?

      “Well, well, well, look who climbed out from under her rock.” Sandy purses her lips and rocks her head on her shoulders.

      “Not tonight, Sandy, all right?” Kira cuts in, holding out her cup in Sandy's direction. “We're just here to have a good time, no drama.”

      With open palms, Sandy tucks her chin into her chest as if she's just been insulted. “I'm not trying to cause any trouble, Kira. I just think it would be fun if you and Dalia joined our game here? What do you think, Dalia? You in?” She looks behind Kira at me.

      “Nah, I'm all set. Maybe another time,” I answer.

      “Oh come on, don't be a prude, Dalia. Here,” she says, grabbing a drink and trying to hand it to me. “Drink up, have fun, and enjoy the party.”

      “I'm good, really.”

      “Come on, just take it,” she says, nudging the cup in my direction. “That's why you're here, right? To party with the cool kids?” Suddenly the cup is swept from her hand.

      “She said she's good, Sandy.” Setting the cup down on a ledge, Lyle steps between his sister and me. “Besides, we need another player inside.” Looking back at me over his shoulder, he asks, “You in, Dalia?”

      Is this really happening? Did Lyle Vox just save me from his own sister and then ask me to play a game?

      Kira gives me a gentle push forward, flashing wide eyes and a half smile. “Say yes, say yes,” she mouths the words.

      “Um, yeah, okay. I'll play.”

      “Good, let's go,” he says, reaching down and grabbing my hand to guide me away from the drunken spin the bottle game. He has no idea how grateful I am.

      I don't look back, but I can feel his sister staring at us, her glare burning a hole in the back of my head. But still I smile. Because I don't care about what she thinks right now, I'm on cloud nine.

      My small hand fits perfectly in his, snuggly tucked into his palm. He squeezes my fingers tighter, and my heart hammers inside my chest.

      Lyle Vox is holding my hand. Lyle Vox is taking me with him to join a game.

      This feels like a dream. Don't wake up. Don't wake up. Don't wake up. Wishing silently, I let him pull me through the house, and to a back patio where a game of Twister is underway.

      Lyle releases my hand and holds up his arms. Howling loudly, he barks, “All right, kids, let's do this.” A boy named Chris attempts to pass Lyle a bottle of beer, but he declines, and stands at the edge of the mat. “Where am I going, Kay?”

      Kay spins the little arrow. “Right hand on red,” she says.

      Lyle places his hand down, then glances up at me. “You're next, Dalia.”

      Kay spins again. “Left foot on blue.”

      There are four of us playing, all taking turns as Kay controls the spinner. We're all tangled together, until one kid falls, taking him out of the game. Then another kid goes down, and all that's left is Lyle and me.

      “You're going down, Greene.” He's taunting me, playfully nudging me with his hip. “Uh, don't fall, unless you can't hang anymore.”

      “Don't worry, I'm way more flexible than you'll ever be.” Giggling, we're wrapped around each other, arms and legs all braided into one big knot.

      He's flirting with me, he's really flirting with me!

      It's the first time ever that I feel a mutual attraction between us. His smiles are coy and sexy. He's purposely touching me more than he has to be. There's no reason his face needs to be so close to mine. We’re the only two people playing now, yet we never move more than two spots away from each other despite the rest of the mat being wide open.

      Placing my hand on a green dot, my face is up against his chest. He smells amazing, his cologne hijacking my senses. I take a deeper breath, lean in a little more, and brush my cheek against his shoulder.

      Glancing up, Lyle is looking down at me. Our faces are so close, eyes locking on each other as we both sway, trying to keep our balance. He gives me a little smile, then licks his lips. My heart starts to pound in my chest, and a cool sweat is beading up on the back of my neck.

      Kiss him, Dalia. Kiss him. It's now or never!

      I think he wants me to. Why would he be looking at me this way if he didn't?

      Do it!

      Sucking in a big breath of air, I close my eyes, and throw my mouth against his, kissing him. His lips are soft and warm, slightly wet, and taste like fruit punch. Opening my eyes, Lyle has a look of shock on his face.

      His eye are open wide, exposing all of the white around his eyes. His mouth is stiff, and not moving at all.

      Oh no! What the hell did I just do?

      A rush of embarrassment scales up my spine, making me fall over onto my ass. Jumping to my feet, I look around. Everyone in the room is staring at me. A couple of boys start to laugh and snicker.

      I'm mortified. Embarrassment turns my face ten different shades of red.

      What the hell was I thinking? I'm so stupid!

      Twisting quickly, I find the door and bolt. I can't stay here anymore. There's no way I'm going to stick around for the barrage of humiliation that's coming my way.

      Everyone is going to know before the night is over.

      My stomach cramps and turns, as bile rises to the back of my throat. I'll never live this down. This is going to follow me forever.

      “Dalia, wait!” I faintly hear Lyle call out behind me.

      But I don't stop. My feet carry me down the hall, bumping into shoulders, and bouncing off the walls. All I want to do is get the hell out of here. That's it.

      I can't believe I did that!

      I'm such an idiot! How could I be so stupid to think he'd ever want to kiss me?

      He's popular, tall, and handsome. He can have any girl he wants. Why would he ever want someone like me?

      I read him wrong, so very wrong.

      Shoving my way through the crowd of kids in the living room, I squeeze out the front door, and stumble down the steps into the yard. All I want to do is go home. Looking side to side, I check to see if Kira is around, but she's not.

      Pulling out my phone, I start to text her that I want to leave, when suddenly I'm grabbed by the arm, and yanked in the opposite direction.

      “Dalia Greene, I've nev. . .never seen you out like this before.” I'm spun around and swept into someone's chest. “Damn, girl, yo—you look good.”

      It's Justin Smith. Normally, he's a pretty nice guy, but he's not himself right now. He reeks of vodka, his words are slurred. He's swaying on his heels as he uses me to hold him upright.

      “You're drunk, Justin.” I push against his chest, trying to pry myself free. “Let me go.”

      “Oh come on, we both know how you've looked at me this year. You want this, I can tell.” Lowering his face, he puckers his lips as he tries to kiss me.

      “Stop it, Justin. I said let me go.” My voice is louder as I give him another hard shove. But he's got me so tight, his arm hooked around my waist, I can't break free.

      “She said let her go.” Lyle's voice spurs my heart and causes it to stand still in my chest. In one quick pull, he yanks Justin off me, and throws him to the ground as if he weighs nothing.

      Justin grabs the back of his skull where it hit the ground, rubbing the sore spot. “What the fuck, Lyle. Why you got to be such a douche?”

      “If I were you, I'd just stay the fuck down.” He looms over Justin, his fists clenched at his sides as his nostrils flare. “You won't win this one, we both know that.”

      Justin doesn't say another word, he simply keeps rubbing his head with one hand. He isn't going to challenge Lyle because he knows he doesn't stand a chance.

      Lyle takes me by the hand, and pulls me in, wrapping me in his arms. “Are you okay?” he asks, checking me over for any injuries.

      “I'm fine.” Clearing my throat, I try to gather myself. This has been a strange night.

      His eyes steady on mine as his fingers dig deeper into the small of my back. “You know, next time you kiss me, you really should give me the chance to kiss you back before you run off.”

      Holy shit. What is he doing? What's happening right now?

      I'm stuck. My body and mind are fighting, battling each other for the truth. My head can't grasp the thought that this guy, this hot, tall, steel jawed guy, could, or would, ever want anything to do with me.

      And my body is telling me to shut the hell up, stop thinking, and just feel the energy between us. Feel him, don’t think. Feel his lips, his chest, his hands. Feel him. Don't let my head win, scaring me into running away from this guy who obviously came back to find me.

      Lyle Vox came for me. Me.

      The quiet nerd who spends her days with her face in a book, sketching pictures or reading. With fingers covered in silver pencil lead, and no plans but to do anything but draw; this girl is now pressed into the chest of the hottest kid in school.

      What universe did I wake up in today?

      My eyes drift up to his, connecting for a single breath as he drives his mouth onto mine and kisses me hard and deep. His tongue slips between my lips, tasting and licking me in ways no boy ever has.

      Tingles start to form in new and untouched places. They zip down my legs, making my toes curl in my shoes. I need to hold myself down, to ground myself so I don't start to float away.

      Clutching the outside of his arms with my fingertips, I hold on tight. I hold on so the wind can't capture me and blow me away. I hold on because I need to feel that this is real. I hold on because I don't know if I'll ever get to touch him this way again.

      His hands move through my hair, gripping my nape and tugging my head back slightly. Every inch of my body is buzzing, the sensation billowing out from every pore. My skin is hot and cold all at the same time.

      I want to shut my eyes just like he's doing, and follow his lead, but I'm afraid if I do, I'll wake up and this dream will end.

      I can taste him, sweet and salty, his cologne envelops me. And all of it is amazing, overloading my system, and I can't think straight.

      Wow, oh wow. He's such a good kisser! Am I doing this right?

      Tilting my head more, I'm trying to mimic his kiss when blue and red lights flash in the night, and I hear the chirp of a siren.

      Kids start to dart around us, running by in blurs in my peripheral vision.

      Lyle pulls away quickly, his face more than enough to know something is wrong. “Shit,” he says. “It's the cops. Go, get out of here.” He pushes me toward the darkness on the opposite side of the yard and runs the other way.

      “Wait. . . What?”

      “Go, Dalia! Go! I need to go find Sandy, just get out of here!”

      I stand still for a second, taken back that even after her hurtful words, after he had to step in and stop her from doing any more damage, he still feels the need in his heart to keep her safe.

      That says a lot about who he is. He’s more than the self-centered jock with only football and pussy on his mind.

      And it only makes me like him more.

      My feet start to take off, but I stop in my tracks. Kira. . . Whipping my head toward the backyard, I run around the side of the house, and as luck has it, Kira is flying out the sliding glass doors.

      “Oh, thank God, Dalia,” she says between breaths as she grabs my arm. “Come on, we’ve got to get the hell out of here.” She glances right to left, and back to the left again. “This way.”

      With her hand wrapping my wrist, she drags me through the backyard and into a thick set of bushes. Ducking down, she pulls me down beside her.

      “Get low, as low as you can.”

      We lay on our bellies and push ourselves as far back into the bushes as possible. Voices start to spill in from every direction. The police are yelling at the kids they catch, grabbing them by their collars as they try to run by.

      Kira and I wait quietly, giggling and trying not to shake the bushes as we laugh. This is a story I'll have for the rest of my life.

      The night I finally kissed my crush. The night he kissed me back. And the night I hid in a bush for two hours until the cops finally left and it was safe to go home.

      I know this is going to be one of those moments I'll always look back on, one that changed me, and gave me the confidence to finally go out there and get what I want.

      Because it's clear to me after tonight. . .

      I'm not the only one who knows what they want.
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      “We'll talk soon,” I say, shaking my new client's hand with a smile. Walking him to the door, I point him in the direction of the front desk and send him on his way.

      It's the repetition that's saving me. Having done this so many times over the years means I don't even have to think about it anymore. It's second nature.

      Smile. Handshake. Nod.

      Smile. Handshake. Nod.

      That's all I have to make this meeting seem normal.

      Standing in the doorway, I watch him until he rounds the corner, and disappears out of view. Walking back to my desk, I fix the stack of papers, tapping them against the surface, and slipping them back into the folder.

      I'm trying to focus on anything I can that isn't—her.

      But she's there, sitting right in the front of everything, and I can't get her out of my head. Those fucking eyes. Her long legs. Her perfectly kissable lips. I'm getting hard just thinking about her.

      What the hell is wrong with me?

      Pausing, I hold the thin edge of the folders against the table, staying very still. I'm trying to convince myself that she's not the girl I've dreamt about for years.

      Victor, one of our IT techs is passing the door, causes me to lift my head. He looks inside and gives me a small smile with a wave.

      Giving him a head nod, I call out to him, “Victor, don't forget I need the newest version of the PicTrans program uploaded on every computer in this office by the end of the day.”

      He stops short, tipping his head back to answer. “You got it, Boss. Consider it already done.”

      “Thanks, we really need it for this new project we're starting Monday.”

      Everything on the outside seems normal. I'm doing my job, I'm bringing in new clients, creating advertising and social media plans, and making sure everyone is happy on both ends.

      But inside, inside I'm a fucking mess.

      Dalia Greene is back in my life. She's here, and now I can't fucking think straight. I thought I was stronger than this. I convinced myself that I'd be able to handle seeing her again without an issue. I even thought that maybe it was a typo and a stranger would walk in that door.

      But the fact that I can't stop thinking about her is proving me wrong. It is Dalia Greene, and she's just as gorgeous as I remember.

      Her hair is still long, with those same bright, red highlights. The green in her eyes is still explosive, bursting with specks of gold. Even from across the room, it's easy to see her thick lashes sweep over her eyes with every blink.

      Except, there's something about her that's different. She has this aura around her I've never seen before. I know what it is, and it's sexy as hell on her. Confidence.

      The shyness is gone, and she holds herself taller, with a bold and undeniable spark I could feel even standing across the room from her. The meek little vixen I remember is now a strong woman.

      And her fucking body, I'm lucky my jaw didn't hit the floor the second I laid eyes on her. Curvy and thick, her figure can bring any man to their knees.

      Dalia isn't the teenage girl I've seen in my dreams. She's come back, and now she's all grown up.

      I kept stealing glances of her heart shaped face, her eyes, her beautiful hands. I've always loved her hands, there's something about them. They create such amazing things, such incredible, beautiful things.

      I also couldn’t help stealing something else. A glance of her perfect, lick-worthy tits when she leaned over. That small glimpse sent blood rushing to my cock. I was hard instantly, so hard it practically hurt.

      And I almost fucking kissed her.

      Everything in that moment meant nothing; not the job, not the risk of someone seeing us, not even the fact that I'm her boss. I ignored all of it, ready to finish what we started all those years ago.

      Touching my lips softly, I close my eyes, wishing I hadn't pulled back. Regret washes over my body, and all I can picture are her sexy, pouty lips. I see her eyes, the way they were looking up at me. All those stolen moments between us, past and present.

      I should have fucking kissed her.

      There's no way I could have expected my body to react the way it did. The pull is strong, the desire so heavy I'm not sure how long I'll be able to control myself around her. It's primal, like she's awoken a beast inside me.

      I've never felt like this before. Not with any other woman. Not one of the girls I've dated since high school up to now has ever turned me on the way Dalia did today.

      When Sandy sent me the list of potential new hires, Dalia Greene is the last name I thought I'd see. Yet, there she was, her information typed up all neat and organized, her art portfolio more incredible and amazing than I remember.

      Her art is mind blowing. Even when we were younger, her talent was always way above everyone else, even my sister. I'd never tell Sandy that, but it's obvious to anyone who takes the time to look.

      I was positive Sandy was up to something, because there's no way she'd actually hire Dalia in a million years. What kind of trick was she playing? What did she have up her sleeve? I put Dalia's name on the top of the list, positive that my sister would call me out on it.

      Then Sandy proved me wrong. She did the exact opposite of what I thought. She hired the girl I've never forgotten, and the one she loved to torture. This could still be a game to her, one she's keeping from me.

      Sandy's always been good at tearing people down. She's no stranger to hurting others to get what she wants. This company didn't just happen from good fortune. And I'm not proud to say I've seen it firsthand.Sandy's always been the type of person who never really sees you, she hardly ever sees anyone. If you're not an obstacle in her way that she has to knock down, then you’re just gunk on the bottom of her shoe. You'll never be on her radar.

      Dalia's been off her radar for years. Sandy probably forgot all about her the day we graduated.

      Now she's back, she's here. Dalia Greene is no longer a ghostly memory.

      I really thought I could handle seeing her again, I honestly did. Obviously, I can't. Just the thought of her turns me on. She makes my skin hot and my stomach tight.

      “Knock, knock.”

      Speak of the devil. . . “Hey, San, what's up?” I ask as I keep packing up the stuff from meeting.

      She takes a single step into the room. “Well, how'd it go with Mr. Fergeson? Did he like your pitch?”

      “How do you think it went? You know when I'm on this stuff it gets done right.” Gathering the small stack of folders, I tuck them in my briefcase. “We got the contract to do all the advertising and graphics for his new sneaker campaign through next year.”

      “Nice job,” she says halfheartedly, not really caring at all about the outcome. Her eyes are dull, lacking any real interest. I know that look, it's the look she gives when she really doesn't give a shit. “Listen,” she goes on to say immediately, “I want you to put the new girl—what's her name again?”

      “Dalia.”

      She really doesn't remember her. My sister is so single minded. She only focuses on herself.

      “Right, Dalia. I want her on this campaign.” Sandy leans against the door, picking at the bed of one of her nails. She isn't even looking at me anymore. “Let's throw her in headfirst and see if she can swim.” Holding out her hand, she twists it back and forth, examining her nail polish.

      “And if she can't?”

      Her eyes float up to mine, her expression flat as she shrugs a shoulder. “We fire her ass. What else would we do? We wouldn't keep someone who can't even float, Lyle.”

      Arching a brow, I angle my head. “Just like that? Fire her after one project? No second chances, no time to adjust. Really, Sandy?”

      “Yeah,” she says, darting her eyes up to mine, and dropping her hand down weightlessly. “Just like that. Why? You have a problem with my decision?” Folding her arms over her chest, she gives me the look.

      It's the same look our mother would give us when we were kids, the same look she's given me for years if I challenge her or don't agree with her. Her eyes squint hard, astute, and icy. Her brows crinkle and drop, causing sharp lines across her forehead.

      “Sandy, come on. It just seems like basing the decision to fire someone off their first project isn't really fair. Why don't we give her something easier to start with, give her a little time to settle in before we challenge her? I mean, what's the point of hiring someone just to fire them a week later?”

      Impatience fills her eyes like angry weeds, causing her head to fall heavily to her shoulder. “There's no point in wasting time and money on someone who sucks, Lyle, it's as simple as that. Put her on the Fergeson campaign, and fire her if she can't hold her own.”

      She leans back on the sharp point of her heel and spins out the door. Lazily, she waves an arm in the air, and says, “You know what needs to happen, you don't need me to keep reminding you. Take care of your shit, Lyle, I'm going to lunch.”

      Sitting down at my desk, I press the pads of my fingers to my lips, and sigh. My eyes drop to the intercom, knowing I have to call Dalia in, and tell her about the change to her schedule.

      You're her boss. Remember that!

      This shouldn't be hard, but it is. I don't want to give her a task that my sister is willing to fire her over if it isn't perfect. And that's what Sandy expects; perfection.

      It isn't fair, and I really don't like the thought of it. She just got here, let me enjoy her some before sending her away.

      Pushing the button, I say, “Giada, can you please send Dalia to my office?”

      “I'll call her now, Mr. Vox.”

      Sitting back in my chair, I rake my fingers through my hair, and close my eyes. Taking in a deep breath, I let it out slow.

      Don't let her get to you, stay in control!

      Opening my eyes, she comes around the corner at the same time. My dick throbs just seeing her, pulsing and hungry for a taste.

      Damn it, I'm not sure how I'm going to keep myself in control. So much for staying in control.

      Her shapely curves are accentuated by her dress. It hugs her hips, fitting tightly around her tits, and pushing them up so her cleavage is busting out the top.

      The buttons down the center bulge, threatening to snap off. She fumbles with her hands at her waist as she stands in the doorway.

      “You wanted to see me?”

      She looks nervous.

      The idea is exciting, sending another surge of heat to my cock. Maybe she's nervous because she's thinking about the kiss that almost was. Or maybe she's thinking about how badly she wishes I had made a move.

      Biting my bottom lip, I tug it in and smile. “Come in and take a seat. I want to talk to you about something.”

      Timidly, she moves to the chair and sits. We're both quiet. I'm letting whatever she's thinking fester for a bit. Her thighs are rubbing back and forth as her hands keep clasping and opening around the arms of the chair.

      Her eyes jump around all over. They're on my face, the ceiling, on the floor, and on the pictures on the wall. They don't stay in one place for long.

      Finally, I rest my elbows on the desk and ask, “Do you know who Dylan Fergeson is?”

      She thinks for a second, then shakes her head. “No, actually, I don't.” Her hands fall into her lap, weighing down the fabric of the dress. I imagine the outline of her panties, the thin straps that wrap her hips and convene as a single strip up over her pussy.

      My dick jerks in my pants. She's breathing hard, breaths short and rapid as she waits for me to speak again.

      “Well, he's looking for our help on a new project, and I want you on it. I just had a meeting with him, and we’re signed on to do all the graphics for his sneakers.” She tilts her head, listening more intently. “I'm assuming you've at least heard of D Sneakers?”

      “Are you serious right now? You want to put me on the campaign for D Sneakers? The D Sneakers?”

      Nodding, I smile. “Dylan Fergeson, D himself, just left a little while ago, and we start Monday.” Holding out my hands, I ask, “So, what do you think? Think you can handle it?”

      I smirk, veering my stare, and making sure she sees my eyes move down her body. I hope she gets the double meaning. And I hope she gives it back.

      She swallows, and I watch her neck bob as she licks her lips. Her lush lips look dewy and velvet soft. My mind starts to picture them around my cock. I can picture it clear as day. Her mouth forming an O as she sucks my crown into her mouth and her cheeks hollow.

      Fuck, she's killing me.

      “I know I can handle it,” she says easily, her voice clear and solid.

      Clearing my throat again, I shift in my seat. “Good, we start Monday then.”

      “Thank you, I really do appreciate this job, and you letting me take part in such a big campaign—”

      Holding up my hand, I stop her from speaking. I don't want her kissing my ass, I want to fuck hers. Dipping my head into my chest, I smile. “If you need anything, anything at all, don't hesitate to ask.” Winking, my lips curl to one side. “Really, anything you need. I'm here.”

      Her eyes blaze with understanding, and my chest burns as I see her lick her lips and cross her legs. She doesn't blink at all, her eyes imploring as she lifts her chest higher. Pebbled nipples poke out from under her dress, drawing my eyes down.

      Is she doing this on purpose? Does she want me to look?

      If she's trying to make me want her, it's working.

      “I'll keep that in mind.” Her voice comes out smooth and clear. “Is there anything else?”

      There is actually. . . I'm going to fuck you until you scream. I'm going to bend you over my desk and fuck you until you come all over my cock.

      “No, that's all,” I say, my thoughts a hidden layer in my words. “I'll have Giada send you the details for the sneaker campaign.”

      Dalia tips her head and leaves my office. I watch her go, unable to walk her out because I'm hard as a rock and tenting my pants. My dick is firm, my balls are tight, and my muscles are pulsing with need.

      My cock hurts it's so hard. Standing up, I walk around my office, trying to get it to go away, but it's not working. I need to take care of this raging hard-on.

      Closing the door to my office, I lock it, and flip the shades down on my windows. Sitting at my desk, I pull my cock out, relieving the tension. But my dick is still throbbing, and the tip is swollen.

      Gripping my shaft, I close my eyes and all I see is Dalia. Her perfect tits, her plump ass, her wet lips. My mind runs wild with dirty thoughts, imagining her mouth wrapping my cock, and her tits in my face.

      Stroking my length, I let my imagination take over.

      Laying my head back, I picture Dalia sucking my dick. My tip disappears into her mouth, and her cheeks hollow as my cock hits the back of her throat.

      With smooth strokes, I work from base to tip, moving faster and faster. Pumping harder, squeezing firmer, knowing just how good it could feel to actually be inside her.

      She swirls her tongue around the tip, licking the precum, and moaning as she drives her mouth back down with so much force I hit the back of her throat.

      Squeezing my dick, I relax my body deeper into the chair, knowing how badly I want to fuck her. I want to bend her over my desk, and slam my cock in her wet heat while I listen to her scream for more.

      Her pussy will milk me, it'll drip to just have a taste of my cock. Dalia won't be able to walk when I'm through with her.

      My balls tighten as the orgasm starts to build. Pumping faster and faster, I give one last jerk of my hand, and hot come spills all over my knuckles. My dick pulses as I grab a few napkins and clean myself up. A thin sweat coats my forehead and I'm breathing heavily.

      I feel better, more relaxed, and I know I have to keep myself under control. But, I'm never going to make it. Dalia Greene is going to destroy my very existence. And why? Because I can't stop thinking about her.

      Groaning, I slam my palms to my forehead.

      What the hell is wrong with me? Why is this girl affecting me this way?

      Dragging my hands down my face, I look over at the wall of pictures, my eyes landing on the one of me and my sister with our parents the day we graduated from high school.

      Fuck! Sandy will fire her in a second if she fucks any of this up!

      And if she ever found out that there's even a sliver of attraction between us, my sister will make her life a living hell.

      Sandy doesn't tolerate any bad behavior, especially when it comes to our business. Relationships, undermining direct orders from either of us, you're gone.

      When it comes to me, she's even worse. Sandy and I are twins, but according to her, she came out first, so she's always been protective of me in an older sister kind of way. Back in high school, Sandy became obsessive with the Dalia, actively searching for ways to hurt her. And somehow, she got me involved.

      Regrets are a horrible curse. They stay with you, forcing your brain to actively search for ways around the damage.

      But I could never fix what happened. All I could do was hate myself for it.

      Regrets are a pain that never leave. I still feel the same about it, even all these years later. And if I'm lucky, maybe I'll get the chance to make things right.

      I'm not sure if Sandy's up to something, but if she is, I'm not going to look the other way.

      Not anymore.
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      “Fuck, it's broken. What am I going to do now?” My skin pales as my eyes turn owlish. “I can't go out there like this?” My voice borders on frantic as I shake my hands at my sides. “I want to make a good impression.”

      “It's going to be fine, Dalia, trust me. Come here, let me fix it.” Kira grabs my shoulders and spins me to face the mirror. Pulling the loose button off, she tugs a pin from her hair and starts to work it through the buttonhole. “My mom taught me this trick. It works beautifully. No one will ever know it's broken.”

      I feel the fabric as it pulls tight, then loosens, and then tight again. “There,” she says, smoothing her hands down over my shoulders. “All better, check it out.”

