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      To big dreams, and even bigger love stories.

      Don’t be afraid to go after both!
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      I glance at the clock again knowing I’m out of time. I should have accounted for this, but I’m always late. It’s a terrible habit, but I could have worse ones. It doesn't matter how hard I try, time always gets away from me and then it’s a mad dash. It’s really going to bite me in the butt today if my brother makes it back home before I’m long gone. 

      I tape up another box quickly then carry it outside and put it in the back of my little blue Beetle. I got it for my eighteenth birthday, but my brothers never would have given me this car if they knew what I was up to. If it was up to them I’d stay right here forever and become a spinster. I do a kickass cross stitch, but that's not all I want from life. 

      My phone starts buzzing like crazy in my pocket, and when I pull it out I drop it on the concrete driveway. I let out a sigh of relief when I see the screen is fine. That is until I see why my phone is going off in the first place. 

      There are twenty texts one after another saying CODE RED! I’VE BEEN MADE! Of course she was made! I never should have believed Juno could keep tabs on my brother. He’s the town sheriff and she’s running around with pink hair this week. She’s unmissable. 

      I hear him before I see him as his SUV comes down the long gravel driveway. I run back into the house and grab a few more boxes and try to get them into the car before he gets here. Without realizing it, I misjudge the last step and hit the ground. Both boxes go flying. One bursts open, and clothes go tumbling out. Of course it’s the box with my underwear. 

      Cooper parks his car, making sure it blocks me in. I fold my arms over my chest, ready for a throw-down as he gets out of the SUV. He tosses his sunglasses back in before slamming the door. 

      “You know that’s the town’s property. You should take better care of it,” I say and then smirk at him. 

      This town would let him set his sheriff’s vehicle on fire in the middle of a parade and no one would care. They’d probably cheer him on and declare that day a holiday. As always when I’m pushing back against him, he ignores me. 

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” He walks around my vehicle in full cop mode. He looks through all of the windows and my trunk. My brother can be intimidating to most since he’s well over six foot tall and built like one of those football players they’re always yelling at on TV. 

      “I put all my drugs in your room.” He gives me a hard glare, not thinking I’m funny. Juno would laugh. Cooper is as straight-laced as they come. He was a SEAL before coming back home after we lost Dad. I was sixteen at the time. Instead of having me go stay with my aunt, he moved back into our childhood home and quickly settled into being the sheriff here. 

      “I’m not playing games with you, Lux.”

      I roll my eyes at him. “I’m twenty. I can do as I please. Now be a good big brother and help me with the last three boxes I have.” I motion toward the front door. 

      “And where do you think you’re taking these boxes?” 

      “To the city. I got myself a place.” I try to say it with confidence. 

      “The city?” His jaw hardens. 

      “Yes, I need space.” I throw my arms open. “As much as I love Pink Springs, it’s time for something else.” 

      “What’s wrong with it here?” He actually looks insulted. 

      “Hey, you did the same thing when you went into the Navy,” I point out. 

      It was hard when he left. I was only about ten at the time. My other brother Mitch took it even harder because they were so close. Luckily the next year Juno moved to town, giving me someone to hang on to. I love my brothers more than anything, but I’m going to miss her the most. She knows I have to do this, even if it’s going to be hard being apart. 

      He stands there for a long second, and the reality of what’s happening settles in. At the end of the day he can’t truly stop me. He could, however, lay a major guilt trip on me. I know this is what I need because something is calling me, and it has been for a while. I can’t fight the pull any longer. 

      “What’s your plan?” he asks, still hedging his emotions. 

      “I’ve been saving all my tips from the diner. I’ve got a nice nest egg until I can find a job.” It was easy to save up since my brothers took care of most everything at home. I need to grow up at some point, and I’m sure they want to live their own lives soon enough. Maybe even get married and start families of their own. 

      “Where are you going to stay? And don’t say a hotel.” 

      “Of course not. Juno and I went and looked at places.” At the mention of Juno’s name, my brother stands up a little taller. 

      “Is she going with you?” I shake my head no, and his brow furrows. “How is that possible? You two are connected at the hip.” 

      “She loves it here, but she knows I have to do this.” 

      Juno grew up in the city with her parents. They were both high-profile lawyers, and when they were killed in a plane crash, she ended up here with her grandmother.

      “So where are you staying then?”

      “I rented a room from a girl named Avery.” I hold up my hand before he can say anything. “Yes, I did the whole background check. Everything came back clean, but I need a roommate to stay in a safer part of town. I’ll never be able to afford it on my own. And maybe we’ll hit it off and I’ll have a friend there.” 

      “There is no talking you out of this, is there?” 

      “No, but who knows, I might hate it and be back next month. Either way I have to do this. I’ve got to get it out of my system. I don’t want to stay working at the diner forever.” 

      “What about college?” he tries again, and I scrunch my nose. 

      “I suck at school and you know it.” I graduated from high school and my grades were pretty good, but I hated it. I had to fight hard to keep them up, and I knew college would be way harder. I don’t think college is for everyone, and I’m not going to blow thousands of dollars to come to that conclusion. 

      “I told you that you could work dispatch.” He can’t help himself. 

      “No way. I don’t want people's lives in my hands or trying to talk them through something scary until police get there. I’d be panicking right along with them.” 

      “I need all the information and I’m coming out there soon.” He walks over toward me, wrapping his arm around my shoulder. “I know I’m overbearing, but you’re my little sister, and I promised Dad I’d take care of you.” 

      “I know.” I fight back the tears, not wanting to cry as he kisses the top of my head. “Luca is going to lose his mind when he gets back home tomorrow.” I can feel him shaking his head. “I know, and that’s why I’m leaving today.” 

      “Let me help you get the rest of your stuff.” 

      With his help it isn't long until I get everything packed up. He gives me one last long hug and tells me to call him when I get there. As soon as he takes off for work, Juno is pulling in. 

      “Are you still going?” She hops down from her Jeep. 

      “Yep.”

      A bright smile lights up her face. She’s always reminded me of a little pixie. I know she’s sad I’m leaving, but she’s going to hide it for my sake. “I’m going to miss you at the diner.” 

      “Me too.” It isn't that I hate the diner. It was always fun when we had shifts together, but I just need a change. More than anything, I need to be out from under my brothers. 

      “I’m going to come see you soon,” she promises, and then we hug for a long moment and just hold each other tight.

      “You better. It’s only a couple of hours away.” I let her go, and it’s harder than I thought it was going to be. 

      “I sent you an audiobook for the road. It’s a good one.” She wiggles her eyebrows at me before turning and getting back into her Jeep. I stand there looking up at the only home I’ve ever known, wondering if I’m making a mistake. 

      But I suppose there’s only one way to find out. For all I know, my forever might be waiting for me.
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      “This is sexist bullshit.” My sister Selma comes into my office and tries to slam the door behind her, but it’s one of those quiet close doors and she huffs at it in frustration as she stands there waiting for it to shut. 

      “Would you like to elaborate on what’s got you pissed off today?” I don’t look up from my computer as she begins to pace. 

      “This is utterly ridiculous, Bastian. Why do we have to cater to these old assholes anyway?” 

      “They’re called shareholders,” I say blandly and keep typing.

      “Whatever. It’s a bunch of wrinkly men in power that make all the decisions for this company, and I’m supposed to just sit back and smile like a pretty little woman.” 

      I stop typing and lean back in my seat. “Can you tell me a time when you actually sat back and smiled?” 

      “Well, no.” She blinks and then shakes her head. “But that’s beside the point.” 

      “What is your point? I’m busy.” I pause as she lets out a growl of frustration and blows her dark curls out of her face. 

      Our hair is so similar that I wonder if I ever grew it out, would it be identical to hers? As it is, I keep mine shorter so the curls don’t fall in my eyes. 

      “This.” She slams the papers on my desk in front of me, and I glance down. 

      “This is the invoice for the annual board member event.” I look up at her for the problem and she points at it again like I’m blind. “The numbers look right.” 

      “It’s not the numbers, Bastian, it's what they’ve booked.” She points to one of the line items and I read what it says. 

      “Cocktail waitresses? We always have catering provide wait staff, so you’re going to have to be more specific.” 

      “The theme is Gentlemen’s Club! They’ve got the waitresses dressing in bunny costumes like Playmates. It might as well be a pimps and hoes party.” 

      “Selma—” 

      “Don’t Selma me. I’m not crazy, Bastian. This is unprofessional. We can’t have women walking around half naked with these old men leering at them. It’s a lawsuit waiting to happen.” 

      I pinch the bridge of my nose, not because I don’t agree, but because I don’t want to argue. “I don’t have time for this.” 

      “That’s all you’ve got to say?” She straightens and crosses her arms over her chest. I love my sister, but there won’t be an easy way to answer this. 

      “The board decides every year what kind of party we have. The planning committee’s job is to hire companies that are willing to give them what they want. Your job in accounting is to pay the invoices. That’s it.” 

      “So you don’t have an opinion on this misogynist crap being done under your nose?” 

      “My opinion is to stay on the board's good side until after the shareholders meeting.” She’s not satisfied by my answer. “I would never want any woman to do what she isn't comfortable with.”

      “So how do you condone this?” 

      “I’m not saying I do, but if it will make you feel better I’ll speak to HR.” 

      “That’s all I’m asking.” I raise an eyebrow at her, and she shrugs. “Well, maybe not all I’m asking, but it’s a good start.” 

      “You’re not attending the party,” I say, and it’s not a question. “I need these old assholes happy when it’s time to vote on me taking over.” 

      “I will never understand your ambition here.” She takes her papers off my desk and goes to the door. Before she opens it, she turns back to me, and there’s a sad look in her eyes. “This was supposed to be just a paycheck. When did it become your life?” 

      Without another word she walks out, and I’m left with her bomb of judgment and the mess it makes. 

      When our mom passed away last year, I think a piece of Selma died with her. She has always had a little anarchist’s heart with a feminist attitude, but she’s leaned into her anger more than ever since then. I try not to feed into her frustration because it only sends her down a dark spiral where she lashes out. And guess who her favorite target is. 

      Being raised by a single mom shaped me in ways I didn’t realize until I became a man. Our dad took off when I was around three, right after Selma was born. We found out later he had another family, and we weren’t even the first. 

      If our mom cared, she never let it show and only used him leaving as a reason to work twice as hard for us. She busted her ass working as a housekeeper for rich people in Atlanta, and even cleaned offices on nights and weekends. 

      She did it to take care of us and make sure we didn't go without. As soon as I could I started helping her clean and eventually saved enough to go to college. I got a degree in business, and Selma followed behind, getting hers in accounting. 

      Every day I’m thankful my mother got to see us become something and that we were able to take care of her in the end. But my heart aches that she won’t be here to see the life I build in the future, even though I know she’s looking down on me. 

      I graduated at the top of my class and got a coveted internship with Balman and Pierce, the leading company in machine tools and metal manufacturing. For the past ten years I’ve shot up to where I am today as the chief operating officer. I oversee everything that goes on in this company, but I want the grand prize. The former chief executive officer and my mentor at Balman and Pierce died suddenly last summer on a yacht in what’s been said are unsavory circumstances. 

      His mistress and a bag of cocaine were found aboard, both of which I was unaware of. It was a scandal to say the least, but I worked hard to keep it quiet and to show that business as usual would go uninterrupted. 

      Since last summer the CEO position has been vacant, and I’ve done my best to show that I’m the one for the job. Not only am I the natural choice, but I’ve managed to double our production and profits in the ten years I’ve been working for Balman and Pierce.

      The problem is the board doesn’t think I’ve put in enough time, but I believe it’s because I haven’t kissed enough ass. So if they want to hire strippers that give million-dollar blow jobs for their annual celebration, I don’t give a fuck. 

      Part of what Selma said is right, because initially this job was only for a paycheck—and a hefty one at that. But since then it’s become a race to the top, and I won’t stop until I win. Maybe I’m not the man I used to be, but I’ve had to grow up quickly here. 

      When I got her the job in accounting, she wasn’t questioning her six-figure salary or the perks that came along with it. But since we lost our mom, she’s been pushing back, and now she’s pushing in the wrong direction. 

      The last thing I need is her ruffling feathers, and although she’s right, I need to keep her quiet. All of this aside, she didn’t take much time off work after Mom died. Although to be fair, neither did I. I think we thought by throwing ourselves back into the company it would fill the void we were scared to face. 

      Selma needs some time off away from work, but suggesting it might just piss her off more. I need to think of something I can have her do to occupy her time and stay out of the board’s line of sight. The last thing I need is them using her as a reason to not promote me. She might not like my career path, but in the end it will benefit the both of us. That’s how I’m justifying what I do next. 

      I send an email to HR reminding them to double-check that all staff hired for the event needs to have their non-disclosure agreement signed before entering the building. I tell them that I want the pay doubled and security at the door after they enter. I meant what I said to Selma, that I’d never want a woman to do anything she doesn’t want to, but I’m not going to stop the ones that do. With the money they’re getting paid for the event, I have no doubt they’ll be lining up to be leered at. 

      After I hit send, I lean back in my chair. I don’t feel good about any of this, but I’ll feel better when it’s finished. Thankfully it’s only the board and a handful of department heads that will be in attendance at the party. Wives and girlfriends aren’t invited to attend this year since the theme is Gentlemen’s Club, but now I can see why after the invoices. I close my eyes and force myself to focus on what’s important here, and a waitress dressed as a bunny is the absolute least of my worries.
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      I rub my eyes, still feeling beyond tired. If I could I’d pull the covers over my head and go back to sleep. I’m not used to the sounds of the city, and when the car alarm goes off outside my window I know it’s not going to happen anytime soon. Plus, I have an appointment with a temp agency in a few hours. My plan is to be an hour early so that for once I’m not late.