      Looking in the mirror, I twist so I can see the back of the dress. “Oh my God, thank you, you're a life saver.”

      She hops down off the sink and smirks. “I know.” Leaning back against the porcelain basin, she picks up my portfolio and thumbs through it. “I don't know why you're so worried. Look at these, they're incredible. I mean seriously, you're like a female Andy Warhol. If any of these companies out there don't want to hire you now, or draft you for after college, they're crazy.”

      “These aren't scouts for football or something, Kira, it's graphic design. I'm not going to get drafted or anything.”

      “Well, whatever the hell it is, they'd be stupid not to snag you now while they can.” Passing me the leather folder, she pushes the bathroom door open, and we both head into the hall.

      “Yeah, well, fingers crossed they think the same as you do. These companies have big expectations, they're always looking for something special.” I step back, about to turn and head into the gym for the job fair, when I'm hit from behind.

      “Hey, watch it!” Sandy says, lifting her head. Her expression is hard at first, then quickly changes. Her lips flare and her eyes turn to glass. “Oh, Dalia, I'm sorry, I didn't realize it was you.”

      I flash her an apologetic smile, like I'm at fault too. “Sorry, I didn't see you there.”

      “It's fine, no worries.” She gives me her signature fake ass grin as her gaze drops to my hands. “What's that you got?” she asks.

      “Oh, it's nothing,” I say, trying to slip it behind my back.

      Sandy throws her arm out, snatching quickly before I can hide it away. “It doesn't look like nothing.”

      “It's just my portfolio.” I attempt to take it back with a fast grab of my own, but she turns away from me and I only get a handful of air.

      “Can I see it?” She isn't really asking, just like she isn't really waiting for an answer. Sandy opens the front cover and starts to thumb through it.

      “Um. . .” My mouth wrinkles, unsure why she has this sudden interest in my art. “Sure.” Warily, I let my arms go limp as her eyes are in my folder.

      I'm not going to fight her over it, not here, and not right now. The sooner she's done with whatever game she wants to play, the sooner I can get into the job fair. I have a goal, and I'm not going to let her get to me right now.

      She flips through each page, one at a time, her eyes growing bright as she looks over my art. “You did all these?” She sounds surprised.

      “Uh, yeah, I did.” Picking at my nails, I actually feel super nervous that she's looking at my stuff. She always has something to say, and it's never nice.

      Her eyes jump up to mine, and her brows arch high. “These are really good, Dalia, like really, really good.”

      Opening my eyes wide in surprise, I ask, “You think so?”

      “Yeah, I actually do, they're incredible.” She's still flipping pages, her fingertips tracing thick lines, and sweeping over curves and around the sharp edge of the portrait she's open to.

      “Thank you.”

      Sandy closes the cover and hands me back the folder, then holds up a thoughtful finger. “Hey, would you be willing to look over my stuff, and maybe give me some tips? I mean, your art is so much better than mine. I would really appreciate it.”

      Is she serious right now?

      I stand stunned for a second, not sure how to answer. Sandy doesn't have a nice bone in her body. She's always treated me like shit. For her to ask for my help is sending up all kinds of red flags. This isn't who she is.

      She smiles at me, her brows bouncing and head bobbing for me to say yes. “Please, I could really use some advice from someone with your eye and talent.”

      That's the most genuine I've ever heard her. She's always so cruel, her voice always on the edge of annoyance. But the look in her eyes is so believable, I can't say no.

      “Wow, yeah, I—”

      “Can't,” Kira answers for me, her tone dry and wary. “Dalia really should get going. Right, Dalia? You wanted to get to the job fair early, isn't that what you said?” she asks me, tugging on my arm, and trying to pull me toward the double doors.

      Sandy cocks her head and grabs my other arm to pull me back. “I think she has time. The job fair isn't going anywhere, and I have my portfolio right here.” Tugging a black folder from her bag, she pushes it in my direction.

      Kira's eyes sharpen, filling with agitation. She's standing beside me, her gaze fixed on Sandy. I can feel the tension coming off her, and I just want to keep things calm.

      “It's fine, really. I've got a few minutes.” Kira rolls her eyes, dropping her arms to her side and twisting away. I just want to keep the peace. “Here, let me see.” Taking her portfolio, I flip through the pictures.

      They're not bad, they're really not. I can see a few areas where she should clean up some lines. The detailing is good, but sometimes she goes overboard and creates a puddle of mess.

      But I'm not sure how to criticize them without hurting her feelings, or how to give her pointers without insulting her.

      What do I tell her? How do I say it without making her mad, or upsetting her?

      So, I do my best to point out all the stuff I love about her pictures, then softly suggest a few things. Sandy's listening, she looks like she's taking mental notes as she nods and agrees with what I'm saying.

      Closing her folder, I hand it back. Kira forces a fake smile and takes my arm again. “All right, time to go.” She starts to pull me again, but Sandy stops her.

      “Wait, Dalia, let me pay you back for your advice. I can give you a hand with your hair and makeup?”

      Style has always been an area I lack. My makeup is subpar, and my hair is either down or in a ponytail, nothing fancy.

      Running my fingers through my hair, my eyes dart to Kira who is shaking her head no lightly. I know she hates Sandy, and she has good reason. We all have a good reason for hating Sandy Vox.

      Except, this is a side of Sandy I've never seen before. She's actually being. . . nice. My walls are down, she isn't giving me a reason to throw them up. Maybe things will be different between us now that we share this thing, this love of art.

      “I'll meet you inside,” I say to Kira and give her a smile.

      She doesn't like my answer, flaring her nostrils and grinding her jaw. “I think—”

      “I think you should let her make her own decision. Besides, I'm just going to freshen her up some, that's all.” Sandy pulls me back into the bathroom.

      Looking back over my shoulder, the last thing I see before the door closes is Kira with a frown on her face. I don't want her to feel bad about this. She doesn't need to.

      People can change, even her.

      Sandy catches me looking back, and giggles. “Don't worry, she'll be fine without you for a few minutes.” Pulling the portfolio out from under my arm, she sets both of ours down on the sink. “Stand here.” Moving me by the shoulders, she looks me up and down.

      “Well?” I ask, running my fingers through my hair again. “What do you think?”

      “I think we're going to make you drop jaws to the floor out there.”

      “Really?”

      “Fuck yeah, are you kidding me?” Slipping her sweater off, she lays it over a stall door, and sets her bag on one of the sinks. “I mean look at you. You really should show off some more skin.”

      “You think so? It wouldn't be too much?”

      “Just let me do my thing, I promise, everyone will remember you once I'm done.”

      Sandy braids my hair and pulls a few pieces out so they frame my face. She digs around in her bag, taking out foundation, blush, lip stick, and mascara.

      Spinning me so I can't see in the mirror, she does my makeup, and starts to adjust my dress. “You really need to work your assets here. If you want the guys at those tables to notice you, you need to give them a reason to look.”

      Pulling the straps on my bra, she ties them together with a small elastic. My tits are now up near my neck, and she uses a clip to pull the skirt up to the middle of my thighs, pinning it in place.

      “There, now you're going to turn some heads.” She grabs our stuff off the counter, and hands me my folder.

      We walk out of the bathroom together, and I feel this rush pass through my body. I don't feel like a sheep right now, I feel like I'm part of the wolves.

      Sandy and I start for the gym, when she lets out a heavy breath as she's searching her bag. “Shit, have you seen my sweater?” Her gaze shifts from her bag to me. “It's my lucky sweater, I can't do this without my lucky sweater.”

      “I think you left it on the stall door, want me to go grab it for you?” I ask.

      “Would you really? That would be so nice.”

      “Yeah, sure, it's no problem.”

      “You're a life saver, thank you.”

      Running back into the bathroom, I grab her sweater and come back into the hall. Looking left to right, Sandy's gone.

      Where the hell did she go?

      Standing on the tips of my toes, I check down the hall. She's really gone. Vanished as if she was never there. Checking the time, there isn't much more time for the job fair, and I don't want to miss out on any opportunity.

      I'll just give it to her later.

      Heading in the gym, I can feel everyone staring at me as I browse the booths, searching for the few that are exactly what I want. I'm only here for the graphic design jobs. That's all I care about.

      I want my art to be seen on billboards and in commercials. I want to create something that people will remember and will last for a lifetime. I want to be like Carolyn Davidson and create something as memorable as the Nike swoosh.

      Finding a booth in the back, I walk in and I'm stunned to see a woman behind the table. She looks me up and down, obviously judging my outfit choice.

      Why did I let Sandy dress me like a five dollar hooker?

      Pulling the top of my shirt up to cover my cleavage, I sit in the chair and rest my portfolio on the table. I spit out the speech I came up with earlier, about how I'm a hard worker, and I take pride in my art.

      She seems to be mildly interested, despite the awkward introduction. The woman leans forward, resting her chin on the back of her hands as I express my love of design and list some impressionable artists from over the years.

      “I put together some of my favorite work that I've done. I hope you can see how much time and effort I'm willing to put in by the quality of my portfolio.”

      The woman smiles, taking the folder and leaning back in her chair. She opens the cover, her eyes popping up to me, and then back down to the folder. She flips a couple of the pages, closing the cover angrily.

      “Is this some type of joke?”

      “What do you mean?” I ask, confusion and uncertainty filling my voice.

      “You tell me,” she says, sliding the portfolio back across the table. “You say you're a hard worker, but this doesn't show it. If you want to play games, I suggest you go elsewhere.”

      Pulling back the cover, I stare in shock.

      Blank.

      Blank.

      Blank.

      There's nothing here. Page after page is nothing but crisp, white sheets of fresh unused paper.

      “I don't understand, this isn't right. Where's my art?”

      “Look,” the woman says, bluntly. “I don't have time for this. So, if you get serious, and you want a real shot at graphic design, I suggest you really put some effort in and grow up.”

      “No, really, this isn't my portfolio. Mine is full, it's filled with all my work.” Tears cloud my vision, bubbling up over my eyes.

      The woman purses her lips and folds her hands on the table, shrugging her shoulders at the same time.

      “I don't know what to else to tell you, I don't see any art.”

      Embarrassment gushes through my body, turning my skin ghost white. I want to throw up, I want to cry, I want to scream and flip the table over. But I can't do any of that right now. Hanging my head, I don't say another word to the woman.

      Jumping out of my seat, I dart off toward the hall. The tears are falling freely because I can't keep them in. This is unreal. It's a complete fucking mess.

      It's ruined! My future is ruined!

      Pushing through students, I run into the hall, unable to look anyone in the eyes. All I want to do is cry. I can hardly breathe as the tears fall harder. Leaning against the cement block wall, I lay my head back.

      This can't be happening! Not now! Not today!

      Staring down at the folder in my hands, I slowly peel back the cover again. It's possible my eyes played a trick on me, and the woman just wasn't impressed with what she was looking at.

      These pages aren't blank. It was me. It was only me. . .

      My eyes are closed as I open the cover. Peeking slightly, the bright white paper is blinding me with more tears.

      It's really all gone. All of it.

      Laughter echoes in the hall, causing me to turn my head. And that's when I see her. Sandy Vox. She looks over at me, a devious smirk on her face as she laughs again with extra volume. The friendly sparkle I had seen in her eyes is gone, replaced by the bitch I always knew.

      And that's when it hits me. It didn't register at the time, I was too naive and excited, bloated with her fake compliments.

      Sandy did this.

      It makes sense, that's the only thing that makes any sense at all.

      Anger inflames my soul, flipping a switch inside my head, and causing me to do something I never would have done before.

      Storming over to Sandy, I shove her sweater against her chest. “Here. You forgot this.” My voice is sharp as the thin edge of a knife. I want her to hear me this time, I want her to know I'm not afraid of her.

      “Hey!” she yells, her jaw jetting to one side. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

      “You screwed me!” Pointing a finger in her face, I hold up the empty portfolio.

      “I don't know what the hell you're talking about. I didn't do anything.”

      “Yes you did. All my work is gone. All of it.” Opening both ends, I tip it over, letting the pages float to the floor. “Where's my stuff, Sandy?”

      Sandy flares her nostrils, tipping her head to look down the bridge of her nose at me. “I don't have your shit, Dalia.”

      “This is all your fault. You did this to me. It's because of you I lost out on an incredible opportunity. You made me embarrass myself.”

      Scoffing, she looks around as kids start to circle us like sharks. Touching her chest lightly, she purses her lips. “It's not my fault you went in there looking like a slut.” Her eyes run up and down my front, and she circles my torso with a single finger. “I mean look at you. Maybe you went in there looking for the wrong job. I think the escort booth is in the far back corner.”

      Sandy laughs to herself, crossing one arm over the other and letting her hand hang loose. Kicking her hip out, she stiffens her back, and glares at me.

      “You're lying! You did this to my clothes, to my makeup.”

      “Ew,” she says, scrunching her face up tight. “I'd never help you with anything. Don't blame me because you're a dirty slut, Dalia.”

      “I'm not a slut.”

      “You know what they say, if it looks like a slut, and it dresses like a slut, it must be. . .” she pauses, taking a step in. “A whore.”

      A few of her friends are behind her, and all of them start laughing, calling me a whore too. Sniffling, I wipe my eyes, trying not to cry.

      “Awe, what's the matter?” Sandy asks, her voice high pitched. “Is the little whore going to cry now?”

      Turning, I attempt to run, but Sandy grabs the back of my dress, and yanks me backwards. “Where the hell do you think you're going? You don't get to accuse me of something and then run away.”

      Stumbling backwards, I catch my balance on the wall. “Let me go, Sandy!” Tearing my dress free, I whip around so I'm facing her.

      I can feel myself getting more upset, my tears turning from water into rage. Balling my fists at my side, I've hit my limits. We all have a point of no return, a moment where we lose our shit and don't see it coming.

      All I see is red.

      Charging Sandy, I shove her to the ground. Jumping on top of her, we're struggling with each other. Her hands are in my hair, my hands are in hers. I can hear fabric rip, but I'm not sure if it's hers or mine.

      “Hey! Hey! Enough!” Strong hands peel me easily off of Sandy. “What the hell is going on? Sandy, are you all right? What the hell happened?”

      Lyle holds me back while lowering a hand to his sister and helping her to her feet. He's glancing between us, his eyes confused.

      “This bitch is trying to say I stole her stuff. When I didn't, I didn't touch her shit.” Sandy fixes her shirt, then brushes her fingers through her hair.

      “She's lying!” I snap, jerking my body forward to yell at her over his shoulder. “She switched my portfolio with blank pages of paper, and sent me in to make a fool of myself.”

      Huffing under her breath, she shakes her head, her eyes turning to slits. “Why would I do that, Dalia? Hm? Tell me what reason I have?”

      “I. . . I don't know! But you did it! I know you did!”

      “That’s enough. Dalia, if Sandy says she didn't do it, she didn't do it.”

      “What?” My eyes dart between his, angry and upset that he can't see the truth. “She's bullshitting you, Lyle!”

      “Look, I know my sister—”

      Tearing myself free, I rake my fingers over my face. “You know what, forget it, I'm done with this shit.” Spinning quickly, I storm off. I can't look at her anymore. I don't want to see her. I don't want to hear her. And I don't want to listen to her spew her lies.

      There's an extra set of steps with mine, causing me to look over my shoulder. Lyle is walking quickly, trying to catch up with me.

      “Dalia, wait up.”

      “Go away, Lyle.” Picking up my pace, I drop my eyes to the floor.

      He's at my side in a heartbeat, grabbing my shoulder to stop me from walking. “Here,” he says, trying to hand me a pile of papers. “I found this—”

      “I don't want anything from you.”

      “Just look at them and tell me if they look familiar.”

      I shift my gaze from his to his hands and snatch the pile from his fingers. It's all my artwork, every page. “Where did you get this?”

      “I found it in the trash. Maybe you dropped them and someone just picked them up and threw them away.”

      “Bullshit. I don't believe you.” Stuffing them into my folder, I tuck it under my arm. “She got you to help her, didn't she?”

      “Help her? Help her with what? What are you talking about?”

      “You helped her do this.” Taking a firm step forward, he tries to speak, but I don't let him get out a single word. “Do you have any idea how hard I worked, and what this did to me? You two ruined my life, you destroyed everything I've worked for, and for what? What did I ever do to you, except like you?”

      Holding my breath, I grab my lips with my fingers, and my eyes pop open wide.

      Shit! I didn't mean to say that!

      I'm such an idiot! My blood starts going and then I say something I never meant to.

      Lyle's eyes are still, stunned, and his brows fold in hard. My eyes gloss over, devastated with how my life is going. Everything is ruined. My future. My dreams. And any chance with my crush.

      Why does everything I touch burst into flames and turn to dust?

      I can't do anything right.

      I can't even fight for what I really want.
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      “Well, how is it?”

      “It's only been one day, Kira. And it's work, which is good, I guess.”

      “Why are you doing that?” she asks harshly.

      “Doing what?” I play dumb, trying to skirt around the conversation. I'm not sure I want to tell her everything.

      There are two big reasons I'm leaving out details. And they both have the last name Vox.

      “Seriously, Dalia, don't give me a generic answer like that. Is it horrible? Do you love it? Is it everything you thought it would be? I mean, you've been pining for a position in New York for such a long time, and now you have it. You must feel good at least. I mean, where's the excitement?”

      Feel good. . . She has no idea.

      Should I tell her?

      There's so much temptation to drop this bomb on her, filling her in on the surprise of my life as to who my new bosses are. I'm also hesitant. I know how she is, and I know how she holds onto the past a little more than she should.

      I feel like she'll want me to quit, and I'm not willing to do that. But Kira is also my best friend, and we share everything, there are no secrets between us.

      Who am I kidding? I'll never be able to keep this from her.

      Here goes nothing.

      “Honestly, I love it. But you want to hear something crazy?”

      “You know I do. What is it? They're putting you on the next cologne advertisement with Chris Hemsworth?”

      Laughing out loud, I shake my head to myself. “Oh my God, can you imagine? I wish, but no. Get this, my new bosses are Sandy and Lyle Vox.”

      “Get the fuck out of here!” she yells into the phone, and I swear she drops it at the same time. The speaker crackles with static, and she suddenly sounds really far away. “You're serious? Psycho Sandy is your boss?”

      “Yeah, I know. It's crazy right? I couldn't believe it either. I never expected to see them when I walked in.”

      “That's fucking nuts. And you didn't know it before you got hired?”

      “No, I had my interview in the HR office on a different floor. Didn't see either of them until my first day. I guess I should have put two and two together, Vox Design and all, it just didn't click.”

      She lets out a loud breath of air into the phone. “Wow, the fucking Vox twins. So, how did he look?”

      “What do you mean, how did he look?”

      “You know what I mean. Please, don't make me spell it out for you. How did he look?”

      Giggling, I look at my reflection in the window of the side entrance door, and run my finger under my eyes, wiping away some stray eyeliner. “He looks good.”

      “Just good?” Her voice is teasing, playfully higher than normal.

      “All right, he looks really good. Hotter than I remember. There, is that better?”

      “Details, girl, details. Give me something better than that.”

      “Oh my God, Kira, you have no idea. He's so much bigger than when we were kids, like he's spent the last five years working out every day. He's so thick that his muscles have muscles.” Leaning back against the building, I tap my fingers against my thigh. “But it doesn't matter anyway, he's my boss. That makes him completely off limits.”

      Kira lets out a loud laugh as she says, “Boss—who cares if he's your boss. You shouldn't let that stop you.”

      “Who cares? I care. This is my new job, I don't want to risk getting it all muddy by getting mixed up with him. You remember what it was like in school. And I definitely don't want to get fired. Not that it matters, he's probably got enough girls to juggle, he doesn't need one more.”

      I can picture her face on the other end of the phone, and the smile she's probably wearing. “You know what I've always said, if you want it, take it. That's the only way to do shit. There's no sense in waiting for it to come to you, go get it yourself.”

      “Thanks for the advice, Dr. Phil.” Chuckling, I look at the time on my phone. “Shit, I hate to cut it short, but I got to go. Can't be late a second day, that would look terrible. I'll call you later, okay?”

      “Don't forget! I want to hear more about this later. Try and snap a few sneaky pics of him to send me.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I'll see what I can do.”

      Hanging up the phone, I grab my stuff and head into the building. It's going to be my first day on the new project, and I have no idea what to expect.

      The elevator doors open, and I nod at the secretary as I head to my office. Rounding the corner, I have my head down as I walk inside.

      “Good morning,” Lyle says, causing me to jump in surprise.

      Throwing a hand to my chest, I stop short. My head snaps up to see Lyle sitting at my desk with his feet up. “Good morning. I'm not late again, am I? Nine is the start time, right?”

      His eyes lick up and down my body, making my heart speed up in my chest. He doesn't answer me, but he's smiling, and I'll take that as a good sign.

      “The view is nice,” he says after a long pause, keeping his eyes on my body.

      Is he talking about me?

      The thought flutters through my head, as I follow his eyes. They move down my face, over my chest, and then back up. My belly starts to warm the longer his eyes stay on me.

      “What?” I ask, my voice scratchy and soft.

      “The view of the city from your windows. I think it's even better than mine.” Lyle spins in the chair, his eyes drifting over to the window, and I can finally breathe again.

      Letting all the air out of my lungs, I relax a little. “Right, the view from the window.” Moving deeper into my office, I set my bag on the small sofa against the wall. “It really is something. I've never seen anything like it before.”

      Pressing his hands into the top of my desk, he pushes himself up. “Here, let me give you your seat back.” He pulls out the chair for me and walks to the front of the desk. “So, the reason I'm here is because I need you to stay late today. We're starting the new campaign as you know, and I like to get ahead. Does that work for you? Can you stay?”

      “Yeah, absolutely. I'll stay as long as you need me to.”

      I want to prove myself to Lyle and his sister. I want them to know I'm a hard worker, and that I'll go the extra mile. Plus, after being late my first day, I kind of feel like I couldn't say no even if I wanted to. I didn't make a good first impression, but I can make a lasting second one.

      “Good,” he says, heading for the door. He's about to leave, when he stops and turns. Tapping a finger against his lips, he smirks. “And for the record, I wasn't just talking about the view out your window.” Lyle winks, and then disappears into the hall.

      My cheeks blush instantly, and my stomach twists like corded rope. Lyle Vox checked me out, and he flirted with me. What dimension did I wake up in?

      This is surreal. Never in my life did I expect to be here, getting hit on by my high school crush. Life really does have a way of surprising you.

      The rest of the day goes by quickly. I spend some time researching the sneakers for the campaign, coming up with teasers, and looking for advertising platforms that fit the brand.

      There's a knock at my door, and I look up to see Giada. “You're staying late?” she asks.

      “Yeah, Mr. Vox wants to get some stuff done so we're ahead of this project.”

      She nods and smiles. “Yeah, get used to this. Mr. Vox is always trying to get ahead of the next project. Well, I'll see you on Monday. Have a nice weekend.”

      “Thanks, you too. See you Monday.”

      Burying my head back into the pile of papers, I sort and make copies, send out emails to the list Giada gave me earlier in the day, and put together a few different mock art images to start the project.

      The office is quiet, I'm the only one left, everyone else went home a long time ago. I'm not even keeping an eye on the time, because it doesn't matter to me. I won't leave until I finish everything that was assigned to me.

      “Knock, knock.” Lyle's voice hits me in the chest, and I hold my breath. Looking up, he's standing in the doorway with a bag in his hand. “I felt bad you were here working late, so I grabbed Chinese for dinner.”

      Am I dreaming? Rubbing my eyes, I open them again. I'm not dreaming.

      I can smell the food, and it smells amazing. Lyle gives me a smile and nods his head. “Come on, let’s go eat.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, really. Why? Is it hard to believe I'd do something nice for someone?”

      “No, it's not that. I just thought with all this work, you'd want me to eat at my desk.”

      “I've got a better place to eat. Come on, you're not eating alone.”

      I follow him to an elevator in his office. He looks at me with a smile in his eyes and hits the button.

      “Look at this, now this is fancy. A private elevator in your office. . . My view has nothing on this.”

      “There are some perks to owning the company.”

      The doors open, and we both climb on. I can feel Lyle looking at me, studying me, observing me with curiosity.

      “What?” I ask.

      “Nothing,” he says, turning to face the doors. “You look different is all, the same, but different.”

      He does remember me.

      “Yeah, well, so do you. It's been what, six years?”

      “Seven and a half to be exact,” he says casually. “But I did see you once a few years ago in a bar outside of Philly while I was on a business trip.”

      “Philly. . .” I think back, remembering one of my trips to visit Kira. “Okay, I was probably visiting Kira. She moved out there after college.” Dancing my eyes over his, I smile lightly. “How come you didn't come say hello?”

      Shrugging a shoulder, he adjusts the box in his arms. “You looked like you were having fun, I didn't want to ruin it for you.”

      Ruined? How would he have ruined anything?

      Before I can ask him what he means, the doors open to the roof. Lyle steps through the doors, holding out one arm and spinning in a circle. “Welcome to my secret playground.”

      “Your secret playground, huh?”

      Looking around, there's a long grass strip running the length of the roof, with a few chairs facing out toward the Hudson. String lights wrap a few of the wires, creating a soft glow around us.

      The city sparkles with a million lights, all of them flickering like fireflies. I step to the edge, resting my hands on the brick and stand in awe. The Hudson looks so beautiful from here. The surface is smooth, twinkling with the reflection of a star filled sky.

      “Wow, now this is a view.” The wind ruffles my hair, sending it in different directions.

      “Yeah, I love it up here. It's where I can go to just get away. Hungry?”

      Turning around to face him, there's a small round table between two chairs, and Lyle is taking the food out of the bag. He sets the containers down, arranging them in size.

      Pointing with a pair of chop sticks, he says, “This is crab Rangoon, over here you got your fried rice, this is orange chicken. . .” He lists off the rest, using his chop sticks like a laser pointer. “And I brought some wine, red and white, because I wasn't sure what you like.”