      Tossing the blanket back, I crawl out of bed and almost trip over a pile of clothes before getting to my bedroom door. I pause when my phone starts to ring, and I glance over to the stack of boxes I put next to the bed as a side table. The only piece of furniture I have right now is a bed that was delivered late last night. 

      “Crap!” I yelp as I stub my toe on something and grab my phone. “Hello.” 

      “Why are you all breathy? Already meet some hottie out there?” Juno teases. I fall back onto my bed. 

      “I wish.” She snorts and I rub my foot. “I stubbed my toe.”

      “Of course you did.” I can see her smiling face now. “So how's the new roommate? Should I be jealous? Is she stealing my best friend title?”

      “No one could ever take your spot, but it’s okay, I guess. I still haven't met her.” 

      “What the hell?” 

      “The management office gave me a key to get in.” 

      I may have forgotten to mention to Cooper yesterday that I haven’t actually met Avery. When I came out here with Juno, the maintenance man showed us the place, saying Avery was in class. I did run a quick background check on her, and she’s in college, but I didn’t see a job listed. Going off the way the people in the management office talk, she’s some kind of model. 

      “Hmm. That’s twice she hasn't been there. I’m thinking she’s probably a drug dealer.” 

      “You know, if you’re that much in need of excitement, maybe it’s time to come back to the city,” I suggest. 

      “Maybe.” 

      I’m surprised by her response, but I don’t push. I’m going to let her settle into the idea because Juno can get scared easily, and I’m not trying to make her do something she doesn’t want to. 

      “I have to get ready. I have an appointment with a temp agency.” 

      “All right. Text me after because I want to know how it goes.” 

      “You know I will,” I tell her before we say our goodbyes. 

      I grab everything I need for a shower and head into the hallway. There’s only one bathroom, so we have to share. Everything is clean and put away, so that’s nice, but I have seen a few men’s items here and there. Especially in the bathroom. 

      Maybe Avery’s boyfriend stays over. I never thought about the possibility of one of us having a man over, and now I’m wondering if that would be awkward. No, this is what grownups do, and it’s totally normal stuff. If anyone can deal with a bunch of boys, it's me, and I’m determined to shake my small-town mentality and live the big city life. 

      I take my shower, making sure to clean up everything after myself. Once I’m finished I wrap my towel around myself before exiting the bathroom. As soon as I step through the door, I freeze. A guy about my age is standing at the end of the hallway and he looks up when he sees me. He’s got wavy blond hair, blue eyes, and looks like an Abercrombie and Fitch model. 

      “Hey!” His smile is so big and his teeth are so white. “Sorry we’re only just meeting. Between shoots and classes my schedule can get crazy.” He walks down the hallway toward me and holds his hand out. “I’m Avery.” 

      What. The. Hell. 

      I’m going to be in so much trouble. 

      His eyes soften a little and he asks, “Are you hearing impaired?” 

      “No! Sorry.” I take his hand, realizing I’m being rude. 

      “Oh, okay. My mom is and wears hearing aids, so you just never know.” He releases my hand and then cocks his head to the side. “Is everything okay?” 

      “Honestly?” 

      “Yeah, I think if we’re going to be living together we should be honest with each other. If one of us has a problem we should put it out there.”

      “I thought you were going to be a girl.” I’m really going to have to look back over that background check. How did I miss that? Juno is going to have a good laugh about this one, but my brothers won’t think it’s funny at all. 

      “Sorry to disappoint,” Avery chuckles. 

      “It’s fine,” I rush to say, and he lifts his eyebrows in disbelief. “Really it is. My brothers might flip, but other than that it's totally cool.” Why am I talking so loudly? 

      “Don't worry, sunshine. You’re not my type.” He winks at me before heading toward his bedroom. 

      “Sunshine?” I ask, and he turns back around to face me. 

      “Lux, it means light, right?” 

      “Right.” He shuts the door to his room, and I lean up against the wall. That went great for a first impression. An alarm on my phone goes off, reminding me to get moving. I’d set a few to be safe and keep me on task. 

      I’ll make it up to my new roommate later by ordering a pizza or something. Wait. Can models eat pizza? Everyone eats pizza, right? I think getting him a salad would be weird. I would assume the person thought I was chubby or something. I’ll have to ask Juno later. 

      “Shit.” I start pulling open boxes, realizing I’m not staying on task. I find a pair of wide-leg slacks and a button-up shirt before grabbing some strappy sandals. It never takes me long to do my hair and makeup, so I quickly braid my hair and put on lip gloss and mascara. Once I grab my phone and purse, I rush out the door. 

      Not wanting to get lost, I call for a Lyft. I’m still so new I’m sure it would take me twice as long to find the temp agency on my own. Once I learn my way around, I might feel better about driving in the city or even taking public transportation. I’ll explore later, but I should probably finish unpacking first. 

      “Lady.” Someone whistles loudly. I snap my head in the direction of the voice, seeing a man in his car. 

      “Are you catcalling me?” 

      “Did you call for a Lyft or not?” he asks dryly. 

      Oh. Heat rushes to my face and I realize I’m not starting out today with much grace. My first day in the city is going to be a bust if I don’t turn this around soon. 

      “Sorry!” I run over, open the back door, and hop in. He takes off so quickly that I go sliding across the seat and everything in my purse spills out.

      “I charge a ten-dollar clean-up fee if you leave crap back there.” 

      “I’m not doing it on purpose.” I start tossing everything back into my bag as fast as I can. Thankfully the place isn't too far, and I let out a sigh when I see that I’m right on time. 

      After checking in at the front desk, I take a seat in the waiting room. As I look around, I wonder if I’m in the right building, but I have to be. I watched her check my name off the list, but this waiting room is filled with beautiful women. Maybe this temp agency does modeling too, or maybe the city is filled with gorgeous women. 

      When a woman calls my name, I hop up from my seat, eager to see what they’ve got for me. She motions for me to follow her and then points down the long hallway. “The door on your left.” 

      “Thank you,” I tell her. I enter the office and see a woman is sitting at her desk. She’s reading over a file with my name on it and doesn’t look up from it as I walk in. 

      “Come sit.” She points to the chair in front of her desk. “I’m Rebecca Simms.” 

      “I’m Lux.” 

      “I see that.” She picks up the folder. “You’ve got on here that you have serving experience.” She gets right to the point, and I like that she’s all business. 

      “Yep.” She looks up from the folder, and her eyes run up and down my body. 

      “You’re different, but sometimes that works.” I’m not sure how to respond to that, so I press my lips together. “All right, so the number one thing I tell all my girls is that if I call you for a job and you turn it down, you go to the bottom of the call list on the next job. So keep that in mind when you get an offer.” 

      “Okay. I completely understand.” Although it really sucks if I don’t want to take the job she’s offering, I'm desperate and this place pays immediately after a job is finished. 

      “Great. I’ve got a job for you then. It’s this Friday and I’ll need to know your sizes, waist and bra.” She tosses me a pen. “Write it here.” 

      “Okay.” I pause with the pen in my hand. “Can I ask why?” 

      “Uniform.” 

      “Right, of course.” I scribble it down for her and then hand the paper back. 

      “You’ll be serving at a cocktail party. I’ll email you all the information you’ll need.” 

      Oh wow. That was easier than I thought it would be. “Awesome.” 

      I leave the temp agency with a little pep in my step thinking that even though today might have started out weird, it’s already back on track. I’ll be a city girl by the end of the week. 

      With that thought in my heart, I miss the curb and fall right on my ass. I hear a few people laugh, including my Lyft driver that just pulled up. Okay, I’ll be a city girl by the end of the month. I just know it.
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      As I walk out of my office, I get a text from Selma letting me know that she’s still against this party tonight, but she wishes me good luck anyway. I text her back and tuck my phone into my jacket as I make my way to the elevators. 

      The party is being held at a cigar bar up the street, and I plan on walking. It’s spring in Atlanta, and although the humidity has already begun, I don’t mind the heat after being cooped up in my office. When I see my driver at the curb, I wave him off and make my way to The Cellar. 

      The heavy wooden doors are opened for me as soon as I arrive, and I nod to the security at the door. I’m thankful HR listened to my requests, and I’m hopeful tonight can go off without a hitch. I wish I could make an appearance and then leave, but I want to be seen as a team player, and that includes joining in on what they consider fun. 

      Honestly, I’d rather be back in my office working, or home watching basketball. This kind of party holds no interest for me because it’s a bunch of old assholes, just like Selma called them, patting themselves on the back for a job well done. 

      When in reality most of them got their jobs decades ago because of who their fathers were and haven’t contributed to the company beyond voting in as many years. But I can’t say those things out loud. All I can do is position myself to be CEO and hope that when the time comes, the board agrees that I’m the best candidate for the job. 

      The Cellar is set up underground, so after I walk through the doors I take the stairs that are straight ahead. The walls are lined in red velvet and the lighting is low. Everything about this place screams secretive meeting, and it truly is the perfect backdrop for a gentlemen’s club. Once I’m at the bottom of the stairs I scan the room to see who else has arrived. 

      The board consists of a dozen members, and it looks like they’re all present. I hate being the last to arrive, but being held up due to landing another contract with the state will make for a good conversation topic tonight. 

      There are red velvet couches around the room along with oversized chairs and dark wood furniture. The scent of cigars is in the air, but it’s surprisingly not overpowering. I was told the place was well ventilated for this reason and that it wouldn’t be an issue for people who don’t smoke. I like an occasional cigar every now and then, but I don’t like to sit in the stench of it after I’m finished. The air in here reminds me of incense and wood, so it’s not as bothersome as I’d feared. 

      Another quick glance around, and I see catering has already begun and there are several bunnies around the room. 

      “Bastian,” Richard Seymore calls, grabbing my attention. 

      “Sorry I’m late.” I hold out my hand, and he takes it. “I sent off the final contract for the state on our Peach Street bid. We got it.” I smile as I release his hand, and he beams. Mostly because this means a bonus to the board, and not that I successfully negotiated a multi-million-dollar deal in less than twenty-four hours. 

      “Excellent news, son.” He pats me on the back, and I try not to cringe. “Let’s have a drink to celebrate.” 

      Richard is the head of the board and the leader of the pack in all ways. Whatever he votes, everyone else will fall in line behind him. It’s really him I have to impress, and I can’t say I like the guy even a little bit. He’s never been outright rude to me, but I’ve seen the way he looks at Selma. He doesn’t care for women in the workplace, and the second I’m CEO, I’m handing him his retirement paperwork. 

      I nod to the bartender and give him my order. Richard talks about the upcoming vote and how our shareholders need to be protected and that he’s tired of filling in as interim CEO. I want to laugh because even though he says this, I would be willing to bet all the zeros in my bank account that if he could have his way he’d take the job. Only then he’d lose his voting power on the board, and there’s no way he’d give that up. 

      While the CEO wouldn’t necessarily be able to sway a board, it can pick and choose who stays on it. From his current seat as head of the board, he’s got the sway for every decision to go his way. I’m sure he’s thought this through just as much as I have, because he’s already turned down the offer to take it. 

      I listen and nod at all the right points as he goes on and on about numbers and profits. All of which I’ve memorized so he doesn’t really need to tell me. but instead of saying that, I just smile and sip my whiskey as he speaks. 

      A waitress dressed as a bunny walks over and sidles up close to him. She holds out a silver tray with a few appetizers on them and turns her big blue eyes up at Richard. 

      “Can I interest you in anything?” She bats her long fake lashes at him and tilts her head so that her hair falls over one shoulder, showing off her bare skin. 

      Damn, she’s good, because he licks his lips and swallows hard as he nods. Richard has been married for more years than I’ve been alive, but the man is a dirtbag. Another reason I can’t wait to get rid of him. This waitress is probably his granddaughter's age, but she sees his Rolex and his custom suit, and she’s not messing around. 

      She’s pretty enough with long red hair, and even longer legs, but there’s something hollow in her eyes when she looks at him that makes my insides cold. I don’t judge someone for getting what they want in life, and it’s not my business how they get it, but I could never have a woman under me that only wanted to fuck my wallet.

      Red moves closer to Richard and whispers something in his ear that makes his smile turn sinister. I take this as my cue and quietly step away. 

      As I look around the space, I see groups of men talking to bunnies and some of the women sitting in their laps. I remind myself that everyone here agreed to this and they’re being paid well. It doesn’t stop my skin from crawling, but I do it anyway. 

      I’m the youngest one in here, but every bunny passes me by. They probably think that the older guys will have the bigger bank accounts, or that maybe they’re an easier target. They’re not wrong about being easier to trap. I’ve got more money than I could spend in a lifetime, but these old men reek of desperation. One slip, and they’ve got a mistress for the next eighteen years. 

      I wish I could slip out the back without anyone knowing, and I think about how distracting the ladies here are. Would anyone know if I didn’t stay the whole time? 

      I glance over at Richard, who now has Red in his lap feeding him whatever was on her tray. He smiles at me and raises his glass, and I toast him from a distance. He might notice if I left this soon, so maybe I’ll stay long enough for Red to convince him she needs a ride home. 

      I’m not ready to take a seat with the rest of the guys, so I make my way through the crowd to the back. It’s not a large space, and the low lighting and soft carpet make for an intimate party. From the other side of the room I can’t even make out what Richard is doing with Red, and part of me is thankful. In the back, there’s a dark hallway that leads to the restrooms and the kitchen. I slip back there, out of view and lean against the wall as I finish my drink in one big gulp. 