      “Either is fine with me.” I walk toward him slowly, taking a seat in one of the chairs. He passes me a set of chop sticks and a glass of wine. “Thank you for this. I thought I'd be eating alone.”

      “Yeah, well,” he says, dropping into the chair next to me. “I felt bad asking you stay late like this. Dinner is the least I could do.”

      Scooping a bite of rice into my mouth, I look over at the grass strip. There's football in the center, and the grass is actually painted with white stripes I didn't see before. “Still like football I see.”

      “Yeah, how'd you guess?” he asks jokingly. “Still like art?”

      “Touché, Lyle Vox, you got me.”

      He laughs, relaxing back into the chair with a carton of food. “Seriously though, it's nice to know that you stayed with it. You were an incredible artist back then, and you're even more incredible now.”

      My cheeks flush, and I dip my head into my chest. “Thanks, I couldn't picture myself doing anything else.”

      “I mean it you know, even in school your art was so much better than anyone else’s. I was always blown away when I watched you draw.”

      “You watched me?”

      “Only when you didn't know I was looking.” He chuckles, swallowing a bite a chicken and giving me a big grin. His cheeks are puffy, stuffed with food as he waggles his brows.

      A painful memory bubbles up in my head. I don't want to talk about anything that has to do with high school. It makes me think about what happened, and it stings. I can still feel the same emotions that I felt that day.

      Time didn't do anything to make me forget. It might have dulled the memory, it might have given me new memories to create a gap, but there are certain moments in your life that just stay with you, hurt and all.

      And I have a few that still feel fresh even after all this time.

      “I saw on your resume that you went to RISD on a full art scholarship. That's impressive, that's a hard school to even get into, never mind get fully funded.”

      Smiling, it warms me inside that he pays attention to these details most wouldn't. But Lyle does. Bashfully, I stuff my face with more food because I'm not sure what to say.

      “You really are amazing; you know that right?”

      “Amazing how?” I ask.

      My eyes float to his lips, the same lips that once tasted like fruit punch and felt like velvet. The same lips that almost kissed me a day before. The same lips I've thought about over the years, and only ever had in my dreams.

      He runs his tongue across his bottom lip, and sets down his food. “You're different than the other artists I've met. I've been around so many since Sandy and I started this company, and none of them talk like you.” He's somber, his eyes trace mine, the piercing blue so bright I can see my own reflection. “You have passion, you talk about art with such emotion that even I can feel it. That's not just amazing, it's refreshing.”

      A breeze rolls across the rooftop, making me shiver. Lyle's eyes move around my body, noticing the light shake. Pulling his jacket off, he comes behind me, and wraps it over my shoulders.

      I inhale, a deep, slow breath. His cologne swirls across my face, seeping into my body like a warm drink. It heats my lungs, and it warms my belly like a shot of whiskey.

      It's not the same scent I remember from when we were kids. Back then, he was a boy, despite how much I looked at him like he was a man. I can smell the difference between the boy and the man now.

      The boy smelled sweet, he lacked the confidence a man has. But the man now, he knows what he wants, and that's all it takes to make my muscles feel like wet spaghetti and my head to swim.

      Snuggling into his jacket, I inhale another deep breath. I can't help it. The thick musk is creating a new memory of Lyle in my brain, replacing the boy I left in the past with this man. Because the boy is tainted with hate. I hated him that day. I hated him for as long as I could remember after that. I still hate that boy now.

      But I don't hate this man. Not with this night, on this roof, with this jacket around my shoulders.

      “I dreamt about a night like this with you.” My voice is a whisper, so light it gets caught by the wind and blown away.

      Lyle curls his fingers around my shoulders and lowers his face so we're cheek to cheek. “What?” he asks, his mouth so close to my ear I can feel him speak.

      Twisting my face to his, our lips brush, creating an explosion of sparks across my skin. His eyes are frozen on mine as we just stay like that. Lips to lips, breathing the same air, sitting in silence.

      Lyle makes the first move, tempting my mouth with his tongue. I open my lips, accepting him easily. This kiss is the kiss I've been waiting seven years for. A kiss with no boundaries. A kiss with no rules or walls, no expectations or defining motives.

      A kiss without regrets.

      Lyle slips his fingers into my hair, pulling my head back softly, deepening our kiss. My eyes are open, and the look on his face is fierce, hungry, almost painful as our kiss turns from slow and sensual into greedy.

      I can see the starvation in his gaze. The pits of his eyes turn dark as a shaded pool as his tongue drives deeper.

      We shouldn't do this. This is wrong.

      He's my boss!

      The thoughts creep into my head, then quickly get dashed as he grips my thigh with his other hand. His fingers slink down, moving closer and closer to the wetness between my legs. I'm dripping, I can feel it.

      This sensation is irresistible. Even if I want to say no, my body will never let me. His hands feel too good, his lips feel too perfect, his tongue tastes too sweet.

      I'm screaming on the inside, already begging him for more with every pass of my tongue over his, and sweep of my thighs over each other to satisfy the throb of my clit.

      Lyle moves around so he's standing in front of me, and drops to his knees as we kiss. Our lips never break apart. We kiss as if it's our first and our last time, we kiss as if we've lost and found each other all over again.

      In a way, I guess I we have.

      He spreads my legs apart with his hips, working his way in between, as my skirt bunches up around my waist. My heart is in my throat, pounding so loud I wonder if he can hear it too.

      Thump thump.

      Thump thump.

      Blood rushes between my ears, drowning out the noise from the street below us. My eyes search his, wondering if he's second guessing what we're doing.

      His fingers dig into the back of my skull, massaging down my neck with hard strokes, erasing any doubt. He wants this too.

      Lyle's hand keeps moving, lower and lower until both his hands are wrapping my thighs under my skirt. He growls into his kiss, his tongue forceful as it tastes mine, sucking my tongue into his mouth.

      “Is this what you've always wanted?” he asks between kisses, his voice thick and rough. “Me, taking you how I want you?”

      “Yes,” I say with a nod and a moan as his fingers move closer to my pussy. My thighs are shaking, trembling under his touch, and I can't control it.

      “You want to feel me touch you here?” he asks, gliding his fingers down between my tits and circling one at a time. I shake my head yes. “You want to feel me here?” His fingers move down over my trembling belly, and stop just above my pussy. “And here?” The tip of his finger moves tortuously slow and stops at my clit. He doesn't use any pressure, he just hovers there, over my panties, causing my tender bud to ache and my muscles to convulse with need.

      I'm going to fucking lose it if he doesn't touch me with more than the weight of a feather soon. My hips buck up, attempting to force his touch on me.

      “What's wrong?” he asks, his voice sultry and sleek as he cups my mound. “Impatient?”

      I nod, fully aware of the desperation in my voice as I say, “Please, I can't take it anymore.”

      His smirk thickens, enjoying this game he's playing with my body. The tip of his finger runs down and then back up my slit, pressing my panties between my lips. The edge of his finger grazes my clit, sending a torrent of tingles across my body. My nipples pebble, turning into stone as he begins to circle my clit with more direct strokes.

      Moaning, I close my eyes, letting him work my body. He's right when he asks if I've always wanted this. And that scares me. If he can know me this well, what else does he know?

      Does he know how many nights I pleasured myself to thoughts of him?

      Does he know how many times I imagined what it might feel like to have him inside me?

      Does he know how many years I've loved him?

      A shiver scales my body as he bites my neck, bringing me back to here and now, the one where we actually exist together. Back to his kisses on my throat, and firm finger rubbing my clit. Pushing my panties to the side, Lyle softly drags his fingers through my wet folds.

      I grow wetter and wetter with every stroke, the pads of his fingers are slick and smooth, gliding easily over my lips.

      “Does that feel good?” he asks, his words hot as they hit my cheek.

      “It feels incredible.” Opening my legs wider, I tilt my hips up, giving him plenty of room to work.

      My body is moving on its own, giving him cues to what it wants and what it needs. Lyle smirks as he drives two fingers in so deep his knuckles hit my clit. Pulling out, he drives them in again, curling the tip of his finger.

      I buckle beneath him, raking my fingers across his shoulders and spearing him with my nails. I need to hold on or I'm going to fall out of the chair.

      My clit is throbbing, pulsing so violently it hurts. I want him to go harder, faster. My hips jerk against his hand, trying desperately to bring myself to climax. I need it, I want it. I can feel the orgasm as it bubbles in the depths of my core, growing like a wildfire I can't contain.

      But Lyle won't let me cum, and he's enjoying every second of that power. The control. The way he's in charge of my body. The way his fingers make me squirm and writhe with his touch.

      His lids lower, eyes piercing me, and holding me still. He lets me get close, so fucking close, and then he steals it away with a sly grin on face.

      His fingers play me like an instrument, plucking and strumming chords that are so tender my impulses are gone. He pulls out, and my pussy bears down to hold him in. He pushes back in, and my walls clench hard around his fingers, begging him to stay.

      Growling, Lyle's cock presses against the inside of my thigh as he works my pussy. He's rocking against me with the same pace that he's fingering me.

      There's a look in his eyes, it's feral, animalistic, as if he's lost all sense of being a man. He's starving. He's wild. He's ready to tear me apart.

      And I want him to. I'm ready for it. If he doesn't take me soon, I'll jump him myself.

      Driving his fingers inside, he uses his thumb and rubs my clit. My thighs trap his hand in place, and I suck in a giant gasp of air. I'm so close, I'm right there, and then I stop him myself.

      Holding his hand, I stop him from letting me take that leap off the edge. “No,” I say all breathy and ragged. “Not yet, no matter how much I beg you.”

      “Is that a challenge?” he asks, arching one brow as his thumb gently teases my swollen button.

      “It's a request. This feels too good to let it end so quickly, to let it happen before you're even inside me.”

      I want to savor this feeling. The rush. The icy shiver that's working its way around my body. I've waited too long to just let it win. This needs to be enjoyed, and slowly. It's like having an entire meal in front of you and eating it all in five seconds.

      You don't get to enjoy any of the flavors if you swallow it all in one bite. Let it sit, let it soak in to all your senses. Give yourself the full experience.

      “You want me in you?” he asks, grinding his dick against my leg.

      Squeezing his wrist, I let my eyes steady on his. “No more games, Lyle. I want you to fuck me,” I say, my voice firm, but eager. “Just fuck me.” If he doesn't, I'm going to lose my damn mind.

      His eyes dart between mine as he lifts a hand to cup my cheek. Running his thumb across my bottom lip, I moan with his touch. He stares into my eyes, sucking his lip into his mouth and biting down.

      “I'll fuck you my little artist, and I'll make you come so hard you won't be able to walk tomorrow.” Using one hand, he pulls the button on his pants free, and the sound of his zipper fills the quiet between us. He pushes his pants and boxers down his hips until his cock juts out, thick and long. The tip is glistening, swollen and red, the vein underneath is pulsing as his cock twitches.

      “Is this what you want?” he asks, gripping his length and stroking down to the base. He holds his shaft, moving back up and squeezing the tip. “You want to finally feel what it's like to have me inside you?” I nod yes, spreading my legs open for him. “Good, because I've thought about your pussy for years.”

      Lyle drags the tip up and down my wet slit, coating it in my arousal. Then devastatingly slowly, he pushes his hips forward until his hips are touching me. Dropping my head back, I close my eyes, allowing my body to adjust to his size.

      Condom? The fleeting thought comes and goes as he pulls back and thrusts forward, shoving the thought from my head. I'm on birth control, it'll be fine.

      His fingers hold my hips, moving around to scoop my ass in his hands, to lift me a little off the chair. Lyle's on his knees in front of me, the open sky above us, and everything about this feels right.

      I feel like this never happened before because it was meant for right now. Everything is perfect. The temperature of the air, the crystal clear sky, the way my body fits around his like it was made for him.

      Pistoning his hips, he fucks me hard, he fucks me fast, he fucks me like he needs me to live. Nothing else matters. Just this. Just now.

      Tearing at the collar of my dress, Lyle breaks the top few buttons, exposing my bra. He roughly pulls out my breast from the cup, before he leans forward and sucks it into his mouth. “Mm,” he moans, running his tongue across my chest to the other breast.

      My fingers cut through his hair, snagging and curling, and tugging at his roots. Grinding up, I match his thrust with one of my own. My clit rubs against his lower belly and I can feel the orgasm as it electrifies my core.

      It's hot, making me warm from the inside out. It spreads over my skin, leaving me in a dewy sweat as I moan even louder. With one final thrust, Lyle grunts, and I feel his cock as it spills warm cum deep inside my pussy.

      It's pulsing, over and over, filling me to the point it seeps down my ass and onto the chair.

      Dropping his forehead against my chest, he's breathing hard. My hands fall onto his back, and ride each inhale, our chests hitting in the middle with each lift.

      “Holy shit, Dalia,” he says between breaths. “Holy fucking shit.”

      “Right, wow.”

      “I have no words right now.” Tilting his face, he rests his cheek between my breasts. “I'm serious, that was incredible.”

      My fingers play with the ends of his hair, twirling them into tight spirals. I'm smiling, there's no way for me to stop. I feel so damn good.

      I can feel his pulse as it beats against my chest. It's quick, thump after thump beating against my ribs. And in this second of silence, in this one single moment where I can feel all of him, I see myself.

      I see where I was in my past, and I see where I ended up. I can see what led me here, to this moment, to this one blip in time.

      But none of it compares to what I see in my future.

      When you know something before you say it out loud. When you feel it before it's returned to you by another; you just know.

      Lyle Vox is meant to be my future.

      He just doesn't know it yet.
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      “Gotcha,” I say quietly into her ear as I wrap my arms around her waist, capturing her as she steps through the doorway of the break-room.

      Taking a few short steps, I move her forward and shut the door behind us. The break-room is quiet and empty. No one is around, it's just us.

      “Jesus, Lyle, you scared me,” Dalia says under her breath as she grabs my hands, and looks back at me over her shoulder. “What are you doing? Someone could see us.” Kissing her neck, she slips her hand up into my hair, sending tingles down my spine.

      “You're right, they could. That's kind of hot don't you think?” I slide my hands down her hips and over her ass. “The thought of someone walking in and seeing us here like this, it's turning me on.”

      We've been keeping things really low key for the past couple weeks, doing our best to make sure we stay under the Sandy radar. So far, it's worked. She doesn't suspect a thing. But I'm growing less and less concerned about what she thinks.

      I'm at the point where I don't really care. But Dalia still does, and out of respect for her, I'll keep my mouth shut until she's ready.

      Shifting my hips, I rub my cock against her. Her body stiffens, and she sucks in a breath. “Lyle, we can't, not here.”

      “Says who? I thought I was the one in charge?” Twisting her around, I lift her off her feet easily and set her on the table.

      She lets out a sexy little gasp as her back straightens. “Lyle, we really need be careful. What if San—”

      “Let me worry about her.” I step between her legs, spearing them open with my knee. Holding her knees, I smile. “You just sit back and enjoy.” I move my hands higher, slipping under the edge of her skirt and disappearing.

      My thumb brushes against the outside of her panties. She's already soaked. My thumb sweeps back and forth, rubbing her wet center.

      “Lyle, what are you doing?” she asks as a shiver scales her body.

      “I'm hungry.” My tone drops, and I drop to my knees with it. Butterflying her legs wider as I lick my lips and look up at her.

      Dalia darts her eyes to the door, and reaches down to try and tug her skirt to cover herself up. “Lyle, we shouldn't be—”

      “Sh,” I say softly, gently moving her hands. “I've been thinking about your pussy all morning, now I need a taste. I'm not waiting a second more.”

      Dalia's eyes are huge, and she keeps glancing at the door like she expects someone to come in any second.

      “Relax, and just trust me. No one's coming in.” Pulling her panties to the side with one finger, I run my tongue up her center, and circle her clit.

      Her entire body shakes as she lays her head back and closes her eyes. Fuck I love that, I love how her body melts in my mouth. The tension in her muscles loosen as the tip of my tongue flicks up and down, and I suck her clit into my mouth.

      Dalia moans quietly, digging her fingers into my hair and tugging at the roots. She leans back further, forcing her pussy into my mouth. Everything about this is wrong. And I fucking love it.

      Her hips rock, and she fucks my face as I dip my tongue inside her entrance. She tastes sweet, so fucking delicious I could do this all day. Dalia digs her heels into my back, releasing my hair, and slamming her hands down on the top of the table.

      She nibbles on her bottom lip as I massage her clit, doing everything she can to hold in her scream. But she wants to let it out, I can see it. Her chest expands as she holds her breath and her nails scrape the table top.

      Her hips wriggle and buck, almost forcing her to jump off the table. Digging my fingers into the meat of her ass, I hold her in place. My tongue glides in long strokes up her center, moving from clit to entrance and back again.

      I can feel her pussy throb against my tongue. Swallowing her flavor, I don't waste a single drop. She tastes too damn good. My cock is painfully hard, begging to be inside her, but this isn't for me. This is for her.

      She's rocking her hips faster and faster, grinding against my mouth as devour her like a starving animal. I suck on her clit, rapidly flicking the tip of my tongue in short snaps. This woman is fucking intoxicating.

      I've never been more drunk in my life, and all I want is more. I'm fucking greedy, needing more, desiring more, taking more.

      Dalia reaches back into my hair, tearing hard as she lets out a moan that's mostly air. Her clit beats in my mouth, pulsing as the orgasm sweeps through her body.

      Fixing her panties, I stand up, wiping her orgasm off my lips and licking my fingers clean. “You taste so damn good, you know that? I love the way you taste.”

      Her eyes roll forward and she runs both her hands over her head, tugging her hair back against her scalp. “Wow,” she says, her face flush and her breathing heavy. “Where the hell did that come from?”

      “I got hungry, and needed a snack,” I answer with a smirk.

      “Oh, hey guys.” Dave from accounting comes through the door, and Dalia jumps off the table.

      She's feverishly fixing her hair, and clearing her throat like she has something stuck in it. “Hey,” she finally gets out, unable to make eye contact.

      “Dave,” I say casually, still wiping her orgasm off my face. “Dalia, the meeting starts in about an hour, bring what you have so far.”

      “Wait, today? I thought that wasn't until next week?”

      “James called this morning and had to change it.” Balling the napkin, I throw it in the trash, giving her one last smile before I walk out the door.

      That smile stays with me. It's there and I feel really fucking good even though I didn't get off.

      The meeting starts on time, and I do my best to talk Dalia up. It's important for him to know how much we trust and admire our employees. If we trust them, so can he.

      “If you really want to grab everyone's attention, you have to see what our newest design consultant has come up with for you. She's great, seriously, you're going to love what she's done for you.”

      “Let's hope so, Mr. Vox.” He plucks a small piece of lint off his suit, rubbing his fingers together to deposit it on the floor as his eyes jump to mine. “Last time I was here, and you tried to get me to endorse your campaign, you came at me with some ridiculous hot air balloon idea.”

      “I know, I know, that was ridiculous, and I was reaching for something, trying to force it to work.” Holding up a finger, I lean forward and smile. “But, that was a long time ago, let me assure you, we're not the same company anymore.”

      Checking my watch, I'm starting to worry Dalia's getting cold feet.

      Sandy's beside me, her eyes set on the door. Her eyes stab the doorway, eager to tear down whatever, or whoever, comes through. There's a pen in her hand, and she's tapping the side of her thumb with it over and over. She seems anxious, edgy, acting like she's been stood up on a date.

      Not that I've ever actually seen her date anyone. Sandy's always been too busy with our company. Money, success, that's her significant other. Nothing more.

      Even back in school, she was always so obsessed with her image and popularity that she didn't have time for a boyfriend.

      What's her deal?

      I watch her for a moment, trying to figure out the source of her tension. It can't be Dalia, her work's been better than most of our employees spanning the last three years. And Sandy's been happy with what she's seen from her. At least, I assume she is; because she hasn't fired her yet. That must mean something.

      Her tapping moves from the back of her hand to the table. It's getting louder, faster, more disruptive and noticeable.

      Reaching over, I touch the top of her hand, causing her to stop suddenly. Her eyes glance to my hand, then slowly lift up to mine. Arching my brows, my mouth folds into a heavy frown.

      “What?” she mouths quietly, her lip curling angrily to one side. She's trying to be subtle, so the client doesn't notice our little standoff.

      Enough. The words sit inside my head, but she hears me loud and clear. Dropping her hands into her lap, she lets out a low growl.

      Knock knock.

      We all shift our eyes at the same time to the door. Dalia is standing still, holding a folder tightly against her chest. She dips the tip of her toe into the floor nervously, twisting it back and forth.

      I don't blame her for being so reluctant. There are three of us staring at her, three people who hold the cards. All the power is right here, staring her in the face.

      She's like a deer in headlights, standing frozen, her eyes huge as saucers. Afraid to enter, unsure if she has permission, and waiting for the invitation.

      Or maybe she doesn't want to enter, maybe she wants to run in the other direction. Or maybe, she's still frazzled from out little tryst in the break-room. Her cheeks still appear rosy and her skin is still holding a dewy glow.

      I did that to her. A sense of pride fills me with the thought.

      But I see her nerves too. She's anxious and intimidated, wishing she could shrink down and disappear.

      Dalia inhales a deep breath, and everything I saw is gone. She shakes it off with a smile, straightening her back as walks proudly into the conference room.

      Rising to my feet, I smile. “Ah, here she is. Our secret weapon.” I hold out my hand, flipping my fingers for her to come right up to us. “James Darion, meet our new top artist, Dalia Greene.”

      As if she morphs from one person to another, Dalia walks directly up to him, confidence pouring from her like water. “Mr. Darion, it's so nice to meet you.” Holding out her hand, she waits patiently for him to take it with that cute little smile.

      That fucking smile. It gets me every time. Even right now, in the middle of this meeting, my mind goes instantly to her lips wrapped around my cock. How warm her mouth would feel as it slips down my shaft, how wet her tongue would be as it glides over my skin. I want to see her cheeks hollow as she sucks my entire length deep, taking what she can until I hit the back of her throat.

      Dalia stops me from seeing and hearing anything else. She's my fucking drug. I'm not sure I'll ever get enough of her.

      “Please, call me James.” He stands, taking her hand with a firm shake. “The pleasure is all mine.” His voice cuts through me, and I hear a flirtatiousness that makes my jaw clench.

      A fierce heat explodes in my gut, and my instinct is to jump up and knock him off her. It comes from nowhere, taking over my insides, filling me with jealous rage. But I don't react, I swallow it down, taming the beast.

      Releasing his grip, he runs his hands down the edge of his navy blue blazer, and sits back down. “So, this is your secret weapon?” he asks, twisting to look at me. “This girl is going to take my brand to the next level?”

      The moment he releases her hand, my body cools, and the rage dissolves.

      “She sure is. Dalia here brought D Sneakers back to life, and she gave River Ten an increase in their sales by twenty-three percent last week just from her advertising design. She knows what works, I can tell you that much.”

      Sandy makes a noise. It's soft and nasally. No one else hears it, but I hear it clear as day. It's an audible eye roll, coming out from the back of her throat. She does it all the time, has since we were kids.

      I dart my eyes to hers, letting her know she needs to cut the shit. This is not the time for her to get snotty and rude. She obviously doesn't like something, but whatever it is, we'll discuss it later.

      Not now.

      Not here.

      And not in front of a potential client we've been trying to land for years. This is our last chance, she better not fuck it up. It took months of phone calls and feeding his ego just to get him here. If she ruins this for us, I'll be fucking pissed.

      James relaxes deeper in his chair, picking up a pen and nibbling the end. He doesn't seem to notice my sister's response, his eyes digging deep into Dalia.

      That jealousy flares again, licking my inside like hot ash. But I can control myself, I have to.

      “This man. . .” His voice fades as he points at me. “He speaks highly of you.” James drags the tip of the pen across the top of his teeth, his eyes firmly on hers.

      “Well, my broth—”

      James holds up his hand, cutting Sandy off. “I believe I asked her.” He leans back in his chair, not even taking the time to look over at my sister. “So, tell me, Dalia, what do you think you can do for me that no one else has been able to do?” He folds his arms, letting them fall across his chest.

      My sister's mouth thins into a sharp line. She stops talking, but I know she's pissed. This is her house, and she doesn't like being knocked off her horse. Luckily, she's smart enough to know when to keep her mouth shut.

      Let him have his moment, San, it'll be worth it in the end.

      Dalia's face lights up, glowing with the readiness to show off what she can do. She's always been proud of her art, that's one of the things that's always drawn me to her. The passion she exudes is a flawless shield, and it only drives my obsession with her wilder.

      Pulling the folder away from her body, she sets it on the table firmly. Her fingers dance across the surface as her eyes steady on the cover.

      Thinning my lips into a tight a smirk, I sit back and watch her. The excitement, the way she's eager to show off what she has to offer him, that's all it takes to draw James in.

      He's just as mesmerized with her as I am. That flash of jealousy careens through my gut again, strangling my muscles for a single breath. And as I exhale, I breathe fire down the table, warning the man to back off.

      James feels the contention and shifts in his seat, pulling himself further away from her, despite not actually moving.

      But Sandy, Sandy doesn't care what I think.  She doesn't like this at all. She doesn't like not being the center of attention, or not being the one the client looks to for answers. This is her domain, and Dalia is becoming the center piece.

      Dalia pulls out papers, laying them across the table for James to see. Her hands are moving all over, up over her head, across her chest, pointing and giving him a visual in his mind.

      I love watching her like this. Engulfed in her art, in her designs, in the concepts as they come alive. With every movement her passion grows, her eyes brighten, and the air in the room thickens, like right before a thunderstorm.

      The static bristles my skin, causing the hair to stand up on my arms. I'm loving her energy as she's talking, and her lips as they're moving. She's unstoppable. And James, James is hooked.

      Glancing over at my sister, I expect to see the same satisfaction on her face that I feel. Instead she looks bored as hell. She isn't enjoying one second of this. Which is surprising, because what Dalia is doing gives Sandy exactly what she wants; money and success.