      Sometimes I wonder if this is really the life I want or the one I’ve shot my arrow at and now I have to see where it lands. When I was working my ass off cleaning buildings with my mom, I never envisioned I would end up here. 

      I love what I do, but I work for men I don’t respect. Is that the nature of the beast? Will it always be this way? I close my eyes in exhaustion and lean my head against the wall. As I’m contemplating every single life choice I’ve made, I feel someone catch my foot. 

      By the time I open my eyes it’s a blur of chestnut and silk falling in front of me, and all I can do is reach out my arms to try and catch…whatever it is. 

      “Oh sugar.” I hear the woman squeak as she lands in my arms with a thud. 

      I grunt and try to hide my smile, standing her up on her feet, and she begins to wobble. Her dark mane of curls has fallen over her face, and the only thing I can see is a pair of bunny ears sticking out on top. 

      “Are you okay?” I try to hide my laugh, but it’s almost impossible. “Easy.” I hold on to her arm as she takes a second and straightens. 

      “Yeah, I’m okay, but that’s the second tray I’ve dropped and if I don’t…” 

      I don’t hear the rest of her words as she flips back her long dark hair and reveals the rest of her. She’s got big green eyes the color of grass in the spring, and her full lips are dark red. 

      The bunny suit is the same as everyone else’s, but somehow hers is much, much smaller. Her tits are spilling out of the top to the point that if I stare long enough I’ll see the dark line of her areola. The black silk is nipped in at the waist, but it’s cut so high her thighs are hanging out and I can only imagine what it’s doing to her ass. 

      Holy shit. 

      Her dark red heels match her lips, but they are about four inches too tall for her. She’s short, so one would think she'd be able to walk in them, but she’s like a baby deer taking her first steps. I can’t take my eyes off the curves of her legs and the fishnets that cling to them. I’m stunned silent as I look her over like one of those old assholes I talk shit on, and I don’t know how to stop. 

      “Anyway, thanks again,” she says, not noticing me checking her out, and I realize she’s about to walk away. 

      “Whoa, wait.” I reach out and snag her wrist, and she stumbles again as she tries to turn too quickly. “Do you need to take those off?” The smile that tugs at my lips feels unfamiliar, like it’s been a long time since I’ve done it. 

      “It’s part of the uniform.” She huffs and shrugs. “I tried to tell them, but I don’t think they believed me.” She bites that juicy red lip, and for a second I wish I could do that for her. 

      What the fuck is wrong with me? I clear my throat and try again. “What’s your name?” 

      “Lux.” She smiles and cocks her head to the side like we’re old friends. “You?” 

      “I’m Bastian.” I hold out my hand because I’m used to introducing myself that way, but really what I want to do is hug her. 

      “Oh, like short for Sebastian?” 

      “Kind of. It’s just Bastian, though. I think my mom thought it would make me seem tough.” She puts her hand in mine, and she’s so soft and warm. When was the last time I felt something this soft? Maybe never. 

      “Nah, not with that smile.” She squeezes my hand and then lets it go like we didn’t just share the most important moment in my life. 

      “Anyway, I need to get back to the kitchen.” She points her thumb over her shoulder and begins to back away. 

      “Maybe I should wait here,” I offer as I straighten. “Just in case.” I reach down and grab the tray she was holding and see there’s already someone from the cleaning crew coming down the hall. 

      “You can be my personal safety net.” She winks before she turns around and walks away. 

      “Fuck me,” I whisper. 

      “Excuse me, sir?” the cleaner asks, and I shake my head. 

      “I said thank you.” And then I bend down to help him clear up the spilled tray.
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      Was I flirting with him? What the heck has gotten into me? I’m working at a job that I need to keep. This one is paying out the ass, which it should be since we have to wear these ridiculous outfits.

      Bastian caught me completely off guard when I fell into his arms and even more so by how charming he was. For one brief moment I thought the world stopped and it was only the two of us staring at each other in that dark hallway. 

      I hurry to the back because I need a moment of space to get it together. These freaking heels don’t make it easy, and on top of that my heart is racing. The feel of his hands on me still lingers. There was no way he was just being polite, not with that smile. Excitement bubbles up inside of me at the possibility, but I shake the thought. 

      He was only being nice, and I’m sure part of him felt sorry for me. Compared to all the other women, I stand out and not only because I’m wobbling around in heels. Still, he is different from the rest of the men I’ve seen here tonight. The biggest difference being he isn't old enough to be my grandpa. He also didn’t have a bunny in his lap until I threw myself at him.

      “Again?” I come up short before pushing open the back door to the kitchen. Matthew is staring at my empty tray with a look of irritation on his face. 

      “I’m sorry. I’m normally great with a tray, but these shoes are throwing me off.” The outfit too, but I don’t say it because I don’t want him to hear me complain. Or draw attention to it. I’m still surprised they were able to get the thing on me, but it did take two of the girls to zip me up. And if that wasn’t embarrassing enough, everyone keeps looking at me like they’re just as shocked as I am it hasn’t burst open. 

      “If it happens again, you’re out for the night.” I nod in understanding as he steps out of the way so I can go into the kitchen. 

      “He’s a dick.” Ella winks at me as she walks by, obviously having heard Matthew and me. 

      I’m jealous of how easily she can walk in her heels. She was one of the girls to help me get into my uniform when almost everyone else turned their noses up at me. I heard one call me a country bumpkin. 

      “Hey, new girl,” one of the other bunnies calls. She’s leaning up against the counter as one of the cooks fills her tray with appetizers. “Let me give you some free advice. Stick to the older ones.” Her eyes sharpen as she raises her chin. “But stay clear of mine.” 

      I’m not sure which one was hers, but that’s not going to be a problem at all. “Thanks,” I say, because I have no idea how else to respond to that. I don’t want to step on anyone’s toes, and speaking of toes, mine might fall off. 

      This night is never going to be over, and my feet are throbbing. I set my tray down in front of the cooks like they showed us earlier and wait for it to be filled again. 

      I knew this was a bad idea when we were lined up for inspection and told to flirt with the clients. If we’re invited to sit or have a drink, we’re to do it and make sure they enjoy our company. I haven’t been able to make a full circle on the floor because of my awful heels so I guess that’s lucky for me. It would be nice to sit down for a few minutes, so I wouldn’t mind if Bastian asked. 

      He must have shown up late because I hadn’t seen him before my fall. But once I took in his appearance I could tell he was different from the rest of them. The air around him felt charged, and I was drawn to him. They don’t make men like Bastian where I’m from. He’s not rough and gritty, but more like sharpened stone. His suit was polished and put together, but I could feel there was something hard and solid underneath. 

      “Yo, chubby bunny. Your tray’s done.” 

      “Fuck off, Jeremy,” one of the other bunnies says before I can even respond to the prick. I’d like to tell him to fuck off too, but he’s honestly not worth the time. 

      When I take the tray and walk out of the kitchen, I can’t help looking around hopefully to see if Bastian is still there. When he’s not, I’m disappointed but try to shake it off. 

      With my shoulders back, I circle around the room slowly, trying to keep my balance. Out of the corner of my eye I see him again, but the excitement dies when I see he’s already had his attention captured. I should have known, but my dumb heart sinks when I see he’s got two bunnies next to him. They’re both beautiful, but all of the bunnies working are.

      So much for him being my safety net. A man is nice to me for two seconds and I think he might be hitting on me. I’m such a dumbass. This place is crawling with beautiful women, why would he really settle for me when he could have the whole room?

      “What do we have here?” An older gentleman walks up beside me and I try not to be startled by his surprise appearance. 

      It’s then that I notice his eyes aren’t on my tray but all over me. I know I’m practically naked, but he makes me feel like I actually am. When he licks his lips my stomach tightens, and I wish I could take a step back. I also wish I could grab the front of my outfit and pull it up, but I know this skintight costume isn't going to move an inch. At this point it’s fused with my skin, and I’ll have to be buried in it.

      “King crab rolls,” I tell him brightly and hold the tray between us. My smile stretches tight, and I pray he takes the hint. What the heck is wrong with these men? Don’t they have granddaughters my age? If my brothers saw me right now they’d burn this place down. 

      “I was thinking of something sweeter.” He licks his lip again and this time I stand there like a deer caught in headlights. 

      I want to smack him and my palm is tingling for me to do it. But I’m sure there is some law about assaulting old people that is harsher than a normal assault. I know they said we should be chatty if approached, but I don’t think I can fake the kind of interest they want me to display. 

      “I’ll take this off your hands, Lux. Why don’t you get this man a drink?” Matthew says, taking the tray from my hand. He’s such a dick. 

      “I think that’s a great idea,” Old Guy says as he goes to put his arm around me.

      Before I can step out of the contact, someone grabs his attention by calling his name loudly. We both turn, and I see Bastian heading our way. His smile is broad, but it doesn’t reach his eyes as he walks over to us with the two bunnies trailing close behind. I try to feign indifference, but I’m praying he needs to have a private chat with the old dude right this second.

      “Bastian.” The man stands up straighter, but it doesn’t help. He’s the same height as me with these heels on. “I didn't see you come in.” 

      “I got here a while ago.” His eyes flick to me, and I fidget a little under his stare. “Hey George, have you met Mindy and Cora?” Bastian motions to the two bunnies. 

      “Cindy,” one of the girls corrects, and I bite the inside of my cheek so that I don’t laugh. 

      “No, I don’t think I have.” His wrinkled face creases as he smiles, and both of the girls giggle. 

      “We should change that then,” Cindy suggests, running her fingers up his chest. How can she manage to do that without her skin crawling? 

      “He needs a drink,” I encourage the bunnies, wanting him as far away from me as possible. 

      “We can do that.” They sidle up next to him, and George looks at me for a long second. Crap on a stick. “Why don’t you come with us?” Both the girls scrunch their faces, not liking that idea, but the feeling is mutual. 

      “I think I’ll take this one.” Bastian puts his arm around me, and I force myself to pretend I’m not relieved. 

      “It’s about time you loosen up, Bastian.” George slaps him on the arm before he slides his arms around Cindy and Cora, and they make their way to the bar.

      “Thank you.” I glance up at my savior, but he’s staring a hole into the back of George’s head. 

      “You were supposed to come back to me.” He guides me over to the side of the room. 

      “You were busy,” I try to say casually. 

      “That seems unfair. I saved you from George, but you couldn't save me from the bunny twins?” 

      I snort and then inwardly cringe. Why can’t I have a sexy laugh or do one of those cute giggles I’ve heard the other bunnies do tonight? Bastian smiles down at me and I see a dimple appear in his cheek that makes him even more handsome. 

      “I thought maybe you were having a good time. Everyone seems to want to catch a bunny.” As I glance around the room, I can see they’re all cozied up to every available man in here. No one is up serving food anymore, but I don’t think anyone really cares. 

      “I only have eyes for one bunny.” He guides me back over to where he was sitting before, and I like that the area is more private. The couch has curtains around it and a low table for drinks, but there’s only one opening and not everyone can see inside. It seems as though he was back here hiding, and I wonder if he wants to be here any more than I do. 

      “Keep me company,” he says as he takes my hand. 

      He doesn't really ask, which should annoy me, but I’m feeling something different altogether. I try to hide my blush, not wanting to be the shy virgin country girl, but if he judges me based on my outfit, he probably thinks I’m older and more experienced. 

      “I think I can do that.” When I sit down on the plush couch, I let out a small moan when the pressure leaves my feet. Bastian stills for a moment, and I see a flash of heat in his eyes. It’s then I realize the sounds I just made, and I shrug. “Sorry.” 

      “You have nothing to be sorry for, Lux.” He sits down next to me. “I’m happy to hear that sound anytime you want to make it.” He leans back against the couch that curves around the booth. He puts one arm over the back and grabs his drink, then waits expectantly. “Now, tell me everything.” 

      “Everything?” I laugh, but he doesn't. He waits, and I realize he’s actually serious. 

      So I think to myself, Why not? and tell him all about me. After that, the night no longer drags on, and at one point I feel like it’s going to be over far too soon.
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      I don’t remember the last time I smiled so much, if ever. My life has been one hurdle after another, until I reach my next goal. When was the last time I sat and talked with someone for pleasure, and not because I had to for work? The fact that I can’t recall isn’t surprising, but the fact that I don’t care about anything before meeting Lux is unsettling. 

      It’s all I can do to sit across from her and not pull her against me or into my lap. Sure it’s happening all around us, and in this corner of the room no one would even see. The thought of getting caught by the board members doesn't scare me because it would probably make them have more respect for me. That thought alone could make my stomach turn, so I don’t dwell on it. 

      Instead I sit here listening to Lux tell me about her life, her family, and her small town. I’m hanging on every word she has to say, and I’m lost to her laughter. She’s animated as she talks, and in the moments she feels shy, she likes to tuck her hair behind her ear. It’s adorable and driving me insane. 

      She obviously loves her brothers even if they are overprotective, and I can’t say I blame them. She somehow got herself into a situation like this, living with a roommate she never met all in a short span of time. Lux needs to have someone here in the city looking out for her, and I find that I’ve silently volunteered myself.

      Clearly I’m not the best candidate with the hours I work and the responsibilities on my shoulders, but I decide that there’s no one else that would take the job as seriously as I will. I’m having all of these thoughts in my head as the curtain to our booth is pulled back and her boss from earlier—I think his name is Matthew—ducks his head in. 

      “Looks like the crowd is heading out for the night. Can we get you anything for last call?” He looks at me and then his eyes cut to Lux. 

      “No, I’m good, thank you.” I realize I never even drank the whiskey sitting in front of me, because I was so focused on Lux. “I’m just going to walk Miss Cross out.” 

      “Sure thing.” His lips are tight as he steps back, and I help Lux to her feet. “Do you have a coat?” I glare down at her bunny suit that I believe was manufactured with the specific purpose of driving me insane. 

      “Um, yes. We got dressed here before our shift, but I just planned on covering up until I got home.” She worries her bottom lip, and I have the sneaking suspicion she’s thinking about how she’s going to get herself out of this costume. 

      “I’ll wait for you out back,” I say and walk her toward the exit. She goes toward the kitchen to grab her things, and I step outside into the cool spring night. 

      It’s chilly, but when I take a deep breath, it’s refreshing. Something about the night feels different, like I haven’t really paid attention to it before. Are the stars brighter? I blink a few times, and something feels off inside of me, but I can’t place it. I’m warm from the inside out, and the only difference from when I walked in is Lux. 

      The back door opens, and when she steps out she’s got a coat that covers just enough for her to appear naked underneath. Great, and here I was thinking her outfit couldn’t possibly get any more obscene. 

      “Can I give you a ride home?” I nod toward my driver on the other side of the parking lot, and she worries that damn lip again. Why is she unsure now that we’re out here and alone? We were less safe in that basement with all those lechers. 

      Just as she opens her mouth to answer, we both turn to the noise coming from the other side of the parking lot. There are several town cars and a couple of limos parked back here, but I see movement behind a few of them and then a woman cries out. 

      I rush over, and when I make it to the other side of the car I freeze when I see one of the bunnies from tonight being pinned to a sports car by Stan, one of our board members. 

      “Hey!” I bark, and they both turn to me in surprise. Stan straightens up and adjusts his tie as the bunny clutches the front of her costume that’s obviously been torn open. I look away to save her the embarrassment and take a step toward Stan. “What’s going on back here?” 

      “Nothing you need to concern yourself with, Bastian. We’re fine.” 

      “Here, take my coat,” Lux offers, and I see out of my peripheral that she undresses and hands it over to the bunny. 

      The two of them move out from behind the cars, and I wait a beat before I lean in close to Stan. “What the fuck were you doing with her?” 

      “Bastian.” A cold chill climbs up my back as the head of the board Richard Seymore steps up behind me. He puts a friendly hand on my shoulder and gives it a light squeeze as he smiles at me and then at Stan. “Looks like Stan here was just having a little fun. Right, Stan?” He raises an eyebrow in question, and Stan hurries to agree. 

      “You know how these girls are. They’re all hot for it until it’s time to pay up.” 

      “Ah, don’t worry about it. I’ve got a couple waiting in my car if you want to join us.” He says it to Stan, but he turns to me. “We’re going back to my place. Why don’t you come back for a nightcap, Bastian?” 

      The implication is clear. I’m supposed to agree to this, and under no terms am I to cause waves right now. The anger I feel right now doesn’t burn like fire, it’s like a hurricane at sea, and it won’t be held back much longer. 

      I clench my fist and glance over to where Lux is talking to the bunny. I realize they’re arguing. The girl is trying to give Lux her coat back and talking in low whispers. Lux looks defeated, and the girl stares back our way. To my surprise, she glances at Stan and Richard and then stomps away into the night. Lux is left standing there holding onto her coat for only a second until she goes after the bunny. 

      Before I can stop her, I see the two of them get into the back of a taxi and take off without so much as a goodbye. 

      “Oh too bad, looks like yours got away too.” Richard's smile is almost evil as he throws his arm around Stan’s shoulder and they make their way to his limo. “Enjoy your evening, Bastian,” he calls over his shoulder as I stand there in the empty lot, feeling like I’m the thing that’s empty now.
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      “You better not have ruined this for me.” Scarlett taps angrily on her phone while scolding me like I’m a child. How the heck am I in the wrong here? She freaking screamed, and I'm pretty sure that’s a universal call for help. What else was I supposed to do? “You have no idea how much money those old fucks are worth.” 

      I actually think I have a pretty good idea with how they were acting. No rules applied to them and their good old boys club. After what I saw tonight, it was more than clear.

      Sitting back in my seat, I’m drained and not willing to fight with her. I did my part, and now I’m out of it. I’ll make sure she gets home at least because she might have been drugged or something. I don’t think she’s drunk, but I don’t understand her behavior. She’s clearly not okay, and I think of the times my brother Luca told me the city is filled with crazy people. I’m starting to think he might be right. 

      “Yes!” Scarlett blurts out, and I see a smile spread across her face. 

      When I lean over to see what she’s looking at, there’s a video on the screen. My mouth falls open as I watch the whole encounter play back on her phone. Someone must have been recording it for her, because it’s filmed from a distance. Whatever she did it’s going to blow up in that old man’s face because there’s no missing the wedding ring on his finger. 

      I keep watching as I try to get her to take my coat, but the more I watch, the more my stomach turns. I look away, not wanting to see or hear any more, especially when they ask Bastian to come with them and the other bunnies. I’m disappointed that Bastian would even be associated with people of that caliber. He sure had me fooled, but I should have known better. He was too charming and sweet and a reality that was too good to be true. Lesson learned, even if it was done the hard way.

      “Nasty fuckers are going to pay.” Scarlett puts her phone back into her pocket, and I have no doubt she’s planning to blackmail someone. 

      I think about it for a second, and I don’t even care. I hope they get what they deserve, and I’m glad to be away from it. I still can’t help the heavy feeling in my stomach and how foolish I feel. The city isn’t turning out anything like I thought it would, and I feel more naïve every second I’m here. 

      Scarlett doesn't even say goodbye when the taxi pulls up in front of her building. She gets out of the car without a word, and I give the driver my address next. Luckily it isn't far, because I need this outfit off of me quickly. 

      The second I enter the apartment, I’m kicking off my heels and pulling at the bunny costume. I’m a dog chasing my tail as I try to reach the back snaps, but it’s no use. I start to panic, feeling claustrophobic, and I wonder if I’ll ever be able to get this thing off. Tears prick my eyes as I realize I’m going to have to be buried in it because I'll be wearing it for the rest of my life. 

      “You okay?” I swing around to see Avery standing in the living room and trying to fight a smile. He’s wearing nothing but a pair of sweatpants, and it’s hard not to appreciate the view. He’s not big and bulky like Bastian but lean and trim. 

      “You look Photoshopped,” I mumble, not meaning to say it out loud, and he bursts into laughter. His reaction helps me calm down a little, and I let out a long sigh. 

      “I better, with the time I put in at the gym and the cardboard crap I have to eat.” He comes over to where I’m standing and makes a circle with his finger. “Turn around.” 

      I do as he tells me and feel instant relief when he pops a few of the buttons. He stops partway down, and I glance over my shoulder. 

      “What’s wrong?” He’s staring intently at my back. 

      “Do you have to return this thing?” 

      “Probably?” What the heck is going on back there? 

      “The zipper is stuck.” My anxiety starts to rise again, but he must sense I’m close to freaking out. “Fuck it,” he says as he grabs the top and pulls on it in one hard tug. 

      As material rips, I suck in my first real breath of the night and finally feel relief. “Thank you.” I hold the front of the costume so that it doesn't fall, and take a second to appreciate my ribs moving back into place. 

      “That’s what roommates are for,” he says as he locks the front door. “I’ve got an early shoot.”

      “Night,” I say and I go into my bedroom and finish getting the bunny outfit the rest of the way off of me. 

      Once I’m out of it, I put on the most oversized pajamas that I have and fall back on my bed in a not-so-graceful plop. I’m exhausted, but sleep doesn’t come quickly as my mind replays every moment of the night. 

      Even after I go over all of it, there’s one thing I can’t deny. Bastian fills too many of my thoughts. 
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      “From bunny to secretary?” Avery says, walking into the kitchen. 

      I’m in a pale pink silk top with dark brown wide-leg black pants and flats. My feet still aren’t over Friday night’s heels, and these are the most comfortable shoes I own. 

      He steals a mini muffin off my plate. and I smack his hand. The little muffin falls to the floor between us and his face crumples.

      “Were you even allowed to have that?” 

      “Nope,” he admits as he picks it up and looks at it longingly before throwing it into the garbage. “But tonight when I get back from the shoot I’m ordering all the pizza.” 

      “Save me a slice.” I grab another muffin for my plate and take a seat at the small dining room table. 

      Avery and I actually hung out Saturday night after he got home, and we ended up watching movies together. I think I got lucky in the roommate situation and thankfully he’s pretty low key. He’s serious about both his modeling career and his course work, but I think he’s the only plus so far to this city. I’m not giving up and running back home just yet, but so far I’m having doubts.

      “So no costume today?” he asks as he pours himself a cup of coffee. 

      “Nope. I took it back to the agency yesterday and no one said anything about it. They even emailed me yesterday with a new job.” Either they didn't notice I ruined the suit or didn't care. 

      “Have you ever thought about modeling?” He tilts his head to the side, looking me up and down in the least sexual way possible. 

      I snort. “Are you seriously asking me that?” 

      “Yes, a lot of companies are in the market for curvier women, and it’s hard to find ones to fill the spots. You should check it out.” 

      “I think I’ll see how this one goes today.” 

      “It’s only a temp, right?” 

      “Yeah, but they didn't tell me how long. I know sometimes the companies end up hiring the position permanently if it goes well. The pay looks really good for this job, and it’s only answering phone calls and getting coffee.” I’m way more comfortable doing those things than prancing around in heels. I went to a temp agency because I thought it might be nice to get to try out different things. I have no idea what job might suit me, but I’ve decided animal cocktail waitress isn’t my thing. 

      “Good luck. I’ll see you tonight,” Avery says before walking out of the kitchen. 

      After I clean up after myself, I grab my purse to head out. Not wanting to worry about traffic or getting lost, I grab a taxi out front to play it safe. I’ve been doing well with being on time, but part of me wonders how long it’s going to last. 

      “This is you,” the driver says as the taxi rolls to a stop in front of one of the big skyscrapers downtown. 

      After I pay and exit, I stand on the sidewalk and stare up at the building. It’s a completely different job than the last one, but I somehow feel like I’ve gotten in over my head again. Everyone entering the building is dressed nicely and looks professional. It’s only answering phones and pushing papers around. It can’t be that hard, and I need to believe in myself. 

      “ID,” the guard behind the desk says when I enter the building. He holds his hand out, waiting, and I fish it out of my purse. When I hand it over, he scans it then looks up at me to confirm that’s me in the picture. He types something into his computer before he gives me my driver’s license back and then hands over a badge. 

      “Thanks.” I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do with it, but okay. After a beat of silence, he motions to the banks of elevators and then tells me what floor to go to.

      On the way up, the elevator stops on almost every floor, and just before it’s my stop, I see one of the older men from the other night step on, and my stomach tightens. What are the odds that this guy works here? I keep my head down, and luckily he gets off on the next floor. I think about the video Scarlett took and I wonder if it’s gotten out yet. Maybe it never will if he pays her off. 

      When the doors open for my floor, I’m the only one left on the elevator. I step out and then look up and down the long hallway, not seeing anyone. Shouldn't there be a desk or someone to greet people as they enter? In the distance I hear someone typing and walk toward that noise. When I turn the corner, I see an older woman sitting behind her desk, and as if she’s been waiting for me she looks up. 

      “You must be Lux,” she says. 

      “That’s me.” My smile is genuine because she kind of looks like my grandma on my father’s side, which has me relaxing. 

      “I’m Kate.” She returns my smile. “This desk will be yours.” Katie stands and motions to the desk not far from hers. I put my purse down on it and look around. 

      “Mr. Starnes has a lot going on right now. He has a project he needs to hand off to me, so I need you to carry some of my load and do any odds and ends he might need you to handle.” 

      “Okay, just tell me what to do and I’ll get started.” 

      “Katie, can you send Miss Cross into my office?” a deep voice says from a speaker somewhere on her desk. 

      Goosebumps break out along my arms because that voice is so familiar. 

      “That’s you.” She points to the double door to the right of my desk. 

      Taking a breath, I walk over and knock softly before I pull open the door and step inside. 

      “Mr. Starnes, you wanted to see me?” The office is large and I step forward to get closer to the desk. Just as I do, the chair turns around to face me and I stand there in shock when I realize who it is. 
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      “Thank you for coming in today, Miss Cross. Please take a seat.” 

      I try my best to be professional, but all I want to do is get up from my desk and go to her. It was torture the past two days waiting to see if she’d show up. I wasn’t sure if she'd looked into the company that hired her, or if she’d notice what floor she was being sent to. 

      After she took off Friday night I went home and wrestled with my feelings. I should have let her go, but I couldn’t get her out of my mind. Not after spending hours with her in the cigar bar and listening to her talk. She’d burrowed under my skin, and I couldn’t sleep that night. The next morning I’d gotten in touch with the people who put on the event and from there figured out who they hired to do the staffing for the bunnies. 

      What I should have been worried about is the situation Stan got himself into and the way Richard covered it up. I should also have been worrying about my promotion and how me not going out with them has probably made them question my loyalty. But instead of thinking of all those things, I tracked down the company and hired Lux as a temp. 

      “Um, okay,” she says and then comes farther into my office to take a seat at the chair in front of my desk. I wait as she sits and crosses then uncrosses her legs. She settles on placing her hands in her lap, and yet she still manages to fidget with them once they’re there. “This isn’t a coincidence, is it?” 

      I love her honesty and how she’s getting right to the point. I feel the corner of my lips try to turn up, but I keep from smiling. 

      “No, it’s not a coincidence. But I have hired you.” I sit back and look over her whole body, while thinking of how completely exposed she was the last time I saw her. She’s not showing any skin in her long-sleeve blouse and long pants, but somehow she’s just as sexy without revealing anything. 