      The more of that, the happier my sister usually is. But right now, she just looks annoyed.

      The meeting lasts another forty-five minutes, and by the time James leaves, we're signed on to do his next five advertising campaigns using Dalia's designs.

      Shaking his hand, I guide James out the door. Turning back to Dalia, I give her a big smile. “I'm taking you out to lunch for that. You deserve it. Seriously, nice job. James loves your stuff. You just did what no one else here has been able to do—ever.”

      “Really?” Dalia asks, her cheeks blushing slightly. “No one else has won him over?”

      “Not a soul,” I answer, flashing her a big, proud grin.

      Clearing her throat, my sister grabs my wrist and starts to pull me away. “Excuse us, Dalia. Lyle, I need to talk to you alone for a minute.” Sandy drags me out of the conference room, and into the hall. The door closes behind us, clicking shut. And with that sound, Sandy's entire demeanor changes.  “What the fuck was that?”

      “What?” Furrowing my brows, I keep my eyes on hers.

      “That,” she says, throwing an arm at the conference room door. “No one else here has ever done this, blah blah blah—” Her voice is deep as she mimics me. “And now lunch with her? No, it's not happening, it's not a good idea, Lyle.”

      “Why the hell not? She just landed us a huge client. One, do I need to remind you, who no one else could ever win over. Why shouldn't she be rewarded?”

      “Is that what you're going to call this? A reward?” Her fingers flap in air quotes as she rolls her eyes. “What do you think the other employees will say? You've never taken anyone else out to lunch. How's that going to look?”

      “First of all, I don't really give a shit what they think. I'm their damn boss. I'm half of this damn place, same as you. And secondly, no one else has ever done what she has in the amount of time she's been here. Maybe this will be a good motivator for them.” Crossing my arms over my chest, I puff up.

      I'm not backing down from her. This isn't her choice to make.

      Sandy's really starting to annoy me. Why is she so against taking an employee out to lunch? That's all Dalia is, an employee.

      Is that really all she is? The question sits on my brain, but I don't answer it. I don't need to.

      “Or,” she says, drawing out each letter, “maybe there's something else going on between you two.” She dances two fingers back and forth in front of my face.

      Scoffing, I scratch the tips of my fingers over my scalp, and groan. “Come on, Sandy, don't start with this crap. There's nothing going on between us. I just think she deserves to be recognized for the work she's done. If the others don't like it, fuck them, I don't care. I'm not going to ignore the fact that she's given us recognized brands to work with, and not just some little mom and pop places that no one's ever heard of. With her talent, people are going to know who we are, and if they don't, they'll learn quick.”

      “Well, I'm telling you no. You're not taking her out to lunch.”

      “You—” I say sharply, using a hand to brush her to the side of the hallway as I take a strong step forward. “You don't get to tell me what to do. We're partners here, which means I make decisions too.”

      “Fine, do what you want.” She flaps her hands in the air, darting her eyes to the floor. “You know better than to get involved with an employee. . .” She drops her arms to her sides, brows folding up into hard arches.

      I know what she's doing, and I'm not getting sucked into it. She isn't a victim here. I'm not going against her, this isn't me being defiant. She's not our mother, and I don't owe her anything. We're equals. Sandy doesn't get to make all the rules.

      I'm not going to give her the satisfaction of a response. Taking another step forward, I reach past her for the door handle. I'm done with her lecture, she isn't my boss, no matter how much she wants to have total control.

      “And,” she says louder, catching my attention, “you definitely know better than to get involved with a girl like her.”

      Looking back at her over my shoulder, I snarl, “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      Sandy smiles, resting her hands on her hips happily. “You know what it means, Lyle, don't act stupid. We're treasure, she's trash, nothing's changed, we've just allowed the lines to blur between us, that's all. It doesn't mean she's one of us now.”

      “What the hell is your problem, Sandy? This girl is making you money, she's landed us two huge deals in the short time she's been here, and you want to act like she doesn't deserve something for it?”

      She innocently holds up her hands, palms facing out. “I'm just calling it as I see it. But don't worry, I know you know better than to fuck this up. So go, have fun on your lunch date.” Sandy gives me a wink, then heads off in the direction of her office.

      Well, she definitely knows who Dalia is, there's no question about that now.

      But what the fuck is her problem?

      The way she's acting, the tone of her voice, she almost sounds jealous. And not jealous of wishing she was the one who had brought in these clients. She sounds jealous of me taking Dalia to lunch.

      That's ridiculous. Why the hell would she be jealous of that?

      Shaking off the idea, I push Sandy out of mind, and open the door. I'm not going to let her ruin this for Dalia. She deserves to be recognized, and that's what I'm doing.

      “So, where do you want to go for lunch?”

      “I don't know, what are the options?”

      “Anything you want, just name the place.”

      “Anything?”

      “Yup, anything.” Stretching my fingers over the back of the chair, I lean forward. “It's on me.”

      “Oh well, now that changes everything.” Dalia smiles, causing my stomach to clench and my cock to jerk. Giggling, she taps a finger against her chin and looks up at the ceiling. “I know,” she says, bobbing her head up and down.

      She picks a nice little bistro off Fourth and Main. Taking her down into the parking garage, I hit the button to unlock my car.

      “Are you sure we should do this?”

      “Do what?”

      “Go out for lunch? I mean, won't people talk?”

      “Fuck them if they do. I don't work for them, they work for me.” Shrugging a shoulder, I pull open her door for her.

      Dalia laughs, and that fucking laugh sends the blood straight from my brain to my dick. “That's true.” Dalia drops down into the seat. Using the tips of her fingers, she runs them across the dashboard. “I really love this car, it's gorgeous.”

      Smiling down at her, I say, “You keep going like you have been, maybe I'll buy you one someday.”

      Her eyes jump to mine, head tilting a hair. “Yeah, no thanks.” Slipping her fingers into the door handle, she closes the door for herself.

      Climbing into the front beside her, she has her hands tucked under her legs. Her eyes are set on the windshield, and her back is completely straight.

      “Nervous?” I ask her.

      “With you? No. I mean your little show in the break-room was something, but I'm not nervous with you. With your sister on the other hand, she terrifies me.” Dalia giggles, but behind her laugh I know she's serious.

      I don't blame her, my sister is a lot to handle, but it's not like she's dangerous.“What was that little side conversation in the hall about anyway?” she asks cautiously.

      Ugh, my sister. I don't want to talk about her right now.

      “You know what, screw my sister, she isn't here right now. This lunch is for you. It's my treat for all the incredible work you've been doing.”

      Dalia grins, relaxing a little into the seat. “I appreciate it, I really do, but you know you don't have to take me out to lunch to show it, right?”

      “I know, but I want to.” My eyes are on hers, trying to read her. “Is that wrong? Do you not want to go out to lunch?”

      “No, that's not it. It's not wrong, Lyle, but if you think all I care about is money and expensive things, then you really don't know me at all.” Dalia moves her hands to her lap, and starts drumming her fingers.

      “Tell me then, tell me what you care about.”

      Her eyes meet mine. They move around my face as her fingers keep moving. She looks like she's about to tell me, and then she stops. “It doesn't really matter.” Shaking her head, she drops her eyes back to her lap.

      “Yes it does,” I say, urging her to tell me everything that just went through her head. “I want to know.”

      Dalia moves her eyes back to mine, her face flat. “You really want to know?” she asks, so I nod, urging her to keep going. “All right, it's going to sound corny, but, gestures matter. Kindness matters, intent. . .” Pausing, her voice lowers as she whispers under her breath. “Love—”

      Dalia stops breathing, every muscle in her body goes stiff as her eyes snap to mine.

      I keep my eyes on her, letting what she said sink in. Chuckling, I reach out my hand to touch her face.

      She jerks away slightly, stunned and not expecting it. But then she relaxes as my thumb sweeps across her jaw, and my fingers trace the curve up to her ear. Dalia shivers, and that shiver zips through the pads of my fingers and down my arm, hitting my chest like a lightning bolt.

      Pinching her chin between my thumb and forefinger, I pull her face in as I move in closer. Our lips touch, and she exhales. Her cool breath scales down my chin and across my cheeks.

      I watch her, keeping my eyes open as she closes hers. Her movements are delicate, almost unnoticeable. But I see them.

      I see her. I've always seen her. Even when she thought no one was looking, I always was.

      Her lips part as my fingers move across her neck and dig into her hair. Coiling her thick locks around my hand, I tug her head back.

      “You know you're lucky,” I say against her mouth as I kiss her back.

      “Oh yeah,” she says with a small smile. “And why's that?”

      “Because you're getting way better sex with me now, than you would have back when we were in school.”

      Dalia giggles, nibbling on my bottom lip. “I think that's probably true. No one is good in bed when they're teenagers. But. . .” she says slowly, walking her fingers up the center of my shirt. Pinching the corner of my collar, she pulls on it. “You're a man now, so I shouldn't need to teach you anything.”

      Arching one of my eyebrows, I pull away slightly. She laughs again, grabbing my shirt with two hands, and yanking me back in for another kiss.

      I can't tell her no. I know I should. I know if my sister ever finds out about us, Dalia is screwed. Sandy will make her life a living fucking nightmare. If Dalia thinks high school was rough, she'll never be able to handle Sandy now.

      Ruthless. Cutthroat. Sandy doesn't see people, she doesn't see feelings, she doesn't see the hurt she causes along the way. All Sandy sees are obstacles and dollar signs. You don't want to be that obstacle, because she'll tear you the fuck down, and not look back.

      “Where'd you go?” she asks, leaning back, and looking up at me.

      “What?” I ask. It takes a second for her question to register, but I answer her before she has to ask me again. “Oh, nowhere, I was just trying to figure out if my backseat is big enough for me to fuck you in.”

      She looks behind us, then down at my lap. “I think we have plenty of room right here.”

      “Right here?” Looking around the full parking lot, I shake my head. “I don't know if that's a good idea. What if someone sees us?”

      Like my sister.

      “You weren't worried about that while you were eating me out.” Her smile thickens as she climbs over the center console and onto my lap.I don't stop her. I don't want to stop her. I've wanted to fuck this girl since the first time I jerked off. She's been my wet dream.

      And now that I've had her, all I want is more.

      Spreading her legs around my hips, she starts to pull at my belt. “Fuck it,” I say, “If someone comes through, they can watch.”

      The idea excites me. Someone watching us as we fuck, the danger of being caught, the voyeur in the shadows. It's a fucking turn on.

      Slipping my hand between the seat and the door, I push the button, reclining back to give her more room.

      I love this version of Dalia. This version is a risk taker and it's fucking hot as hell. My dick is stiff, painfully pushing against my zipper, waiting for her to free it. She fiddles with the belt for a second, then I feel the tension release as she unbuttons my pants.

      “Someone's excited already,” she says, her voice sultry and smooth.

      “That's because of you.” Digging my fingers into her hips, I squeeze hard as I lift my hips up. “You make me fucking hard, you always have.”

      Her skin flushes pink, and it's the sexiest shade of pink I've ever seen. Running my hands up her back, I grip her shoulder blades and pull her down for a kiss. Crashing my lips onto hers, she exhales, kissing me harder.

      Dalia sucks my bottom lip into her mouth, and bites down. It hurts, there's a sting to the sharp edges of her teeth as they clamp down, but I fucking love it.

      Groaning, I move my hands to her hair, wrapping it around my fingers. I won't let her go, I want her close. I want her closer than she already is. Holding her head, I pull at the roots, deepening our kiss.

      My tongue sweeps across her mouth, tasting and licking, devouring her like she's my meal. If I don't eat I'll die, and no one wants that.

      Her hand slips into my pants, wrapping around my length. I inhale a gritty breath as she squeezes, stroking up to the tip, and then driving her hand back down. Her thumb swirls across the head, and that little movement sends sparks shooting through my body.

      “Fuck,” I say as I exhale, jerking my hips.

      “You like that?” She bats her lashes, fanning her eyes like canopies. Sucking in her bottom lip, she holds it between her teeth and tilts her head.

      That little movement is so damn sexy it makes my balls tighten and my dick throb. Growling, I glide my hands down her ribs with firm pressure. Dalia trembles and smirks, letting out a light giggle as if it tickles a little.

      “I love that. I love the way your hand feels around my cock, the way you stroke me, you make me want to come already.” Pushing my cock into her hand as she glides down, Dalia moans.

      Her hips are rocking, rolling in time with every stroke she gives my dick. She's moving faster, her eyes set on firmly mine, never looking away.

      There could be an entire fucking audience watching us right now in this parking garage and I don't think either of us would know it. I can't take my eyes off her. She's all I see.

      Pushing her panties out of the way with one finger, I softly touch her center. It's wet and silky, and so fucking hot.

      Dalia moans louder, rocking her hips harder. Pressing her entrance, I slip my finger inside. In and out, in and out, I fuck her as she jerks my cock. I move faster, causing her body to slam down on my hand.

      Her slick arousal wets my palm, and she slips around on my hand. If my finger wasn't inside her body, she'd probably slide right off my lap.

      Raising up, she pulls my hand away and replaces it with my cock. Lowering herself down, her eyes roll back in her head as she arches her back. She sits still for a second, letting her eyes find mine again as her body adjusts to the thick wood inside her.

      Licking my finger, I taste her, enjoying her flavor. “You taste so fucking good.”

      Her eyes light up as she watches me, and I feel her pussy tighten around my cock. Lifting up on her knees, she drops down hard. My cock hits deep, drawing out a louder moan.

      Over and over, I drive my hips up as she slams hers down. We're all moans and grunts, our skin slippery and our breathing heavy. Grabbing the back of her shoulders, I pull her down onto my chest.

      I need her close. I want to feel her heartbeat as she comes. She's close, I know she's close. Her moans are getting louder, and she's starting to lose control. Her skin is warm, and her muscles are starting to quiver. The only sound around us is the sound of her soaked pussy slapping against my dick.

      She starts to breathe heavier, and her nails scrape down the sides of my arms as her entire body melts into mine. Her face drives into the crook of my neck as she lets out a final moan.

      That moan, that single noise she lets out is all I need to send me over the edge. My cock pulses, my balls tighten as my stomach clenches. Grabbing her thighs, I hold her body down as I push my hips as far up as I can.

      My cock explodes, filling her pussy with hot cum. I can feel my dick as it jerks inside her body, twitching violently, creating a surge of heat that floods my system.

      Dalia twists her face against my chest and uses her hand to wipe damp hair away from my face. “So, is lunch still on the table?” she asks with a smile.

      “I don't know about you, but I just worked up an appetite.”

      

      The restaurant isn't too far, and it only takes us a few minutes to get there. When we’re seated, she orders a light lunch, a salad and a bowl of soup. I, on the other hand, have the hunger of a starving lion. I order a burger and fries.

      “This is nice.” Dalia goes to take a mouthful of soup, blowing on it first before sipping it gently off the spoon. “Thank you for this.”

      “It's my pleasure, it really is.”

      She's all laughs and smiles. Tipping her head back, her laugh sends my heart into my throat. It hits me, and in that moment I can't deny the feelings I have for her. The feelings that have always been there, but I never let come to life.

      Dalia Greene's come back to me, and I won't let her go this time.

      “Can I ask you something?” She pushes her empty bowl of soup away, wiping her mouth with her napkin.

      “Of course,” I say openly and willingly. “You can ask me anything you want.”

      Her eyes dance across mine. She's thinking, I can see it on her face. I'm just not sure what she's thinking about.

      “All right,” she says, reaching for her glass of wine, and taking a big sip. She shifts in her chair, pushing herself in closer to the table. “Do you remember back in high school when we had that job fair?”

      “Yeah, I remember the job fair.”

      She eyes me, tapping the rim of her glass as she tilts her head. “Did you fuck with my portfolio? And be honest with me, I really need to know the truth.”

      “Dalia that was so long ago, I—”

      “I need to know, Lyle. Please, just tell me.” Her voice pleads, her eyes begging.

      I just don't know what she's expecting me to say. The answer is no. I've never done anything to hurt her. Why would I?

      “No, I didn't.” There's no joking in my tone or in the look on my face. I want her to know I would never have done that.. “I don't know how that stuff got in the trash, Dalia, I swear. I really did just find it there.”

      Her eyes move rapidly trying to read my face, the bright green globes dark and wary. “You know what I think,” she says, folding her hands on the table, and resting her face on the back of her knuckles. “I think your sister did it. I think she purposely messed with my stuff just to screw me over, and you helped her cover it up.”

      “Look, I didn't cover up anything. And, yes, I know my sister wasn't the nicest person back in school, and even now, she has some quirks that come off as bitchy, but my sister isn't a complete asshole. I don't think she had the opportunity to even do that. I mean, how would she? There were teachers and students everywhere. Don't you think someone would have seen her?”

      “I don't know.” Her lips thin as she runs the pad of her finger in circles around the rim of her wineglass, her eyes squinting with thought. “I do know that someone messed with me that day, and the only person who had the chance, or the drive, was your sister.”

      Holding up a single hand, I smile coyly. “Look, you don't know my sister like I do. She's got a hard shell, but she's really not a bad person. I think she gets a bad rap, and the stories about her have followed her for years. You'd be a little bit standoffish too if everyone blamed you for all the bad shit that happened in their lives.”

      “Yeah, maybe. But I also know I've never done anything to purposely ruin someone else's life, and your sister got a kick out of fucking with mine.”

      “We were kids back then. Sandy's not like that anymore, Dalia.” My voice is getting firmer, harsher, and really defensive. She's not perfect, but she's my sister, it's in my nature to protect her no matter what. Even if that means defending her when I know I might be wrong.

      But I don't see her the same as other people do, and maybe that's because I'm too close to her.

      “Lyle, you of all people should know who she truly is. You're going to tell me you can't see the ugly inside her? Come on, don't be naive.”

      “I'm not naive, Dalia. Maybe you were just too weak in school to handle her personality. It's not her fault you couldn't stand up for yourself. It's easier to blame the bully than it is to accept any responsibility for it, isn't it?”

      Gritting her teeth, her nostrils flare. “Are you really going to sit there and act like she's a fucking angel? Are you blaming me for what she did? Are you kidding me?”

      “What do you want me to say, Dalia? Do you want me to sit here and rag on my sister? You want me to tell you what you want to hear just to make you feel better?” Holding out my arms, my brows jump to my hairline. “Because I won't do that. Look, why are we even talking about this? Why are you still thinking about something that happened so many years ago? It doesn't matter anymore.”

      Scoffing, Dalia crumbles her napkin into a ball and throws onto the table. “You know what, forget I asked.” Standing up, she grabs her wineglass, and downs the rest of it.

      She starts to turn and walk away, so I call out, “Where are you going?”

      “I'm leaving.”

      “Dalia, come on, come sit and finish lunch.”

      “Yeah, I lost my appetite. Don't worry about driving me back, I'll grab a taxi.”

      Slouching in my chair, I chug the rest of my drink and watch her leave.

      Go after her! The voice in my head screams. I want to listen to it, it sounds like the right thing to do,

      but I don't move. I just sit in my chair, watching her disappear out the front door and onto the sidewalk. She throws her arm up, waves down a cab, and climbs inside.

      You're a fucking idiot, Lyle!

      What the hell were you thinking?

      Resting my elbows on the table, I rub my face. I feel like a fool.

      Deep down I know who my sister is. I know how she treats others. But as her brother, I have the instinct to protect her no matter what.

      I'm going to have to figure out a way to balance the girl I'm falling for, and the girl I shared a life with.

      Loyalty or love. . .

      How the hell do I choose?
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      “Can't you just talk to her for me?” I ask Kira as she stands at her locker. Leaning against one of the locker doors, I hold my books at my waist, trying to give her my best puppy dog eyes. “You're her best friend, she'll listen to you. There's got to be something you can do, some way for you to get through to her. It would mean so much if you would just help me out here.”

      Poking her head out from behind her locker door, she stuffs a couple books into her bag, and then slings the bag over her shoulder, almost hitting me in the face with it. Ducking back quickly, I feel the wind off the bag as it whips by my face.

      Kira doesn't even acknowledge the fact she almost knocked me out, but I see a slight smirk as she moves stuff around on the shelf in her locker. I think she was trying to hit me.

      Don't say anything, Lyle, just let it go. You need her help.

      “So? Do you think you can help me out?” Brushing the hair out of my eyes, I keep my voice level. I don't care that she just tried to smack me with her bag, I need a favor, and I'm willing to give her whatever she wants to make it happen. “You know I there are no boundaries. Ask and you shall receive, simple as that.”

      “You're really trying to bribe me? Do you honestly think you have something I want?” Holding the thin metal edge of the door, she keeps her eyes forward, jumping them around from shelf to shelf. “Are you kidding me? Did your bitch of a sister put you up to this? Because I know you're smarter than this, Vox.”

      “What? No. Sandy doesn't have anything to do with this.”

      Kira pauses for a second, staring off into space. “Well, the answer is simple. No.”

      “No?” It's hard for me to acknowledge her rejection. So hard I don't even hear it at first.

      “Let me make it easier for you to understand if that word it too big for you. Not a chance. I can't help you and I won't help you. There, understand that?” She glances over at me quickly, our eyes meet, and I can see she's pissed at me too. The hint of attitude in her voice is a nice addition that also gives away her true feelings.

      What the hell did I do wrong?

      What did I ever do to her?

      I should expect this. It shouldn't be a surprise to me that she's angry. She and Dalia are best friends. That's how this all works. Everyone sticks with their group, with the people they fit in with.

      Dalia and I aren't meant to fit, which is probably why this is all so damn messy. We're like water and oil, coming from different worlds that don't usually mingle. Well, not here at least, not when everything you represent gives you some sort of status.

      High school isn't for the weak. Anyone will tell you that. High school is where the weak and the strong divide, where the weak fall, and the strong conquer.

      I want to conquer Dalia. I want to climb her like a fucking mountain and claim her as mine.

      “Why not? Come on, I'm not asking for much, just tell her I want to talk, that's it. There's something I need to ask her, and it's kind of important.” I keep my voice lighthearted, trying to sound like it's no big deal. But it is a big deal.

      Prom is coming up, and there's only one girl I want to take. Except she isn't giving me the time of day. If she sees me in the hall, she turns and goes the other way. If I see her in class, she ignores me completely.

      Kira closes the door with a hard thud, and gives me an annoyed glare. “It's too late, Lyle, you fucked up. I'm not going to help my best friend get screwed over for a second time. I let your shithead of a sister by once, and it cost Dalia everything. I won't do that again so you can fuck her over too.”

      Turning away from me, she starts down the hall. But I'm not ready to give up just yet, so I stay with her, and follow her. I maneuver around other kids in the hall, doing my best to keep up with her.

      “Kira, I'm begging you, please, just get her to give me five minutes. That's all I need, five minutes to talk.”

      “Oh, you're begging me, huh? Is that what this is supposed to be?” Her eyes move to mine, cold and irritated. “I'm sorry, I don't see you on your knees right now.”

      “Seriously? Is that what it's going to take to get you to help me out here?”

      “Honestly. . .” She pauses, rolling her eyes forward so she's looking straight down the hall. “No. If Dalia wants to talk to you, she will. If she doesn't, well that's too fucking bad for you now, isn't it?” Kira stops short, grabbing my arm, and spinning me to face her. “But you need to hear me, and hear me good, Lyle. I think you need to just leave her alone. You and your sister really hurt her. She doesn't deserve to be hurt anymore.”

      “I di—”

      “Leave her alone,” she demands, cutting the air with her hand. “And stop fucking following me.” Kira storms off, pushing her way through the crowded hall.

      “What the hell was that about?” my sister asks as she steps up from behind me, coming out of nowhere.

      “Jesus, Sandy,” I say, my breathing slightly labored. “Don't fucking do that. I hate when you sneak up on me like that.”

      “Sorry,” she says all snotty as her eyes open wide, and she looks up away. “Well?”

      “Well what?”

      “What was that all about?”

      “Nothing, don't worry about it.”

      “It didn't look like nothing.” She crosses an arm over her stomach as she watches Kira walk away.

      “I was just asking Kira for a favor, but it doesn't matter, she won't do it.”

      “A favor. . . What the hell do you need her for when you have me? You need a favor, you ask your sister, not a twat like Kira Benson.”

      “Right, well that's all fine most of the time, except this is something you can't help me with.” I start walking, and my sister stays with me. “Actually,” I say, looking over at her briefly, “you're the reason I need her help anyway. So, it's probably just better for you to stay out of this one.”

      “Oh, okay, I get it. This has to do with her doesn't it?” Her voice slices and spits, choking out the single word. And she's not even using her actual name.

      The way she says her goes up my ass. “She has a name.”

      “Yeah—whore.”

      Stopping, I snag Sandy by the wrist, and pull her to the side. “Why do you have to do that?”

      “Do what?”

      “Say shit like that?”

      “Awe, what's wrong? Does the poor baby not like it when I make fun of his girlfriend?”

      “She's not my girlfriend, Sandy. See? This is exactly what I'm talking about.” Running my hand across my jaw, I shake my head. “You're such a bitch sometimes.”

      “Maybe I wouldn't have to be such a bitch if your taste in women was better.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Yeah,” she says matter of fact.

      “All right, who would you chose for me then? Sara Noones? Callie Wise?”

      “Come on, Lyle, you're better than both of those girls. You're better than majority of the girls in our school, that's for sure. I wouldn't pick anyone here.” She looks up and down the hall, glancing over the girls around us. “I can tell you whoever I pick would have to be like me.”

      “You? That's gross, Sandy, I don't want a girl that's like you. That'd be like I was dating my sister.” Sticking out my tongue, I fake gag as I hold my chest.

      “What's so gross about that? If there's anyone who's a perfect fit for you, it's your twin.”

      Is she serious right now?

      Arching a brow, I stare at her. Her lip is pulling back into a small smile, and she's staring right back. I'm questioning the seriousness of what she's saying.

      She can't really think she's the perfect match for me. We're brother and sister, that's disgusting. Shaking the thought away, I ignore the idea completely.