      “Why?” 

      “Why what?” 

      She looks around the office and then back to me. “Why me? I mean, you seem to have the means to hire anyone. Why hunt down a cocktail waitress in a slutty costume for a corporate job?” 

      I can’t sit this far from her any longer, so I get up and go to the other side of the desk. I want to take the chair next to her, but right now it’s too close. I lean back against my desk and cross my arms over my chest. Mostly so I can keep myself from touching her. 

      “You were a terrible waitress.” She looks as though she’s going to protest but then shrugs like I’ve got a point. “So if I were to base your work performance solely on that job, objectively I wouldn’t say that was the reason I hired you.” 

      “Fair enough. So why then?” 

      “Because in the time we spent together I knew that you’re looking for an opportunity. Maybe it’s not this job or in a corporate job at all, but I’ve got the vacancy and you’re capable. I know that with a little experience under your belt you would have your pick of jobs.” Now it’s my turn to shrug because it’s all true. “With Balman and Pierce work experience on your résumé it will get you into any interview in the city.” 

      She thinks this over a second and then nods as if agreeing. “Then, I guess, thank you.” 

      “And there’s another reason,” I quietly admit as I can’t hold back anymore and take the seat next to her. 

      Lux goes completely still, but her eyes watch every move I make as I lean forward and put my elbows on my knees. It puts me so close, and even though it’s not enough, it’s enough for now. 

      “Which is?” She swallows hard as I run my index finger over my lips. 

      “I don’t like how we left things Friday night.” Hearing my words makes her shoulders slump. “I didn’t like what happened out there, and I’m working on dealing with it, but what I mean to say is—” 

      “It’s fine, I haven’t told anyone,” she cuts me off and looks down at her hands. 

      “That’s not why I brought you here.” 

      “I’m just saying, if that’s the reason, I haven’t said anything.” 

      “No, that’s not the reason.” She looks up from her lap like she’s surprised by my answer. “Lux, I didn’t want our night to end like that; I didn’t want it to end at all.” 

      “Oh.” Her cheeks heat as she twists her fingers together, and I can’t stand it anymore. 

      I reach out and place my hand on top of hers, stilling her fingers and making her look at me. “I wasn’t done with you Friday, and I’m not done with you now.” 

      “What is it you want?” Again a direct question that I’m not sure she’s ready for me to answer. 

      “More,” is all I can say, and it's the most honest thing I can give to her right now. “I need the help here at work, so you’ll get that, but I also want you, Lux.” 

      “And if I say no?” She waits, and I have the feeling she’s asking because she needs reassurance, and not because she truly will. 

      “Then I’ll have to see what else the temp agency can get you to do for me.” When she tries to hide her smile, it makes my heart swell. “How are you at cooking?” 

      “Not bad.” She raises her chin, and I see a hint of smugness in it. “I can throw down some biscuits.” 

      “Have dinner with me tonight at my place,” I say before I have time to think the words through. It’s exactly what I want to happen, but I’ve just gotten her here. What if I scare her off?

      “Um, I kind of promised my roommate I’d be home for pizza.” She hesitates and then her next words come in a rush. “But maybe I can cancel.” 

      I look down to where my hands are still on top of hers and I graze my thumb along the silky skin of her wrist. She’s so delicate and still somehow there is strength under there like a current. 

      “I want you any way I can get you,” I admit, and it’s like confessing my deepest secret. 

      When I look up, she’s leaned closer and we’re only a breath apart. I wait, giving her a chance to move away or to tell me to stop. Three heartbeats pass and when she licks her lips, I have no choice but to close the distance between us and press my lips to hers. 

      Her mouth is soft, and the taste of her is like mint and chocolate combined. I sweep my tongue along her bottom lip, and when she opens, I slide it against hers. Breath catches in her throat and then it’s followed by a moan so soft I don’t think she meant to let it out. But I heard it, and it’s all the encouragement I need before I hold her face in both hands and kiss her like it’s the last one we’ll get before the world ends. 

      This should have happened Friday night. The moment she left me, an ache began to grow in my chest, and right now, the knot is finally coming undone. 

      Everything around us fades away, and it’s like I’ve been waiting my whole life for this. Thoughts of before and after cease to exist, and all that’s left is Lux. She’s the center of my universe, and for once in my life, my heart and my soul are open. 

      “Hey Bastian, can you—” 

      My sister's words cause Lux to jerk away and for a moment I’m flooded with anger that she’s been taken from me. I have to blink a few times to come back to reality, and when I see Selma standing in my office staring at us, I realize I may have made a mistake.
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      Heat rushes to my face because I’ve just been caught kissing my boss. Could I be any more cliché? I haven't been here five minutes and I’m already messing up. I’m really starting to think that moving to the city was a big mistake. 

      The woman at the door looks genuinely shocked while Bastian looks pissed. My stomach tightens, and with all the emotions surrounding me right now, it’s hard to read the mood in the room. I can’t tell if the woman is about to lose it or not, but either way I need to get the heck out of here. 

      I’m in desperate need of space between Bastian and me for a moment. One second alone with him and I fell under his spell. When he’s close, I lose all control, and even now it’s taking all my control to not reach up and touch my lips. His kiss has left an imprint on me in a way I’ve never felt. I didn't know a kiss could be that powerful as it literally took my breath away. 

      “I’m sorry.” I hurry to get out of my chair and make my escape but trip over Bastian’s foot in my rush. Thankfully he catches me before I can face plant on the floor, but it’s still somehow just as embarrassing as getting caught kissing. Juno is going to get a good laugh about all this later when I call her. 

      “So it’s not only heels?” Bastian teases under his breath, but all I want to do is get out of this office. I just need him to stop being so damn charming while I’m trying to do it. 

      “Sorry,” I mutter again before trying to take my hand from his. His fingers tighten for a moment before he finally releases me, and though he’s let me go, I still feel his possessive hold like an invisible rope. I head straight for the door, and the beautiful dark-haired woman quickly steps out of my way. “Sorry,” I say to her too as I walk past her, because “sorry” is apparently the only word I know right now. 

      I close the door behind me and lean up against it, releasing a breath. What if she reports us? I can’t lose this job, and who knows what will happen to Bastian. I’m sure there are other temp agencies I can reach out to, but who knows how long that will take. Bastian hadn’t said a word after being caught kissing me. He only stood there while I was the one issuing the apologies. Frustration spikes because of course he didn’t say anything. I wasn’t kissing myself in there, so he could have at least taken some of the responsibility. 

      “You okay, dear?” Katie asks, giving me a confused look at my distress. 

      “I’m fine,” I respond too loudly. 

      Her eyebrows pull together, and she keeps assessing me. I have the worst poker face, and she doesn’t look like she believes a word of what I’m saying. I’ve always been terrible at hiding my emotions, and it’s why I hardly ever get anything past my brothers. I fold like a cheap chair. 

      Behind me, there’s shouting coming from Bastian’s office, and I cringe. I can’t tell what’s being said because even this close the words are muffled through the thick wooden doors. 

      “Don’t worry about them.” Katie waves her hand. “Ms. Starnes can get worked up rather easily.” My stomach drops. 

      “Ms. Starnes?” I repeat.

      “Selma Starnes. It’s an old habit calling people by their last names, but Bastian doesn't like us being so formal when it’s just us around. 

      “Is there a bathroom?” I look around because I’m pretty sure I’m about to throw up. 

      Katie motions to a door across the way. “Are you sure you’re okay?” 

      “I just need a minute.” When I get to the bathroom I lean over the sink and put my hands under the cold water. I pat the back of my neck and forehead to try and cool down so I don’t lose the contents of my breakfast. When I look up in the mirror I see my cheeks are red, my lips are swollen, and my eyes are wide with fear. 

      He’s married. What the hell. 

      Shame hits me next, and I have no clue what to do now. Do I quit or just walk out? Or do I wait to be fired by him or his wife? I was about to take him up on his offer for dinner, and after that kiss I would have taken him up on just about anything. 

      I hate to admit that I was completely dazzled that he’d gone to those lengths to track me down. He wanted to see me again so badly that he did all of this and got me a job. After our long talk Friday he knew I wasn't into the bunny thing and was looking for an opportunity. Now I just see that whole conversation as manipulative, and it makes me mad at myself.

      He’s probably one of those typical rich assholes that doesn't like not getting what he wants, and that’s what this is really about. He’s really no better than the other men that night. At least they were honest about what they wanted. I bought into the whole good guy vibe because I’m naïve. This is exactly what my brothers feared the most about me moving away. 

      At least his wife knows her husband is up to no good. If she even cares with the way Katie waved off their fight. 

      After a long moment in the bathroom I get myself together and take a deep breath. I can’t stay in here all day letting my thoughts spiral, so I decide to face whatever is waiting on me and head back to my desk. I’ll do my best to play it cool until I’m told otherwise.

      “I need you to put these binders together. This is an example one of how they should all look.” Katie hands me a blue binder. “I printed off all the pages, and they are in the copy room for you.” She points down the hallway. “They’re probably still printing, but everything you need will be in there too.” 

      “How many would you like me to make?” I snag my phone off my desk and slide it into my pocket. 

      “Let’s start with fifty for now.” 

      “I’ll go get to it.” When I get to the printer, it’s still going, so I pull my phone back out and send an email to the agency about this place not being a fit for me. 

      After that, I grab a stack of papers and take it back to my desk. I’m not there for ten minutes when Selma comes walking out of Bastian’s office. Her eyes look me up and down before she shakes her head and walks away. I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding because I thought for half a second she might slap me or something. Not that I would blame her. I don’t know what I’d do in her situation. 

      My phone buzzes in my pocket so I go back to the copy room to grab some more binders. When I pull it out, I see I have an email response from the temp agency. 

      I’ll see about getting a replacement for you, but keep in mind you’ll be moved to the bottom of the pile as I told you before. Do not walk out or leave them high and dry. I will not allow this agency’s perfect record with Balman and Pierce to be marked. They are a big name in this city. 

      Yikes. I’m in trouble any way I look at it, so I decide to stick it out and put my phone back into my pocket. I’ll just stay clear of Bastian and keep my head down.

      Just as I’m telling myself this, Bastian walks into the copy room and shuts the door behind him. When I hear the lock click into place, every part of my body goes on red alert. He turns around and stalks towards me, and my fight or flight kicks in. I back away from him until my back hits the far wall, and then I’m trapped. 

      “This isn’t happening,” I say, holding my hands in front of me. 

      To his credit, he stops when I say so, but I’m surprised when a look of confusion crosses his face.

      “I’m sorry I kissed you at the office,” he admits, his voice soft and soothing. “You test my control even though I know this isn’t the right place.” He actually smirks as his eyes move over my body and he comes into my personal space. “But tonight you’re fair game.” 

      Before I know what I’m doing, my hand lashes out and makes contact with the side of his face. A stinging sensation pulses from my palm, and I try not to wince. “Ouch,” I say and shake out my hand. I had no idea slapping someone would hurt so much. 

      “What the hell?” He’s shocked as he brings his hand up to his reddening cheek. 

      “Are you serious right now? You’re married,” I hiss at him.

      “I am not married.” He says it with so much conviction that it surprises me.

      “Sure, and she didn’t just catch us kissing in your office,” I spit, and I’m not prepared for his reaction. 

      He throws his head back and lets out a laugh so long and deep that I’m confused. I suppose this is better than him throttling me, because I’m starting to think I’ve gotten something wrong. It’s not the first time I let my imagination run wild and get me into trouble. 

      “Selma is my sister, Bunny.” 

      My mouth falls open, and I stand there in shock. What am I supposed to say to that? Oh god, is he actually a good guy? 

      “I’m sorry?” It comes out more like a question, and I think my stomach drops to my feet.

      “You use that word far too much.” 

      I start to say it again but quickly shut my mouth. I think he’s trying to hold back another wave of laughter, and I think about how this day keeps getting more embarrassing the longer I’m in his presence. 

      “About dinner—” he begins, and I cut him off. 

      “I know, it’s fine. We shouldn’t date anyway.” I give him a polite way to get out of his offer from before, but he looks at me like he thinks I’m crazy. 

      Honestly, why would he even want to date me at this point? It’s clear he’s the whole package, and I’m just some crazy featherbrain that’s falling all around him. 

      “That’s not what I was going to say. I thought since you smacked me that maybe you’re the one that owes me a favor. So you should cook our dinner tonight to make up for it.” 

      “You still want to go on a date?” I ask, not believing this guy wants anything to do with me. 

      “Can you really cook?” His smile makes my knees weak. 

      “Of course. It’s one of my favorite things to do.” I actually miss the kitchen back home, but the one in my apartment isn’t terrible. 

      “Then after work we’ll go to my place, and you’ll make us dinner.” 

      “Okay,” I find myself agreeing with him without an ounce of hesitation. 

      Slowly, he leans down and brushes his mouth against mine. “Sorry, Bunny. Like I said, I have no control with you.” 

      When he pulls back, I can’t help but think he has a lot more control than I do right now. I stay frozen in place as he goes to the door and unlocks it. But before he walks out, he turns back to me and smiles. 

      “Oh, and Bunny, stop emailing the temp agency. You’re not going anywhere.”
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      “I can’t remember the last time I went to the grocery store,” I say as we unpack what we got from the store. 

      “You don’t look like you visit them on a regular basis,” Lux teases, setting out what she needs for dinner. 

      “What do I look like?” I lean against the counter and loosen my tie, feeling warm all over with her eyes on me. 

      After work tonight we went grocery shopping, which felt so simple, yet I craved that kind of normalcy. It’s been so long since I’ve done the kind of thing I used to do every week with my mother and sister. Since I began making money, I hired all those things out. Why take up valuable time buying food, when I could be making deals that earned me millions more in my bank account? I’ve weighed everything against it for so many years now that it’s left something hollow behind. How much of my life have I missed by letting someone else do it for me? 

      “You look like the kind of man that has his own personal chef.” She gestures around the kitchen that she said is larger than her apartment. 

      “My housekeeper makes food for me that I can heat up when I get home.” I smile, and when she smiles back, she truly lights up like her name. “I can’t remember the last time I had a non-reheated meal in my home that wasn’t takeout.” 

      “I’m happy to put this kitchen to good use.” 

      She chops the peppers and onions and moves around the kitchen with ease. She’s taken off her shoes, and something about seeing her barefoot in my space makes me hard. I take a seat at the bar nearby and open a bottle of wine. It’s something so normal, yet everything about this feels new and exciting. We talk about family and cooking, and I tell her about my mom and all the amazing things she used to make. 

      Our conversation at the cigar bar was about Lux and her life, and it feels like tonight I’m revealing more of myself than I ever have to anyone. My sister knows me better than anyone, but talking about my life out loud is different. Selma learned about me as we grew up, but I’m allowing Lux to have a piece of me, and it feels so fucking good. 

      A while later we’re stretched out in the living room as she makes me tell her stories from my childhood. 

      “You were not terrible!” she says in disbelief, and I shake my head. 

      “I struck out every time I got to the plate.” I shrug as I look at how pleased she is by this news. 

      “And to think Bastian Starnes isn’t perfect at everything. I shouldn’t be so happy about it.” 

      “You really shouldn’t,” I tease, then grab her foot and place it in my lap. 

      We’re on the couch, which faces the lights of downtown Atlanta, but nothing could compare to the sight of Lux in my home and taking up space. I hold on to her foot and begin to massage it as she lies back on the pillows. 

      “You have no idea how good that feels,” she groans, and the sound goes straight to my dick. 

      I grab her other foot, and she offers no resistance as I bring it next to the other one and give it the same treatment. Between the wine and the foot rub, she’s like a puddle next to me, and I have this urge for her to stay for a lot longer than she might want to. 

      “Maybe I can trade foot rubs for more information.” She opens an eye to look at me, and it’s so cute I laugh. “Next time I’ll get you to let me talk to Juno instead of you sneaking into the bathroom.” 

      She sits up so fast she almost topples off the couch. “You listened, you little sneak!” 

      “I think your whisper needs work.” I wink at her, and her cheeks flush. “It’s okay. I like what little I happened to hear.” 

      “How much did you hear?” Her question is soft, but I smile as I lean in close to her. 

      “Enough,” I answer before placing my lips on hers. 

      The kiss is like the last, where the moment our connection is made, my body responds with pulsing need. All thoughts of her whispered conversation fade away, and I only focus on what’s in front of me. Her arms come around my neck, and she pulls me closer at the same time I pull her ass onto my lap. I can’t get close enough to her body or my arms more tightly around her waist. I need all the space between us to vanish because the only thing on my mind is keeping Lux. 

      “I don’t do this,” she says between kisses, and I smile. 

      “Me either.” 

      “No, I mean it. I’ve never made out with a hot guy in his apartment before.” 

      “Me either,” I say again, and she smacks my chest. 

      “You know what I’m saying.” 

      I cradle her head as I look into her eyes. “Lux, I’ve never had another woman besides my sister in this space. I don’t do casual.” I run the pad of my thumb along her lower lip. “This is serious for me, and I don’t know if you’re ready to hear this, but I’m playing the long game.” 

      “How long?” Her question is barely above a whisper. 

      “Stay with me tonight,” I say instead of answering. I don’t want to scare her off by saying forever, and that my soul woke up the day she looked at me. So instead, I try for tonight.

      “I don’t have any of my stuff.” She looks around the room like it will magically appear.

      “Is that the only reason?” I lean forward and press my lips to her neck. “Are pajamas the only thing keeping you from spending the night?” 

      “Well, I mean…” She starts to say something else, but then it’s cut off by a moan as she tilts her head back. My tongue tastes the soft skin of her shoulder, and she goes limp in my arms. “Face wash, toothbrush.” Her words are jumbled as my hand cups her breast over her shirt. “Clean panties.” 

      “Are the ones you’re wearing too wet?” I ask, my voice husky, and then I pinch her nipple. 

      “Oh god, Bastian.” 

      “Let me worship you tonight,” I say, sliding my hand between her legs and cupping her sex. I don’t want her for just one night, but she really is like a bunny that could be scared off so easily. 

      “Okay,” she finally agrees, and with that one word she’s sealed her fate. 

      My hands go to the bottom of her shirt, and I wait for her to raise her arms. When she does, I slip it off over her head, and she’s sitting on my lap in her bra and pants. I look at her and feel her soft skin as I kiss her neck and then her collarbone. I tug down the cups of her bra so I can kiss her breasts and pinch her peaked nipples. She gasps and arches her back when my mouth latches on to one and I suck the tight bud into my mouth. 

      “Shit,” she hisses, and I smile against her as I move to the other one. 

      I take my time loving her there and wait until she’s mad with need before I go any further. When I feel her nails scoring my back, I help her lie back on the couch. 

      “Bastian.” My hands are at the button of her pants, and she places hers on top of them to stop me. “I was serious when I said I’ve never done this before.” 

      Male pride and dominance swell along with my cock at the thought of tasting her innocence. The thought of being the first—and the last—to have her. I look into her eyes and see she’s vulnerable and needs reassurance. 

      Leaning down, I kiss her hands that are on top of mine and then nuzzle my face against them. “I’ll be gentle…until you tell me not to be.” 

      “Okay,” she answers softly, and there’s a small shake to her voice as she moves her hands. 

      I unbutton her pants and slide them off, leaving her in only panties after I remove her bra. She’s spread out on the couch, and I’m kneeling between her legs as I move on top of her. I give her some of my weight, brushing the hair out of her eyes and taking a moment to let her adjust to this, to me. 

      “You’re so beautiful,” I say, looking at her face and feeling the soft skin of her cheeks. 

      We kiss like this for a long time because we have all night. I have no plans to sleep ever again as long as I can keep Lux in my bed. 

      When she begins to move under me and spreads her legs to cradle me between them, I know she’s ready. My mouth moves lower, and she arches her back when I slide down to her stomach. I kiss her there first, taking my time and letting her feel me everywhere. 

      I kiss her knee and then the inside of her thigh, moving closer to where I want to taste her the most. Her simple panties aren’t supposed to be sexy, but the soft blue flowers have me harder than diamonds. I close my eyes and press my nose to the cotton as I inhale her sweet scent. They’re wet between her legs, and I use a finger to pet her there, stroking and teasing until she’s beyond needy. 

      Her fingers thread in my dark curls, and I smile against her. She’s not pulling me away but holding me closer as I grab the edge of her panties and pull them to the side.
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      I can’t believe I’m doing this—not that I want to stop. My body aches as I stare down at Bastian with his head between my thighs. He lifts his gaze to meet mine, slipping his fingers into my panties and pulling them to the side. His warm breathing teases my sex, and I can see his hunger. It makes me feel sexy and desired in a way that’s never happened before. 

      His eyes don’t leave mine as he takes his first taste of me, and I gasp. The feel of his tongue dragging across my clit makes me cry out because of how good it feels. The small touch has my body going up in flames, and a level of need I’ve never experienced roars inside of me. It pushes me past my shyness, and pleasure dominates my thoughts. 

      “More.” I start to lift my hips, but he holds me down on the couch so I can’t wiggle free. 

      “I’m going to give you all you can stand, Bunny.” 

      His tongue circles my clit again, but this time he slides it all the way down my sex. When he pushes it inside me, I grip his hair tighter. He thrusts it in and out repeatedly, and I feel myself clenching around him. I need his hard length to replace his tongue, but right now I’m riding his mouth like I would his cock. 

      He pulls his tongue out, and I open my mouth to protest, only to let out a breath of relief when his fingers take its place. 

      “So damn tight,” he groans, thrusting them in and out of me.

      When his tongue finds my clit again, I drop my head back onto the couch. He sucks, and I feel him flicking it back and forth with his tongue, and my body can’t hold back. My orgasm explodes from within like fireworks are being set off between my legs and cascading to every inch of my body. I call out his name as the pleasure courses through me, all the way to my toes, but Bastian doesn't stop. He keeps devouring me, and I’m not sure I can take much more. My legs start to shake, and I can’t form words as he thrusts another finger inside me. 

      “I don’t think I’ll ever be able to stop eating your pussy.” 

      His words are so filthy I gasp, even as I roll my hips closer to his mouth. I’ve never heard someone speak that way before, and coming from him, I love it. 

      “You don’t have to.” I swear I can feel him smile against me. 

      “Are you saying this is all mine now?” He keeps pumping his fingers in and out of me. “And no one else’s?” 

      “Yes, it’s yours,” I agree. “I need your mouth, Bastian, please.” I don’t know what’s possessed me, being this bold, but the ache between my legs can only be eased by him. 

      “Even when you beg it’s sweet,” he says before his mouth lowers once more. 

      He hooks his fingers inside of me, and the feeling is so different and deep that my body has no choice but to respond. A few quick caresses and I go off, only this orgasm is different from the last. It’s like lava pouring on me, and my whole body instantly ignites, and I cry out. 

      Every inch of my skin buzzes as I melt into the couch and close my eyes. I don’t even have the willpower to keep them open, and I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to move again. 

      Bastian kisses me gently on the insides of my thighs, and I smile. He really is one of the good ones, and it reassures me that he’s the man I want. I want him to be my first. 

      He lifts me off the couch and into his arms, and I rest my head on his chest, still not bothering to open my eyes. When my back hits a soft mattress, he takes off my panties so I'm completely naked, and I finally look up at him. I watch as he strips off his clothes, and I snort a laugh when he almost trips over his own pants in the process. 

      “Are you laughing at me, Bunny?” His question is filled with warning. 

      “Maybe,” I tease, and he lunges for me. 

      I let out a squeal and roll over to try and get to the other side of the bed. It’s useless, and he’s on me in a flash. When I feel him bite my ass, I can’t help but laugh harder. He flips me back over and easily pins me to the bed. 

      His touch is gentle as he reaches up and brushes my hair out of my face. “Fuck, you’re beautiful, but it’s even more than that.” My heart flutters as he kisses me. “I’m keeping you.” I wrap my arms around him, silently agreeing. 

      “I should go slowly, but I need you.” His words sound pained as he kisses my neck and anywhere else he can reach with his mouth. 

      “I don’t want slow. I want you, Bastian.”

      When he kisses me again, I gasp as his cock rubs against my clit. My legs fall open on their own, and my body is already making room for him. Bastian isn’t a small man anywhere, and I can feel just how big he is in this position. It should scare me, but in my heart I trust him, and I want all that comes with it. 

      “I want you too, Bunny. Too damn much.” He reaches between us and presses his cock to my opening. “You’re so wet.” I bite my lip, wondering if that’s normal. “You have no idea how much I love it.” 

      His words reassure me and make me relax as he pushes the head of his cock into me. I feel myself clench around him, and he’s right. I’m soaked. 

      “There’s no going back,” he says, and I don’t know if that’s a warning or a promise. 

      “I don’t want to go back. I came here to move forward with my life, and I’m happy you’ll be my first.” He leans down, and his lips brush against mine. 

      “Your only,” he says before he kisses me so thoroughly that I can’t respond. 

      The moment his tongue touches mine, he thrusts all the way inside. The sharp pain has me frozen, but Bastian never stops kissing me, and soon the pain starts to fade. All I can feel after that initial zing is a fullness that makes me whole. I start to kiss him back as desire builds, and soon enough I’m ready for more. 

      “Bastian,” I moan when he pulls out, and then I take all of him as he thrusts back in. The movement and connection wash away anything else and he’s the only thing in my world. 

      “Damn tight, Bunny,” he grits out, and I lift my hips to meet each of his thrusts. 

      The pleasure becomes like a volcano and soon I’m going to erupt. Bastian is fighting for control and seeing him so strained turns me on. Neither of us seems to want this to be over too soon, but the finish line is fast approaching. 

      “You gotta cum with me,” he says, and I whimper because I’m so close. 

      His hand slips between us and goes to my clit, and with a few strokes of his fingers I follow him into paradise. I cry out as the orgasm ignites in me and Bastian groans my name. There’s a primal clench when I feel his release spill and part of me feels claimed. The pulse of his cock causes my body to react in ways I didn’t know were possible. 

      As the last of my climax fades, every muscle relaxes under him. I close my eyes and feel the happy smile tug at my lips as I realize that I’m truly sated in the most delicious way. 

      Bastian rolls us over, and his cock slips free as he pulls me against him. When I feel him tossing a blanket over both of us, he buries his face in my neck and I start to fall asleep. My body is more relaxed than it’s ever been, and just as I’m about to drift off I feel his muscles turn to stone. 

      “Fuck,” he whispers. “I didn’t use protection.” 

      It should freak me out, because he’s right, we didn’t, but for some reason it doesn’t. I think I’m bothered by him freaking out more than anything, but I’m too tired to care. Without giving it another thought, I let sleep take me under. 

      Hours later I jerk awake, and the night before comes flooding back. The sweet ache between my legs is a reminder of what we did. Even if last night turns out to only be a fling, I don’t regret a single thing we did, and Bastian took care of me and made sure the experience was about my pleasure. 

      As quietly as I can, I get up from the bed and find some of my clothes as I go. I get dressed quickly in the living room then grab my bag and see the time. I should have more than enough time to get home and get ready for work as long as I hurry. 