      She's just fucking with me, I know she's fucking with me.

      “Fuck you, stop being weird,” I say, giving her a playful shove.

      “I'm just saying that you have to find someone who's compatible, and it's definitely not her.”

      Crooking my jaw, I counter her. “Obviously we see things differently because I was going to ask her to prom, and you went and fucked it all up with your little portfolio game. Now she won't talk to me at all.”

      “Wow, you're getting shot down by a fucking loser.” Sandy laughs, adjusting her purse on her shoulder, and her books in her arms. “You're a fucking idiot, you know that?”

      “I'm an idiot?”

      “Yeah, that's what I said. You're an idiot.”

      “Please, tell me why I'm the idiot here?” I draw out my voice, making sure she knows I don't really give a shit what she thinks, or believe her anyway.

      I don't need my sister to try and give me life lessons, we're the same freaking age. We've been through the same shit. There's nothing she can tell me that I don't already know.

      “You're an idiot because you actually give a fuck about that girl and what she thinks. Why can't you see that she's a nobody? What is it going to take for you to see she'll never be on your level? She means nothing and she is nothing. We're Vox's, Lyle, mingling with a girl like her will only bring you down.”

      I know she sounds like a horrible person, but deep down I believe my sister really only thinks she's looking out for me. Sandy wants what's best for me, just like I want what's best for her.

      Of course, my sister has a funny way of showing me she cares. She'll tear down everyone around us bit by bit in order to raise us up. She's been that way for as long as I can remember.

      Some people see value in status, in objects, in possessions. That’s my sister. She measures your worth by the car you drive and the clothes on your back. It's not her fault, that's how we were brought up.

      I just haven't always seen the world or the people in it the same way my sister does.

      “Right, thank you for that powerful motivational speech. I'll be sure to keep that in mind.” Pointing over my shoulder with my thumb, I start to walk backwards. “I'm going home to get ready for tonight, I'll catch you later, San.”

      “Wait,” she says, holding out her hand. “You're still going tonight? I thought you weren't because you don't have a date.”

      “I'm allowed to change my mind, aren't I?” Shrugging a shoulder, I start walking backwards. “Besides, I did rent that tux, I'd hate to see it go to waste.”

      “Sure, it would be a waste.” Sandy smiles, watching me as I go. It's a fake smile. She doesn't mean it.

      I can always feel her eyes, I can always feel her eyes. It doesn't matter where we are, but I know when she's watching me.

      I'm not sure if it's the twin sense, or just the fact that she can rip you open with one good, heavy glare. She watches me walk down the hall until I turn the corner, and out of her line if sight.

      The burning sensation dissipates as I break that tie between us.

      My tux is waiting for me at home, hanging on the back of the closet door. A small plastic box, holding a purple corsage, is sitting on my dresser next to it. Picking up the box, I twist it around, and look at the flower inside.

      It's supposed to be Dalia's corsage. I bought it for her. I spent half an hour trying to pick out the perfect one. And for what? For nothing. She won't even give me the time of day to explain myself or tell her I'm sorry.

      I didn't even do anything.

      Holding the flower over the trash, I almost let it go. And then I change my mind. I'm not giving up on this, on her, on anything that I want. I've never been someone who backs down, and I'm not going to start now.

      Slipping into my tux, I gel my hair, and spray my neck with some cologne. I'm going to the prom anyway, stag, and I don't even give a shit. I'm leaving my options open.

      Maybe I'll get lucky. Maybe I'll get a chance to right all of the wrong she feels.

      The sign above the door reads, Winter In May. There are snowflakes dangling from the ceiling, and fake snow sprinkled around the floor. Long, flowing strings of garland, full of big silver flowers and sparkling leaves, drape from one corner of the room to the next.

      The tables have dark blue covers, and more bright white snowflakes speckle the open space between the plates. It's fucking ridiculous, if you ask me.

      No one is asking you.

      Standing in the doorway, the music thumps through my chest as I look around the room. A few of my football buddies are standing against the far wall waiting in line with their girlfriends for a photo.

      The smiles I see aren't excitement for a photo to remember the night. The smiles are for the simple fact they're getting some ass tonight.

      Moving my eyes back across the room, most of the tables are empty. Everyone is either dancing or in the photo line. I wave at a few friends, looking past them, hoping she's here.

      And then I see what I want, the whole reason I'm even standing here right now.

      Dalia.

      Fuck, she looks so damn beautiful. Her dress is red with a flower pattern tracing the right thigh and across the front edge. The dress is covered by a sheer black fabric, giving it a shadow that flickers as she moves.

      Stunning. That's the only word that comes to mind. The only word that rightfully describes the beauty on the other side of the room.

      My heart starts to race as I watch her closely. Her slow movements. The way she gently touches her lips with the pad of her finger. The way she holds her belly right before she giggles, and how her head falls back at the same time. The delicate swipe of her finger as it pulls a loose strand of hair behind her ear, and how her eyes pay attention to whoever she’s talking too. It doesn't matter who you are, she's looking at you.

      All of it. Every last drop makes her who she is. It's mesmerizing.

      She's smiling as she dances with Kira, tipping her head back to laugh out loud. She doesn't look angry or sad, and that's perfect. I need her smiling like that, it'll make it easier for me to approach her, and talk to her.

      Working my way around the room, I give lame waves, and half smiles to teammates so I can get closer to Dalia. My mind isn't on who I should be seen with, my mind is only on her.

      She doesn't notice me. So I stand back, and wait for the right moment to cut in. It doesn't take long, the song ends after a minute, and she slows down, taking a step back to get some air.

      “Dalia,” I say, reaching out and touching her shoulder.

      She jerks, spinning around fast. Her eyes expand wide as saucers.

      She doesn't say a word to me, she just turns her shoulder and looks the other way.

      It hurts. To be disregarded, her eyes full of regret and disdain send needles through my heart. My hope was a smile, instead I got the cold shoulder.

      Leaning into Kira, she whispers something in her ear. I don't know what it is, but the look on her face tells me she's wondering what the hell I'm even doing here.

      I'm here for you, and only you.

      “I get it,” I say, passively holding my hands up. “You don't want to see me, and I completely understand that. All I'm asking is for a few minutes, I really just want to talk, that's it.” I reach for her again, but not with the intention to touch her. It's to show her I'm here, but I know I fucked up.

      Kira steps between us, and her jaw cocks to one side. “I told you already, Lyle, stay away from her. If Dalia wanted to talk to you, she would have already. Take a fucking hint asshole, this ended days ago. It's time to move on, you had your chance and you blew it.”

      “Dalia,” I say over Kira's shoulder, ignoring her completely. I know she means well, but I want to hear it from Dalia. “All I want is for you to hear me out, that's it. I'm not even asking for you to forgive me, I just need you to listen.”

      “Fuck off, Lyle. Doesn't her silence tell you anything? She's telling you to get bent.”

      “If she feels that way, then let her tell me herself.” Kira gives me an evil eye, her mouth opening to probably tell me to go fuck myself. “Please,” I say, keeping my eyes on Dalia and not letting Kira get out a word. “Five minutes.”

      “Do I—”

      “No, I don't want to hear what you have to say,” Dalia cuts in, not letting Kira finish as she moves around her and stands in front of her. “I've heard enough already.”

      “All right, fine, I'll leave you alone if you just give me five minutes. That's not too much to ask.”

      Do I sound desperate? Because I am.

      I can't keep going like this. I need her.

      “No you won't,” she says, taking another small step in. “You don't know how to stop talking, you don't know when to close your mouth and just listen.”

      “I'm listening now.”

      “You're just as delusional as your sister. You're still talking, you're not listening. There's a difference between hearing and listening.”

      “What do you want me to say?” I ask, my voice aching for some direction. I don't know what she wants from me. And yet, I'm just happy she's talking to me at all. Even if it's out of anger.

      The silence is the worse. I'd rather have her screaming in my face than not hear her voice at all.

      “Just leave me alone, Lyle, that's all I want. You don't need to say anything, I get it. You and your sister had your fun, you made a fucking fool of me. You win, I get it, I'm a damn loser and everyone knows it now. So thank you.”

      I'm quiet for a moment, letting her words settle in the air. “Fine, you want me to leave you alone, I will.” I'm not going to waste my time arguing with her about the job fair. Her mind is set, there's no point. But I think we can move past it. “Under one condition.”

      Folding her arms across her chest, she purses her lips. “And what's that?”

      “Dance with me.”

      “What?” she scoffs, giggling as she lets her eyes flick to Kira. “Dance with you?”

      “Dance with me just this once, and I'll never bother you again.”

      Her demeanor changes, brows snapping down hard. “Fuck you,” she barks, flaring her nostrils. “I'm not doing that. I'm not dancing with you. You don't deserve it.”

      “All right, fine, have it your way. I'll just keep talking then. I'll follow you around, everywhere you go, and I'll just ramble. I'll tell you all about the camp I went to as a kid, and the Christmas I spent with my grandmother in Florida, where I spent four hours cleaning her basement. I have a million stories, Dalia, you'll get to hear them all.”

      Kira holds up her hand, using it stop me from speaking. “Okay, Lyle, enough. You're not helping yourself here.”

      “I think I am,” I say with a smirk as I keep my eyes on Dalia.

      “Fuck—”

      Dalia sets her hand on Kira's back, and smiles. “Thanks, Kira, but this time I got it.”

      “You sure?” she asks, her eyes turning to pinpricks as she glares at me.

      She's mad, and I get it. I understand she wants to protect her friend from getting hurt. But I'm not here to hurt her. I don't want to cause Dalia any pain.

      “Yeah, I'm sure.” Dalia closes the space between us, her eyes firmly secured on mine. “What are you really doing here, Lyle? What is it you want from me?”

      Holding an open hand over my heart, I bow my head. “Just one dance, that's it. I swear. I got all dressed up, and it would kill me if I did this all for nothing. I just want one dance tonight.”

      “One dance, right?”

      “That's right, just one.”

      “And then you'll leave me alone?”

      Tipping my chin into my chest, I rest a hand on my heart. “Absolutely.”

      “Fine,” she agrees, surprising me.

      “Really?” I ask, honestly thinking it would take a lot more convincing.

      Tilting her ear to the ceiling, she listens carefully for a moment. “It's now or never,” she says, noting with a finger towards the speaker that the music is slow.

      Grabbing her hand, I don't waste any time, pulling her to the dance floor. Placing my hands on her hips, her eyes won't connect with mine. She’s looking all over the place. The floor, the people beside us, the back wall, the ceiling.

      What is she thinking? What's going through her mind?

      We move in a small circle, her hands timidly resting on my shoulders like I'm covered in spines.

      “I'm not going to bite you,” I say, pulling her in closer. “Unless you want me to.”

      “You said you wouldn't talk.” Her eyes finally flick up to mine, and even with the anger I can see on her face, I'm happy, because she's actually looking at me.

      Smiling through thin lips, I wrap my arm tight around her waist, and take one of her hands. I'm leading us in this dance, taking small steps. We move to the beat, swaying side to side.

      I'm trying to keep my mouth shut, I really am. It's just hard as fuck.

      Dalia is looking off to the side, avoiding me at all costs. I can't have that. I won't have it.

      It bugs me that she's refusing to even look at me. We don't have to talk, but she needs to see the unspoken apology on my face.

      Gripping her chin between my thumb and forefinger, I force her to look at me. “I told you I wouldn't talk, but I want you to look at me.”

      “Why should I do anything for you?”

      “Because you feel it too. You feel the same thing I do.”

      Her lids lower as her lips shift to one side. “You don't know what I feel, Lyle. So don't pretend you do.”

      Running my thumb across her jaw, I lick my lips. I want to kiss her, I want to taste her, and feel her, and let her know exactly what I'm thinking.

      “I know more than you think.” My thumb sweeps around the curve of her jaw, gently moving back in the other direction. The very tip of my thumb slides across the bottom ridge of her lip, causing her to inhale a quick breath. “I know I like the way I feel when I'm with you.” My fingers push past her face and around her head, gripping her nape. “I know I like the way you feel when you're in my hands.”

      Dalia stops dancing, focusing sharp eyes on my face. “What are you doing, Lyle?”

      Scooping her face in my hands, I hold her there. From the corner of my eye I see a familiar figure in the background. My eyes glance up, and I feel the sizzle of anger in her stare.

      Sandy is leaning against the back wall, her arms folded across her chest, her eyes lit with fire. The anger is pouring out of her like lava. I'm not sure why she looks so pissed.

      Maybe it's because I'm not alone like she is.

      Maybe it's because she thought I wasn't coming and now I'm here.

      Maybe it's because she hates anyone she thinks is beneath her, and she considers Dalia one of those people.

      “Lyle,” Dalia whispers, drawing my gaze back to her.

      “Yeah?” I ask, looking quickly back over her shoulder, and noticing my sister's gone.

      “Why me?” Her voice is so soft I almost miss the question.

      Holding her cheeks, I smile. “Why not you?”

      Her eyes light up, exploding with a million little fireworks.

      Kiss her!

      The voice inside my head is strong and loud, and I have no choice but to listen. This could be my only chance. Lowering my face, I brush her nose with the tip of mine. Our lips are so close I can smell the vanilla scent of her lip gloss and her warm breath on my face.

      Her chest is rising and falling, faster and faster, and her fingers inch around my neck, interlocking behind my head.

      She licks her lips, and I lick mine. She lifts up on her toes, I drop down. Her fingers caress the back of my neck, working up into my hair. My hands move around her waist, holding her so close I can feel her heart beating inside her chest.

      Closer and closer our mouths move, until they're about to touch.

      Everything in my body is on fire. My heart is racing and my palms are sweaty. My dick is getting hard as her nipples bead up, becoming visible under her dress.

      Errrr! Errrr! Errrr!

      The sound is jarring, causing us both to unfurl our bodies and take a step back. Bright white lights are flashing at each exit, and kids are moving out of the room with a slight look of panic on their faces.

      The fire alarm is so loud I can barely hear myself think. Dalia looks around us, reaching her hand back to grab Kira. We move with the crowd out the exit, and in the middle of it all, I lose her.

      Her hand is in mine, I feel her fingers, I feel them tighten, and then she's gone. My hand is empty, cold, and Dalia is nowhere in sight.

      Just like that, it's over. Our almost kiss will remain that. Almost. A wish I want back. A desire I'll relive over and over in my dreams.

      Her lips will be there. Her chest pressing against mine will sit like a weight on my ribs.

      But I'll always open my eyes before we kiss.

      I won't let a chance like this slip through my fingers again.

      If I have the opportunity, I'm just going to take it.
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      I inhale a short breath right before the elevator doors open, and I hold it in. I can't let it out, it's like my brain won't let me until I know.

      For years I spent tiny moments wishing to be noticed, to become the light in a room full of darkness so his eyes would fall only on me. And now all I want is to become invisible.

      Don't see me. Don't see me. Don't see me.

      The mantra plays over and over as the doors open so slowly it's like they were oiled with molasses. I'm met with a smiling secretary holding out a folder, and a list of requests from Sandy.

      “Ms. Vox is requesting immediate action on the file, plus she wants you to go over a few other slides from the D Sneakers advertisement images. She's not very happy with images three and five.”

      “Got it, thanks,” I say, taking them from Giada. My eyes shift nervously around her face, and she gives me a thoughtful smile.

      “You okay, Ms. Greene?” she asks.

      “I'm all right. Things aren't—” The phone rings, and she lifts a finger for me to hold my thought.

      “Vox Design,” she says into the receiver as she taps the keyboard and stares at the monitor.

      I don't stay to finish our little conversation, I just give her a quick smile, and head to my office. It's better that way. I really don't feel like explaining anything to her.

      My heels click on the hard floor, so I try to step a little lighter, a little less noticeably. Looking over my shoulder, I stop at each hall, peeking first before moving past.

      He could be anywhere. I don't want to see Lyle, I'm not ready, not after our fight. I feel weird, like I'm on the verge of crying any second. My emotions have been going haywire, I'm high and low, angry and sad. It's like I can't control any of it.

      Everything I remember feeling back in school is coming back to life inside me. The embarrassment, the anger, the sadness. It's fresh, alive, and burning through my veins.

      I feel rejected, like he's justifying what she did by writing it off like it never happened. He's refusing to see her for the real person she is. I don't understand it, it seems obvious to me.

      It's always been obvious to me, even when I chose to ignore it.

      Stepping into my office, I close the door behind me, and lean back. Finally, I breathe a sigh of relief. I'm safe. Hiding in the confines of my own space.

      I walk to the window and look out at the horizon. The sun is peeking out, and beginning to seep over the buildings, dusting them in red and orange. The city below me is coming alive as more and more cars fill the streets, and people begin their day.

      Pulling the folder out, I open it up, and thumb through the papers. It's one of the client work sheets I drew up with a mock idea for the upcoming advertising campaign.

      And Sandy drew red lines all over the fucking thing.

      With my eyes on the paper, I walk to my desk and drop into the chair. My entire body is clamming up, my skin is getting hot and sticky.

      Setting the folder down in front of me, I flip through page after page and all I see is red. Red lines stripe the paper like cuts. Every single one stings. My eyes start to fill with water as I read her comments.

      'This is awful, what are we six? Change it to something more modern, and not like it came out of Sesame Street.'

      'Dumb.'

      'Stupid.'

      'Just no.'

      The last one isn't just a cut, it's a damn gouge. Scribble after scribble of ink marks every inch of the picture.

      She hasn't changed at all.

      Is she doing this because she knows Lyle and I got in a fight?

      It makes sense. Sandy knows about the argument, and now she's pissed. Hanging my head, I can't stop myself from breaking down. The tears come, falling one after the other onto the design. My design.

      “Dalia, what's wrong? Are you all right?”

      Lifting my head, Lyle is standing in the doorway, concern flooding his expression. He starts to move into my office, and all I want to do is run away.

      Can this day get any worse?

      Jumping up from my seat, I quickly stuff all the papers back into the folder, and close it. I'm not looking at him as I sniffle, wiping my nose with a tissue I tugged out of the box on my desk.

      “I'm fine,” I say firmly, keeping my voice strong.

      “You're definitely not fine. What's going on?” I can feel him staring at me, and I hate it.

      I don't want to see him, I don't want to be around him, I don't want anything to do with him right now. And I definitely don't want to feel the weight of his eyes on me.

      There's something about the way he looks at me that I can't handle right now. It's so deep, so heavy, and I want nothing to do with it.

      Picking up my folder, I walk around to the front of my desk, and head to the door. “Don't tell me what I am. I said I'm fine, so I'm fine.” Storming past him, he reaches out to grab my arm and misses.

      I feel the air off his fingers, and I exhale a relieved breath. I can keep going.

      “Dalia, wait.” Lyle follows me out, but I don't look back at him over my shoulder.

      Picking up the pace, I hit the button for the elevator. I watch the light above the doors, not making eye contact with him. I'm still crying, I can't shut it off, and I'm trying so damn hard to.

      My chest hurts as my tears become sobs, and Lyle softly touches my shoulder. “Dalia, please, tell me what's wrong. You haven't answered my calls or my texts all weekend. Talk to me, I can't fix anything if I don't know what to do.”

      Jerking my shoulder out from underneath his hand, I don't answer. I won't.

      And why should I? Why should I tell him anything at all? It's not like he'll care. He'll just go back and tell his sister, and then what? I get fired?

      No. Not a chance.

      The doors open, and I charge inside. Hitting the star for the lobby, I dart my eyes up. I'm slamming my thumb against the button to close the doors, but Lyle is inside before they slide shut.

      “Please, talk to me, Dalia.”

      Tipping my chin, I don't even bat a lash in his direction. As far as I'm concerned, my silence should tell him exactly what's wrong.

      Lyle grabs my shoulder, spinning me to face him. “If you're not going to talk to me, that's fine, you can just listen.” His fingers dig deeper, holding me in place. “I haven't stopped thinking about you, I can't get you out of my head.” His eyes bounce around my face, feverishly desperate for something from me.

      The tears are still flowing effortlessly. My lungs are gasping for air as I cry. His eyes scan my face, and I know he's waiting for a response. He wants me to answer. He wants to hear my thoughts and know what I'm thinking.

      But I can't give him that. I'm afraid that anything I say will come back to haunt me later. It obviously has already, the folder in my hands with red graffiti is all the evidence I need for proof of that.

      Using his thumb, he captures a tear and wipes it away. His eyes trace my face, moving over my lips. And then he kisses me.

      He kisses me hard and fast, coming out of nowhere. Shock makes me freeze, my body limp and motionless as his lips wet mine. In a single breath, he erases everything.

      We're not in the elevator. We're not on this earth. We're floating. It's just us, lighter than air, and no one else matters.

      Reality quickly rushes in, dropping me back down on to flat feet.

      This is wrong! Stop! With firm hands, I shove Lyle away.

      “Dalia,” he says, softly caressing my face in his hand. “Tell me you still feel it. Tell me you still want me as badly as I want you. I know I'm not crazy, I know there's something here.”

      Silence.

      “You're refusing to talk to me, but you know what. . .” Pausing, he reaches out and runs the tips of his fingers around the edge of my ear, and back under my jawline. “I don't need to hear you say it to know it. I can see it, I can feel it. I can smell it.” His eyes drop to the V between my legs and he smiles. “And it smells so fucking sweet.”

      His hand cups my cheek, and I lean into it. I don't even mean to do it. My body reacts to him, to his touch, to the way he feels on me, around me, in me. I'm wet instantly, my pussy biting at air, hungry for his cock.

      Crushing his mouth against mine, he kisses me again. And this time, I kiss him back. My lips part, my tongue reaches for a taste of his. And for a moment, I let go.

      I let go of everything, giving myself to him the way he wants me to. He has me, and I have him.

      No! It won't work!

      Breaking the kiss, I take a long step back. “We can't do this.” Floating my eyes up to his, I hold his gaze. “You might not see your sister for who she really is, but I do.” Pointing at myself, my eyes expand. “And I know if she ever finds out about us, she'll fire me in a second.”

      “Dalia, stop, San—”

      Holding up my hand, I shake my head. “We're done, Lyle, whatever this was is over. I'm not going to throw away everything I've worked for. Sandy doesn't play fair, and I'm done risking my job for someone who can't even stand up for what's right. It's easy to see who's really in charge.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      Running a finger under my eyes, I wipe away black smears of mascara. “I don't know, Lyle, you tell me.” Slapping the folder against his chest, the doors open to the lobby, and I walk out of the elevator alone.

      Lyle stays inside, he doesn't move, holding the folder to his chest as he watches me walk out the glass front doors.

      Maybe if he sees her stains on my work himself, he'll start to see how she works. Stay on her good side, and you’re her golden goose. Make one mistake, and she's dumping you in the trash.

      Hitting the street, I start to feel dizzy. The world is going in and out of a purple haze, and my head is spinning. Resting my palm against the side of the building, I hold myself up.

      My stomach is churning and I'm sweating like I just ran a marathon. Keeling over, I grip my knees, and throw up on the sidewalk.

      What the hell is going on? Where is this coming from?

      A woman stops, asking me if I'm all right. I nod and thank her but tell her I'll be fine.

      “Are you sure?” she asks, glancing at her watch. “I'm about to grab a taxi, we can share it if you need to get home. I'm heading toward Staten Island.”

      “No, I'm okay. It just kind of came out of nowhere on me. I felt fine last night.”

      She smiles, sticking her arm out to flag a cab. “I remember those days. I got sick like you when I was pregnant with my son. Not my daughter though, with her I just got heartburn.”

      “Oh, no, I'm not pregnant.” Laughing it off, I give her an awkward smile. “It would be a miracle if I was. I'm covered, no chances here.”

      “Nothing is one hundred percent, sweetie.” She holds the cab door, giving me one last chance to share it.

      “No, thank you.” I watch her cab pull away, and I stand still, just thinking about what she said.

      I don't want to admit she's right, but she is. Nothing is one hundred percent safe. And the thought scares the fuck out of me. I take the pill, so the chances of me being pregnant are slim to none. But what if?

      I can't be pregnant, the pill should protect me. . . I'm safe. Right?

      Standing up straight, I rub my belly, trying to soothe the tsunami inside. I'm not pregnant. There's no way.

      I have felt weird recently.

      The hot flashes. The strange cravings. The emotional rollercoaster rides I've been on.

      Oh shit. Could I be?

      My breathing picks up as the realization starts to swell inside. Looking right to left, I remember there's a pharmacy two blocks away. I don't wait, I head right there.

      Standing inside, I'm in the family planning aisle, blankly staring at all the options. Pink boxes, boxes covered in flowers, digital results, lines. There are a million ways to see if you've been knocked up.

      This is ridiculous. Does there really need to be so many choices?

      Picking up one of the boxes covered in flowers, I flip it over to read the back. All the fluff on the outside seems so unnecessary. I mean seriously, is it a scratch and sniff? Because what the hell do a bundle of daisies have to do with being pregnant?

      Setting it back on the shelf, I grab the simplest box there is. It's purple with block letters, nothing fancy. I just want the confirmation that I'm not pregnant so I can go on with my day.

      Paying at the counter, I take the bag and go into the bathroom. I'm not waiting one more second. The box says I'll have an answer in three minutes, that's fast enough for me.

      Locking the door behind me, I peel open the box, and take out the instructions.

      One, remove tester from wrapper.

      Two, urinate on colored tip.

      Three, wait three minutes for results.

      That's easy enough.

      Following all the steps, I set the tester on the sink, and pace the small bathroom. Three minutes isn't long on a normal day, but three minutes right now feels like a lifetime. I keep checking my phone, but it's not changing.

      This is the longest minute of my life.

      “Come on,” I say out loud, gripping the sink and hanging my head. The tester teeters on the edge, but I catch it before it can fall.

      My eyes land on the small window where the results show, and I can't look away. I watch. I watch as one line appears, and I breathe a sigh of relief.

      One line. Okay, good, I was right. I'm not. . . The thought dissolves as a second lighter line appears next to the first.