      In the taxi on the way home, I think back to his comment about us not using protection. It never crossed my mind until he brought it up, but the chance of anything happening has to be slim. It was only the one time, but what if? Would he be upset if I got pregnant? We barely know each other, and I roll my eyes because I’m getting way ahead of myself. 

      When I open my front door, Avery is standing there with a smirk on his face. “Oh look, someone is doing the walk of shame,” he teases me. 

      “There’s no shame here.” I wink at him, making him laugh. 

      “Good.” He holds up his hand, and I give him a high five before I head to my room so I can get ready for work. 

      I don’t want to wash away the smell of Bastian, but maybe he’ll put it back on me tonight if he asks me to come over again. I tell myself I’m not going to be clingy as I blow dry my hair and get ready for work. 

      I’m going to play it cool. I can totally be cool. I imagine the sound of Juno laughing, as if she were here to hear me say it. 

      When I walk into the living room, there’s a pounding on the front door. 

      “Who’s knocking like a fucking cop?” Avery asks, walking over to the front door and pulling it open. 

      “Who the fuck are you?” I hear Bastian’s voice boom from the doorway. 

      “I think this one is yours,” Avery says, his tone dry and not at all upset. 

      “Hi.” I wave to Bastian, who is glaring at Avery. I get that this might look bad because Avery is only in a pair of sweatpants, and he’s also a model. 

      “I’m the roommate, bro. Cool it. Besides, she's not my type. But if you play your cards right, you might be.”

      Bastian's face turns from angry to surprised. “Sorry, but I’m taken,” he answers and turns his sights on me. 

      “The good ones always are.” Avery winks at me before heading back to his room to leave us alone. 

      “You snuck out.” Bastian says it like an accusation. 

      “I came home to get ready for work.” I motion to my clothes. The more I take Bastian in, the more I can tell he got ready in a hurry. 

      “You came straight here?” he asks.

      “Yes.” 

      “And you’re heading straight to work? No stops?” 

      “What is with the weird questions?” I ask as he walks toward me and wraps me in his arms. 

      “I didn't use protection last night.” I nod because he already said this. “I thought maybe you went to get the morning-after pill or something.” My stomach tightens. Is he going to push for me to get one now?

      “No. I came straight home.” 

      “Thank god,” he says, surprising the hell out of me. 

      Before I can say anything else, he’s kissing me until the only thought swimming in my head is whether what I feel for Bastian might be love.
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      “Oh god, Bastian,” Lux whispers as I keep licking her clit. “I can’t be quiet.” 

      I don’t stop, tonguing her little bud over and over until she finally falls apart. She puts her hand over her mouth and whimpers into it. I know the door to the copy room is locked, and nobody is going to come in here, even if she cries out my name. 

      I taste her climax and it’s so fucking sweet, but then again, every part of her is like candy. My cock swells, and I press the heel of my hand against it to get it to calm down. I already had her this morning and then again in my office as soon as we got here, so he needs to chill. 

      It’s been a week of complete bliss with Lux, and every second is better than the one before. Not only because we’re fucking as often as we can, but because I’ve never been happier. I laugh now, and I didn’t realize I wasn’t doing that before her. I’m also waking up with a smile on my face and not just because I get to sink deep into her, but because I get up early just to watch her sleep. She’s the first thing I see every morning and the last thing I see before I fall asleep, and it’s still not enough. 

      Last night after drifting off, I told her I love her. I want to say it when she’s awake, but I’m so afraid I’ll scare her off. She keeps telling me she’s not going anywhere, and maybe it’s my own insecurities, but I’m terrified to imagine having every single thing I want. What if I don’t get it? Or even scarier, what if I do, and I can’t hold on to it? Losing my mother, the person who influenced me most in life, is what makes me worried that Lux will slip through my fingers, when losing my mother should be the thing that propels me to live my life without regret. 

      “See?” I say to Lux as I put her panties back into place and lower her dress. 

      “Okay, you were right. Dresses at the office make life much easier.” 

      Her cheeks are flushed, and I lick my lips, still tasting her. “I’ll see you at lunch?” 

      “You’re insatiable,” she whispers, pretending she doesn’t like it. “And yes.” 

      My smile is smug as I walk out of the copy room and leave Lux to her work. When I walk past Katie’s desk, she gives me a knowing look, and I nod to her as I go in my office. 

      When I sit down at my desk, my phone rings, and I see it’s the head of the board, Richard Seymore. “Hey Richard, how can I help you?” 

      “Bastian.” His voice is cool, and the hair rises on the back of my neck. “We’ve got a problem.” 

      “All right, what can I do to help?” 

      We haven’t spoken much since the night of the cigar bar, just a few emails here and there. I’ve been a little neglectful in my duties this past week, and that’s in large part due to my distractions with Lux. 

      “Come to the boardroom.” With that, he hangs up, and I stare down at my phone. 

      There’s been a lot on my mind this week, and even before, if I’m honest with myself. I’ve been pushing to become CEO, but the more I consider it, the more I wonder if I really want it. 

      As I take the elevator up, I think about what I want my future to look like. The first image that I conjure up is Lux by my side, her hand propped on her rounded belly and kids running around us.

      Family. 

      That was always the most important thing to my mother and her driving force in life. To be able to provide for us so that we could have the life we dreamed of. 

      Have I been doing it all this time, or have I been busy running myself into the ground so I didn’t have to face the sad truth? That I miss her so much it hurts and having a family without her feels like a betrayal. 

      Being with Lux this past week and thinking about what I want my future to look like, I realize now that I was wrong. My mother would want me to be happy, and having a family honors her memory and what she would have wished for. If she were here, she’d smack me on the back of my head and tell me to quit being a dummy. I’m going to take that advice to heart now as I enter the boardroom. 

      The room is empty except for a few members and Richard sitting at the head of the table. To his left I see Stan with his head bowed, and suddenly I realize exactly what this is about. Lux confided in me the other night that the other bunny Scarlett had a recording of what happened. I knew it was a matter of time before she shook him down for money or worse. 

      “Are you having issues with your phone, Bastian?” Richard asks in a clipped tone. I noticed when I looked at my phone that he’d tried to call me several times when I was in the copy room with Lux. 

      “What seems to be the problem?” I ask, directing my question at Stan and ignoring Richard’s snide comments. There was never a time I didn’t fall over myself all hours of the night to take his calls, but now I’m done. 

      “Stan is being blackmailed,” Richard answers for him, and Stan begins to sob. “Oh, quit your sniveling.” Richard clenches his fists on the table and glares at me. “You’re going to make this go away before this little bitch goes to the press.” 

      “What do you think it is that I can do?” My brows pull together as I try and see the logic in this. “Just pay her whatever she wants and be done with it.” 

      ‘You don’t think we tried?” He slams his fist on the table. 

      “She told my wife,” Stan wails, and I have no sympathy for him. He’s never acted like he had a wife, and now it’s come to bite him in the ass. “She’s threatening to divorce me and take everything.” 

      “You need to get that little trashy temp you hired on board,” Richard orders like I’m a dog. 

      “What the fuck did you just say?” The penny drops at my statement, and although this isn’t how I wanted to do things, this is what’s happening. 

      “I said—” Richard begins to double down, but I cut him off. 

      “Shut your fucking mouth,” I growl as I lean forward on the table and plant my knuckles on the glass across from him. “I don’t give a fuck if that woman writes what Stan did in the sky, you won’t ever speak about Lux that way again.” 

      Richard seethes as he glares at me. “You’re fired.” 

      At his words, a cool calm falls over me, and I straighten up and tuck my hands in my pockets. “No, I’m not, and for a couple of reasons.” I wait as he presses his lips together, and I smile. “One, you have no grounds to fire me other than I won’t do your dirty work, so don’t even think about it.” I can almost hear Richard grinding his teeth. “Two, I know too many secrets for you to cut me loose on a scandal. You think one little bunny incident is enough to bring this company down? You have no idea the information I’ve gathered in the last five years that would make our former CEO look like a choir boy.” 

      Richard opens his mouth to speak, but when I smile brightly at him, he closes it and then lowers his eyes. He’s knows I’ve got him. 

      “And three, which is my personal favorite, I quit.” 

      “You can’t quit,” Richard is quick to say, and I know it’s because he is realizing that I do know too many secrets to be let go. Richard is the type of man that would have put me in situations to invent dirt just so that he’d have something over my head. But he never thought I was an actual threat and left me alone. I can tell with the clouds in his eyes at this very second that he's realized his mistake.

      “Watch me,” I say smugly as I turn to walk out of the room. But before I leave, I have one more thought, and I turn to face him. “Oh, and I’m taking Lux and my sister with me.” 

      As soon as the elevator doors close, I hear Richard shouting on the other side of them. I can’t help but smile to myself because for the first time in a long time, I’m happy.
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      I stare at the clock on my computer, tapping my fingers on the desk. Time is dragging on today, but it’s like that all the time now. All I can think about when I’m away from Bastian is, when am I getting out of here so I can be alone with him again?

      I have no clue how Bastian can sit at a desk all day, because it drives me crazy. I don’t want to be a bunny girl, and I don’t care for working in an office, so what’s left at this point? Should I be an astronaut? I’m probably too short, and I’m running out of ideas here. 

      “Katie!” A woman comes running out of the elevator and runs over to Bastian’s secretary. 

      I pretend to type on my keyboard while I eavesdrop, but in my defense, it's hard not to. They are only a few feet from me, and I’m not hiding behind a plant or under the desk. Maybe it’s just office gossip, which was probably my favorite part of working at the diner back home. When Juno and I were really bored we’d make up silly crap and see how far we could get it to spread. 

      “Something big is going on upstairs,” I hear her say and pause my fingers. 

      Bastian is upstairs right now, and I wonder if this has something to do with him. He sent me a quick text telling me he was going up and it might be a minute. 

      “It’s something with Bastian. What’s going on?” she asks, clearly here for gossip and has none of her own. I’ve been here for a little over a week, and I know there isn't a chance in hell Katie is going to tell this girl anything. 

      “Everything is fine.” Katie smiles up at the woman, who huffs in response. 

      “Fine, but you’re the worst.” Katie only laughs as the woman goes back to the elevator and gets on. 

      “She really thought she was going to get you to talk about Bastian?” I say when the elevator doors close.

      “Sometimes I’ll let a few small things slip. That way she’s always spreading what I want shared. It’s one of the many ways I keep my eyes on the staff here.” 

      “That’s brilliant,” I admit as Katie goes back to work. 

      My worry begins to grow, and I wonder how she doesn't want to know what’s going on up there.

      “So…” I say after a long minute, bringing Katie’s attention back to me. “What’s going on? You think they know about Bastian and me? Is this against the rules? Could I be getting him in trouble?” I fire off one question after the other, clearly starting to panic. 

      The first day we came back to the office together, I told Bastian we had to keep it professional around here. That lasted about ten minutes. We both cracked because it’s hard to keep my hands off him. It’s his fault that my body knows what he can do to it, and I’m addicted now.

      “They’d be stupid to fire him and he’s not going to let them fire you.” 

      My stomach knots. Bastian has been working here forever and building his way to the top. It was one of the many things we talked about when we lay in bed at night. He never talked about it with excitement though; it was always more like checking something off his list. One of the biggest reactions I got from him was on the way to work together the morning after we made love for the first time. 

      The way he talked was as if I was already knocked up and he was planning every detail. There was a smile on his face the whole time as he spoke of family and our future. Whenever he talks about work, he gets this tense expression, and I can tell he doesn’t love his job. 

      The thought of having a baby with Bastian makes my heart flutter, and even though it’s crazy soon, it feels right. What we share is unlike anything I’ve ever experienced before, and if we’ve learned anything, it’s that life is short. We don’t want to miss out on anything, so we’re jumping in with both feet. 

      When I think of our future, I try to picture our family. Will our kids have his wavy brown hair or my green eyes? I start to daydream for a moment before I snap myself back to the reality that Bastian might be losing his job. 

      “It’s fine, I can leave.” I grab my purse and start throwing things in my bag. I can work anywhere, and this place means something to Bastian. I would never want to take that away from him.

      “Good, you’re already packing up,” I jerk my head up and see Bastian’s sister standing there. I still haven't really met her yet, unless you count the time she busted in on me making out with her brother. Now he’s getting in trouble because of me, so she probably hates my guts. 

      “I’m so sorry.” My eyes fill with tears. “I didn’t mean for this to happen.” I’m not even sure what is actually happening, but it can’t be good. 

      “I think you meant to do it,” his sister Selma tosses back at me with a smirk, and I swallow. 

      Bastian loves his sister. I can see that love in his eyes when he talks about her and his mom. It’s one of the many reasons I fell in love with him so quickly. He understands the bond of a family. It’s important to me that the man I end up with knows what family means. 

      “Keep packing.” She motions to my stuff, and I nod, grabbing the last couple of things. 

      “Is Bastian coming back here?” I want to see him and make sure he’s okay before I leave. I feel terrible. 

      “He should be here any second. Let’s go pack his shit for him.” 

      “Wait, what?” My heart drops. 

      “Bunny,” Bastian calls to me as he steps off the elevator. He ignores everyone else and comes straight for me. He lifts me off my feet and kisses me deeply in front of everyone, and for a moment I get lost in him.

      “Do I need to get the hose?” Selma asks, and I pull back to look at her. She’s smiling, and I feel relief as Bastian puts me back on my feet. “I should have known it would take a woman to knock some sense into you.”

      “I got lost for a minute.” Bastian stares down at me and rubs his thumb over my cheek. 

      “Wait, you don't hate me?” I ask Selma, and she looks shocked. 