      No. This isn't right.

      “No, no, no. This is wrong.” Talking to myself, I rake my nails through my hair and just stare at the window on the test stick. “No. This is definitely wrong.”

      I'll take it again.

      Throwing the tester into the garbage, I take out the other one from the box. I either screwed it up, or it got messed up when it almost fell. That's why it isn't right. Somehow, some way, I fucked up the test.

      Following the directions again, this time I sit it on the back of the toilet where it can't fall. I'm not taking any chances.

      Rubbing my hands together, I walk back and forth in front of the toilet. It's not time yet, and I'm not going to jump the gun, and mess this one up too. All I need is for one to give me a negative sign. Just one.

      Pushing a hard breath through my lips, I slide my palms down my thighs to dry them off. I can look now, but fear holds me back. I braid my fingers together, curling them around each other, and rubbing them together anxiously.

      All right, let’s get this over with.

      Picking the tester up, I hold it straight and steady. Closing my eyes, I take a few deep breaths, and then I open them.

      Fuck.

      Two lines.

      Leaning against the wall, I rest my head back, and close my eyes. That makes two. Two tests, two results, both positive.

      I'm pregnant. . .

      I'm fucking pregnant.

      Sliding down the wall, I rest my head between my knees, gripping my temples with the pads of my fingers. Everything is spinning. My head. My stomach. The world.

      My phone rings, sending my stomach into my throat. With shaky hands, I pull it out of my purse to see the word Vox flash across my screen.

      Shit.

      I don't answer, letting it go to voicemail. There's no way I can talk to him right now. I'm a damn mess. My head is all over the place, I feel like I'm going to throw up again. Tears rest on the sharp edges of my lids, ready to break away the second I blink.

      I can't have a conversation with Lyle right now, not like this. But he calls back.

      Settling my nerves, I take a deep breath, and let it out slowly. Answering the call, I keep the tremble out of my voice the best I can. “Hey,” I say.

      “What time are you coming back? You left in such a hurry, and you didn't say where you were going.”

      Come back? I can't come back.

      “I'm really not feeling good.” It's not a complete lie, there is some truth in it. I threw up on the sidewalk and was feeling dizzy. It's not why I stormed out like I did, but the fact I left so abruptly is reason enough for them to fire me.

      I can't lose this job.

      “No problem. You did seem really off. You know what, take the rest of the day, and we'll see you tomorrow.” To my surprise, Lyle sounds understanding, and somewhat relaxed to think I'm sick.

      Of course he does. You were a sobbing, emotional mess. He probably thinks I got my period.

      “Thanks, that'll be good.”

      “Sandy's here too, and she says you guys can talk in the morning about the changes she asked for.”

      “Oh, um, right.”

      What did you say to her?

      I don't ask him, the question lingers in my head. Voiceless, mute, a question I can't ask because she's right beside him.

      “Get some rest, and I hope you feel better tomorrow.”

      “I will, thanks.” Hitting end, I drop the phone back inside my purse.

      Pressing my fingers to my forehead, I massage my head with small circles. This is information I'm not ready to process.

      How the hell is Lyle going to take it?

      The thought makes my chest hurt and my brain pound like it's going to explode.

      Tomorrow I have to go to work and either tell him the truth or keep it a secret until the time is right. I'm not sure what option is best.

      Secrets have a way of getting out, and the truth can sometimes be too much to hear.

      Either way, our lives are never going to be same.
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      Tapping the pen against my desk, I stare off into space. I haven't been able to focus on anything. All I keep thinking about is the baby in my belly, and how the hell I'm going to find the words to tell Lyle.

      The phone on my desk rings, causing me to jump. “Hello?” I ask, holding the receiver tightly against my ear. I don't know who I expect on the other end, but my voice holds a slight edge.

      “Ms. Greene? Mr. Vox would like to see you in his office.”

      “I'm on my way.”

      I take a moment, fixing the stuff on my desk. I don't need to, but I do it to postpone having to see Lyle in person. I move the pens, I adjust the papers, I fix the little snow globe I got in Italy when Kira and I went one summer during college.

      The phone rings again. “Hello?”

      “Mr. Vox is waiting.”

      “Right, sorry. I'm going now.”

      Standing up, I run my palms down the front of my dress, pulling on the fabric. Straightening my back, I try to push the pregnancy to the back of my mind. I'll tell him, I'm just not sure if today is the day.

      The walk to his office is quiet and cold. The hall feels smaller, like the walls are closing in around me the closer I get. I'm not sure I can do this. I'm not sure I can face him without blurting it out with no warning.

      I stop outside his door, resting my hand on my stomach as I inhale a big breath. My belly expands with air, and a flash of the future bursts behind my eyes. Shaking the image away, I slowly walk to his door.

      Lyle's face is buried in a pile of papers. He has a look of concentration with a hint of frustration in his wrinkled brows.

      Taking a step in, I knock at the same time. He lifts his eyes to me, and smiles. It's a warm smile, a happy smile. And I can't help myself, I smile back.

      “Hey,” he says. “You're looking better. How do you feel today?” His eyes fall back to the pile of papers.

      “Better, thanks for not getting pissed that I left.”

      “It's fine, I could tell something was wrong.” He looks up at me briefly and smiles again, then drops his gaze back to the paper. “You see this yet?” he asks, holding up a few of the papers. “Did you get a chance to look over the new ads?”

      “No, actually I didn't.” Stepping to his desk, I lift one of them up to look at it when something else catches my eye. Quirking a brow, I push a couple more out of the way, and pull out a paper from the bottom. “Is this. . .” My voice trails off as I stare at the doodles and inked designs.

      I recognize it instantly. It's my handwriting, my designs.

      Lyle nods, leaning back in his chair. “It is.”

      It's the page from my sketch book, the one I had drawn our names together on in hearts and scribbles of little love notes. I even wrote my name as if I was married to him. Dalia Vox. Mrs. Dalia Vox. Mr. and Mrs. Lyle Vox.

      “I can't believe you have this.”

      “Yeah, I've kept it for years. I was going to give it back to you at prom, but then the fire alarm happened, and well, I just kept it for myself. I never could get myself to throw it away.”

      Tears spring to life, and I'm sobbing uncontrollably. My fingers pinch both sides of the paper, and I try to keep my focus on those little heartfelt drawings.

      “Dalia, what's wrong?” Lyle jumps up from his chair and grabs me by the arms. Pulling me into his chest, he holds me tight. “What is going on with you? Did I do something wrong?”

      “No,” I say as I shake my head. “You didn't do anything wrong. Everything is wrong, it's all wrong! And now you're going to hate me.”

      “Hate you?” Lyle pinches my chin and lifts my face. “Why would you ever think that I'd hate you?” His gaze searches mine, brows dipping in hard. “I need you to calm down and tell me what's going on exactly.” Using his thumbs, he wipes the tears away from my eyes. “What are you talking about?”

      Biting on my bottom lip, I pull it into my mouth as the water just keeps flowing. Sniffling, my eyes dance between his, and I'm looking for the right words to use.

      But there aren't any right words to give him. There are only two. Two words that change everything the second I say them out loud.

      “I'm pregnant.” Biting on the inside of my cheek, my fingers nervously grasp the fabric of my blouse and twist it tight.

      I watch him suck in a quick breath. “Pregnant?” I nod. “Pregnant? You're sure?”

      Nodding again, I say, “Yes, I'm sure. I'm pregnant with your baby, Lyle.”

      He freezes. His fingers stop caressing, his eyes stop flickering, his chest stops lifting. He just peers down at me like a statue.

      What is he thinking? What do I say?

      I shouldn't have said anything!

      “Lyle, look, I—”

      Out of nowhere, Lyle sweeps me off my feet as he plants a firm kiss on my lips. Breaking the kiss, he grins wide and proud. “A baby,” he says happily, spinning me around. “I can't believe you're having our baby.” Hugging me, he holds me even tighter.

      “Wait, you're not mad?” I ask, pushing against his shoulders to look him in the eyes.

      “Mad? Of course I'm not mad. Why would I be mad?”

      “I don't know. A baby is a big deal, an unexpected baby is an even bigger deal.”

      “I'm excited, Dalia, this is incredible. I'm going to be a father. This is incredible, I'm shocked, but I'm excited.” Lyle sets me down, holding my hips to make sure I have my balance.

      “I thought you'd think your life was over.” Tugging my shirt down, I unknowingly rest my hand on my belly.

      His eyes drift to my stomach and he smiles. “My life—this isn't just my life, it's—our life. And our life is just beginning.” He steps closer, placing his palm on my stomach.

      His hand on my belly makes my body warm. His touch is soft and protective, causing my heart to flutter and my pussy to get wet.

      “I'm always going to be here, Dalia, for you and our baby.”

      “You promise?” I ask, placing my hand over his.

      “I promise.” His lips gently brush mine as his eyes soothe all my worry.

      He brushes loose hair out of my face, taking my face in his palm. The tip of his tongue teases my lips, but I don't shy away. I welcome it, opening my mouth wide. I'm giving myself to him, he owns my heart and my body, now more than ever.

      Lyle cups my breast, twisting my nipple as his tongue swirls in my mouth. I moan softly, letting my body bend into his as he pinches my nipple harder and drives his tongue deeper.

      I'm wet, my panties stick my folds, and my clit is aching to be touched. As if he knows what my body needs, he slips his hand down my neck, riding every curve until he stops on my ass. He pulls me in hard, and I feel his engorged cock against my hip.

      “I need you right now, Dalia. Not later, not tomorrow, right now.” His lips are against my cheek as he speaks, and he moves with a devastatingly slow pace to my neck.

      The sharp edges of his teeth gently glide over the muscle, and he takes a greedy bite.

      Sucking in a sharp breath, my body quivers as he flutters heavy kisses over my skin. “I need you too,” I say as I tilt my head, making room for him to taste, to nibble, to devour if he chooses.

      “Yeah, you need me?” His lips lower, licking my collarbone, and across my chest. He moves to my other collarbone, and his hand squeezes my tit. Nodding, I have no more words to give him.

      Grabbing his cock, I squeeze. “Fuck me.” My eyes hold his and Lyle smirks.

      He's won. He's won and I'm more than happy to let him. This man has corrupted me in the best way possible. He's kept me with him all these years. That little piece of paper is all I need to know we've never been apart.

      With one quick spin, Lyle presses his hand against my shoulder, and bends me over his desk. With eager hands, he bunches my dress up around my hips and pulls my panties to the side.

      The sound of his zipper makes my body ignite, and my pussy throb. He rubs the tip of his cock up my folds, smearing my arousal. I look back over my shoulder, and his eyes hood as he bites his bottom lip.

      I know that look. It's the look of desire, of carnal need.

      With one hard thrust, his thick cock stretches me open. I groan, letting my body rest on his desk as he starts to move his hips.

      He pulls out to the ridge of his cock, then drives back in. His hands hold my ass, squeezing firmly. Pistoning his hips, he grunts with each thrust. My pussy clenches tight as his tip threatens to break free.

      Milking his length, I rock my hips as he reaches around and flicks my swelling clit. My legs shake, and my knees threaten to give way.

      This man knows how to touch me, how to caress me, how to break me. And I fucking love it.

      In and out, in and out, the only sound between us is moaning and slapping skin. His cock is hard as rock, going so deep I can feel him hit the back of my pussy. His finger circles my tender bud, flicking and rubbing.

      “Fuck, Lyle, I'm so close, don't stop.” My body rocks faster, my hips jerk harder, forcing him in even deeper.

      Raking my nails down the top of his desk, I shove papers to the floor. I'm so close, it's right there, he just needs to go a little bit more. Driving himself in, he pinches my clit and my body goes wild.

      The orgasm floods my system, rushing through me like a fucking roaring river. It's so intense, I've never cum so hard in my life. I'm not sure if it's the pregnancy or the fact that I know Lyle is real.

      He's not a figment of my imagination. He's not a fictitious character I created in my head. He's here, he's tangible, I can feel him in every muscle and vein.

      Lyle pulls out, chuckling to himself. “Good thing I don't need to worry about knocking you up.”

      I smile as I fix my dress, and pick the papers up off the floor. He grabs a few tissues, wiping himself off and tucking his cock back into his pants.

      “This is going to be good, you know that? This baby has no idea how lucky it is.”

      “It?” I ask, cocking my head into my shoulder. “We need to call it something other than it.”

      He leans forward, resting his lips on mine as he says, “We could just call it blessing.”

      “Lyle,” Sandy says right before stepping into his office.

      Pushing him away, I take a long step back, and wipe my eyes and my mouth, trying to erase any trace of what we just did.Sandy stops short, suspiciously looking between us. “What's going on here?” she asks, veering her stare.

      She knows. She can fucking see it clear it as day.

      “What do you need, Sandy? Dalia and I were just going over some of the graphics for Monte Bread.”

      “Is that all you two were doing? Really?”

      “Are you done,” he asks, rolling his eyes as he starts to organize the papers on his desk. “Did you come here for something? Or are you just trying to micromanage the entire fucking company?”

      Grunting, she arches the corner of her lip as she talks through gritted teeth. “I just need your signature on a few things for the company party.” Her eyes move to mine as her back stiffens. “You're coming to the party, right Dalia?”

      I don't like the way she's looking at me. It's knowing, it's heavy, it's like she can see right through me, reading my every thought.

      Clearing my throat, I run an open hand across the back of my neck. “Uh, yeah, I'll be there if you want me there.”

      “Of course we want you there. It wouldn't look too good if our newest star designer didn't show her face.”

      Smiling, I nod. “Then I'm there.”

      “Good,” Sandy says, twisting back to take the paper from Lyle that she needed him to sign. “I'll leave you two alone.” She glances back over her shoulder as she walks out of his office.

      “That was close,” I say. “What are we going to do? I don't want to live our lives in secret, Lyle. Eventually, Sandy is going to learn the truth.”

      With one long stride, Lyle is at my side, scooping an arm around my waist to pull me in. “I don't want you worrying about her. I'll deal with my sister. You just make sure you keep this baby safe.”

      Bending over, Lyle kisses my belly. My heart goes spastic, hammering inside my chest. His eyes glow already with love for our baby. With a tender hand, he cups my lower belly and looks up at me.

      “This baby is mine, it's ours, and no matter what, I'm going to be right here by your side.”

      Back when we were kids and I drew those hearts with arrows, I honestly thought I was in love. But I was too young to truly understand what love meant.

      It isn't until right here, right now, that I fully grasp what it means to love.

      Love is endless. Love doesn't have walls or boundaries.

      Love is a feeling that can hurt as much as it can make your heart soar.

      Love is knowing that no matter what, there's life where it never existed before.

      This. . . This is love.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Letting the bathroom door swing shut, I take my phone from my purse, eager to call Kira and tell her everything that's going on. I have a feeling she's going to be excited about this baby.

      Scrolling through my contacts, I find her name. My thumb hovers over the screen, about to click the call button, when something catches my attention. Lifting my head, I tilt my ear toward the row of stalls.

      The sound is soft. Is that sniffles?

      Bending slightly, I attempt to look and see if someone is in one of the stalls. When suddenly the door on the end gets yanked opened, and a woman steps out.

      She stops short, her eyes meeting mine, wide and stunned.

      “Dalia, I didn't know you were in here.” Sandy clears her throat and adjusts her blouse. Grabbing a paper towel, she wipes her nose. “All done with my brother, I see.” Her tone is harsh as she leans into the mirror, running the paper towel under her eyes.

      “Are you all right?” I ask, crossing my arms protectively. Even right now, the woman intimidates me.

      Her eyes dart to mine through the mirror, and she frowns. She looks like she wants to say something, but out of nowhere, she starts sobbing. Sandy is crying hard, her hands resting on the sink as she drops her head.

      “What's wrong?” Rushing to her side, I rub her back, letting her know she can talk to me.

      We might not have seen eye to eye back in school, we might have been in different circles, with different friends, but that's not who we are anymore.

      I feel terrible right now for her and whatever it is she's going through. I've always thought of her as woman with no soul, so to see her this upset, I can't help but think it's serious.

      Sandy's breathing is ragged and labored as she tries to inhale. “It's just. . . It's hard. . .” Grunting, she shakes her head and drops onto her forearms, holding her head over the sink. “It's my brother. It's like he doesn't care anymore about our company.”

      More tears come flowing out hard and fast. I just stay quiet, letting her talk.

      “He's been different. It's not like him to be so distant. I'm worried, Dalia,” she says, finally lifting her head to look at me through the mirror again. “I'm worried he wants out.”

      “Out?” I ask, crinkling my brows in confusion. “Out of what?”

      “Out of this,” she says, standing up straight and looking around the bathroom like it holds the answer I'm looking for.

      I don't understand, and she sees it. Rolling her eyes, she grabs another paper towel and wipes her nose. “The company. I think he wants to get out of here. If he leaves, I don't know what I'll do. I can't do this without him, this place is us, it won't work if he's not here.”

      Shaking my head, my lips push out in disagreement. “No, I don't think that's true. Lyle won't leave this place.”

      “What else could it be then? Why else would he seem so uninterested in this place? It doesn't make sense.”

      She sounds so frazzled, so emotional and lost, I'm compelled to tell her everything. I don't want her to worry that her brother is going to abandon her, because that's not the truth.

      The truth is I'm the reason he's been so off. Me.

      And now with the baby, I can only imagine it's going to get worse. The longer this baby is kept a secret, the harder it's going to be to tell her. Why wait? Why drag it out any longer than it needs to be?

      This is the time to tell her. It's the perfect moment.

      I have to tell her. She should know the truth.

      “Sandy,” I say, the tone in my voice enough to hold her attention. “It's not this company that's distracting him. . .” I pause, letting the words I'm about to use sit on the tip of my tongue.

      Her brows dip, her lids squint, and her head tilts a hair into her shoulder. “Then what is it?”

      “It's me. I'm the reason he's been distant.”

      “You?”

      I nod, twisting to lean back against the sink. “Yeah, and there's more.”

      “More?” crossing her arms, she kicks out a foot.

      Nodding, I pull on my lip as I say, “I just found out I'm pregnant.”

      Sandy's jaw jets to the side, her lids lowering. “Pregnant. . . By who?”

      “By your brother.” Cringing, I wait for her to scream or yell or throw something across the room. I cover my stomach, instinctively trying to protect the baby inside.

      Her mouth hangs open, and she stares at me. “Does he know?” Her gaze shifts to my belly briefly, noticing the motion, and then back up.

      “He does now. I just told him.”

      “Wow. So that's what was going on when I walked in.” Sandy wraps her arms around her ribs, and mimics the way I'm standing. “And you're sure it's his?” She veers her stare, and it's almost accusatory in nature.

      “Yes,” I say sternly. “It's his, it's definitely his. There's no doubt about that.”

      There's a long silence between us. I don't know what else to say to her. I'm waiting for her to give me more, to tell me what she feels or thinks. Shit, maybe she'll actually smile and be excited.

      She is going to be an aunt. There's excitement in that, even for her, I hope.

      Sandy smiles through thin lips, then turns her face forward. “Thanks for being honest with me, Dalia.” She lets out a heavy breath, twisting toward me and reaching out for my arm. “I really do appreciate you telling me the truth, I feel so much better.”

      Taking a step closer, Sandy gives me a hug. She throws her arms around my neck, hugging me hard. “I'm so excited, I'm going to be an aunt.” Nuzzling her cheek against mine, she grabs my arms and leans back. “But, I need you to do me a huge favor.”

      “All right, what is it?”

      “I need you to stay away from him for a bit.” Her smile gets bigger as her hands dig into my biceps. “Please, please, please, don't distract him. I need Lyle on top of his game, and if he's distracted, well—it could be bad for all of us. Can you do that for me? Can you just let him work while he's at the office? It's just for a little while, okay? Until this campaign is done.” Sandy bats her lashes and grins with all her white teeth.

      “How—”

      “Please, Dalia,” she says, cutting me off. “Please make sure he only focuses on work here.”

      “Sandy, I can try, but I can't promise you anything. I mean, we're having a baby now, he—”

      “He—” she snaps, cutting me off, her expression no longer hopeful, but demanding. “He was perfectly fine until you came along. This mess is all your fault. If this company goes down because of you and this fucking. . .” her mouth folds down as she circles my womb with a finger in the air— “disaster, I'll burn you to the ground. No one within fifty miles will ever hire you.” She takes a step in, bringing her face so close to mine I can smell her breath. “Understand?”

      “Okay,” I agree quickly, just wanting her to get the hell away from me. “I'll stay away from him.”

      “Thanks, Dalia, thank you so much.” Sandy hugs me again, her body language instantly relaxes, and her smile returns as if she didn't just threaten me. “This company needs Lyle. We can't have him half here, we need him all here.”

      “I get it,” I say, pushing out of the hug.

      She walks out of the bathroom with an extra skip in her step. I'm not sure how I'm going to stay away from him, but Sandy is unstable. She's fucking psychotic. I have to protect this baby, even if that means staying away from its father for now.

      There are two worlds here, and they need to stay separate.

      Our world, and her world.

      I just hope I can keep our world safe.
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      She's having my baby.

      My baby.

      The thought makes my dick hard. I love the idea of her carrying my child. I love the fact that a part of me is living inside her. It does something to me, it turns me from man to animal, making me feel wicked.

      Dalia is mine.

      Simple as that. No other man can touch her. No other man has claim over her. And no other man ever will. This baby makes her my queen, and I'm her fucking king.

      I suppose someone else might be more nervous or concerned. And I probably should be, too. A child is life changing. I don't know how my family is going to react or what my sister will say.

      But I realize I don't give a shit. It doesn't matter what anyone else thinks. I'm going to be a father, and no one is going to take that from me. It's joyous, it's exciting, and if they can't see it, if they can't enjoy this new life too, then that's too fucking bad.

      Where is she anyway? I haven't seen her yet today.

      Buzzing my secretary, she answers my call. “Send Dalia in for me, please.”

      “Of course, Mr. Vox.”

      A few minutes pass, then there's a knock on my door.

      “Come in,” I call out.

      Dalia opens the door slowly and pokes her head inside. “You wanted to see me?”

      “Wanted to see you? Of course I wanted to see you. You say it like you're surprised.” Sitting up, I wave her inside. “Close the door.” She does as I ask, but she looks so fucking timid, almost like she's afraid of me.

      Standing up, I walk to her side, and give her a hug. “I missed you. How's my baby doing today?” I reach out to touch her stomach, my fingertips barely grazing her.

      Except, she doesn't hug back. Her arms dangle at her sides, stiff as branches. “Good I guess. I don't feel much of anything right now.” She brushes my hand away, trying to make it unnoticeable as she wraps her hands around her sides.

      But I notice. I notice the distance. I notice the reserve. I noticed it the second she walked in here.

      Taking a step back, I put some sapce between us so I can really study her face. I flick my eyes between hers, trying to read her mind. Something isn't right.

      “Are you okay?” I ask. “You don't seem happy to see me. You don't seem happy at all.”

      Jerking her body away, she wraps her arms even tighter around her ribs, and hugs herself nervously. “I'm fine, why?”

      Shaking my head, my jaw cocks to the side. “I don't know, I guess I just expected to see the same look in your eye today as yesterday. You were so happy, especially after. . .” Grinning, I rock my head on my shoulders. “I fucked you on my desk.”

      “I'm sorry I'm not what you expected, but I don't really know what else to say.”

      What is going on with her? This isn't who she was when she told me about our baby, and she saw how excited I was about it.

      Taking a step back, I give her the space she seems to want. This is probably a lot more for her to comprehend, it's her body. My voice is flat, emotionless. I don't want her to think I'm mad or sad, I don't want to give her anything.

      I want everything from her.

      Her thoughts. Her feelings. Her fucking heart in my hands.

      Everything I thought I already had.

      “Are you not feeling good today? Any morning sickness?”

      She shrugs a shoulder, not letting her eyes directly hit mine. “Maybe a little, but I'm fine, really. Don't worry, I won't throw up in your office.”

      “That's good.” I walk to the window, and look outside briefly, then walk back to her. “Do you know why I called you in here?”

      “You haven't told me yet, so no.”

      What the hell is going on with her? Why is she being this way?

      “Because I wanted to see you. Didn't you want to see me? I tried to call you last night, you didn't answer. I sent you messages and they went unanswered. I don't understand why. I figured you'd want to discuss the baby and what we're going to do.”

      “What we're going to do?” she asks, her brows dropping.

      “Yeah, you know, where we're going to live, maybe names for the baby, how we're going to tell everyone. That type of stuff.”

      “We're still co-workers, Lyle. Don't you think we should maybe keep it low key for now? What will everyone else think?” she asks, her head angling down as she looks up at me under hooded eyes.

      Dalia nibbles on her lip, and fuck if that little movement doesn't make me just want to tear off all her clothes and fuck her right here.

      Something's wrong, and I need to know what it is.

      I take a wide step and start circling her like a shark. “Is there another reason?”

      “Like what?”

      “I don't know, that's why I'm asking. Are you ashamed? Having regrets?”

      “Why would you ask me that?” I'm standing behind her, and she glances back at me over her shoulder. “Do I look ashamed?”

      “That question's for you, not for me, so don't turn it around.” Stepping up close, I wrap my hands around her waist, and nuzzle my face into her back. “You smell amazing,” I say, closing my eyes as I inhale deeply.

      Dalia holds her breath, I feel her chest freeze, and her skin go cold. Taking a long step forward, she twists around quickly. “What do you want me to say, Lyle? I'm still trying to process all this, just like you. This isn't easy for either of us, it's a lot to take in.”

      “No, not for me. I know what I want, I don't need to think a second more about it.”

      Boxing her in, I trap her between the desk and myself. She has nowhere to go. My arms are out, creating a wall I'll never let her pass.

      I want answers. These half answers aren't working for me.

      Dalia takes another step back, stretching her arms behind her. She doesn't look scared of me, and she shouldn't be, but I do want something from her. And I'm not letting her go until I get it.

      I want to see her smile; I want to see her excited just like I am for this baby she's carrying. I want to know she wants me just as badly as I want her.

      I take another long step forward, forcing her back until she can't take any more steps. She's leaning against my desk, her fingers gripping the edge so hard her knuckles are white.

      “I don't like this, Dalia, I don't like this at all. Something's different. You're stiff, cold. . . The light is gone. It's like you're trying to pretend none of this real.”

      “I don't know what you mean, Lyle. I'm just trying to do my work, that's it.”

      “That's it?” I ask, gripping her shoulder and spinning her to face my desk. Using an open palm, I push between her shoulder blades, forcing her to lean forward.

      She doesn't fight me, she doesn't deny me. Dalia inhales an audible breath. That little noise, the way her throat stretches and the muscles in her neck tense, it makes my blood warm and my dick hard.

      “Yes, that's it.” Her voice is all air as her head rolls from one shoulder to the next.

      Lowering my face to her ear, I watch goosebumps erupt down her skin with a shiver that zips through my fingertips. Biting the shell of her ear, I drag the sharp edges of my teeth down the curve. “You're not a good liar, Dalia, you never have been. There's more to this little game you're playing, and I'm going to prove it.”

      Her back arches hard, forcing her ass against my dick. My heart is racing, and the blood is rushing from my brain to fill my shaft. I'm hard as rock and my cock swells and throbs with my pulse.

      “There's nothing to prove, Lyle.” Her voice is a gust of air as she looks back at me over her shoulder. Her lids are half open, lips wet and dewy as she licks them. She's rubbing her ass up and down, her body in charge, and refusing to take any orders from her brain.

      This game isn't new, it's one we've played before. I'm the cat, she's the mouse. Only this time, this little mouse wants to get eaten.

      Running a devastatingly slow hand up her spine, her back bows, and her eyes snap shut. “There's always something to prove, Dalia.” Jerking my hips, I make sure she feels my cock. “Always.”

      She lets out a soft groan as I wrap one hand around the back of her neck, and grip her ass with the other. She's mine now. All of her. And she's loving every touch, every word, everything about this moment.

      This power, this power is everything.

      Pushing her down further so her tits hit the top of my desk, her arms splay out, causing a few items to crash to the floor. I ignore it, but Dalia doesn't. Dalia's eyes follow one of the picture frames, she studies it for a single second. It's a fleeting glance, but it must settle inside her uncomfortably.

      Throwing her body upright, she shoves me off her, and runs her hands over her head, brushing her hair back with her fingers. “I really should get back to work.” She smiles meekly, bolting for the door and disappearing before I can do anything to stop her.

      What the fuck just happened? What was that?

      Stroking my jaw, I stare at the open door. She's gone. She left so quickly it's almost like she was never even here.

      Walking around to the side of my desk, I pick up the picture. It's the one of me and Sandy at our graduation. Wiping the glass surface, I set it back and drop into my seat. I blankly stare at the image, running a single finger across the top of the frame.

      “Knock, knock.” I lift my head and see Sandy in the doorway. “Can I come in?”

      Rolling a hand in the air, I sink lower into my chair. “Come on in. Not that you really need my permission anyway.”

      Her hands fall to her sides as she strolls in slowly. One foot in front of the other, toe to heel, toe to heel, stopping at a picture of me back in high school. I'm in my football uniform, huge smile on my face, not a care in the world.

      I miss those days. The ones where the only problems had to do with who liked you and what brand of clothes you had.

      Sandy smiles, taking it off the wall to hold it. “You remember this day?” she asks, pointing down at it. I nod, because of course I do. It's my picture. “You were so happy to win that game. It was your first—”

      “My first time as lead quarterback, yeah, I remember, Sandy.”

      “Geeze, what's gotten into you?” She sets the picture down and comes to sit right on the edge of my desk. Cupping her hands in her lap, she smiles as she asks, “What's wrong?”

      Twisting in my chair, I turn to face her. “I. . .” I'm about to tell her but change my mind. “It's nothing, forget it.”

      “No, really, you can tell me, Lyle. Does it have to do with Dalia?”

      Flicking my eyes up to hers, I watch her for a moment to see if she's actually listening or if this is another one of her listening acts. Frowning, I nod, and rest my hand on my chin.

      “Lyle, Lyle, Lyle, when are you going to learn?” Sandy asks with a smile. “That girl has always had a way of screwing with you, even when we were younger. You were always just too thick headed to see it.”

      “So you do remember who she is?”

      “Of course I remember who she is, I've hated her since the first time I met her.” She laughs like there's a joke in there somewhere. I don't laugh, and she notices. “Come on, Lyle. . .” She lets my name linger in the air as she stands up from the desk and moves behind me.

      Her hands slide over my shoulders and she starts to massage deep into the muscle. “You're so tense, you need to relax.” She works her fingertips, moving them down my back. They slip back up, and she rolls them over the front to my chest. “I can help you relax, Lyle, I can make you feel so good.” Her hands keep moving lower and lower as I feel her lips feather across the back of my neck.

      Launching from my seat, I throw my arms up to swipe her off me like a spider. “What the fuck, Sandy! What the hell are you doing?!”

      “What? What's wrong?” She has a look of confusion on her face, like she really has no idea what I'm referring to.

      “What's wrong? You're not seriously asking me that.” My tone is hard and loud, unable to hide the disgust I feel right now. Shaking my shoulders, I try to kick this feeling off me. I feel like there's still something crawling on me. “This is wrong! You are wrong! What the hell are you thinking?”

      “Oh come on, Lyle.” She takes a step forward, attempting to reach for me. “After all this time, you still haven't realized it yet?”

      “Realized what?”

      “Realized that the perfect girl has always been here for you.”

      Oh no. No fucking way! No way in hell!

      Jerking my arm out of her reach, I glare at her. “What the fuck is wrong with you? You're my sister—my fucking sister, Sandy.” Crooking my jaw, I shake my head. “That's fucking gross.”

      “It's not gross, Lyle, it's perfect. We're twins, we have a connection. The connection between us is stronger than anything you could ever build with someone else. I've been here the whole time; you've just been too blind to see it.”

      “Get out,” I demand, pointing my finger at the door. “Get the fuck out of here!”

      “Lyle,” she says, attempting to come closer. “Just think about it, think about it and you'll see what I see. We were made for each other.”

      “Get the fuck out, Sandy! I don't want to see you! Go!” The anger I feel is brutal. I can't even believe she's coming at me like this.

      Her eyes pop open wide, nostrils flaring in anger and rejection. Dropping her head, she storms past me, not saying another word, and running out the door. And I'm happy to see her go.

      Sandy is looking for something I'll never give her.

      Not now.

      Not ever.
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      “What are you wearing?”

      “A dress, obviously,” I say with a giggle. “It's green, strapless—”

      “No,” she says, cutting me off. “I don't want to hear about it, I want to see it. Send me a pic.”

      “Kira, no, I'm practically inside already. I'm not going to stop and take a picture of myself.”

      “Come on, Dalia. How can I tell you how you look, if I don't see it for myself? Take a quick one, it doesn't have to be perfect.” I hear her pop the cap on a champagne bottle, and the fizzle as it explodes out the top.

      “What are you doing? Is that champagne? Are you celebrating something?” I ask.

      “I might have just landed the head nursing position at Regency.”

      “Oh my God, Kira, when did this happen?”

      “Earlier today.”

      “Congratulations!” I yell, causing the other people walking past me on the sidewalk to whip around and stare at me like I'm crazy. Lowering my voice, I keep talking. “I'm so happy for you.”

      “Thank you, I'm excited. I worked really hard to get here, and it finally paid off. But we can talk about me later. Right now, I want to see the dress you picked.”

      “All right, fine, one sec.” Taking a second to look around, there are people everywhere. I groan quietly to myself, wishing the street was empty. But that's never going to happen, this is New York, the city that never sleeps. Holding out the phone, I click the camera button, and snap a quick picture. Hitting send, I ask, “Did you get it?”

      “Yup, got it. You look freaking amazing. Seriously, good choice.” She pauses, and I hear the smile in her voice as she asks, “So. . . Have you thought about any baby names yet?”

      “No, not yet. I haven't really had the chance to talk to Lyle about it. I kind of promised his sister I'd give him some space so he could focus here.”

      “You what?” She lets out a loud grunt, and I can hear her grind her teeth. “Why the hell would you tell her that?”

      I can't tell her the truth. I don't want to get into it right now. “I don't know, she said he's been distracted, and I thought—”

      “No, you don't take orders from her. She might be your boss, but that doesn't mean she can rule your entire life. You do what you want. He's the father of that baby, you two have a lot to figure out.”

      Kira says it with such conviction that I know she's right. I know it, but I still feel like I don't really have any control over this situation.

      I can hear the music, the soft violin and deep cello swirl together, making its way down to the street. Looking up, there's a figure in one of the windows.

      Broad shoulders, striking jaw line, thick arms, and a powerful stance. I can't see a clear face, but I don't need to. There's no doubt in my mind who it is.

      His silhouette is unmistakable, just like his touch is unforgettable.

      I can feel him as he watches me cross the street and walk to the front entrance. His eyes are on me the entire time, every step of the way.

      “Kira, I got to go. I'll text you later.” Hanging up the phone, I run my hands down the front of my dress and take a big breath.

      It's fine. We'll be professional. This is work.

      I've been doing my best to give Lyle space, to let him get control of the stuff here, and not overwhelm him with any baby talk. We'll get there, he just needs a couple weeks, and then things will settle down.

      At least that's what Sandy promised. She said it's busy season, and Lyle will be all mine very soon. But until then, his head needs to be on business, not on me.

      And she threatened your career, so there's that too. . .

      Pushing away any nerves I feel, I walk into the room like I own it myself. The clients I've been working with are all happy, drinking and laughing. And I laugh with them, doing my best to not seem distracted by Lyle and this pregnancy.

      I want them all to think that they're on the top of my list, that their projects are all I think about. It's how I make them feel special, something I don't think this company is very good at.

      I bet it's been the issue all along. That's the reason most of their clients are one and done.

      I catch Lyle out of the corner of my eye, he's still watching me. Nothing's changed at all with him. His eyes fuck me where I stand, and my body ignites, getting wet when I don't want it to.

      My client James cracks a joke, so I pretend to find it funny, doing what I can to ignore Lyle completely.

      But it's hard to ignore a man that looks so good. Wearing a jet black suit that looks like it was made for his body. It captures every essence that makes him a man. The way it holds his muscles, trapping them like a rogue shark in a net. They bulge and throb, thickening with every movement, threatening to split the threads.

      Lyle is power.

      He is dominance.

      He is perfection.

      The skin on his face is smooth, there's no hint of a five o'clock shadow. There's a sheen of aftershave glistening as the lights hit his flesh. My thighs clench, ready and eager to feel just how smooth his face is.

      His eyes are crisp, clear, and vivid. Staring directly into my soul as he smiles and taps his glass against another gentleman’s I've seen around the office. His smile isn't directed at the man, it's directed at me.

      Stalking across the room, he starts to move in my direction. He walks with strength, his legs long and firm. The people in the room split as he moves through, giving him clear passage as if they don't have the right to stand in front of him.

      It's intimidating and incredible to watch. You can actually feel the energy.

      He stops in front of me, his eyes licking up and down my body. “You look amazing, Dalia,” he says, tilting his head as his eyes gleam.

      “Thanks,” I say, bashfully looking away. “You don't look so bad yourself.”

      “I'm going to take that as a compliment.” He tips his glass in my direction and throws back the rest of his drink. Hissing as the scotch burns the back of his throat, he sets his glass down on a passing waiter's tray and snatches up a flute of champagne. “It's a night for celebrating.”

      “That's why we're all here, right? For you and Sandy to celebrate?” Holding up my glass of water, I smile. “This is a big night for you guys.”

      “This isn't just for Sandy and me.” His lips crinkle as his lids lower, and he leans in really close, almost resting his lips on my ear. “This is all for you.” His cologne swirls up, and I inhale his scent, making as much room as possible for it to fill my lungs.

      Holy shit he smells fucking incredible.

      Pulling my face away, I force my body to let go of his cologne and inhale clean air. I need to think straight, I can't let him take over all my senses.

      Flicking my eyes between his, I take a small step back. And he notices. He doesn't say anything, but I see the question on his face.

      “Me? Why me?” I ask, tapping my fingers against the outside of my glass. The surface is cold, droplets of condensation slip effortlessly, chilling my hand.

      I notice the coolness of the water because my skin is so damn hot. I'm on fire already and he hasn't even tried to touch me yet.

      “Because you deserve to be recognized.” Lyle looks out into the room, fanning his arm from wall to wall. “All of this is for you, it's to celebrate you, and everything you bring to this place.”

      Shaking my head, I swallow hard, and rest my hand against my throat. The lump in my throat goes down slow, making my jaw push out to give it more room. “No,” I say with a hiccup of air. “I didn't do anything. I just did my job, that's what you guys hired me for.”

      His eyes follow the muscles of my neck as I swallow, moving over my chest and back to my face. I catch the little twinkle as it bursts in his eye, and I know exactly where his head is going.

      Biting down on his bottom lip, he smirks. He's been caught, and he likes it. He drops his eyes, and licks his lips.

      “And you did your job beautifully.” Lyle's eyes penetrate me. “It's almost like you were meant to be here, like we were meant to find each other again.”

      An intense burning strikes me down, and as I look just over Lyle's shoulder, I see Sandy giving me the Devil's stare.

      Too close. We're too close right now.

      “Excuse me,” I say, my heart racing inside my chest, and my stomach filling with a million butterflies for two different reasons.

      I love the way he's flirting with me, and I hate the way she's glaring at me. It's like she knows when we're together, as if it's her sixth sense.

      Turning, I scurry to the bathroom, leaving Lyle to wonder if he's frightened me off or if I'm just freshening up for him.

      The door shuts behind me, and I walk to the sink, gripping the white porcelain as I hang my head. Sandy is holding my career in her hands; she can end it or make it explode in ways I could never dream of.

      Out of nowhere, the door flings open, slamming against the wall. Sandy takes long, angry steps inside, her eyes black, and set on me.

      “You lying fucking whore,” she barks through clenched teeth.

      Peering at her through the mirror, I furrow my brows. “What did you just call me?” Spinning on my heels, I turn to face her.

      “You said you'd stay away from him, you promised me. But it looks like you just lie through your teeth to get what you want. So,” she says, pausing for a second as she smirks lightly, “you're a lying fucking whore. Looks like it's just as easy for you to lie on your back as it is for you to lie through your teeth.”

      “He came up to talk to me. What did you want me to do? Just walk away? I am carrying his baby, or did you forget that?”

      Sandy's jaw snaps to the side as she throws her finger up in my face. “Do you know who you're fucking with? Do you realize what I can do to you?” She takes a firm step in, thinning her mouth. “I'll get you blacklisted from every agency, do you understand that? When I'm done with you, no one will want what's left.”

      Our eyes are set on each other, and I catch hers as they glisten with hate and jealousy. I don't understand her. Why does she hate me so much?

      “How come you’re like this? How can you be so cruel?”

      Sandy smirks, tipping her head. “Now or in high school?” The way she says it sends a chill up my spine.

      I always had my suspicions, but hearing her actually ask me, is confirmation.

      “I knew it was you,” I say, my voice thick and harsh. “Why would you do that? What was the point?”

      I don't know why I ever doubted my gut to begin with. She's a vindictive and jealous person.

      “What was the point?” she asks as she laughs out loud. Sandy folds her arms across her chest proudly. She enjoys hurting people, and now she's displaying it like a badge of honor. “The point was to get what I wanted. I took the pictures out of your portfolio, I left you with blank pages, and I got what you went there for.” Her eyes move all around us as she holds out her arms with her palms facing the ceiling.

      She wants me to look. She wants me to know what my hard work got her.

      And now I hate her even more.

      Sandy sees the anger as it turns my cheeks fire red. It fuels her, she can't get enough of it. So, she keeps talking, watching me, studying me, drinking up the emotions she's pulling out of me.

      “They all loved my art skills,” she says with a dramatic wink. “And when you came stumbling in looking like a barely legal hussy, with an empty folder, it was great. A classic bimbo moment everyone I'm sure still remembers.”

      Tears start to fill my eyes, and I'm struggling to keep my breathing steady.

      Sandy pouts her bottom lip, pretending like she gives a shit. But she doesn't really care, she's just fucking with me. “Don't cry, the advice you gave me back then really was good, it did help. But I'm not going to apologize, when I want something, I take it. Welcome to the real world, Dalia.”

      She doesn't deserve a single tear from me.

      I'm not going to cry in front of her, she doesn't get the pleasure of seeing me hurt. Not this time.

      Because I don't need her. I don't need this job. I don't need shit from someone who would rather stab me in the back instead of doing the work herself.

      “You know what. . .” I stand taller, lifting my chin higher. “If you're going to fire me, then fire me. I'm not going to beg for my job. If my work got you here, then I know I can do better than this place on my own.”

      “Go then if you think you can do better. But just know that I'm going to make sure any place you go to knows you're a slutty, boss-fucking whore, who will screw her way to the top.” Veering her stare, she snarls, “Is that how you want people to know you, Dalia? As a boss-fucking slut?”

      Shaking my head, I'm not backing down. I don't care what she thinks anymore. Sandy isn't who I am. And I don't ever want to be her.

      “Say what you want about me, Sandy, but you're the one that stole to get here, not me. I can go to sleep at night knowing I actually have the talent. You just borrow it and call it yours.” Pushing past her, I reach for the door.

      “Dalia, you walk out that door, you better not ever look back. I'm going to warn you one time, and one time only; stay away from Lyle and I'll leave you alone. I'll pretend this conversation never happened, and we can part ways amicably. But, speak one word to my brother, and I'll end your fucking career. If you think high school was bad, you'll never come out of this.”

      “I'm having his baby, Sandy.”

      “Says you.” Her voice is cold, dead, and the look in her eyes is just as dark.

      Holding the handle firmly in my hands, I smile at Sandy. I smile and I don't think she expects to see a smile that big. Her eyes grow wide as her upper lip pulls to one side. My smile is pissing her off, and it only makes me smile bigger.

      “You know what,” I say, my voice surprisingly strong. “Go fuck yourself.”

      And with that, I walk out.

      I deserve better from a boss.

      I deserve better for myself.

      And I deserve to be happy.
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      Where the hell did she go?

      Trolling the room, I look everywhere for her, but she's gone. I stand with a hand on the back of my neck, spinning in a slow circle, double checking to make sure I didn't miss her.

      She's really not here.

      “Lyle, you kn—”

      “I'm sorry, David, you'll have to excuse me,” I say, patting his shoulder and walking away. I don't have time for shitty small talk, I'm looking for Dalia.

      He stands still, and I can feel him watching me, offended that I'm not taking the time to have his little side conversation. I don't give a shit.

      I need Dalia on my arm. I need her at my side. That's where she belongs.

      Faces blur as I move through the crowd, searching for my girl.

      Sandy is at the small bar, hitting a bottle of vodka. She's pouring her own shots, refusing to give it back to the bartender. I debate with myself for a second if I should go slow her down or just let her be.

      Fuck it, she's a big girl, she can handle herself.

      Our eyes connect briefly, causing her to hold the glass in mid-air. There's something in the way she looks that sends a ripple of annoyance through my veins. She's pissed off at something, and by the look in her eyes, it's me. She follows me all the way across the room, stalking me like a vulture circling its next meal.

      But I'm not a dead man walking. I've never felt more alive.

      Whipping my head forward, I refuse to watch her self-destruction. Whatever the issue is, she's on her own.

      Walking in the opposite direction, I go out into the hall, Sandy's eyes still burning a hole in the back of my head. The door buffers the music as it closes, deafening the sound enough for me to hear muffled crying in the stairwell.

      Pulling the metal door open, I see Dalia sitting on the lower platform, her face in her hands.

      “Dalia.” Standing at the door, I wait for her to look up at me before approaching her. I don't want to startle her or upset her even more. I have no idea why she's crying. “What's wrong? Why are you crying?”

      My poor princess. Her eyes are puffy and red, swollen around the edges. Her cheeks are streaked in tears, and black mascara is smudged beneath her eyes.

      Is this her hormones?

      I read that pregnant women get super emotional. Maybe that's what's going on here. She is carrying our baby.

      Our baby. . .

      The thought of my child in her belly does something to me. It makes me excited; it makes me want her even more that I already do.

      “You don't want to know,” she says, wiping her eyes. Clearing her throat, she uses the back of her wrist to dry her cheeks.

      “I wouldn't ask you if I didn't want to know.” Moving down the few steps, I sit next to her. “Tell me why you're crying.”

      I don't touch her, not yet. I'm afraid if I do, I'll lose it. I won't be able to control this fire inside me. And she might not be ready for that.

      “You really want to know?” Her voice teeters on erratic, growing louder and then dropping softer as more tears fill her eyes, glazing the surface like bubbles. “It's your fucking sister, she's the damn devil. That's what's wrong.”

      “She did this to you? What the hell did she say?”

      “She fired me, that's what.”

      “Fired you? For what?”

      Dalia tells me all about the confrontation in the bathroom, and how my sister had convinced her that I needed some space to focus at work, and how she threatened her.

      Lies. All my sister told her were lies. There's not a sliver of truth in any of it. And I'm fucking furious she had the balls to try and destroy my family.

      Because that's what Dalia and this baby are. They're my family.

      “Dalia, none of that is true. I'm working the same as always. I'm excited about our baby, and for us, and for the future we're going to have; absolutely nothing she told you is true.”

      She's still crying, the tears are dropping like giant raindrops onto her lap. She can barely catch her breath, heaving in gulp after gulp of air.

      “Dalia, please, you're too beautiful to cry like this.”

      “She fired me, Lyle—fired. Do you know how hard I worked for this? Do you know what I went through just to get here? And I fucking blew it. What the hell am I going to do?”

      “I don't know if you realize this, but Sandy isn't the only boss around here. She can't just fire you. It doesn't work like that.”

      She lifts her eyes to mine slowly, her cheeks glistening in spent tears. And still all I see is such beauty. In the swollen eyes, in the red cheeks, in the smeared makeup and heavy frown; I see nothing but perfection.

      Dalia makes my heart go wild.

      Gripping her chin, I hold her face so she can't look away. “I don't want you to worry about anything. You have so much talent. I'll never let you go just like that.”

      She shakes her head, her lips lifting into a light smile. I have to kiss her. The urge is overwhelming, it's consuming me as I stare into her eyes.

      Dalia looks so lost, so unbelievably lost that I just want to bring her home. I want her to know what she has right in front of her. I want her to feel what it's like to not have to work for something at all.

      Because we belong together.

      I watch her eyes as I lean in closer, closer, a little bit closer, until my lips are hovering over hers. They're not touching, but I can already feel the soft, dewiness of her lips. She inhales sharply, tilting her head a hair, almost daring me to keep going.

      She exhales, I inhale, breathing her into my lungs. There's a sweetness that seeps through my body, warming me from the inside out. My skin starts to tingle, my chest constricts and my dick pulses.

      That's it, there is no more control. There's no more slow and steady. No more nice guy trying to be courteous. The animal is out, and it's coming for her.

      Crushing my lips against hers, my body buzzes as the electricity flows between us. My taste buds explode as her tongue tangles with mine, and I break to the desire streaming through my veins.

      The things I want to do to her are far from sweet and kind. I want to throw her down on her back, spread her thighs wide, and not waste one more second on this foreplay shit.

      But I won't do that to her.

      Or will I?

      I can't promise shit.

      Stretching my hands deep into her hair, I tug, and kiss her harder.

      The skin on her shoulders sparkles in gold bursts, so tender, so velvet smooth. I have to touch her, stroke her, enjoy every inch of her.

      With strong hands, I sweep my fingertips down her bare back, scooping her up and setting her on my lap.

      Dalia lets out an audible gasp as she giggles, spreading her legs wide around my hips. With firm hands, I hold her ass, squeezing hard.

      She kisses me harder, with more craze and passion. Speaking between kisses, she asks, “Should we really be doing this here?”

      “Do you want me to stop?”

      “No.”

      “Then you have your answer, don't you?” Smirking, I slip my hands up her back, setting open palms on her shoulder blades, and pulling her down.

      I kiss her harder. Deeper. Biting her shoulder, I run my tongue across the top of her collarbone, up the curve of her throat, and across her jawline.

      Dalia groans, letting her head fall back as her mouth drops open, and her back instinctively arches into my body. “Mm, Lyle,” she moans softly, her words made of mostly air with a layer of gritty need.

      It's that layer, that small tiny detail in her voice that makes me go fucking insane. All I want is to hear my name on her lips again, to feel her voice in my chest as she gives in, forgetting everything else in her life.

      “Say it again.” Digging my fingers into her back, I press her down so her pussy rubs against my already raging hard-on. “I need to hear you say it again.”

      “Say what?” she asks as her eyes fall to mine.

      “My name.”

      Dalia grins as she licks her lips. “Lyle.” The word comes out of her mouth so erotically I almost can't contain my excitement.

      “Again,” I command as I unbutton my pants. My cock busts out, slapping against the front of her pussy, and making her breath hitch.

      “Lyle,” she says, her eyes frozen on mine, tits rising up, and pillowing out of the top of her dress. She nibbles her bottom lip, pulling it delicately into her mouth.

      “I fucking love that.” Growling, I float more kisses across her collarbone, and down the outside of her arm. “Again.” My hands guide her body, rocking her hips back and forth.

      My shaft rubs against her lace panties. The friction is eclectic. I can feel she’s wet and white hot. I can't stop touching her. Her thighs are so smooth, my fingers glide easily under her skirt and over her ass.

      A shiver scales her body as I gently tickle across the inner creases of her thighs. So slow. So delicately. So very tender.

      The corner of her lip perks, and her lids lower seductively. “Fuck me, Lyle,” she says, but it's weak, it's not enough.

      I want more.