      “What? No! The first day I was surprised because I never thought in a million years I’d catch my straight-laced brother going at it with someone, let alone doing it in his office.” My face heats because we’ve gone at it all over the place.

      “Did you get all your things?” Bastian asks her, and she shrugs. 

      “I got what I needed from this place. I came down to help you and your girl.” 

      God, I really have to stop jumping to conclusions. 

      “You’re fired?” I ask, but he doesn't look torn up about it. 

      “I quit.” As long as he’s smiling then I’m happy about whatever it is he wants to do. 

      “Bastian,” Katie calls, standing up from her desk. She holds up a piece of paper and then hands it to Bastian. “I’m not working here if you’re not. I’ll end up in prison otherwise.” 

      “I feel you,” Selma agrees with a laugh. 

      “You should have retired years ago.” He signs whatever she gave him and then hands it back. 

      “I think I stayed just long enough.” She gives him a hug. “Walk me down, Selma.” 

      “I’ll see you guys down there,” Selma says as she points to me. “We’re going to lunch or something.” 

      “We’ll be down in a minute,” Bastian agrees as he pulls me into his office. 

      “What’s happening? I thought this place was your dream.”

      He holds me close and sighs. “That’s the thing. At the end of the day, a job that doesn’t fulfill me shouldn't be a dream. Besides, I’m tired of their good old boys ways and I’m not saving their asses. I’m going to watch them burn with everyone else. It’s what they deserve.”

      I grab his tie and pull him down. “You really are one of the good ones. My brothers swore there weren't any left in the city.” I kiss him, and he smiles against my lips. 

      “I think we need to take a trip out there.” 

      “You’re ready to meet the whole family?” 

      “Bunny.” His hands tangle in my hair. “You’re it for me. Babies, marriage, and all the things in between.” My insides melt because I want all of those things.

      “You don’t think it’s too fast?” 

      “Do you want me to slow down?” He gives me a cocky grin. 

      “No!” I say it a little too loudly. 

      “Good, because I’m not. When you know, you just know. I feel it in my heart, Lux.” 

      I know what he means, because that’s what I feel for him. It’s a love that’s so different than anything I’ve ever felt. He’s the other half of my soul, and the two of us are forever.

      “I do.” I smile up at him. 

      I love you, Lux,” he says, and my eyes fill with tears. 

      “I love you too.” When he kisses me, it’s claiming, and my body warms all over. 

      I knew something in the city was calling me and my destiny was out there waiting. Now that I’m here and I’m in Bastian’s arms, he’s mine and I’m his.
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        A few months later… 

      

      

      “It’s going to be fine, Bunny.” Bastian reaches out and puts his hand on my thigh so that I stop bouncing my foot. “And stop chewing on your lip. That’s my job.” I release it from my teeth and sigh.

      “I just want them to like you,” I admit. I’ve been putting this off for too long, and not only that, but before we left this morning, I’d gotten a little sick. Bastian rushed out to the pharmacy and thirty minutes later we found out I’m pregnant. Now we’re doing this no matter what. I’m just nervous. 

      “They’re your brothers, they're supposed to hate me at first. Then I’ll grow on them over time once they learn to trust me and see how I take care of you. That’s what it’s really about. They’ll always question me until I’ve proven that I’m good enough for you. And as frustrating as that might be for you, I respect it. I also have no problem doing it, if that’s what it takes.” 

      “You always say the most perfect things to make me melt.” I take his hand on my lap and thread his fingers with mine. “I suppose they’re going to have to get on board quickly with us staying there for the weekend.” 

      “Have you ever had a man in your room, baby?” 

      “A man?” I smirk over at him, prepared to poke a little. “Maybe a bo—” I let out a small scream when he grabs my thigh in a tight hold. I don’t know if it tickles or hurts, but I’m laughing so it must not be too bad. 

      “You were saying?” 

      “No.” I reach over and smack his chest. “My brother is a former Navy SEAL and is currently the sheriff of Pink Springs. No man or boys in town would even look at me. Some cross the road so fast when they see me coming, you’d think I have leprosy.” 

      “If I forget to tell you later, I really love your brothers.” I try and glare at him, but my laughter wins. 

      When we turn onto the long driveway to my childhood home, I sit up a little straighter. The first thing I see in the distance is Juno leaning up against her Jeep and waiting for us. 

      “Is her hair blue?” I whisper loudly. 

      “Looks like it,” Bastian answers. 

      The two of them have met a handful of times when Juno came to the city for a visit. I was relieved that they got along so well and it meant the world to me because they’re both such a big part of my life. Although Juno has been to see me, I haven’t come home since I moved out. The drive really isn’t that far, but I’ve been reluctant to face my brothers. Well, Cooper specifically. 

      When Bastian brings the car to a stop, I jump out and run toward Juno. She engulfs me in a giant hug, and I whisper in her ear. 

      “I can’t believe your hair is blue and I’m pregnant.” She lets out a small scream, and I lean back to look at her. Out of the two of us, Juno has always been the wild one, even though she looks like the girl next door. 

      Bastian says hey to Juno as he grabs the bags and walks towards the porch. “Let’s take these in.” 

      “You don’t like it?” She winks at me while she fluffs her hair. “It was time for a change, and I was tired of the pink.” 

      “You know I think you’re always beautiful, no matter what color you are this week,” I say teasingly. 

      Before we walk into the house, Juno and I turn as we hear a car coming down the driveway. It’s Cooper's patrol car, and I can see my other brother Luca in the passenger seat. 

      “Are you going to come up to the diner?” Juno asks, still looking at the car. “My shift is over at eight.” 

      “Yeah, we’ll come up for dessert. But I thought you said you had the night off.”

      “Some stuff came up.” 

      Juno shrugs, and before I can ask her about it, Luca is out of the car and picking me up in his arms. He’s always been so sweet and silly, and so unlike Cooper. 

      “What the hell did you do to yourself?” Cooper’s voice booms before I hear his car door slam shut. 

      “Nice to see you too, asshole.” Juno’s voice is ice cold. They always bicker, but this is new, and I’m about to jump in when Luca puts his hand over my mouth. 

      “Let them do their thing,” he says in my ear before putting me back on my feet. 

      “That’s not what I meant.” Cooper runs a hand through his short hair, and for the first time I can remember, he actually looks confused. 

      “Later, Lux.” Juno smiles at me and then looks at Luca. “Come swing by tonight. We’ve got the coconut pie you like.” 

      “I think I’ll do that,” Luca agrees before Juno gets in her Jeep and takes off. 

      “Luca.” We both turn around to see Cooper is pissed. “Don’t even think about it.” 

      “What the hell is going on?” I look between the two of them, and Luca shrugs while Cooper looks ready to throttle him.

      “Our older brother can’t get his head out of his ass.” Luca puts his arm around me, guiding me towards the house. “Why don't we go see this Bastian guy?” 

      “You guys better be nice. I don’t know why you two are pissed at each other, but don’t take it out on Bastian,” I warn them both. 

      “We’re just gonna rough him up a little.” 

      I elbow Luca in the side, and he drops his arm, pretending like it actually hurt. I spin around at the door and point my finger at them. 

      “I’m serious. I love him, and he’s the one,” I say, and after a moment they both nod, understanding. 

      When I feel satisfied they’re not going to go crazy, I turn toward the house and walk inside. 

      “Bastian?” I say as I step in the living room and freeze. I hear the door close behind me, and I realize my brothers didn’t follow me in. “What’s happening?” The entire entryway is covered in rose petals and candles, and I’m wondering how the hell this happened so fast. 

      “I think you know, Bunny.” 

      He had to have been talking to my brothers all along, knowing what family means to me. There’s no way they’re not in on this. Tears fill my eyes. Bastian walks in front of me and slowly drops to one knee. When he holds up the box in front of me and opens it, I can’t stand it anymore. 

      “Yes!” I blurt out before he can even ask a question. 

      He takes the ring out and slides it on my finger. Tears start to roll down my cheeks when I see my grandmother’s ring in the box. 

      “How?” I manage to ask as I look down at it in surprise. 

      “A few of my late-night meetings might have been me coming out here to win over those two knuckleheads outside.” 

      I laugh through the tears, and he wipes them away. “Just when I didn't think you could be any more perfect.” 

      “I was nowhere near perfect. Not until I found you.”
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        Twelve years later… 

      

      

      “Good evening, Mr. Starnes, will Mrs. Starnes be joining you?” Albert the waiter asks as he holds out the chef’s private menu. 

      “She is running late, but she’s on the way. We’ll have a bottle of the usual.” 

      “Of course, sir.” He bows and steps away from the table. 

      I check my watch, surprised Lux is running late. Normally for date night we meet at the house and drive into the city together, but she had a day at the spa today and wanted to come straight from there. I even offered to have our driver pick her up, but she was insistent. 

      Our three boys are at a sleepover in the country with their cousins for the whole weekend. I told Cooper and Juno that they were crazy, but they love the boys like their own, and I couldn’t complain about three days alone with my wife. 

      Sometimes I wonder if they bought all that land just so the kids could run wild, but the boys love it, and it’s good for them. They camp out under the stars and will probably fish all weekend long. They’ll come back dirty and stinky, but that’s pretty much how they are even when they’re not camping. 

      I don’t know how Lux manages to still smile, even on days when they’re being rowdy and tearing up the house, but I think part of it is that this is the life we always dreamed of. Our home is loud and messy, even with housekeepers. But we have dinner together almost every night, and we are there for the boys in everything they do. Our lives are about them, and our family, and we wouldn’t want it any other way. 

      After I quit my job at Balman and Pierce, their house of cards came tumbling down. Luckily I’d made enough contacts during my time there to set up my own business. I knew I wanted to do things differently and not only work a hell of a lot less, but work smarter. The first thing I did was hire Lux as my director of marketing and Selma as my director of finance. I even brought in Katie on a part-time basis until we got everything the way we wanted. Starnes and Cross, Inc. became an overnight success, and after ten years of doing the work we wanted, we decided to retire completely. 

      Now we spend our days taking care of our boys and running them to all their activities. Between that and visiting our extended family in the country, we travel the world. It’s more than I could have ever hoped for after my mom died, and I can’t help but think she sent Lux to me. She knew when I’d need her the most and how she would change my life. That’s the only way to explain the magic of finding my soul mate. 

      “Sorry I’m late.” Lux’s voice is soft, and I smile as I look up from my menu. 

      But what greets me has my smile dropping and my jaw clenching so hard I hear it crack. “What. Is. That,” I say, glaring at the red dress that’s practically painted on her body. 

      “Oh, this old thing?” She smooths a hand down the front of it, drawing attention to her tits that are quite literally spilling out of the top. 

      It’s fire-engine red with a chunky gold zipper right down the front. It’s unzipped at the top so far down I can see the dark edges of her areolas. And to make matters worse, she’s got it unzipped from the bottom so far up that it’s barely covering her pussy. 

      “I just thought I’d dress up a little tonight. You don’t like it?” She pops her hip out and places her hand on it, accentuating the curve of her waist and round ass. 

      Her hair is blown out and falls in waves, and her lipstick and heels match her dress. She might as well be walking around with a bullhorn screaming for people to look at her, and oh, are they looking. 

      “Lux,” I warn, and she winks but still doesn’t take her seat, like she’s trying to provoke me. 

      “Oh, you haven’t seen the back,” she says as she turns around.

      I groan and bite my knuckle as I see the back of the dress plunges down to the top of her ass, and then there’s another chunky gold zipper that basically covers her ass crack and nothing else. 

      “Goodness, I’m hungry.” She takes her seat like nothing is wrong, and I glare at her. “Have you ordered the wine yet? Oh, here comes Albert now.” 

      “G-good evening, Mrs. Starnes.” He stumbles over his words, and the bottle shakes as he pours her a glass. “Might I say you look beaut—” 

      “Enough,” I cut him off, and he swallows hard then disappears back into the shadows. “What game are you playing, Bunny?” 

      “Who, me?” She shrugs, and the motion causes her tits to spill out a little more. 

      “You’re going to flash the entire restaurant,” I hiss, leaning forward to stare at the exposed skin. My mouth waters, and I ache to unzip it a little more and taste her there. 

      “Oh, goodness. Wouldn’t that be terrible.” She winks at me as she looks at her menu and does nothing to cover up. “I was more worried about people seeing my pussy because I forgot to put on panties.” 

      My silverware clatters to the floor as I nearly lose control. Albert appears at my side, picking up what I dropped, and I get angrier because he’s probably doing it to get a look for himself under the table. 

      “I’ve got it,” I growl. 

      Another waiter comes over and smiles at my wife as he replaces my silverware and a glass I didn’t know I’d broken. I can’t get a hold of myself, and suddenly another busboy appears on the other side of our table to help. They’re all staring at her, and she’s leaning back in her chair, watching me the whole time. 

      My cock is hard, and my temper is boiling as I push my seat back. “We’re leaving.” 

      “Bastian,” she coos, knowing exactly what she’s done to me. “What about dinner? I’m starving.” 

      The waiters disappear as I button my suit coat to hide my erection. I reach out my hand to my wife, leaving no room for argument. After a second she takes it, and I lean down and put my lips next to her ear. 

      “You’ll have something to keep your mouth full on the way home.” Then I grab her ass aggressively in the middle of the restaurant, not giving a fuck who can see. She will always be only mine, now and forever. 

      When we get in the car, I give the driver instructions to grab food on the way home, and then I raise the partition to separate us. Lux is eager to suck my cock, but I’m the one that ends up on my knees. The dress is in rags by the time we make it to the house, but we had fun ripping it apart. 

      Date nights are my favorite.
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