      “That's all you got?” I ask, digging firm fingers into her hips and holding her still.

      My cock presses against her. The only thing keeping me from slipping inside her is a thin wisp of material. I can the intense beat of her heart as it pulses through her clit.

      “You need more?” Dalia's long lashes fan her lids like canopies as she blinks. “What do you want, Lyle?”

      “I want you to beg me for it.” Thinning my lips, I jerk my hips up, making my dick tap her clit.

      Dalia whimpers, sucking her bottom lip back into her mouth as she moans. She grinds down, trying her best to rub against me, to get some relief from the intense hunger her body is feeling.

      “Please,” she says softly, her eyes hiding under hooded lids. “Please, fuck me, Lyle. I can't take this anymore.”

      “Now that's more like it,” I say with a smile as I shed the last thread of control I have.

      Slipping her panties to the side, I press up inside her as I push her hips down. Her legs spread wider, burying the last inch of my cock. I lift her up with my hands and drop her back down, forcing my cock in even deeper.

      Dalia moans loud and hard, falling forward as she rocks with me, riding my length. Everything about the way we move together is perfect. We were made for each other. I knew it back then, and I still know it now.

      Sitting on the top step in the stairwell, Dalia rides my cock as I hold her ass. Lifting up on her knees, she drops down hard and fast. It feels like my dick hits her lower belly, and I feel her the warm juices flowing down my shaft and over my balls.

      It's incredible. The feeling coursing through my body is hot as fire and cold as ice, it's loud and soft, it's fast and slow, it's everything all at once.

      Sucking in a ragged breath, I lick across her chest, tasting her salty skin. I want to lick every inch of her body, she tastes so fucking good.

      Her strapless dress makes it easy for me to pull down the front and take one of her tits in my mouth. Her nipple is pebbled, so I pluck it with my teeth, then suck on it again. Using one of my hands, I pinch her other nipple as I grind up hard and fast.

      Up and down, up and down, Dalia holds my shoulders, using them for leverage as she fucks me. Her hips roll, rubbing her clit hard against me. She's moving faster, dropping harder, digging her nails into my upper shoulders.

      “Yeah, fuck me, Lyle. I need you to fuck me, I need you to take me away from here.” Her voice drifts between reality and fiction as if fucking her here and now will send her home like the click of ruby red heels.

      Pistoning my hips hard and fast, her clit rubs against my stomach. I watch as goosebumps explode down her arms, and she drops her head back, mouth open wide. Her lilting song makes my heart skip a beat and my cock swell.

      Her pussy bears down around me, milking my shaft. Falling forward, Dalia drives her face into the crook of my neck and moans. Her fingers rake through my hair, and down my neck as her body begins to shake.

      With one last thrust, my cock twitches inside her. Pulse after pulse of cum fills her, spilling out around the base.

      Dalia's chest is rising and falling hard as she sits up straight. “Think I'll get pregnant because we didn't use protection?” Winking, she smiles big as she fixes her dress, covering her chest.

      I chuckle with her, and brush a few loose strands of hair away from her face. “You are coming back to the party, right?” She shrugs a shoulder with a half-smile. “You can't let her win, Dalia. Going back will be the ultimate fuck you.”

      Her lips purse, and I can see her thinking. It takes her a second, but she nods. “I’ll go back, but just to thank the clients, and then I'm going.”

      “Fair enough,” I say, helping her off my lap.

      “Can we get some air first, though?”

      “Yeah.” Taking her hand, I lead her up the stairs. “We can use the emergency exit to the roof, it's right up here.”

      Opening the door, a cool breeze blows between us, causing Dalia to wrap herself in her arms. Taking off my jacket, I cover her shoulders and wrap my arm around her. We walk to the edge of the roof and Dalia looks out at the city.

      “This is where it all started.” Her voice is barely audible, but the wind gives it enough push for me to hear it.

      “You're wrong,” I say, turning her to face me. Placing my hands on the sides of her face, I tip her head up. “This started a long time ago, you told me yourself.”

      Her cheeks flush as she smiles. “I never meant to say it out loud, I always meant to keep it to myself. You were way out of my league.”

      “None of that ever mattered. It didn't matter who your friends were, or who mine were. That day at the party when we kissed, I knew instantly that there was something special about you, about us together. I was just too young and dumb to know what it was, but I can't deny it now.”

      “Yeah, and what was that?”

      “Love, Dalia.” Holding her face, I bring her in and kiss her forehead. “I love you, Dalia Greene.”

      “I love you too,” she says through glassy eyes.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” Sandy's voice screeches through the air, and we both spin around to stare at her.

      She's swaying on her feet, wobbling with every step as she drunkenly flails her glass out to the side. “I thought I made myself clear, Dalia? You don't deserve my brother. He's too good for you.”

      “Sandy, come on,” I say, taking a step forward. “You're drunk, go back inside.”

      Her eyes zip to mine, lips angrily turning down into a snarl. “Fuck you, I'm not going anywhere. You think I'm just going to walk away and let her win? No fucking way.” She shakes her head as she leans forward, provoking Dalia with open arms. “I was here first; I'll always be first. Just like back in high school, fucking up your portfolio was one of the best things I've ever done.”

      “Sandy, enough!” I yell, using my hand to push Dalia behind me, and block her from the onslaught of my sister's drunken rage.

      Throwing her glass across the roof, it smashes against the far cement wall. “I get it now, I really do, Lyle. Nothing I do will stop this, will it? And now there's a damn baby—” Raking her fingers over her head, she sets one hand on her hip and grips her jaw.

      She's gone nuts. I've never seen her so unhinged. This isn't the sister I know. This is someone else.

      “Sandy, stop, just stop already. You know I love you, but as a sister. I love you as my sister, and nothing will ever change that.”

      “Fuck you, Lyle. You're going to stand there and tell me you love me?” Throwing a hand to her chest, her mouth falls open as she lets out a sarcastic laugh. “You hear that?” she asks as she looks over at Dalia. “He says he loves me. He loves me like the sister I am. How fucking sweet of him.”

      She takes a step to the side, like she's trying to get closer to Dalia. I don't like the look on her face. It's her eyes, the way they're so black right now. Her pupils have taken over her eyes, creating giant, empty holes.

      I move with her, blocking her completely from Dalia. Dalia and the baby are my priority now, I have to keep them safe. There's a certain level of danger on the roof at the moment with my sister. I don't trust her. She's so fucked up, she could do something stupid. I won't risk it.

      “You're drunk, Sandy, and it's been a long day. Why don't you just go home and sleep it off? You don't want to say or do anything you'll regret.” Both my palms are out and open, doing my best to keep the peace.

      Smooth and calm, just keep your cool.

      Patting the air, I mirror her steps, becoming a wall between her and Dalia. I don't even want Sandy looking at her.

      Her lids drop, pupils turning to pinpricks as she takes in deep and heavy breath like a bull ready to charge. “Do you have any idea what I've done for you?” she asks, turning all her attention on me. “Do you know what it feels like to see you kissing her, or finding out you fucking knocked her up? Hm, Lyle? Do you know what that feels like?”

      Sandy throws her arms out against my chest and gives me a hard shove. “I've done everything right. I've done everything to be perfect for you! And you never fucking noticed! You were too fucking blind to see it when it was right in front of your fucking face!”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” I ask, brows furrowing.

      “Me! You never saw me!” Slapping her hands against her chest, her eyes jump open, exposing all the whites. “I've been standing right in front of you! No one knows you better than me, Lyle! But instead you give yourself to her! To her! Why? Why haven't you ever looked at me the same way you look at her?” Her voice is straining as she holds back drunken tears.

      “Sandy, you're my sister. I love you as my sister, that's it. That's all it will ever be. I don't know where you got this idea in your head, but our relationship will never be more than that.” Slicing the air with my hand, I look back at Dalia, and reach for her hand. “With Dalia it's a different kind of love. Dalia owns my heart and my soul. I love her with everything, and I always have.”

      Looking back at Sandy, I don't see understanding in her eyes. I don't see compassion or even a hint of longing to have what we have. All I see is hate and anger.

      Her lip curls up like a rabid animal, her eyes turn black, and her chest puffs up as she holds her breath. Her nostrils begin to move, flaring wide in and out as she finally starts to breathe.

      “It doesn't matter, none of this shit matters. I don't care how happy you two think you are, or how much you want to have your perfect house with a white picket fence. I'm going to ruin your fucking lives. You hear me? I'm going to fucking destroy you.” Sandy jabs a finger in the air, stabbing it at both of us. Her eyes flick back and forth, bursting with flames.

      Storming off, Sandy goes back inside, slamming the heavy door behind her.

      This is going to be bad. I know instantly she's going to do something rash, something thoughtless. And it's going to hurt at least one of us.

      “Shit, she's going to go do something stupid.” Looking back at Dalia, I squeeze her hand and give it a little tug. “I need to get in there before she does something she won't be able to take back.”

      Dalia nods, braiding her fingers deeper into mine. “All right,” she says. “Let's go.”

      “You don't have to do that, you can stay up here, relax, let me handle her. I understand if you'd rather—”

      “What? No, I'm not going to stay here and hide, Lyle. I'm coming with you.” I can see the seriousness in her expression. “I'm not going to let you do this alone.”

      We both run back inside. Her hand is still securely in mine, and I'm tempted to just drag her to my car and get us the hell out of here. I'm tired of this shit, I'm done doing damage control for my sister.

      I don't have the energy to keep cleaning up her messes and holding her hand. But this is my company too, and I won't risk her destroying everything we built.

      As I throw the doors open to the party, and run into the room, I'm afraid I'm too late. Sandy is standing on a table, her makeup is smeared down her cheeks, and her hair is tangled and messy.

      Her gaze moves across the room, stopping on Dalia and me. “Speak of the devil,” she says, holding out her hand.

      The entire room turns in our direction, every set of eyes is gawking, and waiting to find out where this little show is going.

      Letting go of Dalia, I dart to Sandy. “What the hell are you doing?” I ask harshly through grit teeth. “Get down from there.”

      “No, Lyle! This is what you asked for, this is what you wanted right? You want to destroy everything we built for her. This,” she snarls, leaning over closer to my face, “this is your fault.” Standing up tall, she holds her hands in the air, and silences the room. “Everyone! Can I have your attention? I have an announcement to make!” Dalia claps her hands with an evil grin. “I have some wonderful news to share. . .”

      She purses her lips and smiles big, holding her hands up next to cheek. “Lyle Vox, the man we all know and love, the one who holds his reputation high. . .” Sandy swipes an open hand in my direction, driving every set of eyes my way. “Well, he just got our new employee pregnant. Can you believe it? He knocked up Dalia Greene.” Her words are slurred as she sways side to side.

      Glancing back at Dalia, her cheeks are red, and she looks like she's about to cry. Her breathing is picking up, and she's starting to shy away, backing away slowly as everyone stares at her.

      Sucking in a big breath of air, I know exactly what to do. I'll play her game, but we both know, I can play it better.

      Nodding, I lift an arm up as I turn to face the crowd. “Yes, yes, I know. I didn't think it was going to come out this way, I was planning to have a pizza party or something,” I chuckle, which in turn makes everyone else laugh. “But I guess Sandy just couldn't contain her excitement anymore.” Walking back to Dalia, I take both her hands in mine, and pull her into the center of the room. “It's true. Dalia and I just found out we're having a baby.”

      The room lets out an audible gasp, and the air turns thick as jello. Everyone is looking between each other, gauging how they should react.

      Should they be happy? Concerned? Angry? Upset?

      No one seems to know, so they all stay eerily silent. Eyes wide, drinks in hand, waiting to see what comes next.

      “But that's not the only news I have tonight,” I say loudly, making sure I'm facing Dalia. “I can't wait to have this baby with the woman I love, and I can't wait to spend the rest of my life with her.”

      Dropping to one knee, I reach into my pocket, and pull out a small black ring box. Dalia throws her hands to her face, covering her mouth, while the rest of the room just watches.

      Normally, I would care what other's think, I'd search for their approval, I'd strive for their welcomed nod. But this, this has nothing to do with anyone else but us. I don't care what anyone else thinks. I only care what she thinks.

      I've known since I was kid that Dalia Greene would be my wife one day.

      Today is the day I make that happen.

      “Dalia Greene,” I say, keeping my eyes on hers and taking her left hand. “There isn't a day that's gone by in five years where you didn't cross my mind. And then you walked through that door. The moment I saw you, I knew we were meant to be. I don't ever want to spend another day without you.”

      Pausing, I run my thumb across her knuckles and watch a single tear trickle down her cheek. But that tear isn't a sad tear, it isn't one that comes from any pain. That tear is the happiest tear I've ever seen.

      “Will you marry me?” Holding up the box, her eyes gloss over as her smile grows.

      “Are you serious?”

      “I'm very serious.” Kissing the back of her hand, I hold her fingers tight. “Make me the happiest man in the world and say yes.”

      Tears start to fall freely as she shakes her head up and down.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” Sandy asks loudly, rolling her eyes. “You're really going to do this right now? You're going to get on one knee and fucking propose?” Running open hands down her face, she groans. “This is fucking insane! I throw myself at you, literally ready to give myself to you, and this is what you do?”

      The room falls deadly quiet as jaws crook and brows drop.

      She actually said it out loud. For everyone to hear. For all of our clients to take in, to judge, to destroy anything she ever built for herself.

      Because it's all gone now. The looks on the faces around me are enough to know she didn't ruin anyone else's life but her own.

      “What!?” she yells, brazenly holding her arms open and glaring at everyone. “I love him! I love him like no one else in this world will ever love him!” Sandy growls, loud and high pitched like the cackle of a hyena. “She'll never give you what you want! She'll never give you what you need! Only I can do that! Me!”

      Her arms all over the place. Over her head, slapping her chest, clapping and waving. She's barely able to stand as she wobbles on the tabletop, almost falling off. She won't stop yelling, screaming obscenities and condemning the love I have for Dalia.

      There's a security guard at the door, so I get his attention, nodding for him to get her out of here.

      The guard stalks over, flipping his fingers for her to come down. Sandy's yelling and cussing, throwing her arms and kicking her legs as she's torn off the table. Her voice fades as he pulls through a back door, leading her away from the party.

      Wrapping an arm around Dalia's waist, I pull her into my chest. Her head tips up, eyes connecting with mine. Smiling down at her, I run my fingertips across her forehead.

      “You know, since we kissed at that party, every day after there's been this weight in my chest. For the longest time I never knew what it was until you came back into my life.”

      “Really?” she asks, wriggling her body as close as she can get and curling her arms up around my shoulders.

      “Yes, really.” Scooping her face in my hands, I kiss her.

      The room erupts in cheers as I kiss the only woman in the world to ever make my heart beat like this. Dalia excites me, she invokes this level of desire and need I can't control.

      And I don't want to control it. Because all that matters is that I finally have her.

      After all these years, I've gotten the only thing I ever truly wanted.

      Her heart in my hands.

      Because she's already owned mine for a lifetime.
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      Sneaking down the hall, I look back over my shoulder to make sure no one has spotted me. I'm not supposed to be here. Traditionally, I'm not supposed to see her before she's walking down the aisle.

      But I've never really been good at following the rules. And I can't take it. I need to see her. It's killing me. I haven't been away from her for this long since we found each other again.

      Taking one last look around, I press my ear against the door, and listen. I'm not sure if she's alone, but I saw her mother and sister down in the lobby, and I saw Kira getting in the elevator as I came around the corner.

      Turning the handle, I open the door slowly, and step inside. “You need some help?”

      Dalia turns around in surprise, pinning the back of her dress shut with her hands. “What are you doing in here? It's bad luck to see the bride before the ceremony.” She sniffles, grabbing a tissue from the nightstand, and wiping her eyes.

      “What's wrong, Baby?” I ask. “Today isn't a day for sad tears, and those look like sad tears.” Taking her face in my hands, I run my thumbs under her eyes, wiping away the black streaks.

      She lifts her hands to my wrists and holds them tight. “It's just my hormones.” She tries to smile, but I know her well enough to see right through her fake smile. “I'm just having trouble getting the buttons.”

      My eyes scan behind her, and I see the floor length mirror. Dalia looks back over her shoulder at herself in the mirror. “Ugh, I don't want to look anymore.”

      “Baby, don't,” I say, pulling her in close. “You look so beautiful. You know that, right? I don't think you've ever been more gorgeous than you are right now.”

      “Yeah, right. You're just saying that because I'm as huge as a cow. I can't even button my dress by myself.” Pushing off my chest, she holds out her arms. “I mean look at me.” Her eyes draw down her front, then back up to mine.

      “I am looking at you, I haven't stopped, and I never will.” Closing the gap between us with a small step, I cup her stomach. “There's nothing more beautiful than seeing you carrying our child.”

      “Really?” she asks, her eyes red and puffy, and shiny like glass.

      “Really,” I say with confidence. There's no falsity to my tone. I'm not lying to her or just telling her what she wants to hear to make her stop crying.

      I mean every word.

      “I love you, Dalia, and I'll never stop loving you.”

      Her head tilts a hair as she licks her lips, pulling her bottom lip into her mouth between her teeth. Her lashes are thick, long, and sweeping across her eyes like a wave. There's a rose colored glow to her skin, and it's fucking gorgeous.

      I love her belly. That bump is mine. That bump is our baby. And just seeing it drives me fucking crazy.

      Growling, I grab her face, digging my fingers into the base of her neck, and I kiss her. I kiss her like she's my everything. Because that's exactly what she is. She is my world.

      Her lips part easily, giving my tongue full access. Our kiss is a tangled web of lust, need, and love. My hands sweep down her back, tracing every dip and curve. Her skin is soft and smooth.

      She shivers with my touch, drawing out a soft moan as she folds into my arms. Her dress is still open, so I slip it down her arms, and it falls to the floor in a white puddle around her ankles.

      Holding her hand, I help her step out of the dress. I take a step back to look at her, to truly look at her and I'm left speechless.

      This beautiful goddess standing before me is mine. She's all mine.

      “Wow,” I say, as I look her up and down.

      Her breasts are full and swollen, her stomach is boldly round, her hourglass shape now enhanced by the beauty of our child.

      Dalia giggles, coyly looking to the floor as her cheeks redden. Stalking forward, I grip her hips and back her up to the bed. Her legs hit the mattress, and she plops down with a gentle bounce.

      “You know we're getting married in an hour, right?”

      “And you know I'm never letting you go, right?”

      “I know that.”

      Pressing her back, I roll her onto her side and climb up behind her. Kissing the back of her neck, she giggles softly with a sexy little coo. It's her sweet spot, the one I know drives her wild.

      Her back arches into me, ass pressing against my bulging erection. My hand follows the curve of her body, moving down her ribs and over her ass, dipping between her legs. Her pussy is wet, soaked, and she rolls her hips the second I hit her clit.

      “You're so fucking wet,” I say, whispering the words into her ear.

      “You make me wet.” Wrapping her arm around my neck, she twists to look up at me. “You turn me on, this is all you.”

      “I fucking love that.” Running my finger up and down, I spread her juice all over her clit. “Making you this wet is what I live for.”

      Unbuttoning my pants, I pull my cock out. I'm painfully hard, my crown glistening in precum as I grab my shaft and rub it up and down her ass.

      Dalia reaches back, taking my cock in her hands, and stroking from tip to base. She moves back up, making my stomach clench and balls tingle. Up and down, up and down, she squeezes my head each time she hits the ridge.

      Peering up at me, she bites the inside of her cheek as her lids lower. “You want to be in there?” she asks, teasing my dick at her entrance.

      “You know I do,” I say, jerking my hips so my cock bumps her pussy.

      Dalia guides my dick to her entrance and pushes the tip inside. Rolling her ass, her hips kick back and my cock glides easily inside. Her pussy clenches down, holding me tight, and as I pull back, I can feel her body not wanting to let me go.Moving my hips, I thrust slowly, but with no intention other than to make my woman scream. In and out, in and out, I slam my cock deep inside her. Her ass jiggles with each thrust, and I fucking love it.

      Wrapping my arm around her belly, I pull her as close as I can to my chest. I don't want to fuck her, I want to make love to her. I want her to feel how beautiful she is, to know that being inside her is my pleasure, but being with her is my everything.

      “Mm, Lyle, don't stop, don't stop,” she says, digging her fingers into my hair and tearing at my roots. “I'm so close, I'm so fucking close.”

      Her muscles tighten as she pushes her ass against my lower stomach. Her nails rake across my scalp as her back curves and her nipples stiffen. Goosebumps explode over her skin, moving down her arms as her entire body writhes.

      I can feel the orgasm as it fills my body with electric sparks. They shoot through my muscles, making my heart beat faster, and a warm sweat break across my forehead.

      Giving one last jerk of my hips, my cock explodes, spilling inside her. Pulse after pulse of cum spews from my dick and seeps out around the seal of her lips.

      Our breathing is heavy, pulses matching as our hearts race. Dalia rolls to face me, nuzzling against my chest as I wrap my arms around her body.

      “How much time do we have left?” she asks, dancing her fingers across my shoulder blades.

      “Does it matter?”

      “We are getting married, so yeah, I would think it matters.” She giggles, tipping her head to look up at me.

      “I think we can do what we want. They can't start the show until the bride and groom are there. We are the stars today.”

      Placing my hand on her belly, I feel our baby kick. Our little son, due next month. I've been a little more nervous the closer it gets, but I'm ready. Jameson Vox will be here before we know it, and I can't wait to meet him.

      My sister is around, but I keep my distance. We dissolved the business, and Dalia and I are working on starting our own graphic design company. Things with Sandy will never be the same, I'll never be able to see her in the same light as before. But she's still my sister, that's something I can't ever change.

      Dalia moans as she stretches her arms up, and re-wraps herself around my torso. “This feels good,” she says, kissing the curve of my jaw.

      “If we could just stay like this forever, I'd be happy. I don't need a wedding, or a big reception to show everyone how much I love you. As long as I have you by my side, I don't need anything else. You and this baby. . .” Pausing, I squeeze her belly, making sure our son knows I'm here. “You and this baby make life worth living. And our baby is going to show the world how much love we have for each other.”

      My life is complete.

      This all I'll ever need.
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* * *

      Do you like powerful, sexy, and VERY bossy husbands? In the Marriage Dare, Daniel shows Monica just how in charge he can be... Read THE THE MARRIAGE DARE here! The blurb is below!
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* * *

      All my life I've been a lone-wolf. My favorite things are fast cars and a glass of brandy after a long day. But when I have to get married to receive my inheritance, I set set my sights on Dee. I never wanted a wife. Until I met her. Read THE WIFE ARRANGEMENT here!

      

      Want to be the first to learn when a new title is released? Follow me on Amazon!
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* * *

      
        The Marriage Dare

      

      When we were childhood neighbors, she bullied me.

      She was rich. I was poor.

      Years later, thanks to my skills at poker, things have flipped. I've turned into a billionaire and she...

      She's turned into a beautiful woman. Too bad she's broke.

      When I see her across the table in my casino, looking tempting as sin, I know I have to have her.

      Desperate for a win, she offers me something she isn't prepared to give:

      Her hand in marriage.

      When I show her my winning cards, she's furious. She dares me to go through with the wedding, swearing she'll never love me.

      But I've always been good at getting what I want.

      And I want her to be mine— forever.

      So I'll take her bet.

      
        Read The Marriage Dare here!

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Books By Penny Wylder

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Filthy Boss

        

        Her Dad’s Friend

        

        The Virgin Intern

        

        Her Dirty Professor

        

        The Pool Boy

        

        Get Me Off

        

        Caught Together

        

        Selling Out to the Billionaire

        

        Falling for the Babysitter

        

        Lip Service

        

        Full Service

        

        Expert Service

        

        The Billionaire’s Virgin

        

        The Billionaire’s Secret Babies

        

        Her Best Friend’s Dad

        

        Own Me

        

        The Billionaire’s Gamble

        

        Seven Days With Her Boss

        

        Virgin in the Middle

        

        The Virgin Promise

        

        First and Last

        

        Tease

        

        Spread

        

        Bang

        

        Second Chance Stepbrother

        

        Dirty Promise

        

        Sext

        

        Quickie

        

        Bed Shaker

        

        Deep in You

        

        The Billionaire’s Toy

        

        Buying the Bride

        

        Dating My Friend’s Daughter

        

        Big Man

        

        Trapped with My Teacher

        

        My 5 Bosses

        

        Good Girls Say Yes

        

        His Big Offer

        

        Dangerous Love

        

        The Roommate’s Baby

        

        Perfect Boss

        

        Cowboy Husband

        

        Knocked Up By Her Brother’s Enemy

        

        Flirt

        

        Lust

        

        Claim

        

        The Wife Arrangement

        

        Big Mountain

        

        The Baby Maker’s Club

        

        Prom King

        

        The Single Dad Arrangement

        

        Getting Her Back

        

        Hate to Lose You

        

        Drink Me Up

        

        For Her

        

        For Us

        

        Valentine’s Day Virgin

        

        She Is Mine: Prequel to the Billionaire’s CamGirl

        

        The Billionaire’s CamGirl

        

        His Shy Virgin

        

        Good Time Doctor

        

        Basket Stuffer

        

        Wife for Now

        

        Rich Groom

        

        Rich Soldier

        

        Rich Player

        

        Summer With My Dad’s Best Friend

        

        Married to the Secret Billionaire

        

        Overnight Wife

        

        The Marriage Dare

        

        Married to my Dad's Best Friend

        

        Faking it for Mr. Right

        

        Hooking Up with my Dad’s Best Friend

        

        Kissing my Dad’s Friend

        

        The Convenient Wife

        

        Her Big Neighbor

        

        The Husband Game

        

        Hard Fiancé

        

        Work Me Up

        

        Forbidden Bride

        

        Boyfriend for the Summer

        

        My Sweet Bully

        

        Living at the Frat House

      

    

  

cover.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg
C?ﬁfmkg fov %admy!
R

wyn up fou m{fum and Leave
d # #awoj/ pa%)eg ab; the dooy!





